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Chapter 1

Brisbane Airport

Wednesday, 6.45 a.m.

Rohan Banerjee’s flight touches down at Brisbane’s international airport at 6.45 a.m. local time, twelve minutes ahead of schedule, according to the pilot, the sun coming up as the plane rushes along the tarmac. The last hour of the flight offered beautiful views of the dawn, the horizon putting on a spectacular show as the sky brightened from indigo to red, pink and gold. Most of the passengers had been sleeping, their window blinds down – it’s still only 4.45 a.m. Singapore time – but the cramped economy-class seat, and the adrenaline that hasn’t subsided since he got the call yesterday, had kept Rohan awake.

He’s been freelancing in Singapore, writing about crime and corruption for four years now. Mostly local stuff, but now he’s onto something international in scope and he’s managed to set up an interview with the biggest name on his list. He got the call yesterday confirming that they’d meet him, that they’d give him an on-the-record interview. Afterwards, he’d put the phone down and done a geeky little dance for joy beside his desk. There’s nothing like the thrill of everything falling into place on a major story, and this one is as big as it gets.

He’s decided he won’t offer it to Nathan, his usual editor, first. He’s going to talk to the The New York Times or maybe the LA Times, one of the big papers that still have money for investigative journalism. If this story doesn’t land him a job in the US, he doesn’t know what will.

The plane taxis to the gate, the sky bridge attaches slowly, inch by inch, and then there’s an interminable wait for business and first-class passengers to disembark. Finally, the economy crowd starts moving. Rohan stands, grabs his daypack from the overhead locker and, once he’s free of the throng, walks briskly through the terminal. His head is fuzzy, his eyes scratchy with tiredness, and his shoulders and neck ache. Courtesy of his dad’s Gold Card – he memorised the number long ago and they share the same name – he detours to the airside VIP lounge, takes a shower and grabs a quick bite to eat. Then he clears customs, heads to a car hire booth and hires a small car – nothing fancy, he won’t be here long. He finds the vehicle, a white Kia, types the address of the meeting into the GPS. The satnav tells him he’ll be there at 9.18 a.m., a bit later than he’d anticipated. He texts his contact: 


Apologies, arrival slightly delayed, will be with you by 9.30.



The drive is straightforward enough, the roads wide, the traffic orderly and not as heavy as he’d expected. Nothing like the chaos of India, and nowhere near as busy as Singapore either. Not much to see, he’s mostly on a highway, but there’s plenty of green – trees and gardens and countryside – the sky blue and the air fresh. No high-rise buildings, no crammed streets, not many people about. It’s his first visit to Australia and he decides he needs to come back for a holiday sometime; maybe invite his younger sister and brother to join him.

When he arrives at his destination, he’s surprised to realise how far out of the main CBD he is. He cruises past the address to check he’s in the right place; the sign on the front of the building confirms it. His stomach gives a flip: part excitement, part nerves. He’s doing it. He’s following up the biggest story of his career so far. The story that will make his name.

He finds a parking spot around the next corner and takes a moment to prepare himself, looking around with his journalist’s eye, pulling out his phone and making a few notes, colour for the piece: The winter sun is warm and the streets are startlingly empty. A few cars are parked outside big homes with lawns running to the pavement. Parrots swoop through the trees and ahead of me I spy a cricket pitch. Perhaps the very pitch on which Australian fast-bowling hero Caden Conroy practised his distinctive technique as a boy.

He glances at the time on his phone – 9.25 a.m. – stretches his arms and cricks his neck. He’s still tired, but more alert now, a buzz of excitement building in his stomach. He’s been a cricket fan since he was a kid, and an interview with the greatest bowler of this generation is a thrill, even if it’s under the cloud of what he’s discovered. He planned his questions on the plane last night but there’s always the possibility of something unexpected emerging and the thought broadens the grin on his face. He loves this job.

He checks he’s got everything he needs: laptop, hard drive, phone, voice recorder – he doesn’t like to rely on the phone, the quality isn’t as good and the battery dies too fast. He’s good to go. He climbs out, locks the car, shoulders his small backpack and walks the short distance to the office. A man is standing in the parking lot looking at his phone. He’s a big guy, tall and muscular, watchful eyes. He’s wearing jeans, a pale-blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up over strong forearms, and brown boots. He glances up from his phone as Rohan approaches, sizes him up, then steps forward and says: ‘Rohan Banerjee?’

‘That’s me,’ says Rohan.

‘Nice one. Look, Rohan, there’s been a bit of a change of plan. We’re going to take you to Annabel Downs for the meeting.’

‘I see . . .’ Rohan hesitates. He remembers the name Annabel Downs from his research. It’s the Conroy family home, where Caden and his brother Cameron grew up, a cattle ranch far from the city. ‘Is that a long way from here?’ he asks.

‘It’s a bit of a drive,’ says the man, ‘but not that far by Aussie standards. We’ll have you there by early afternoon – you’ll have plenty of time and privacy to chat. There’s a guest house, so you can spend the night, have a real Aussie experience. We’ll bring you back tomorrow. You’re not leaving till tomorrow evening, right?’

‘Yes, that’s correct,’ says Rohan. He considers his options. A trip to Annabel Downs wasn’t part of the plan but it will give him hours to develop the story, see where the Conroys grew up, talk about their family and childhood. It could help to build a profile that goes beyond the story he’s got. He’s seeing a New Yorker-style piece, deeper and wider. A series of stories, maybe, or even a book.

‘My car is parked around the corner . . .’

‘Yeah, no worries, she’ll be right. There’s no parking restrictions around here.’

‘OK,’ he says, sliding his backpack off his shoulder. ‘Let me call my editor and tell him the change of plan.’

He hasn’t told Nathan that he’s in Australia because he’s still not sure he’ll offer him the story. In fact, he hasn’t told anyone where he is. He’s in the habit of playing his cards close to his chest, doesn’t want someone else beating him to a story, but now, far from home, the thought arrives that it might make sense to give Nathan a heads-up.

‘Yeah, sure, no worries,’ says the big guy. ‘But look, like you said, it’s a bit of a drive and we’re already later than planned, so could you call him from the car?’ He turns towards a big 4x4 – not the kind of car you see on Singapore’s streets, and this one is dusty and well used, looks as if it’s been thumping over rutted country tracks – and gives someone inside a thumbs-up signal. The car moves smoothly forward, pulling up beside Rohan. ‘Let me take that,’ says the big guy, his hand on the straps of Rohan’s backpack.

‘It’s OK,’ says Rohan, but the bag is already in the other man’s hands. He hesitates but the car is waiting, engine running, and they seem impatient to be off. There’s no big rush, he can call Nathan later. The big guy walks to the rear of the car and puts the bag in the boot. Rohan climbs into the back seat, forced to shuffle over behind the driver as the big guy follows him in. As the Range Rover pulls out of the car park and turns left, the big man’s arm comes out, pinning him against his seat. Rohan starts in shock until he sees a plastic cup, lidded and filled with what looks like orange juice, in the man’s hand.

‘Thought you might be thirsty after the flight,’ he says.

‘Thank you,’ says Rohan. He takes the drink and sips it out of politeness. It’s nice, orange and mango, fresh and refreshing. He takes a bigger gulp.

‘G’day, Rohan,’ says the driver from up front. ‘We’ll be heading west, driving for about four hours. Have you been to outback Queensland before?’

‘No, no I haven’t,’ says Rohan.

‘Well, you’re in for a treat – it’s a beautiful time of year to visit.’

‘Very good,’ says Rohan. The driver turns on the radio and Rohan enjoys listening to the Australian twang in the announcer’s voice as the Range Rover joins the highway and gathers speed. He finishes the juice as he watches the houses and gardens give way to fields and rolling hills, green and bucolic, on both sides.

The two men in the car don’t say much and Rohan is pleased not to have to make small talk. He’s still tired and the warmth of the car and its soothing movement is soporific. It’s not long before he’s struggling to keep his eyes open. He rests his head against the window, but the judder of the glass makes him nauseous and slightly dizzy, so he sits up again. After a moment he decides he doesn’t feel well.

‘You alright there?’ says the big man beside him.

‘I’m not sure . . .’ He can’t find the words. He’s hot and cold, dizzy and tired, so tired. His mouth is dry. He tips the plastic cup of juice upside down to drain the last of the drops. Something is playing on his mind. Something that he needs to do. Nathan. He was going to call Nathan to tell him he’s in Australia.

‘I need my phone,’ he says, but the words come out garbled, and when he leans forward everything spins. This isn’t good, he realises in a moment of lucidity. Something’s wrong. Maybe he’s been drugged. The juice. There was something in the juice. He turns to the man beside him. ‘Give me my phone,’ he says, forcing the words out, clearly this time.

‘You won’t need that, mate,’ says the big guy. It’s the last thing Rohan hears before everything goes black.

* * *

When Rohan comes to, he’s lying on a floor somewhere. His mind is fuzzy, his mouth dry. He can hear voices around him but can’t grab hold of what they’re saying and can’t remember where he is or why he’s here. He opens his eyes. He sees a pair of brown boots and his backpack lying open on a polished wood floor, the contents spilling out, hands rifling through his gear.

That’s not right, he thinks – why are you going through my things? He tries to move and discovers his hands and feet are tightly bound. Fear surges through him. He’s in trouble here.

‘You’re sure we can delete all this so that no one else can find it or use it?’ he hears a voice say.

‘Yeah, now that we’ve got the hard drive, his laptop and his phone, the tech blokes can sort it for sure,’ answers a second.

‘So we don’t need him anymore?’

‘Nah.’

‘OK, let’s give him the last of it, then—’

The conversation is interrupted by a loud buzzing sound.

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s the gate alarm – I’ve got the app on my phone. Someone’s here.’

‘Shit . . . You stall them, I’ll sort him out.’

The brown boots disappear from view, replaced by a pair of black trainers. Rohan watches two hands hastily scoop his things back into the backpack and then the backpack disappears. He wants to object – what are they doing with his stuff? – but he can’t seem to speak. There are hands under his arms, pulling him upright. His head is so heavy that his neck can’t support it and he finds himself looking down at the shiny wood floor, which is moving and swaying as if he’s standing on water. He can see his hard drive by his left foot, half under a sofa. Something worms its way into his addled brain. The drive has very important information on it. It needs to be safe, it needs to be protected; it can’t be left here like this. But he still can’t make his mouth utter the words he needs. The person who’s pulled him up starts half dragging, half carrying him forward and he manages to use his foot to nudge the drive out of sight under the sofa. It’ll be safe there. He’ll come back for it later.
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Chapter 2

Katima, outback Queensland

Thursday, 5.30 a.m.

Lucas Walker is counting the laps, this morning’s swim not coming as easy as it sometimes does. He’s the only one in the pool. The water is warm, courtesy of the Great Artesian Basin far below, which delivers heated water year-round, and a small cloud of steam is rising above the surface into the cold winter air. Normally he finds a swim the best way to start the day – meditative, mind-clearing. But this morning his mind is whirring, filled with thoughts about everything and nothing.

It’s six months to the day, exactly, since he quit his job at the AFP. The way it ended, the shitshow it turned into, still angers Walker. He’d arrived back in Canberra from a job in Germany, satisfied that Vandals leader Stefan Markovich was under arrest, and looking forward to a new role on the domestic extremism unit – only to find the organised crime team he’d been working with for almost a decade in chaos. His boss, DCI Rutherford, on suspension pending a disciplinary hearing, facing accusations of running rogue undercover operators, lack of transparency in decision-making, and too many rules bent or broken in the hunt to find and convict the leadership of the Vandals outlaw bikie gang.

The whole crisis had been brought to a head by the murder of a Vandals informer and his family, in what was supposedly a witness protection safe house. Rutherford had pulled the family’s protection team a few days before the killings and there were accusations of corruption and gross misconduct – a sense within the organisation that Rutherford, perhaps paid off by the gang, had all but brought about the family’s deaths. Walker, who still admires Rutherford more than any other boss he’s ever worked with, had known instantly that this was pure bullshit. But the whole team had been tarred by the allegations, the unit disbanded and Walker’s new job offer rescinded. He’d been offered a role number-crunching on tax fraud cases, and it had been made clear he wouldn’t be running investigations on the street again.

Walker’s outrage had been compounded by the implication that he’d gone rogue along with Rutherford hanging unspoken in the air. He’d thought about disputing it, decided he didn’t want to work somewhere that didn’t trust him, and so had walked away from the AFP and the job he’d loved. Rutherford, who is still suspended and fighting the allegations against him, hadn’t tried to dissuade him. Instead, he’d called in some favours and landed Walker an interview with Queensland Police. Walker had been hoping for a job with the organised crime team, where his background could have made the biggest difference, but in the end they offered him a detective role in the state’s South West district, covering a huge swathe of outback Queensland. His experience meant he’d gone straight in as a detective sergeant, the application board approving his appointment without query. But an outback DS position was still effectively a demotion. Walker had plenty of misgivings – not least whether the job would be interesting enough to hold his attention – but when he was told he’d be based in Katima, only 200 kilometres east of his hometown of Caloodie, he accepted. The other good news: no boss breathing down his neck. He’s reporting to a DI based 300 kilometres away in Toowoomba.

‘You’ll have plenty of responsibility out there,’ the HR manager told him. ‘Do your time out bush and you’ll have your pick of the jobs at Crime and Intelligence Command in a couple of years.’

So here he is, four months in. The other cop in town, a young constable called Vinh Nguyen, is clever and capable and a good bloke. And the job itself is a piece of cake. Nothing, so far at least, that has involved much detective work. Having a remote boss, in every meaning of the word, works for him. His DI, a bloke called Jackson, is rarely interested in much beyond the briefest updates. Walker’s enjoying the freedom after the claustrophobia of those last months in Canberra, but as he cuts clean strokes through the water there’s a niggling voice in his head saying that maybe he’s sold himself short. He reckons that’s what his mum thinks. She didn’t show any enthusiasm for the new job – not that she was a fan of him working in policing in the first place – and told him he should have stuck it out at the AFP, fought harder for a promotion. His sister Grace was surprised at his decision too, though she only ever wants what’s best for him so there wasn’t any judgement there. ‘It’ll be nice to be nearer to Blair and Tracy and the girls,’ she said, and that’s proven to be true.

There was a time when he’d have called Barbara in Berlin to get her take on it all, see what she thought of his options, but their friendship hasn’t fully recovered from whatever it is that happened between them in Berlin. He’s still confused about it – sad even, if he’s honest with himself – but he tries not to dwell on it. They still text once in a while, but he doesn’t confide in her in the same way he once did and he hasn’t told her about his new job. Maybe that tells him all he needs to know. At some level, he worries that the way it ended at the AFP, the cruisy job he’s doing now, will diminish him in her eyes too.

He turns once more, takes an aggressive push off the wall, carves through the water, putting in long hard strokes, kicking with vehemence, focusing on the movement, the physicality of it. Turns at the other end, repeats, repeats, repeats, until at last his mind stills and the movement through the water is all that matters. When he turns into lap fifty, the last of the swim, he stretches out for a final sprint. Touches the wall, turns one last time, comes up slowly and rolls onto his back. Floating for a moment, letting his heart rate come down, exhaling long breaths, enjoying the tranquillity of the empty pool. The sky is blue now, the sun coming up. Another lovely winter day ahead. As he floats, at peace, Grandma’s voice comes to him as clearly as if she were standing at the edge of the pool watching him. ‘You know promotions and career aren’t everything, Lucas,’ she says. ‘You’ve got to live your life too. That’s what the time out here is all about.’

He smiles up at the blue sky. As always, she’s right. Katima is giving him the chance to prioritise some of the things he loves, not least the swimming. ‘Your place has a water view,’ Vinh had told him on his first day, as he led Walker the two-minute walk from the cop shop to the little house that would become his weekday home. Walker had raised an eyebrow, not getting the joke until he’d seen that the house they’d allocated to him sits directly opposite the pool. Sure enough, you can see the water from the front window. Along with swimming most mornings, he’s found far-better-than-expected coffee at the van in the park, Vinh’s turned into a mate, the bakery does a good all-day breakfast and he manages to get back to Caloodie most weekends. He’ll enjoy these couple of years out here and be back into the thick of organised crime soon enough.
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Chapter 3

Katima

5.45 a.m.

The street is gloomy in the early-morning light and even quieter than usual. It’s the depth of winter, the sun just coming up, a line of pink and red on the eastern horizon heralding the arrival of a new day. It’s cold too. Well, what passes for cold out bush. Charli McCarthy pulls the hoodie of her sweatshirt over her head and sticks her hands deeper in the pockets. Her phone had said 7C when she checked it first thing, but she reckons it might be even less than that, particularly as she turns the corner into Preston Street and the bite of the wind gets stronger.

She’s heading towards her coffee van, which sits in a peaceful spot under a stand of gum trees in Memorial Park, half a kilometre or so up the street. She’s only recently started taking this route to the van; she always used to go the faster way, along the lane at the front of her place. She tells herself that it’s safer to walk this route in winter, avoiding the poorly lit lane. But who is she kidding – Katima, population 2,180, is the safest place she’s ever lived. Even the dubious blokes aren’t that intimidating, not when you’ve grown up in the rough parts of Ipswich and Biggera Waters and the dodgy areas of too many towns to name.

No, it’s not about safety, it’s about the bloody crush she has on the hot new cop in town. The cop who comes by at least twice a day for coffee, the cop who has her putting on mascara and planning what she’s going to wear for the first time in years. The cop who lives rent-free in her head for way too many hours of the day and who goes swimming in the pool on Preston Street early every morning. He’s the reason that she’s changed her route. She sighs. She’s like a fourteen-year-old kid with a thing for the boy in the grade above, changing her routine, trying to bump into him more often.

She can see someone in the water as she passes the pool but it’s too gloomy to make out if it’s him. Preston Street is unusually quiet, the cold morning keeping even the early birds in bed. She opens the coffee van at 6 a.m. and usually there’s a couple of people waiting for their first caffeine hit of the day, but there are no cars at the top of the park this morning and no dog walkers standing around chatting either. Even the bird calls are absent. The stillness is so unusual, it spooks her. She pulls her keys out of her pocket as she approaches the van, the sun up now but the eucalyptus trees swaying in the breeze throwing random shadows. She finds herself glancing over her shoulder, twitchy, anxious. ‘Get a grip, Charli,’ she says out loud, but she still walks the last steps quickly, her heartbeat matching her pace. She climbs the two metal stairs at the back of the van, fumbles slightly with the keys, opens the door and slams it closed behind her, leaning against the flimsy barrier. What is wrong with her this morning? She flicks on the light, inhales the familiar smell of the van – coffee and metal and the sweet scent of the banana bread she’d made before she left last night – and finds herself calming.

The van is spick and span and her pride and joy. It’s the best investment she’s ever made – truth be told, the only investment she’s ever made. It earns money, it sets her free. She’d been on the road for two years, travelling up the coast of Queensland, towing the van behind her little Suzuki Jimny and stopping wherever took her fancy, setting up, brewing coffee for the locals. After a few months some established café would usually complain to the council – her coffee was always much better than theirs, taking away their customers – and a cop or councillor would tell her she didn’t have the right permits. She’d drive off again and repeat. About a year ago she decided to head into the outback. She stopped at a few places for a night or two, not even long enough to set up the van, finding nowhere she liked enough to stay. She’d been wondering if she should head south, somewhere greener and more populated, until she pulled into Katima. As she drove down Preston Street – the road that brings you into town – the jacaranda trees planted along the centre parking were in full blue-purple bloom and the old water tower on stilts with the words Welcome to Katima spray-painted on the side seemed to speak directly to her. The town’s main shopping drag – a broad street lined on both sides by shops with traditional signage and the awnings typical of outback towns – was so pretty that she decided almost immediately to stay a while.

She pulled up and found that Katima had a takeaway and a bakery, but no café. When she explored further, she discovered the big park with its barbecue area, toilet facilities for tourists, a kids’ playground and a little dog run. Situated next to the swimming pool and opposite the pub, it was the perfect spot for the van. But the park was also right beside the cop shop, and opposite the local council buildings. There’d be no getting away with serving coffees and not being noticed here. So, she’d done something different. She’d gone into the council building and, for the first time in her life, asked about a permit.

The woman behind the desk seemed bemused. ‘A coffee van? Reckon that’d probably be alright,’ she said. ‘You can do some of it online but you’ll probably have to go to Hopeville to get the licences and permits, food safety and whatnot.’

It had been a bit of a hassle, filling in online forms, a few weeks of to and fro between Katima and Hopeville, but it wasn’t as much of a problem as she’d expected. And the sense of achievement, not to mention security, she felt when, permit in hand, she parked the van and put her blackboard out front, made it all worthwhile. She even went to the bakery and the takeaway to introduce herself. The takeaway bloke, Martin, shrugged. ‘Go for it, mate,’ he said. ‘We don’t open till three p.m. and don’t get much call for coffee.’

Sylvia, the woman who runs the bakery, wasn’t so easy. She crossed her arms and frowned. ‘I can’t believe they’ve given you a permit for a café – we’re barely scraping by as it is.’ That was bullshit as far as Charli could see, the bakery always busy and half a dozen people working there. There was an initial flurry of interest in the van when Charli opened, everyone trying out the new place, and Charli was rushed off her feet, barely coping. But then Sylvia started offering a free coffee with every bacon-and-egg roll, and some people went back to the bakery. But enough stayed with Charli – the proper coffee fans – for her little business to prosper, and though Sylvia still gives her the evil eye when they cross paths, Charli reckons she hasn’t made much of a dent in Sylvia’s profits either.

She’s found a nice little house with a small garden to rent, she’s made friends, and now there’s even a hot cop in town. A smile comes to her face, the weird vibes she’d felt on the walk evaporating. She switches on the coffee machine, runs a cloth over the already sparkling counter, then leans forward, unlocks the roller blind and, with a quick heave, pushes it firmly upwards. She turns away, grabbing the blackboard, while the blind gives its familiar rattle as it rolls up and clunks into place and a bright square of sunlight illuminates the counter. The day has begun. She’s about to go outside with the blackboard when something catches her eye. Thinking it’s her first customer of the day, she turns back to the counter with a smile that freezes into a horrified grimace.

A young man is hanging from a high branch in one of the gum trees in front of the van. She registers that he’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, the t-shirt riding up to expose a brown stomach, and that his feet are bare. A length of rope has been looped around the branch above his head and run down to form a noose around his slender neck. His face is colourless, the position of his neck is all wrong and he’s staring at her with terrible dead eyes. She stands for a long second, shocked to her core. Then she hears herself screaming. A long, loud, shrill scream of fear and terror that reverberates around the little van and out into the quiet streets of Katima.


OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 4

Katima

6 a.m.

Walker glances at the clock at the end of the pool: 6.05 a.m. The kids from the school swimming club will start dribbling in for their squad session soon. He dives under the lane divider and swims over to the ladder. The winter air is cold after the warmth of the water and he changes quickly, pulling on tracksuit bottoms and a jumper, giving his hair a tousle dry with the towel. He’s out the gate and on his way back to the house, his mind on a hot shower, a strong coffee and mentally planning out his day – a trip to Hopeville to interview a couple of witnesses to a pub fight that turned nasty and left a young bloke in hospital – when a piercing scream ricochets down the quiet street.

Walker stops; the scream doesn’t. It goes on and on, rising in pitch. It’s coming from the park. ‘Charli,’ he says out loud, and starts running.

Three people stand grouped at the edge of the park, none of them moving, all staring towards the coffee van. The scream has stopped now, but as he gets closer he can hear someone – Charli, he reckons – crying. As he enters the park he can see what’s transfixed the onlookers. A young bloke is hanging from a tree, body turning slowly in the morning breeze. Walker instinctively speeds up to get him down, but he knows even before he reaches the bloke’s legs that it’s too late. The pallor of death on the skin, the eyes unseeing, the odd angle of the neck. He stands for a moment beneath the body, the feet turning slowly at eye level. He needs to bring him down, but he’ll need help and a ladder. He pulls out his phone and glances towards the coffee van. Charli stares back at him, her face white, her hands over her mouth; trembling all over.

He turns towards the small crowd – no one he recognises. ‘Stay back, please, this is a crime scene,’ he says. He doesn’t know for certain if that’s true but it’s best to keep people clear anyway. He dials Vinh’s number as he walks towards Charli, who seems frozen in place, her eyes still on the body hanging a few metres in front of the van. ‘Vinh, I need you in the park now. Suspicious death. We’ll need the fire brigade too,’ he says.

‘Righto,’ says Vinh, and hangs up. It’s one of the things Walker likes about the young cop: he knows when to ask questions, and when simply to do what he’s asked.

‘Charli. Charli, look at me,’ says Walker, coming closer to the coffee van. ‘You’re alright, Charli. I’m here, it’s OK.’ Charli doesn’t respond. He goes to the back of the van, up the steps, through the unlocked door. ‘Charli,’ he says again as he steps inside.

She turns slowly towards him and the act of looking away, of breaking eye contact with the terrible scene outside, loosens something within her; her legs go wobbly, she grabs at the counter.

Walker can hear someone coming up the steps, then a woman sticks her head into the van.

‘Oh my god, Charli, are you OK?’ Walker’s seen her with Charli in the pub; they’re friends but he doesn’t know her name.

‘She’s in shock,’ he says. ‘Can you take care of her? I’m needed outside.’

She nods and he lets her past, sees her wrap Charli in a hug. He hears a car pull up, the quick whir of a siren, then the sound of a bigger vehicle. Vinh and the fire brigade have arrived.

Walker has Vinh set a cordon way back, blocking off virtually the whole of the park, pushing the growing crowd of the morbidly curious back to Preston Street. Then he sends Vinh to get an evidence tent, a belated attempt to give the deceased some privacy in his death. Meanwhile he takes as many photos as he can, putting his mind into neutral as he gets close-ups of the body, of the bench underneath the tree which likely served as a step up, and of the rope tied around his neck and the branch above. Then he gives the fire brigade blokes the nod. They’re clearly shocked by the scene but they’re professional and gentle, handing the body down from one burly set of arms to the next before laying it on the plastic sheeting that Vinh has brought, sympathetic looks on their faces.

‘Poor bugger,’ says one of them.

‘Do you know him?’ asks Walker.

‘Nah, I don’t reckon he’s from around here.’ The fireman shakes his head. ‘So bloody young too. Wonder what’s bad enough to have made him do that . . .’

‘Could be plenty,’ says his oppo. ‘But I don’t reckon he did that by himself. No way he’d have got up there without help.’

The first bloke’s look turns from sympathy to disgust. ‘Fucksake,’ he says. ‘There’s sick bastards everywhere, even out here.’

‘We don’t know what happened yet,’ says Walker. He knows that murder by hanging is vanishingly rare and that it is a preferred method of suicide for young men in particular, so he wants to dampen down gossip and speculation from the get-go. ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions.’

The fire brigade’s job done, Walker and Vinh put up the evidence tent, screening the scene from the ring of spectators, which is swelling as more people come into town. The sun is fully up now but the winter morning is cool, and Walker is glad of his thick jumper. He can hear the trilling call of a butcherbird somewhere in the distance, an innocuously pretty sound against the grim setting. The coffee van’s shutters went down a while ago, Charli and her friend walking the long way out of the park, not coming anywhere near the body. He’ll need to go and check on her later, find out what she saw, make sure she’s OK. But first he crouches down and looks more closely at the dead man. He’s young, with brown skin and dark hair almost to his shoulders. Of Indian heritage, maybe. His hair looks, to Walker’s untrained eye at least, as if it’s been stylishly cut, feathery and short on the front and sides, longer at the back. He’s wearing a simple grey t-shirt and dark indigo jeans, and his feet are bare. Walker searches his pockets – no phone, no wallet, nothing.

‘That’s strange,’ he says to Vinh. ‘No ID at all. Do you know him? Have you seen him around?’ Vinh has been based out here a couple of years so is more embedded in Katima than he is.

‘No,’ says Vinh. ‘I’d remember that haircut. It’s a bit gas for out here. The jeans too – they’re Japanese, I reckon. Expensive, limited-edition stuff. My younger sister is into everything from Japan and she’s been saving up for a pair from this brand.’

Walker isn’t sure what ‘gas’ means in this context, but he gets the drift: the bloke doesn’t look like he’s from round here. ‘OK, so likely he’s not a local, he has enough money for a good haircut and expensive jeans, and his wallet is missing. Maybe someone saw him coming, robbed him . . .’ Walker is thinking out loud. ‘But hanging him from a tree, in the centre of town, that’s very specific, that says someone is making a statement. Which seems a stretch. More likely it’s suicide and he got rid of his things in advance.’

‘Could be an assisted suicide,’ says Vinh. ‘There’s a trend now, getting in touch with people online. I heard that’s what happened in a couple of cases in Toowoomba and Roma last year. Maybe this is a copycat thing . . .’

Walker’s heart sinks. It’s true, both that suicides can often be copycat and that assisted suicide has been on the rise. People, often teenagers, connecting online, egged on to do something final and terrible. He suppresses a sigh and pushes the thought away, looking more closely at the rope. It’s bright white and unmarked, the strands tight and clean. Bought new for this grim purpose, perhaps. It has been cut from a longer length, one end jagged and a bit raggedy, and tied around the man’s neck with what looks like a simple slip knot – a loop that tightens when pulled. Walker tied a few himself when he was learning to sail as a teenager and developed a passing interest in knots and ropes.

He covers the body and turns to Vinh. ‘While we wait for the SOC team to show, can you go over there’ – he gestures to the waiting crowd – ‘get their names, see if anyone saw anything earlier.’

Walker makes a quick search of the park, looking for anything that might give them a clue as to who this young man is and why he climbed the tree and hanged himself, but he comes up empty-handed. The park is well used by dog walkers, kids, tourists stopping to use the public toilets, and oldies on their way to the lawn bowls club at the far end, so it’s hardly a pristine scene. There’s plenty of evidence of foot traffic, but nothing distinctive or out of the ordinary, and no discarded shoes, wallet or phone.

As Walker comes back to the young bloke’s body, the soles of his feet are visible, peeking out from under the plastic sheet draped across him. Walker notices that the soles are pale, clean and soft. Not a man who often goes barefoot. He crouches down, looks more closely. The feet are strikingly clean – not a mark on them. That changes things. This young man wasn’t barefoot when he walked and then climbed to the place where he died. Someone removed his shoes when he was already hanging from the tree.
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Chapter 5

Katima

11 a.m.

Walker spots Gavin Davies, the lead SOC technician, standing in the shade of one of the big gum trees. The SOC team arrived an hour or so ago, and Walker left Davies and his sidekick to do their work while he called in the details of the case to his DI. They must be done. Davies has unzipped the front of his crime scene suit and pushed it down to his waist and is taking a big swig from a water bottle. He looks hot and bothered under the warming sun, his face pink and patches of sweat on his shirt.

‘How did it go?’ Walker asks, as Davies drops the empty bottle into a holdall at his feet.

‘I’ve called for an ambulance to transport the body to the morgue at Hopeville. We’ll know more after the autopsy.’

‘Anything you can tell me now?’

‘Well, with all the usual caveats that you’ll need to confirm it with the pathologist, my estimate is that time of death was likely between three p.m. and midnight,’ says Davies.

Walker shakes his head. ‘Yeah, nah, I don’t reckon it could have been that early,’ he says. ‘Someone would have seen him. I walk past here myself, on my way home. I would have noticed him for sure. And the pub is right over there – it doesn’t close until eleven p.m. most nights. Someone would have found the body if he died that early.’

‘Well, I’m not sure he died by hanging,’ says Davies.

Walker’s mind goes back to the horrible scene, the young bloke’s body swinging beneath the branch, his broken neck, the clean, bare feet. ‘He died somewhere else?’ he asks.

‘Yeah, it’s possible he was already dead when he was strung up there,’ says Davies. ‘The livor mortis isn’t quite right – that’s the change in skin colour after death, once the heart stops pumping and gravity makes the blood pool. In death by hanging you usually get what they call a “glove and stocking” pattern: the blood pools in the lower limbs so you get a darker discoloration in the legs and hands and fingers. We don’t see that here, but he does have some lividity on his back, so my guess is that he was lying on his back when he died, and possibly for some time before he was moved here.’

Davies crouches down beside the body. When he motions for Walker to join him, Walker can see the ligature around the young bloke’s neck has been removed.

‘It’s in an evidence bag,’ says the technician when Walker asks the question. ‘I wanted to see if there were any other marks on his neck.’ He points towards the bloke’s wrists. ‘See these marks? It looks as though his hands were tied. There are similar marks on his ankles, so I’d say he was tied up, possibly quite close to time of death, if not at death, given the way the bruises have held.’

Walker can see slight bruising on the top of the victim’s right wrist; he hadn’t noticed it before, all his attention on the neck.

‘The other thing I checked are his nails,’ says Davies, gently picking up the victim’s hand. ‘With a choking death you’d expect some cyanosis of the nail beds. That’s a bluish discoloration of the skin beneath the fingernails and toenails that occurs when there’s not enough oxygen in the blood. But this victim doesn’t exhibit any evidence of that.’

‘Right,’ says Walker, impressed by the technician’s attention to detail. There’s a moment of silence, broken only by the sound of a car accelerating down the main street and the lazy caw of a crow in a nearby tree. Walker is still absorbing what he’s been told when he hears a vehicle driving down the path towards them. The ambulance has arrived. Davies places the victim’s hand gently on top of the body and then pulls the plastic body bag across, zips it closed and stands.

‘How do you reckon he died, then?’ asks Walker. ‘If it wasn’t by hanging . . .’

‘Can’t help you with that,’ says Davies. ‘There are no obvious signs of violence on the body, so you’ll need the autopsy for cause of death. What I’ve told you is my best guess, but you need to wait for the autopsy to definitively rule out death by hanging too.’

Walker watches until the ambulance and SOCOs have departed, considering what Davies has told him. If the SOCO is correct, the young bloke’s body was brought here, sometime during the night, and hung in a prominent and obvious place, perhaps as a message or with the intention of disguising the way he’d died: turning a murder into a suicide. The ligature marks on his wrists and feet suggest that some sort of captivity has taken place, but the body itself shows no marks of violence. It’s confounding.

His stomach gives a noisy grumble as he surveys the scene. Giving in to his hunger – he thinks better on a full stomach – he heads over to the bakery, hoping the pies haven’t sold out. He grabs the last one – cottage, with its welcoming hit of mashed potato on top – and a pink-iced fruit bun and takes both back to the station. His mind on the possibilities that have been opened up by the SOC team’s findings, he picks up the phone and dials his boss, DI Tony Jackson, again.

‘Yeah?’ Jackson is as brusque as ever.

‘Yeah, g’day,’ says Walker. ‘I’ve had the SOCOs here and they reckon our victim might not have died by hanging. It could well be a homicide.’ He outlines the details.

‘Righto, well, until we know for sure that it’s not a suicide we won’t bother the homicide boys with it,’ says Jackson. ‘Wait until you get the autopsy back.’

The specialist homicide team is based in Brisbane and offers support to regional officers when dealing with murder inquiries. Walker, who prefers to run his own cases, is more than happy to leave them out of it. ‘The SOCOs reckon it’ll probably be middle of next week before I get the autopsy,’ says Walker. ‘I thought I’d try to ID the victim while I’m waiting, see if I can trace his last known movements. That might give us an insight into what’s happened.’

‘Righto,’ says Jackson. ‘Keep me in the loop.’

And that, to Walker’s relief, is that. He’s free to get on and do his thing with the bare minimum of fuss. He relishes again the incredible amount of freedom he has out here – it’s one of the aspects of the job that he really appreciates. He sits for a moment, making a list of things to do. He’ll see if he can trace where the bloke’s fancy jeans were bought. If they’re that rare, maybe he can be ID’d that way. He should get a photo printed out too. They can show it around, see if anyone knows him or saw him in the last couple of days. If that doesn’t give them any clues, maybe they can ask the media team to distribute it to the press. He looks at the images he’s taken with his phone, heart sinking as he swipes through. They can’t use any of these: they’re too graphic, the impact of death too clearly visible. He’s still swiping when Vinh comes in.

‘Anyone see anything, or know the bloke?’ asks Walker.

‘Nah, nothing useful. Only a load of rubberneckers,’ says Vinh, sliding into his chair at the desk opposite. ‘I checked at the pub – he wasn’t staying there or at the caravan park. I asked at the servo and they didn’t remember him either, but they’ve got CCTV so I could have a look at that.’

‘Good work,’ says Walker. He really rates the young constable. He’s got plenty of brains and uses his initiative. Walker fills him in on the SOCO’s report. ‘First thing, we need to try to ID the bloke. If no one in town knows him we could try the media office, but I don’t have any pictures that are suitable for public use.’ He shows him a couple of the images.

‘Maybe I can do something with them,’ says Vinh. ‘There’s an AI tool that smooths out skin, brightens it, adds life to the eyes and things like that. It might help us turn one of these into something we can work with.’

‘Sure, give it a go,’ says Walker. As he AirDrops the images to Vinh’s phone, he adds, ‘See if you can trace the shop where the jeans were bought too. That might give us some information about where he comes from. I’m going to see if the pub security cameras overlook the park. With a bit of luck we can get a picture of what really happened out there last night.’
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Chapter 6

Katima

2 p.m.

‘I saw all the fuss this morning and then Vinh told me what happened,’ says Gordie, the publican. ‘Poor bloke. Terrible when people think there’s no hope left and do that to themselves. Especially the young ones.’

As tall as Walker and bulky with it, Gordie was a rugby league forward of note back in the day; he even played for the Maroons for a couple of years. He bought the pub when he retired, eschewing the coast and Brisbane for a more laid-back rural vibe, has decorated it with plenty of memorabilia and generously sponsors both the local league and AFL clubs. ‘I love it out here, mate,’ he’s told Walker more than once. ‘Good people, no hassle, plenty of space.’ The pub is well run, there’s never any trouble, and Gordie is gregarious but not overbearing. Weekends, especially in footie season, the place is always packed. It’s quiet now, though, and Walker takes the opportunity to ask a few questions.

‘He hasn’t come into the pub at all the last couple of days?’ asks Walker. ‘Young bloke, early twenties, Indian descent, fancy haircut, jeans and a grey t-shirt . . .’

‘Nah, mate,’ says Gordie. ‘No one like that. Just the usual crowd. There were a few tourists but all older.’

‘Anyone stay extra late last night?’

‘Nah. They were mostly all gone by ten. The last in were a couple of tradies who are staying upstairs and they were done by ten thirty. I was locked up before eleven.’

‘What about when you locked up? Did you notice anything unusual in the park over the road?’

Gordie shakes his head. ‘Yeah, nah. But I wasn’t paying that much attention. Stuck my head out to check the tables outside were clean and that’s about it. Locked up, went out the back, double-checked the bottle-o was secure and then walked through the garden and into the house that way.’

‘You’ve got CCTV on the veranda, right?’

‘Yeah, we do,’ says Gordie. ‘I don’t reckon it covers the park but I’ll show ya.’

Walker follows the burly landlord into the back office. The CCTV shows the veranda tables, the footpath and the bonnets of a few parked cars on this side of the road, but nothing beyond that. The park is well out of view. ‘Could we have a look at last night’s footage anyway?’ asks Walker, more out of hope than expectation. ‘You never know.’

‘Yeah, no worries. I’ll have to get the missus to call it up for you – I don’t know much about these bloody computers. Is it alright if I ask her to do it later?’

‘Yeah, no worries,’ says Walker. He writes down his email address for Emma, Gordie’s wife, then does a quick door-knock on the two houses beside the pub. An old woman, her silvery-white hair as gossamer thin as fairy floss, answers the first door.

‘No, love,’ she says after he’s shown her his ID and asked if she heard or saw anything unusual last night. ‘We go to bed early, we’re asleep by nine. And we’re both as deaf as posts. Even the noise from the pub doesn’t bother us when we take our hearing aids out.’

He thanks her and she stands by the door, watching him go. As he turns to walk up the path to her neighbour’s front door she calls out: ‘He’s away, love. He works in the mine up Emerald way. He only comes back at the weekends and not all that often. He has a lady friend in Emerald now . . .’

The overgrown yard, the closed-up house confirm her words. The next along is a triple-size block with a straggly lawn leading up to a small church. He walks up. The place is locked, but he makes a note to ask Vinh to contact the pastor and check if it was in use last night. Community groups sometimes use the space – maybe someone saw something. Next to that is his own little house and he didn’t hear anything. Years of vigilance in undercover roles means he’s not a heavy sleeper and any untoward noise would have woken him, he’s certain of it. That means it’s likely whoever was involved in this kept the disturbance to a minimum. Which has a sniff of the professional about it, though that seems unlikely in the circumstances. Why would a professional come all the way out here to dump a body, and in such a visible and dramatic way? It doesn’t make a lot of sense.

Walker retraces his steps, checking to see if there’s a business or home with a clear view of the tree where the bloke’s body was hanging. But the spot has been well chosen. The stand of trees conceals the bench and it would be difficult to see anything going on, especially at night when the park isn’t lit. The only exception is the little coffee van. It’s parked right by the trees, which offer shade at the couple of little tables Charli puts outside. He stops for a moment, looking at the site. Whichever way he looks at it, Charli should have seen the body as she approached the van. He’ll go and talk to her – maybe she saw something that could help them. And he wants to check on her too, make sure she’s OK after this morning’s events.

He turns left after the pub, walks down the high street and then left again onto the lane that runs down to Charli’s place. She lives in a small house much like his own, but she takes better care of it. There are flowers and herbs in pots on the two stairs leading up to the veranda, and the citrussy scent of a lemon tree planted in the garden off to the left. Plenty of Aussie natives too – bottlebrush and kangaroo paw and others – planted along the front fence. The house has been painted mint green and white. Charli has told him that she’s a nomad, always on the move, but the condition of the house and garden suggests she’s made a bit of a home for herself here. He knocks on the door, and it takes a minute before he hears steps approaching.

‘Yes, hello, who is it?’ she calls, her voice sounding less confident than usual.

‘It’s Lucas Walker,’ he says. He hears the key turning in the lock and the door opens. Despite the warmth of the afternoon, Charli is wrapped in a big cardigan, her face is pale and her usual bright smile is missing. ‘How are you doing, Charli?’ he asks. ‘I wanted to check on you after this morning . . .’

‘I’m OK,’ she says, but her voice is shaky.

‘Can I come in for a minute?’ he says.

‘Yeah, of course.’ She opens the door and stands back to let him pass. He’s in a hallway, a shaft of sun patterned by the stained glass of the front door lying across the floor. The walls are painted a warm neutral tone and there’s a red-and-pink striped rug leading down the hall.

‘Let’s sit in here,’ she says, leading him into a kitchen and dining space with wide doors that open onto a back yard. The room, painted pale blue, is as clean as a whistle and there’s a bunch of flowers in a bright-blue jug on the table. The whole place is imbued with Charli’s bright and cheery personality, her energy and enthusiasm for life.

‘Nice place,’ says Walker, comparing the welcoming space to the worn and utilitarian rooms in his police accommodation. ‘I’m doing up my house in Caloodie at the moment – I reckon I could use your advice. You’ve done a beaut job here.’

‘Yeah, you like it? It’s the first place I’ve ever spent more than a couple of months in and I wanted it to feel like home. Marie, who owns it, said I could paint it however I want. She hasn’t seen it yet, so I hope she’s OK with it.’

‘I reckon she will be,’ says Walker, pleased to see a bit more colour in her cheeks and a smile on her face.

‘Can I get you a coffee or something?’ she asks.

‘Go on, then,’ he says. ‘I’ll have a tea.’

She chooses two bright-red mugs from a mug tree on the counter and drops a teabag in each. ‘Milk? Sugar?’

He doesn’t usually take sugar, but he says, ‘Yeah – both, thanks. Maybe put a couple of sugars in yours too. You’ve had a shock, a bit of sugar won’t hurt.’

She looks at him for a moment, then does as he suggests and hands him his mug. ‘Are you here to ask me about this morning?’ she asks as they sit at the table.

‘Nothing formal,’ he says. ‘I want to check you’re OK and, if you’re up to it, maybe you can tell me what happened.’

‘Yeah, of course. There’s not much to tell. I turned up shortly before six, like normal. I got the inside of the van ready and pulled up the shutters and that’s when I saw him . . .’ Her voice trails off and she wraps her arms around herself. ‘He was hanging there, right in front of me. And his face . . . He looked . . . It looked . . . It was all so wrong.’

‘You didn’t see him when you arrived at the van?’ asks Walker.

‘No, I didn’t go round the front.’

‘So, from the main road, how do you walk across the park towards the van?’ Walker is trying to work it out.

‘Ah no, I didn’t come that way.’ She looks embarrassed, Walker’s not sure why. ‘I went the long way round, past the pool. It’s betterlit, and in winter when it’s still dark in the mornings I usually walk that way. It’s only a couple of minutes longer.’

‘That makes sense,’ says Walker. He visualises it and realises she’d have walked along Preston Street, past his place, and come into the park from behind the van. The trees at the front are barely visible from that angle, especially in the pre-dawn light. ‘Was there anyone else around?’ he asks. ‘On the street, near the pub, in the park, anywhere?’

‘No, no one. Actually, I noticed how quiet it was. It was colder than usual so maybe that’s why. Even the dog walkers were waiting for sunup.’

‘Anything else you might have noticed? Anything out of the ordinary?’

‘No, nothing. I was in a good mood, I was thinking about— Well, I was off in my own world, and it was like every other day.’

‘OK,’ he says. ‘If anything else comes to mind later on, give me or Constable Nguyen a call. Anytime.’

‘I will,’ she says. She picks up her tea, takes a sip, puts it down again. ‘I can’t stop seeing it. Seeing him. It was so cold and he had bare feet.’ She looks close to tears. ‘Who was he? What happened?’

‘We don’t know much yet,’ says Walker.

‘I’ve been so happy here, the van is doing really well, and now this. I don’t know if I can go and open back up and look at that tree every day. All I can see is him, hanging there . . .’

‘Look, why don’t I come with you tomorrow morning when you open up? Maybe it’ll be easier with a bit of company.’

‘Would you do that? You don’t mind? I start early, like before six.’

‘Yeah, no worries,’ he says. ‘I’ll come and pick you up at, say, five forty-five?’

‘That’d be great,’ she says. ‘I really don’t think I can do it on my own.’

‘That’s a plan, then,’ he says. The offer is only partly altruistic. He’d miss the coffee and Charli’s company if she decided to take her van off somewhere else, but it’s a chance, too, to revisit the scene in the early-morning light and see if it gives up any more of its secrets.
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Chapter 7

Katima

Friday, 5.45 a.m.

It’s another chilly morning, barely dawn, when Walker presses Charli’s bell. When she opens the door, her face is pale and there are dark circles under her eyes. Walker doesn’t reckon she’s managed much sleep. ‘Righto,’ he says. ‘Let’s go the same way you did yesterday, OK?’

She nods. They head down the lane, away from town, turn left, then, a couple of hundred metres further on, left again onto Preston Street, only a few houses up from where he lives. ‘I usually go along here,’ she says, crossing the road and following a small path that runs beside the pool. He can see the deep end quite clearly: no one swimming today.

‘Next time you come this way you might see me in the water. I go swimming early most days,’ he says.

‘Oh yeah?’ says Charli. There’s something weird in her voice – nerves, probably. He knows it’s tough for her to revisit the scene.

‘OK, run me through your usual routine,’ he says, using his most calm and professional tone, hoping to get things to a more comfortable place for her.

‘Right . . . So when I get to the park I cut across here.’ She leads him across the grass towards the back of the van. The police tape has gone, the park is open again, but there’s no one around. The park is silent and empty. Walker notices that only the tops of the trees where the victim was hanging are visible over the roof of the van. Charli couldn’t have seen the body from this angle.

When she tries to open the door, he can see her hand is trembling. He pulls out his flashlight. The sun is over the horizon, they don’t really need it, but the light takes the edge off the shadows. She pushes the door open and a pleasant scent, a mix of coffee and something sweet, fills the air. She switches on the light and talks him through her routine. When she gets to the point of opening the shutters, she stops. ‘I can’t do it,’ she says, her voice shaky.

‘I’ll go outside and check it out,’ says Walker. He goes around to the front of the van, the trees now lit by the morning sun. A flock of galahs are chattering and clamouring on the grass, vehicles are pulling up outside the bakery on the high street, and two more are parked opposite the pub at the edge of the park. A normal day, nothing untoward.

‘All good,’ he says, sticking his head round the door.

Charli seems frozen in place. ‘I can’t do it,’ she says again.

‘Do you want me to open them?’

She nods and he goes over, pulls the shutters up, the rattle loud and echoey in the silence of the van. The light of the morning floods in. He can hear the leaves on the nearest tree rustling in the breeze, bird calls, the sound of a car door slamming. Charli is gripping the counter so hard that he can see the whites of her knuckles.

‘You OK?’ he asks.

She nods but doesn’t let go of the counter.

A woman gets out of one of the cars at the edge of the park and walks towards them, raising her hand in greeting. ‘G’day, Charli,’ she says. ‘I wasn’t sure you’d open up today. Bloody glad you did, though. Got a bit of a hangover and I need that extra-large flattie more than ever.’

‘Coming up,’ says Charli, trying on a smile.

Walker steps out of the van and watches her for a moment. Her movements are still shaky. He orders a large flat white for himself and then takes the opportunity to question Charli’s customers as they arrive. They’re all regulars, but no one saw anything yesterday, most arriving after he and Vinh had already closed off the park. Vinh finds him shortly after 7 a.m., bringing with him a new photo of the victim. The bloke’s face has been doctored by the app to such an extent that he now looks like he’s sleeping rather than dead. ‘Bloody hell, this is great, Vinh, thanks,’ says Walker. ‘We’ll be able to use this for sure.’

They show the picture to all of Charli’s customers and then more widely around town, using up most of the morning, with no success at all. The victim is a wraith. Unknown, unseen, he’s appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, hanging dead in the park.

‘I want you to contact the media department in Brisbane and see if they can get this picture on TV and in the press,’ says Walker as he and Vinh head back to the station. ‘We need to ID this victim – we’re at a dead end otherwise.’

‘OK. I’ll put it on social media too,’ says Vinh. ‘Might prompt something.’

They’re almost back at the station when Walker sees Charli crossing the park, head lowered. The coffee van has its shutters down. He looks at the clock that stands at the end of the high street: coming up to 11.45 a.m. Charli never shuts before 4 p.m. She’s told him that she gets bursts of activity all day, with a final rush of mums having a coffee while the kids play on the swings after school.

‘Charli!’ he calls. She looks up and walks towards them. ‘You closed already? Everything OK?’

‘Every time I look out, I can see him, hanging there. I can’t stop seeing his bare feet, his face,’ she says, and he can see she’s been crying. ‘I don’t want to leave, but I can’t do it. I can’t work there.’

Walker looks towards the van. It’s well situated, facing the high street, with the trees offering a natural enclosure and much-needed shade in the summer. But perhaps if they turned it around ninety degrees and moved it back slightly, it would still benefit from the shade, would still be visible from the street, but Charli would be looking into the park, towards the playground and the amenities at the far side, rather than towards the trees. The trees would be on her right, still offering shade, but at least she wouldn’t have to stare right at them.

‘I’ve got an idea,’ he says, and outlines his plan to Charli and Vinh.

‘I don’t know if it would make a difference,’ she says, dejected.

‘Give it a try, mate,’ says Vinh. ‘I know I’m not the only one who won’t function without your double espresso to get me through the afternoon. The whole town will crumble . . .’

Charli manages half a smile. ‘It’s not me you’ll miss, only my coffee.’

They walk back across the park. The van is heavier than it looks but between the three of them, with lots of careful pulling and positioning, they manage to turn it around. When they’re done, the trees are off to the right, out of Charli’s sight, as Walker had expected. She goes in and a moment later the shutters come up. Charli stands, not moving for a long minute, then a proper smile appears on her face.

‘It’s totally different, like I’ve moved to a new park,’ she says. ‘The trees are better on that side. I can put the tables there and they’ll be out of the way for people queuing for coffee. And the mums will like having a clear view of the playground.’ She looks around again. ‘I can’t believe it makes such a difference,’ she says. ‘Thanks, guys. Let me shout you a coffee. You’ve saved me having to leave Katima.’

As they wait, Walker glances at the spot where the van had been parked, the grass compressed and dry from lack of sunlight. A glint in the sun catches his eye. He walks over and finds a box cutter with a solid-looking grey-green handle, part of the retractable blade still out, lying in the grass.

‘Have you lost a box cutter recently, Charli?’ he calls.

There’s a moment’s pause, then Charli sticks her head out the door of the van. ‘No, I’ve got my little red one here,’ she says, holding it out to him.

‘This one’s a Stanley,’ he says. ‘Grey handle.’

‘Not mine.’

Vinh walks over, pulling an evidence bag from his pocket. ‘Here,’ he says. ‘You think this is connected to our case?’

‘Maybe,’ says Walker, picking up the box cutter, handling it gingerly. He holds it up for Vinh to see. ‘See that?’

Vinh looks closely. ‘Not really . . .’

‘Those small strands. I think they match the rope that was used yesterday.’
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Chapter 8

Katima

1 p.m.

‘You the new cop in town?’ The bloke standing at the enquiries desk is in his sixties, bald, paunchy. He’s a head shorter than Walker but has the pugnacious stance of an ex-boxer. No broken nose, though, Walker notes, so likely never been in the ring.

‘That’s right,’ he says, extending his hand. ‘DS Walker. Can I help you?’

He’s been called to the front desk by Sarah, the civvie receptionist who works weekdays. She stuck her head around the door and said, ‘Radar’s here to see you’ – as if that would explain everything – and was gone again before he had a chance to ask any questions.

‘I’m Mike Allan, formerly Senior Sergeant Mike Allan,’ says the bloke in front of him. ‘Retired a few years ago now. I saw the flyer you put up in the bakery about the incident yesterday.’

‘Nice to meet ya,’ says Walker. He’s seen Allan’s name on old case files; he was the senior sergeant in Katima for well over a decade before mandatory retirement at the age of sixty. Walker hopes the bloke isn’t bored and looking to give him the benefit of his years of experience. ‘How can I help?’ he asks again.

‘It’s not you helping me, it’s the other way round,’ says Allan, confirming Walker’s fears. ‘Can I come back?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer, lifts the portion of the counter that allows access, winks at Sarah and leads the way into the rear of the station, which holds two small interview rooms, the room with their desks, a little kitchenette, and a bathroom with a couple of lockers. Allan stops in the office, puts his hands on his hips and looks around, head nodding. ‘First time in a few years I’ve been back here,’ he says. ‘Hasn’t changed much, but you lot could do with tidying up . . .’

Walker’s hackles rise. The room isn’t spick and span but it’s not a mess either. Vinh’s desk is spotless; Walker’s has a couple of case files and some pictures from the scene yesterday in the in-tray, and his notebook is lying on the desk along with an empty coffee cup and a half-eaten fruit bun on the white paper bag it came in. ‘What are you here for, Mr Allan?’ he asks, deliberately not using a first name or the bloke’s former rank.

‘Call me Radar,’ says Allan, unfazed, still completing his assessment of the room. ‘Youse don’t have a case board up yet, then?’

‘I’d be doing that now if I wasn’t talking to you . . .’ Walker can hear the irritation in his voice. But Allan – he refuses to use the name Radar, that suggests too much friendliness – seems impervious to the tone. He walks over to Vinh’s desk and perches his arse on it as if he owns the place. Walker, who isn’t usually the territorial type, finds himself distinctly aggravated.

‘That flyer you put up in the bakery,’ says Allan, ‘I came straight here soon as I saw it.’ Walker has printed out a handful of flyers with the dead man’s picture and distributed them around town, hoping someone they haven’t spoken to might recognise the victim or remember something. Walker hadn’t expected the intrusion of a former copper to be the only outcome. ‘The victim – he’s an Indian bloke, right?’ Allan is still talking.

‘Yeah,’ says Walker, standing by the door, arms crossed, unwelcoming.

‘He had no ID, right? He’s a total stranger to town and there’s not one clue to pinpoint who he is? No phone, no wallet, nothing . . .’

‘That’s right,’ says Walker. They didn’t put any of this on the flyer, but Allan has obviously intuited it.

‘Was he barefoot?’

‘Yeah, he was . . .’ says Walker, wondering where Allan is getting his information.

‘That’s what I thought.’ Allan sounds satisfied. ‘I can definitely help you. A few months before I retired, so that’d be four years ago now, I had more or less the same case.’

‘Yeah?’ Walker is interested despite himself. On his arrival, he’d gone back over some of the more recent case files but not as far back as that.

‘Yeah. Young bloke, early twenties, Indian or Pakistani or something like that. No ID, not known in the area. I’d been policing in the region for twenty-plus years by then and I knew nearly everybody. I’d never seen him, neither had anyone else. We put a media call out – nothing. No tourists reported missing, no missing person matched anywhere in Queensland or New South. He just turned up out of nowhere, dead. He was barefoot too.’

Walker goes to his desk, perches on it, facing Allan. This is interesting. The cases sound very similar. ‘How did your bloke die?’ he asks.

‘Drug overdose. He had high levels of GHB in his system, and opioids too.’

Walker nods. ‘We haven’t had the toxicology back but it looks like our bloke died by hanging,’ he says, keeping to himself the fact that the hanging could have been postmortem.

Allan nods. ‘My bloke was found on the highway, lying on the verge about fifty clicks out of town. His feet were clean, so he hadn’t been walking. His clothes were clean and there was no evidence of long-term drug use found in the autopsy. Maybe he took a load of gear one night and got unlucky and his mates panicked and dropped him there. But why take his ID and his shoes?’

Walker nods. ‘It sounds a bit sus alright. Was there any sign of sexual assault, a date-rape drug situation?’

‘Nah, nothing.’

‘What about his clothes? What was he wearing when you found him?’

Allan looks up to the ceiling for a moment, casting his mind back in time. ‘I don’t remember there being anything special about his clothes,’ he says eventually. ‘Why? Your bloke have something unusual on?’

‘Yeah, nah, just curious,’ says Walker.

Allan looks at him, appraising. ‘You don’t want to share the details with an old bloke,’ he says. ‘Fair enough. My case files’ll be around somewhere. I called it UID Tendulkar, seeing as the bloke was Indian . . .’

The classification of UID – unidentified deceased – is dispiriting, reminding Walker there’s a chance they might not ID or close their case either. ‘When was this again?’ he asks.

‘Woulda been late November 2022 . . .’

An idea comes to Walker. He’d been in Caloodie at that time, working a case where he’d encountered Stefan Markovich, the leader of the Vandals motorcycle gang, for the first time. Markovich had been dealing drugs – meth and cocaine mostly – but perhaps he’d also had a line in GHB. ‘Did you have any suspects, make any headway with it?’ he asks.

‘Well, there was a local bloke I fancied for it. Brent Jones. Small fry, been operating around here for a while. Dealing, fighting, thieving, the usual. He’s done a couple of stints in the bin. He was away for a few years for assault in 2015 and he’d not long got out when this happened. I figured the kid maybe bought some gear from him, overdosed, and Brent panicked and dumped him out of town. But I couldn’t get it to stick. Brent’s missus swore blind he was with her. He went down again a couple of years ago, but I heard recently that he’s back in town.’

‘Righto,’ says Walker. ‘Thanks for coming in and letting me know, I appreciate it.’ He means it. The information is useful and there seem to be enough similarities that it can’t be discounted. And whether it turns out to be linked to his case or not, a UID on the books is good to know about.

‘Yeah, no worries. Look, if you pick it up and get a resolution on it, let us know, would ya? It always bothered me that we didn’t ID the fella. Someone, somewhere, must be worried to death about him. You got kids?’

Walker shakes his head. ‘Nah.’

‘Probably just as well. I got three girls, all grown now, but still. What with everything I saw on the job, I’m always worrying about them. Can’t imagine how bad it would be if one of ’em was missing.’

Walker stands and Allan waves him away. ‘I’ll find my own way out,’ he says, heaving himself off the desk and out the door into reception. As Walker listens to Allan – Radar, he corrects himself mentally – chatting to Sarah out front he chides himself for his initial attitude. The last months at the AFP have left a deeper imprint than he likes to acknowledge. These days he’s often suspicious of other cops, but Radar seems like a decent bloke.

He pulls up Radar’s cold case. The file is quick reading; there’s not much in it. The pictures of the scene show a young Indian-looking man but he’s quite different from their most recent victim. His haircut is conservative, parted at the side, neatly combed. The clothes – jeans and a light-blue t-shirt – don’t look particularly fashionable. Walker flicks through the photos – both the jeans and the t-shirt are a Kmart brand, not the expensive Japanese jeans of their deceased. The pathologist reported cause of death as a drug overdose, the toxicology as Radar had explained. Walker picks up on two other facts. The pathologist noted that dental work had likely been done outside of Australia, the type of filling apparently no longer in use here, so this victim probably grew up or spent some significant period overseas. The hands of the deceased also showed signs of manual labour of some kind, with a significant callus on the top knuckle of one finger and other calluses on the hands and thumb. Walker can’t recall what the hands of the man in the park were like, but he’d bet he wasn’t a manual labourer.

Still, he puts in a call to the pathology team to request detailed toxicology on their latest body. And when he starts the crime board, he puts both cases up, side by side. He understands why Radar came in today. With no history of previous drug use, the location where the body was found, the lack of phone or ID, the bare feet, all of it is sus. And the chances of two cases as similar as these happening by coincidence in a small country town like Katima are vanishingly small.
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Chapter 9

Katima

2 p.m.

Brent Jones’s house is a little cream-coloured fibro place surrounded by a few patches of dry grass, the red earth showing through where it’s died right off. The only sign of life in the garden is a huge gum tree at the edge of the yard that looks like it’s been there since the town was founded, surviving fine without any human intervention. Walker had pulled up Jones’s record after Radar left. Jones is only in his early thirties but has a charge list as long as your arm, everything from misdemeanours to assaults and drugs charges, dating back to when he was barely more than a kid. Worth paying him a visit, Walker had decided.

The neighbourhood, a bit run-down, is quiet in the late afternoon but a metallic-orange Triton ute is parked on a concrete driveway to the left of the house – hopefully that means Jones is home. Walker crosses the yard, climbs the couple of steps to the veranda, negotiates his way past an ancient brown sofa that takes up most of the space and knocks on glass sliding doors. He can see into a living room: another huge couch, a big TV on the wall, a coffee table with a couple of beers, their brown necks emerging from black neoprene stubby coolers, sitting on top. There’s no answer to his knock, so he bangs again, harder.

‘Hold your bloody horses,’ someone calls from inside, and a bloke appears. With thin legs protruding from long shorts, he’s pulling on a Broncos shirt as he makes for the door, his torso and arms covered in tattoos. Walker notices his walk, a distinctly furtive sidle.

The bloke slides the door open and says ‘Yeah?’ in a less-than-welcoming voice, his gaze darting away when Walker makes eye contact.

‘You Brent Jones?’ asks Walker.

‘Who wants to know?’

Walker pulls out his ID and shows the badge. ‘DS Walker, Queensland Police.’

‘I do not consent. That name on your system is a legal fiction. I am the living man.’

‘Sorry?’ says Walker. The bloke isn’t making a lot of sense. Maybe he’s drunk.

‘I do not consent. That name on your system is a legal fiction. I am the living man,’ he says again.

Then it clicks. Sovereign citizen bullshit. Walker hasn’t had much to do with them but they’re big news around the AFP these days, especially since the murder of two cops by a sovereign citizen adherent in Victoria last year. ‘Alright, mate, I’m going to assume you’re Brent Jones for the purpose of this chat. A man’s been found dead. Your name’s come up in connection with it.’

‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’ Jones loses his cool and drops the SovCit shit. ‘I just got home. You’re not pinning nothin’ on me.’

‘Where’ve you been, Brent?’

‘Ha fucken ha. Had a nice little three-year holiday in Wacol, didn’t I, courtesy of you wankers and your bullshit.’

Wacol, the men’s prison in Brisbane. Makes sense. Jones has the pallor and pinched look of a man who’s spent time inside. ‘When did you get back?’

‘What’s it to you? I don’t have to answer this shit. I got rights.’

‘Where were you Wednesday night?’

‘I do not stand under your jurisdiction. Show me your oath of office.’

‘Look, Brent, answer the question. It doesn’t do you any favours to spout this nonsense.’

‘Am I under arrest?’

‘No, I only want to—’

‘That’s what I thought. Arrest me if you got anything, otherwise piss off . . . I do not stand under your jurisdiction.’

‘I only want to rule you out of our inquiries,’ says Walker.

Jones slides the door shut, locks it, flips Walker the bird through the glass, then turns and walks back into the gloom of the house. Walker, who hasn’t got any real reason to pull him in, goes back to his ute. The SovCit stuff is bluff and nonsense, he reckons. He might not have anything concrete on Brent Jones, but the fact that there’s been a second murder with a similar MO to an unsolved case in which Jones was a suspect, not long after Jones comes back from a stretch inside, puts him right up there on Walker’s list of suspects.

* * *

The tarmac stretches in a slender black line, straight and empty to the horizon, flanked by an ocean of grassland, undulating in the breeze, on both sides. Walker is in the ute, on his way back to Caloodie for the weekend.

After his conversation with Jones, Walker drove to Hopeville to interview the witnesses to a pub brawl, another case he’s handling. The accounts were all quite similar and he reckons he’s got enough for the prosecutors to proceed. He’ll write it up over the weekend and send it to the DI, and it’ll go on to the public prosecutions office from there.

Now, the sky slowly darkening from blue to indigo, the sun a semicircle of fire on the horizon, low enough that driving towards it isn’t hazardous, Walker’s relaxed. The tourists, the grey nomads with their 4x4s hauling huge caravans, have all reached their destinations hours ago, will be sitting in their caravan parks with a cold glass of something, so the traffic is light verging on nil. The evening air is pleasantly cool and he doesn’t need the air conditioner. At dusk, the chance of roos or emus or unfenced cattle wandering across the road is higher, but the summer wet season was a good one, and though the grass is no longer green it’s still lush and high, golden in the evening light, and roos and other grazing animals have plenty of fodder without being drawn to the roadside verge. But Walker holds the ute at a hundred clicks anyway and keeps his eyes open. There’s no rush; in less than an hour he’ll be home in Caloodie.

He lets his mind run back over this hanging case. The box cutter is with forensics. He’s chased the autopsy results and been told it will be Tuesday or Wednesday at the earliest. It might not be a murder, might still be a suicide – though most of Walker’s policing instinct and the SOCO’s initial findings say otherwise – and he’s happy to have had his short chat with Brent Jones. Whether or not he’s involved in this death, Jones is a bloke who merits keeping an eye on, the kind who’ll likely cause trouble all his life. Walker’s main objective remains ID’ing the victim so they can get to the how and why of his death. The media department in Brisbane have said they’ll try to get some coverage of the case over the weekend, and he and Vinh should have CCTV from the servo and the pub in the next few days too. There’s nothing more that can be done right now, and there’s no way the DI will sign off overtime on what might not even be a murder, so a weekend in Caloodie it is. He still hasn’t fully got used to the idea that he can have weekends to himself and that there’s no particular reason to be in Katima on his days off – he can be on call in Caloodie as effectively as anywhere else.

He slows the ute as the signpost for the turn-off to Caloodie appears. He’s driven this way so often now that he knows the landmarks, knows where he is, navigates largely on autopilot. He takes the turn and within a few miles the country changes. The wide grasslands are replaced by forests of black-barked gum, the deep chocolate brown of the bark contrasting with the grey-green foliage and the vivid red earth of the verge. The sun has dropped below the horizon, and the trees’ shadows are long and low across the road. He flicks on his headlights, exhales and relaxes. He’s almost home.

Home. He lets the word hang in his mind, savouring it. Caloodie is home in the truest sense of the word. He’d felt adrift after Grandma died, not sure if Caloodie would ever be the same without her, but thanks to his aunt Michelle and his cousin Blair and their generosity, he’s found his home again. When he joined Queensland Police, Michelle and Blair were the first people he called. They were delighted at the news and he spent a couple of days in Caloodie with them before taking up his post, staying at Grandma’s house as usual. It was empty and a bit echoey – Michelle had packed up and parcelled out Grandma’s personal things and got rid of a lot of the old furniture – but he still felt Grandma’s presence in every corner. The fabric of the little cottage holds so much of his childhood – his memories of growing up and of Grandma and her warmth and love.

He was sitting on the veranda with his coffee the morning after he arrived when Michelle turned up, a manila folder in her hand and a big smile on her face. He made her a cuppa and they sat down at the kitchen table, and she pushed the folder across to him. ‘Have a look,’ she said.

He opened it: the deeds to Grandma’s house, with his name on them. ‘What’s this?’ he asked, confused.

‘The house is yours, love.’

‘You want to give me Grandma’s house?’ Walker couldn’t quite get his head around it.

‘I’ve got my place, Blair and Tracy own their place too. This is your home, you grew up here, and we miss having you here. We want you to have it.’

‘But . . . I mean, Grandma left it to you. You could sell it, use the money for something.’

‘I don’t want to sell it. And Grandma asked me to make sure you could come and stay whenever you wanted. She knew this was your home. She didn’t want Blair to feel left out, otherwise she’d have left it to just you in the first place. But I’ve talked to Blair and he’s happy for you to have it.’

It’s true, Grandma’s house has always been his true home. The place he grew up in, the place where he felt her unconditional love, the place he instinctively comes back to when he’s hurting. He looked at Michelle, searching for words to express his emotions, but speech failed him.

‘Don’t argue,’ she said, smiling, ‘it’s already done. I transferred the deed to your name after you called us last week. The house is yours.’

Walker slows the ute a little, lost in the memory, a smile on his face and a surge of warmth in his heart. The moment is engraved in his memory forever. It’s not that he hasn’t felt welcome in Caloodie since Grandma passed – Michelle and Blair have always found space for him – but having his own place, owning his own home . . . He still can’t find the words to describe the sense of peace that it’s given him. He belongs here in a way that he doesn’t belong anywhere else.

The one thing he hadn’t felt totally good about was that rightfully the house should have been half Blair’s too. But an idea came to him over beers on the veranda with Blair one weekend. Blair had been struggling to get a loan to help build up his bush tourism business, which has been growing each year since the end of Covid restrictions. ‘If we had a bit more cash I could hire someone to do the admin, maybe get a new van, build a better website,’ Blair told him. ‘I reckon it could really grow into something, but the bank doesn’t want to know – they say it’s too risky.’

Walker, who’d managed to save a bit of money over the decade spent at the AFP, offered a chunk of it to Blair – pitching it as an investment, knowing Blair wouldn’t take it otherwise – and Blair was beyond delighted. He’s been involving Walker in decisions about how to spend the money and updating him on how the business has been growing ever since. It’s brought the two of them even closer together. Michelle’s generosity and Grandma’s magic doing their job once again.
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Chapter 10

Caloodie

Saturday, 5 p.m.

Walker stretches his legs and picks up his stubby. He’s sitting on the veranda, late on Saturday afternoon, the last of the sun on his legs, the beer pleasantly refreshing. He’s been working all day, his paint-splattered tracksuit bottoms and t-shirt evidence of the hard yakka he’s put in. The wooden planks of the veranda, which he sanded, waxed and waterproofed a few weekends back, are warm and smooth under his feet. Ginger, who’s spent the working week with Blair and the girls, is sleeping at his feet and a couple of galahs are strutting and pecking on the freshly watered grass out front. The wood of the little house creaks and groans as it cools after the warmth of the day, and he exhales in unison with it. He’s home and it’s bloody good to be here.

He glances at his phone, downs the beer. Dinner at Blair’s is at 6 p.m. and he needs to get moving to be there on time. He showers and changes and walks the short distance over, Ginger, confident in their destination, running ahead, casting regular glances back to ensure he’s still following her lead. A black Ford Ranger is parked a couple of doors down from Blair’s place, blaring some kind of hardcore hip-hop. Not Walker’s vibe at all. A young bloke, mid-twenties, with a scraggly mullet and dodgy tatts, is sitting with his arm out the window, talking on his phone. ‘I can’t wait all night,’ he says. ‘Get your arse out here now or I’m leavin’.’

Walker turns into Blair and Tracy’s place, disturbing a flock of rainbow lorikeets that were feasting on the orange-red flowers of a grevillea. He stops for a moment, watching the flash of colour from beneath their wings as they soar into the air, and looks appreciatively around Blair’s garden. Planted with native species, it’s always got colour and scent and plenty of birds. Blair really knows what he’s doing. Walker wants to get some advice from him on what to do with Grandma’s yard. Hardy natives, he reckons. He can’t keep the veggie plot going, he’s not here regularly enough.

He pulls himself from his reverie at the sound of raised voices. He can’t hear what’s being said but it’s angry, without a doubt. He’s never heard Blair and Tracy argue. They’re a good match. Blair’s laid-back, Tracy propels them forward. Tracy keeps Blair focused and Blair’s relaxed approach keeps her calm, helps her see the best in every situation. But something’s clearly gone wrong today. The voices get closer and he realises it’s Zoe he can hear, her voice shrill and loud. ‘You can’t stop me,’ she’s shouting. ‘I’m sixteen, I’m not a kid anymore.’

He’s standing there, dithering, wondering whether to disappear and come back later, when the screen door bursts open and Zoe barrels out, the anger in her face dialling down a notch when she sees Walker.

‘Alright, Zoe?’ he says, forcing a smile, pretending he didn’t hear her arguing with her parents. Zoe is growing up fast. She’s wearing slouchy jeans and an off-the-shoulder top, eyeliner and mascara, the curls straightened out of her hair, which is down below her shoulders. From a distance she looks older than sixteen, but her eyes and face still retain their childlike innocence.

Zoe doesn’t smile back. She shakes her head. ‘They treat me like a kid,’ she says. ‘They act like they know everything. I hate them.’

‘Oh yeah?’ He doesn’t want to take sides, reckons this is probably a normal teenage reaction.

‘Whatever,’ says Zoe. ‘See ya.’ She half runs past Walker, taking quick steps, heading for the gate.

‘You’re not staying for dinner? I haven’t seen you in a while . . .’

Zoe, already at the gate, turns back to Walker. ‘Nah,’ she says. ‘I gotta go.’ She looks close to tears.

‘You sure you’re alright? Is everything OK?’

‘God, you’re all so lame.’ Zoe’s voice is rising. ‘I’m fine! I wish you’d all just give me a bit of space.’

Walker stands, stunned into silence, as Zoe slams the gate. The black Ford Ranger rolls into view and she opens the passenger door and climbs in. ‘I’m sorry, Lucas,’ Walker hears Tracy say behind him as the Ranger’s wheels spin in the gravel on the verge and the car roars off down the road, trailing music in its wake.

He turns. Tracy is standing on the veranda, looking defeated. Walker goes up the stairs and gives her a hug. ‘What was all that about?’ he asks. He can hear the bewilderment in his voice. He’s never seen Zoe like this.

Tracy exhales a big slow sigh. ‘She’s going through a difficult patch and I’m not handling it well either. She had good friends, a whole group of them, and then . . .’ She pauses, sighs again. ‘There was an incident at school, some inappropriate photos of another girl got sent round on WhatsApp and her friends are blaming Zoe. She swears she’s got nothing to do with it but she’s being bullied and left out so now she wants to quit school. And she’s seeing that no-good Scott Crowther. He picks her up like this and I don’t know where she is or what she’s doing half the time. I’ve told her he’s too old for her, that she needs to check in with us or she’ll be grounded, but it just makes her angrier.’ Tracy is crying now. ‘I’m just worried about her but I can’t get that through to her. She’s not even listening to Blair anymore.’

Walker puts his arm around her shoulder, leads her inside. Ruby is sitting in the living room focused on her iPad, wearing noise-cancelling headphones, oblivious to everything around her. They go through to the kitchen, where Blair is standing, looking out at the back garden, a dejected slope to his shoulders. There’s a pot of Bolognese sauce on the hob and the ingredients for a salad laid out on the counter beside it. It looks as if the argument he overheard interrupted dinner preparation.

Blair turns at the sound of their approach. ‘Alright, cuz,’ he says. ‘Welcome to the madhouse.’

Tracy disappears into the bathroom and Blair gets three beers out of the fridge, hands one to Walker, cracks another open for himself, pours the third into a glass for Tracy. ‘What’s going on?’ asks Walker.

Blair shakes his head. ‘God knows. Zoe’s got some dodgy mates these days – that Crowther kid might be her boyfriend, not that she tells us anything. She’s out all hours of the day and night. We think she’s been wagging off school. We can’t talk any sense into her.’

Tracy comes back out, Blair gives her the beer and a look of solidarity passes between them. ‘I think that me getting on her back is just pushing her further away,’ says Tracy. ‘But I’m her mother, of course I’m worried.’ She checks her voice as they hear steps coming down the hallway and Ruby appears in the kitchen.

‘Hello, Lucas,’ she says, coming over and giving him a hug. ‘When’s dinner, Mum? I’m starving.’

‘It’ll be ready in five. You set the table while I finish the salad.’

Walker helps her lay out the cutlery, Ruby chattering on about a video game she’s playing. ‘I’m stuck at level six. It’s driving me crazy.’

‘Well, I doubt I’ll be any good at it, but I can have a try after dinner,’ he says.

Ruby laughs and rolls her eyes. ‘No way,’ she says. ‘You’ll just end up losing all my lives.’

As he chats with Ruby, he can see Blair on the phone, first calling then typing a message. Trying to contact Zoe, most likely. They all sit down for dinner, Zoe’s absence, the empty spot at the table, eating at Walker. He can see by the worry on Tracy and Blair’s faces, even as they keep the conversation light for Ruby’s sake, that it’s consuming them too. Ruby disappears as soon as she’s scraped her plate clean, and Tracy stands too. ‘I’m gonna go lie down for a bit,’ she says.

Walker looks at Blair. ‘You want to go look for Zoe?’ he asks. ‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Nah,’ says Blair. ‘It only makes it worse. The tighter we hold on, the harder she pushes back. I messaged her. Told her it was all OK, to call me if she needs a lift or anything. Drives Tracy crazy but it’s better that way. She’s a good kid really. If we give her a bit of space . . .’

Walker can’t fully agree, but he’s not a parent and Blair is a great dad. For sure he knows what’s best for Zoe and how to keep her safe.
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Chapter 11

Caloodie

Sunday, 7 a.m.

Walker’s awake early, anything but refreshed. He normally sleeps well in Caloodie, he’s at peace in this house, but last night he lay awake all hours, thinking about work and about Barbara, but mostly worrying about Zoe. After he’d left Blair’s, on impulse he’d jumped in the ute and gone to look for Zoe, wanting to talk to her, see if he could get to the bottom of what’s going on. He’d started at the pub – she’s underage but perhaps she has friends who are over eighteen.

‘Yeah, nah, we’re tough on underage drinkers,’ Ali had said when he asked about Zoe. ‘I know all the kids, and they know better than to try it.’

‘You know where the kids hang out?’

‘Probably same place as we did – don’t reckon that’s changed,’ Ali had said. When Walker had looked a question at her – he spent his teenage years in Boston, missed the rites and passages of being a teen here – she’d clarified: ‘Down at the park by the river. At the barbecue area there’s a couple of tables – they’re probably down there.’

‘She’s friends with Scott Crowther,’ he’d said. ‘Has he been in tonight?’

‘No,’ Ali had said, her mouth tightening. ‘We barred him and his uncles a couple of months ago. They got out of hand . . .’

A bloke sitting at the bar, listening in, had added his ten cents’ worth: ‘Bloody Crowthers – the whole lot are nothing but trouble. You did the right thing, Ali. We’re all glad to see the back of ’em.’

Walker had known that the Crowthers have a bad rep in town. Aggressive drug users, minor criminals; anytime there’s violence in town, you’ll usually find a Crowther in the mix. The fact that Zoe is hanging out with one of them doesn’t bode well.

Walker had driven down to the park by the river and found a group of a dozen or so kids spread over three tables, smoking vapes and drinking cans of pre-mixed Smirnoff. Most around Zoe’s age, but no sign of her. ‘Looking for Zoe Mitchell,’ he’d said. ‘Know where she might be?’

‘That thot . . .’ one had said.

‘She ain’t fam,’ another had chimed in. ‘She don’t hang with us.’

The contempt and dislike in their voices had cut, and his heart had broken a little for Zoe. To be ostracised is tough at any age but as a teen it must seem like the end of the world.

‘Who’re you, anyway?’ one of the girls had asked.

‘Her uncle.’

‘She told us about you. You’re a cop. She’s a loser but we’re not grassing her up to no cop.’ General laughter, no malice in it, these kids not yet jaded by run-ins with the law.

‘She’s with Scott Crowther,’ Walker had said. ‘Where’s he hang out?’

His words had met a chorus of disapproval and laughter. ‘Euuuuuwww, cringe. Like we’d know. Scott’s gross.’

Out of ideas, out of options, Walker had headed home to bed, the conversation with Zoe’s friends playing on his mind during his largely sleepless night. He’s certain Zoe wouldn’t have done anything to earn her friends’ derision – maybe this is Scott Crowther’s doing. If Zoe’s spending time with the Crowther crowd, she could be in far bigger danger than a bit of teen angst and exclusion.

Now, sitting in the sun on the veranda, he’s drinking his second coffee of the day made with his new coffee machine, his first addition to the house. He had his first cup with a couple of rounds of cheese-and-Vegemite toast for breakfast but needs a second to clear his head. He keeps running through options, wondering how he can make things better but not coming up with any solutions. He stretches his legs out, closes his eyes, thinks of Grandma and the way she could get to the root of a problem, find answers, make everything better.

‘What should I do, Grandma?’ he says out loud. He listens hard but no answer comes to him. Maybe that’s an answer in itself. He should probably leave this be. Tracy and Blair make their girls their priority and they’ll be on top of it.

He gets moving, does a few half-hearted jobs around the place, but gives up after an hour or so and walks over to Blair’s.

‘Zoe made it back alright, did she?’ he asks Tracy.

‘Yeah, she got home late – she’s still in bed,’ says Tracy, who looks like she didn’t get much sleep either.

‘How can I help? You need me to do anything?’

‘Nah, you’re alright, Lucas. We’ll keep talking with her. She’s a good kid. She’ll see sense soon enough.’

‘Call me if you need me, alright? I’m down the road now – even Katima’s no distance. I can be up here anytime.’

Walker goes home, mows the back yard, his heart still not really in it. When Vinh calls, he grabs at the phone like a man reaching for a life raft.

‘I’ve done a bit of work on the hanging case,’ says Vinh. ‘I spoke to the pastor: no one was using the church the night he died, so that’s a dead end, but we got a few leads from the media call-out. The story ran on the regional TV news and there were a couple of calls to the hotline. They’ve sent them through to us.’

‘Good one,’ says Walker. The drama with Zoe had driven thoughts of the case and the media coverage from his mind. ‘I’ll head back now – reckon I’ll be there two-ish.’

‘Righto. I checked the CCTV footage from the servo and pub too. Nothing came up at the servo but there’s something on the pub footage you should see.’

Invigorated at the thought of making progress in the case, and guilty that Vinh is working – it’s his rostered weekend on duty, but still – Walker goes inside and throws some clean clothes into his bag, Ginger watching his preparations with suspicion. ‘Don’t worry, you’re coming with me this week,’ he says, bending down to stroke her soft head. ‘I reckon Tracy and Blair have enough on their plate right now.’

He locks up the house, gets himself and Ginger in the ute, then sits there, undecided, worrying that he’s abandoning Blair, Tracy and the girls. The harsh shriek of a cockatoo and the scent of the freshly mown grass drift in through the car window. Ginger is sitting beside him, panting, ears perked. The house, freshly painted, the lawn neat, looks great.

‘House is looking good, Grandma. I reckon you’d like it,’ he says out loud. ‘Could still use your advice on Zoe but.’

He still can’t sense a reply and after a long minute, he sighs. Maybe this isn’t his business. Blair and Tracy and Zoe will sort this out – they’re a tight family, most likely this is just a phase Zoe’s going through. He switches on the ignition and reverses out. He’s got work to do: he’ll focus on that.

* * *

‘Police are requesting assistance in identifying this man, whose body was found in Katima in the state’s west, on Thursday morning. If you know who he is or have any information regarding his death, please contact the police helpline via the number on your screen. Now we go over to Dave Hedge for an update on today’s football.’

Walker presses the Pause button. He and Vinh are watching the replay of a clip from the Saturday edition of the regional news. ‘That’s it?’ he says in frustration. ‘The picture was barely up there for ten seconds.’

‘It was in the Western Echo Saturday edition too,’ says Vinh.

Walker shakes his head. ‘We need it to go further afield. I don’t reckon he’s from out this way.’ He and Vinh have followed up the three leads the call-out generated, none of which went anywhere. It only took a brief minute of conversation to eliminate them as time-wasters.

‘I’ve put the picture up on social media,’ says Vinh. ‘Sometimes the armchair sleuths pick up on it and that might give us wider coverage.’

‘Good one,’ says Walker. ‘Let’s have a look at the pub CCTV.’

Vinh pulls up the footage and runs it forward to shortly before 4 a.m. on Thursday. ‘I saw something here that might be interesting,’ he says. The slice of street visible in the frame is dark and deserted. Then a triangle of light sweeps briefly into view before disappearing. ‘I reckon that’s someone backing into a parking place in front of the park. I checked last night with the cruiser. If you drive down from the highway and park opposite the pub, the light throws that shape. Could be tourists using the toilets at the park, but it’s pretty early . . .’

‘Good work,’ says Walker, impressed again with the young constable’s initiative. ‘This could be the car our victim was transported in, and that means they probably came from out of town.’ Preston Street, which runs in front of the park and the pub and the police station, is also the road that leads to the highway. There are a few more houses down that way and a couple of light industrial units closer to the highway but mostly it’s used as an access road to and from town. ‘There was no vehicle parked there when we found the body, so even if he hanged himself, someone brought him here.’

‘Right,’ says Vinh. ‘And look, this is seven minutes later . . .’ There is no sweep of light this time, only a low red glow that lingers for almost two minutes before disappearing. ‘They must have driven back out of town – they didn’t come down past the pub. I matched the time on the CCTV from the servo, in case they stopped for fuel, but there was nothing. There isn’t any other CCTV on Preston Street and we don’t know what type of car it was, and without a licence plate . . .’

‘Yeah, we probably won’t get much further with it, but it’s still useful,’ says Walker. ‘Those red lights were his brake lights. I reckon he was about to leave, then hit the brakes for some reason.’ He considers it for a moment. ‘Maybe he realised he forgot something and went back to look for it.’

‘The box cutter . . .’ says Vinh, and Walker nods.
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Chapter 12

Annabel Downs, east of Katima

Monday, 6.45 a.m.

The coffee machine gives a final clack and growl, there’s a hiss of hot water, and a moment later the fragrant dark liquid starts pouring from the stainless-steel tap. The scent of it brings Lou Bridges out of her Monday-morning daze. She’s been up since long before dawn, making the kids their lunches then driving out to Annabel Downs for this unexpected shift: the Conroy brothers are up for a couple of days and need her to serve breakfast and lunch and to give the place a clean. Normally she has the kitchen to herself, especially at this time of day, but this morning Ollie Edwards, who works for Caden – Lou’s never been clear exactly what it is he does – has been hanging around, impatient and antsy, waiting for his coffee.

‘You’re up early,’ she says as she prepares it the way he likes it: a triple shot and a splash of hot milk.

‘Yeah, we’re meeting Caden at nine,’ he says as he takes the mug. ‘Christ, I bloody need this. I didn’t sleep a wink last night.’

He stands there inhaling the scent before taking a sip. She moves around him to finish setting Bronte’s breakfast tray: the special handmade Japanese cup and saucer, so delicate that they’re almost translucent and a constant worry to her that she’ll break them – can’t get close to the dishwasher with those. A plate of cut fruit beside a small bowl of natural yogurt. Lastly, a green smoothie of spinach, avocado, lemon, ginger and something that looks a lot like grass, which Bronte always brings with her. Lou tasted it once. No doubt it’s good for you but it’s not her cup of tea, especially not first thing in the morning. But that’s rich people for you. They could have anything they want, and this is how they decide to start the day.

Ollie is still hanging around, getting in the bloody way, and now she sees him glance at the clock on the wall. ‘Bronte wants waking at seven a.m.,’ he reminds her, as if she’s been setting the breakfast tray for herself. ‘She had a rough night too. Caden was drinking again and, well, you know . . .’ Ollie shakes his head.

Ollie might work for Caden but he always takes Bronte’s side. If anyone asked Lou, not that they would, she reckons it’s Bronte, not Caden, who’s the problem in that relationship. Caden should find himself a girl who’s more like him, a country girl who likes the simple things in life. Bronte is beautiful but she’s as brittle and high-maintenance as these Japanese cups she loves so much.

‘Caden was using the living room, so you’ll need to tidy that up before we meet too,’ says Ollie, irritating Lou further. She knows her job; she doesn’t need telling. She doesn’t bother answering him, just finishes her preparations, lifts the tray with practised ease and, leaving Ollie nursing his coffee, carries it up the stairs and along the corridor to Bronte’s bedroom. Knocking softly at the door, she enters without waiting for an answer, murmuring ‘Good morning, I’ve brought your breakfast’ as she goes in.

Surprisingly, the heavy curtains are already open, the winter sunshine illuminating a long strip of the Persian rug and spilling across the pale-green bedcovers. Bronte is awake, sitting up, a huge stack of pillows behind her, tapping away on her phone. She looks like a modern-day Princess and the Pea, thinks Lou. As she sets the tray on the table by the window, Bronte says ‘Thanks’, not making eye contact, still focused on her phone, and Lou sees by the old-fashioned bedside clock that Bronte has taken to using that it’s seven fifteen. Afterwards, when the police ask her all those questions – was everything as normal, was there anything different about the day, anything at all? – all she will remember is the time on that clock, the sliver of sunshine on the rug and the tip-tap of Bronte’s long nails on the phone.

She leaves Bronte’s room and walks slowly along the corridor and down the stairs. She’s in no rush. There’s plenty of time to tidy the living room and make Caden his breakfast – eggs and bacon, most likely, if he’s been drinking – before the 9 a.m. meeting. She pushes open the door to the living room, thinking about Carl and the kids. They need the money she earns here. It’s only a part-time thing and it’s well paid, but today was bad timing. Carl, crazy busy at work, was cranky to have to give the kids breakfast and take them to school, delay the start of his working day by a couple of hours. He snapped at her and she snapped back and left without saying goodbye. No doubt they’ll make up tonight, in bed maybe, as they usually do. As she steps properly into the room, something causes her thoughts and her feet to pause.

Perhaps it’s the smell: rusty, heavy, human. Perhaps it’s because in the half-gloom she already sees his battered body, the mess where that handsome face once was, the black stains that cover the carpet beneath his head. Or perhaps it’s some instinct of evil. Whatever it is, she stops and does something she never does – turns to her right and switches on the light.

Her eyes take in the scene, but for a long moment her mind refuses to register what she’s looking at. Caden Conroy is lying in a bloodied mess on the floor in front of the sofa, his handsome face beaten to an almost unrecognisable pulp. The carpet beneath him and the sofa behind him are both drenched in his blood, the metallic smell of it flooding her nostrils. As if from a great distance, Lou hears herself screaming, screaming, screaming, and then everything fades to black.

* * *

Walker’s phone is buzzing on the bedside table as he dries himself after his shower. He’s later than usual this morning. He slept badly again, dreamt of walking past a small crowd standing at the edge of the park, the sight of another body hanging from a tree, swivelling lifelessly in the cool morning air. He’d felt horror, a sense of hopelessness, and had started running. But as he came closer to the body, something slowed him down. He could barely walk – it felt as if he was wading through waist-deep mud, the body ever out of reach. Finally, with a huge effort, he made it and looked up to find it wasn’t the young bloke but Zoe hanging there. Her face pale, eyes unseeing, feet bare. The shock of it woke him with a start of horror, the pitch-black night around him, the air cold on his bare chest. After the immense relief at finding it only a dream, he lay there for a long time, worrying about his niece. Scott Crowther is trouble. His father, uncle and cousins have criminal records for assault, domestic and family violence, and the supply and cultivation of drugs. Walker would bet his life that Scott is a user if not a dealer, and the undercurrent of violence and criminality that surrounds the family is menacing. If Zoe is getting caught up in that world, he knows it can be a hard place to come back from.

He fell asleep again at around 5 a.m., waking, head heavy and groggy, at almost seven. No time for a swim so he took Ginger for a quick walk in the park, grabbed a coffee from Charli, came back for a shower and now the phone’s already ringing. No one calls him at this time of day, at least not with good news. His first thought is of Zoe and his heart drops.

‘Yeah?’ he answers.

‘We’ve had an urgent call-out, another suspicious death.’ It’s Vinh, not Blair. Walker can almost taste his relief.

‘Where? What’s happened?’ he asks.

‘I don’t have much information. The call came from Annabel Downs . . .’

‘Who’s she?’

‘Not she – the cattle station, Annabel Downs. It’s about twenty-five K out of town. The caller said they have a problem – a suspicious death, as far as I can work out.’

‘Righto, can you pick me up in five?’

As they speed along the highway towards the cattle station, the sun well above the horizon, the sky deep blue and cloudless, Vinh updates Walker. ‘The bloke who called, name of Ollie Edwards, said they’d found a body. His exact words were: “He’s definitely dead. It’s too late for the ambos.” He sounded very shaky.’

‘Did he say who was dead or how or why?’

‘No. He was a bit confused. I told him to keep clear of the scene and that we’d be there asap.’

Vinh slows as they reach the turn-off for Annabel Downs, marked by an elegant metal sign and a surprisingly well-sealed gravel track. The grass in the paddocks alongside shimmers in the morning breeze and there is a line of gum trees, silvery-grey in the sunshine, following what must be a waterway on their right. Half a dozen kangaroos lope lazily away as they pass, fading to invisibility in the grass, and a flock of cockatoos rises in a yellow-and-white cloud from the trees beside the track. About a kilometre further on they come to a heavy gate with an expensive security system and high fencing running off in both directions. Walker’s never seen anything like it out bush.

‘Bloody hell,’ he says. ‘What is this place? Doesn’t look like your typical station set-up.’

Vinh is leaning out the window, pressing the entry button and saying ‘Police’ into the intercom. There’s a pause and then the metal gates swing slowly open. As Vinh drives through, he says, ‘The story in town is that the place belongs to Caden Conroy.’

Walker looks at him. ‘Caden Conroy? As in the Aussie fast bowler?’

‘Yup.’

‘What would Caden Conroy be doing on a cattle station in the middle of nowhere?’ Walker is disbelieving. ‘Someone’s bullshitting you.’

‘You reckon?’ Vinh looks dejected. ‘A couple of people told me about it. They said that the property used to belong to his parents, who died in a light-aircraft crash when Caden and his brother Cameron were away at boarding school. Apparently Caden didn’t come back for a long time, but about seven years ago, when he started making the Aussie team, he had the place reno’d and he comes out when he’s not playing. They reckon he’s got a cricket pavilion and a golf course and all sorts out here.’

Walker’s about to scoff at Vinh’s gullibility when the gravel track makes a turn and reveals the unmistakable sight of a golfing green, emerald in the morning light, a little flagstick marking the hole fluttering in the breeze. ‘What the . . .’ Walker is lost for words.

‘Told ya,’ says Vinh, vindicated.

They drive on, past more kangaroos grazing on fairways and a couple of vibrantly verdant putting greens, and then, around a final curve, into a gravel parking lot, where a bloke wearing the country uniform of R. M. Williams moleskins and boots and a pale-blue shirt is waiting for them. Vinh brings the cruiser to a stop and the bloke walks over to them. In his early thirties with short dark hair, he’s well built and fit but looks frightened. He has deep sweat marks under both arms, his face is very pale and beaded with perspiration, and he looks like he might be about to throw up.

‘I’m DS Walker, this is Constable Vinh Nguyen,’ says Walker. ‘You called and said there’s been a death?’

‘Yeah, g’day, I’m Ollie Edwards. We found his body this morning. He’s . . . he’s in the main house, in the living room. I’ll show you.’

They follow Edwards along a path through a high hedge that surrounds the car park and emerge onto a big green lawn, a half-acre, maybe more. Walker and Vinh come to a standstill. This is no ordinary cattle station. In front of them is a heritage homestead – two storeys high, with wide verandas – that has been beautifully restored. There’s a formal garden in front, with rosebushes in bloom and an ornamental pond with a fountain. To the right of the house is a swimming pool, with white umbrellas shading posh loungers on a grey slate terrace around the water. At the far side of the pool, across more tightly mown lawn, are two modern-looking homes, neither of them small, separated by a beautifully planted garden and tall trees. Walker catches the shimmer of what could be water glinting in the sun too, so probably another swimming pool as well.

Edwards notices they’ve stopped and turns back. ‘The main house is Caden’s,’ he says. Vinh sucks in a breath at the name and glances at Walker. Edwards is still talking. ‘The house on the left over there is his brother Cameron’s, and the one at the far end is for guests, but it’s empty at the moment.’

They start walking again, Edwards setting a fast pace. The scent of roses, the hum of bees, the tinkle of water falling from the fountain – Walker can’t quite get his head round where they’re at. That a place like this exists twenty K from Katima, surrounded by bush, seems unbelievable. Edwards slows as they approach the main house. Up close, Walker can see that the wooden floorboards of the veranda are polished to a gleam, and a coffee table covered in fat white candles sits between an expensive-looking outdoor lounge set decorated with tasteful cushions. The front door is huge, double width at least. It’s open and a long corridor stretches away inside – more polished wooden floors, a big chandelier, mirrors and antique rugs.

‘He’s in the living room – the first door on the right. Lou, the housekeeper, went in this morning to clean and she started screaming. I went in and I saw him . . .’ Edwards’s voice trails away, his face getting even more pale beneath his tan. ‘Someone’s bashed his head in,’ he says, looking bilious.

‘Did either of you touch anything? Move anything?’ asks Walker.

‘No. Well, Lou didn’t do anything – she fainted. I went in. I could see . . . I mean, there’s so much blood, and his face is . . . I knew he wasn’t OK but I had to make sure, so I felt for his pulse. There was nothing and he wasn’t breathing. That’s all I did. Bronte, that’s Caden’s girlfriend, is here but I told her not to go in. I’ve just asked Cameron, his brother, he’s in the other house, to come over. He doesn’t know yet . . .’

‘OK,’ says Walker. ‘You wait here, we’ll take a look.’

He and Vinh walk across the veranda and into the house, which is still and quiet. Walker pushes open the first door on the right. The room is gloomy, the drapes are drawn, and it takes his eyes a moment to adjust. Vinh, standing behind him, finds a switch and flicks on the lights and in the sudden brightness the scene comes to life in terrible technicolour.

Caden ‘the Warrior’ Conroy, the greatest Australian fast bowler in generations, the man whose pinpoint accuracy and incredible speed of delivery have seen him take more wickets for fewer balls than any other in history, and whose curly blond hair and sparkling blue eyes have wooed an entire nation of women, is lying on the floor beside the sofa. His face is beaten and mangled and bloody, and his skin is the pale-grey colour of death.
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Chapter 13

Annabel Downs

8 a.m.

Walker chokes slightly at the smell, and he hears Vinh retch beside him. He turns towards the young constable. ‘You alright?’

Vinh nods but he looks pale. ‘Is that Caden Conroy?’ he asks, the shock clear in his voice.

Walker takes pity on him. It’s a gruesome scene, one they don’t both need to relive in their nightmares. ‘I’m going to need a few minutes here. Go and call the SOC team and get them here asap. Don’t mention that Conroy’s involved. Then ask Edwards for a full list of all the names and current whereabouts of everyone who was here last night. We’ll need to get statements from them all.’

Vinh nods and leaves the room, closing the door behind him, and Walker takes a long look around. The room is big, four metres wide and ten or so long. Aside from the horrible mess around the body in the centre of the space, it seems calm and ordered. Heavy gold damask drapes cover a bay window at one end and what seems to be another large window behind the sofa. To the right of the door hangs a large, almost life-size, painted portrait of Caden Conroy in his baggy greens, beside a framed one-day shirt that’s been signed by a host of names. To the left, a huge TV, practically a movie screen, takes up most of the wall. A high glass cabinet, filled with glittering trophies, and a low wooden cabinet line the far wall.

He goes across to the body, crouches down and puts his fingers to Conroy’s throat. There’s no pulse and the skin is cold; he’s been dead a while. His face and head have borne the brunt of the attack, and it was vicious. Conroy’s face is so disfigured that he’s barely recognisable. His bare chest is also bruised and bloody, and as Walker looks more closely he sees what looks like a bite mark on the left biceps. That’s odd, he thinks. The lower half of Conroy’s body seems unmarked, though it’s hard to tell as he’s wearing jeans. Walker notices they’re stained with what could be urine and the zip is undone.

The body is lying between the coffee table and one of the two cream sofas that face each other on either side of it. A pool of blood, presumably from the back of his head, has stained the pale carpet beneath him a rusty brown, and more has run in rivulets down the sofa he’d likely been sitting on. A heavy crystal glass, half-filled with amber liquid – whisky, perhaps – is on the coffee table. The cushions on the sofa behind the body are bunched at one end. Maybe Conroy was sleeping or watching TV when he was attacked.

Walker goes carefully around the perimeter of the room. The door to the wooden cabinet is open. It’s filled with liquor bottles, including an almost empty bottle of whisky, the stopper lying beside it, confirming his hunch about what Conroy had been drinking. The trophy cabinet is open too, the glass doors swinging loose. He glances inside. A dozen or more trophies, glittering and polished, highlight some of Caden Conroy’s many achievements. He makes a note to ask Edwards if any are missing. Perhaps they’re valuable, and this is a robbery gone wrong. Though that seems a stretch, given the security gate and the fact that nothing else is disturbed. If Conroy was lying on the sofa, relaxed, when this happened, that suggests it could have been someone he knew, someone he trusted, who did this.

Walker pulls back the curtains behind the sofa to find French doors leading to the veranda. They open at a gentle nudge of his foot. Maybe the killer gained access this way. As he’s thinking this, there’s a disturbance outside the other door. Someone shouting, the words indistinct, Vinh’s voice calm in response.

Walker takes a few quick steps back towards the ruckus and is almost there when the door bursts open and another tall, well-built bloke – not so much muscled as padded sleek, the kind of build that wealth and good living can give – comes barrelling in, an aggressive look on his face.

‘I’m Cameron Conroy. What the hell is going on? Where’s my brother? Why are you keeping me out of my—’ His sentence trails off as he takes in the scene, and his face changes from red to white. ‘Caden?’ he says, his voice breaking. ‘Is he . . . What’s happened? Have you called an ambulance? Oh my god.’

He steps towards the body but Walker blocks his way, puts his hand on the bloke’s shoulder and turns him, shepherding him, unresisting, back out into the corridor where Ollie Edwards and Vinh are standing. He closes the living room door behind them.

‘What’s happened? What was that in there . . . ?’ Cameron Conroy can barely speak and looks as if he might faint, his breathing shallow and rapid, his face white and perspiring.

Edwards takes one look at him and disappears down the corridor, reappearing a moment later with a glass of water in his hand. ‘Drink this, mate,’ he says, passing it over. Cameron is shivering so much he can barely bring the glass to his lips, the water slopping on his shirt as he takes a drink.

‘Can you find somewhere for him to sit down?’ says Walker, and Edwards nods.

‘There’s a table in the kitchen,’ he says, and leads Cameron into a room a couple of doors down.

Walker turns to Vinh. ‘Have you worked out who was here last night?’

‘Yeah. Along with Caden, there was Caden’s girlfriend, Bronte Bennett, and Ollie Edwards, who both slept in this house. Cameron and his wife, Isabel, and their three-year-old daughter, Harper, stayed in their house on the other side of the garden. The housekeeper, Lou Bridges, is local – she wasn’t here last night. She arrived for work at six thirty this morning. There are two other staff, groundskeepers, also local, but Edwards has called them and told them not to come in today.’

‘Good work,’ says Walker. ‘Take everyone to the other house – this is a crime scene and we need to keep it undisturbed. I’ll have a look round and then I’ll come over and we can take statements. Get the groundskeepers’ names and addresses too – we’ll need to talk to them later.’

‘Will do,’ says Vinh.

They find Edwards and Cameron in the kitchen with two women. Cameron is sitting at the table, his head in his hands. An older woman, mid-forties perhaps, equally pale, is sitting next to him. A strikingly beautiful young woman, her face composed and less pale, is standing nearby. Edwards introduces the younger woman as Caden Conroy’s girlfriend, Bronte Bennett, and the other as the housekeeper, Lou Bridges. As Walker explains that they’ll need to leave the house, Cameron raises his head.

‘We’ll wait at my place,’ he says, pushing his chair back and moving towards the door, the others following his lead.

As the others leave, Walker asks Ollie Edwards to wait behind, then turns to Vinh. ‘Keep an eye on them and an ear out for what’s being said,’ he says, his voice low. ‘This could be a break-in, something opportunistic, but we need to assume everyone who was here last night is a suspect.’
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Chapter 14

Annabel Downs

8.30 a.m.

Walker begins his inspection of the house, a pale and uneasy Ollie Edwards in tow. ‘I need you to tell me if anything has been disturbed, or if anything is obviously missing or out of order,’ he says as Edwards leads him through the ground-floor rooms.

The house is as impressive inside as it looks from the outside. From the kitchen, Edwards takes Walker to a dining room, with a table that could easily seat sixteen, then a more informal breakfast room that opens onto the rear garden, with a long view across paddocks towards the treeline at the creek. There’s also a games room with a full-size billiards table, a pinball machine, a well-worn leather sofa and another trophy cabinet.

‘The trophy cabinet in the living room was open,’ says Walker. ‘Are they valuable? Would you know if any of them are missing?’

‘Some of them might be valuable, I suppose,’ says Edwards. ‘But I couldn’t say if there were any missing. Caden has so many, I really wouldn’t know.’

Walker checks all the windows and doors, and the concertina glass doors from the games room, which open to the pool area. They’re all locked and with no sign of any tampering, making the living room’s French doors the likely entry point. The rooms are all spick and span and the scent of cleaning products and some kind of home fragrance lingers on the air. There are few personal effects on show.

‘How often does Caden come up here?’ he asks as Edwards leads him back along the hallway to the stairs. He notices Edwards flinch slightly as they pass the living room.

‘Not all that often,’ he says. ‘He comes up whenever he has a bit of time off, maybe half a dozen times a year, something like that. Cameron’s here even less. Easter sometimes, or if they organise a charity golf day or invite sponsors for a hospitality thing.’

‘When did they arrive for this visit?’

Edwards hesitates. ‘Cameron and his family and Bronte and I came up yesterday. I don’t know exactly when Caden got here. We were supposed to meet with him this morning.’

‘What was the meeting about?’

‘Um, you know, business stuff. He’s about to go on tour so I guess he wanted to make sure we were all on the same page.’

‘Right. What about staff? Was anyone here yesterday?’

‘No, I don’t think so. I asked Lou, the housekeeper, to come in this morning to make breakfast and give the place a tidy-up after we left. The groundskeepers would have been here on Friday, probably. They keep the greens in order year-round.’

‘So Caden was here alone? There was no one else out here with him?’

Edwards slows as he reaches the top of the stairs. ‘Yeah, I think he was on his own,’ he says. ‘There was no one else here when we arrived. But he doesn’t usually . . .’ His voice trails off.

‘Doesn’t usually come on his own?’ says Walker.

‘Yeah, nah, he usually brings a mate with him.’

Walker leaves it at that but makes a mental note to himself. Perhaps Caden had a visitor earlier in the weekend. Perhaps that person had a reason to come back and harm him.

There are six big bedrooms upstairs, each with en suite, but only three have been used. They start at the front of the house. ‘This is Caden’s room,’ says Edwards.

Caden Conroy’s room is painted in indigo blue, with a king-size bed – unmade, Walker notices – and a large TV on the wall opposite it. ‘It looks like he slept here last night,’ says Walker. ‘The housekeeper would have made it up yesterday from the night before.’

‘That’s strange,’ says Edwards. ‘I thought . . . Well, he was wearing what he had on when we got here yesterday.’

A glass door on the right opens to the veranda. Walker steps out and realises the room is directly above the living room where Caden was killed. He pictures the scene again, the bunched cushions on the sofa. Perhaps Caden had been lying on the sofa earlier in the evening. They’ll need to ascertain time of death but it could be that Caden was asleep in bed, woke up, got dressed in a hurry and went back downstairs because he’d heard something, someone. Maybe he interrupted a robbery.

The en suite is clean, the smell of cleaning products here too, but something about it bothers Walker. He looks around and realises that there are no towels. Odd. Walker makes a note to have the SOC team run a blue light around the bathroom. The lack of towels is not suspicious in and of itself, but whoever killed Caden would have been covered in blood and might have needed to wash and remove evidence.

The next bedroom along is smaller. Just a queen-size bed, a large chest of drawers and a window looking over the pool. The bed is also unmade, and a soft-shell carry-on trolley suitcase, black, compact, is lying on the floor in front of a wardrobe, zipped shut. ‘This is where I slept,’ says Edwards.

That means if Caden left his room, he would have walked past Edwards’s to get to and from the stairs. ‘Did you hear Caden come up to bed? Or go downstairs in the night?’ Walker asks.

Edwards pauses. ‘No,’ he says. ‘But now that you mention it, I thought I heard him having a shower. The pipes from his bathroom are right next to this room and you can hear the water running.’

‘What time was that?’

‘I don’t know exactly, but before midnight.’

They’ll need to confirm time of death but this is good to know. Edwards takes him further down the corridor, past a couple of unused bedrooms, beds neatly made, and then a large bathroom, with a couple of towels – damp when Walker touches them – lying on the floor. ‘Have you used this bathroom?’ asks Walker.

‘Yeah, I had a shower this morning.’ There’s a small bin beside the loo; Walker opens it with his foot on the pedal. Inside is a wad of tissues, covered in blood. ‘Nicked myself shaving,’ says Edwards. He points to a cut on the side of his throat, covered with a small piece of white tissue, dry blood visible. Still, Walker makes a note to have the SOC team be extra vigilant in this room too.

At the far end of the corridor Edwards says, ‘This is Bronte’s room.’ Bronte Bennett’s room is a more feminine space, decorated in pale green, with a big four-poster bed, unmade, and a large, mirrored wardrobe opposite. A pale-pink suitcase, clothes spilling from it, is open in front of the wardrobe and a small table, with a tray of coffee and a plate of fruit, is in front of the window. The room faces the bush and gardens that stretch to the rear of the house.

‘Do Caden and Bronte always sleep separately?’ Walker asks, wondering if perhaps there had been an argument between the pair.

Edwards looks surprised by the question, then uncomfortable. ‘You’d have to ask Bronte,’ he says.

Walker looks inside the wardrobe – empty – and the en suite, which is messy: towels strewn across the floor, make-up and toiletries beside the sink, but nothing untoward. Still, he’ll get it all checked.

They walk out of the room and Edwards points across the hallway. ‘That’s Caden’s study,’ he says as his phone starts ringing. Edwards looks at the screen, says, ‘Sorry, I need to take this’, and answers it, turning his back, talking in a low voice.

Walker leaves him to it and goes into the study. There’s a large desk, with an expensive-looking office chair behind it and a low cabinet with a printer on top. Papers are spread across the desk and a handful have fallen onto the floor. More papers lie around an armchair by the window. Maybe someone was going through the room, looking for something, or maybe the mess is simply Caden’s style. Walker takes a few pictures with his phone, then goes across to the desk and checks the two drawers – empty aside from a couple of pens rattling around in the top one. He flicks quickly through the papers lying on the desk – match reports, player statistics, with annotations in green pen – and a couple of newspaper clippings. Probably Caden’s studying the opposition or checking his stats, but Walker doesn’t believe in making assumptions. He’ll get the SOC team to bag these and he’ll have a look at them in more detail later too. He snaps pictures of all the pages and, as he moves the papers to photograph them, finds a short USB cable lying on the desk. He takes a quick shot of it just as Edwards, his call over, comes into the room, watching him wordlessly.

‘Does this room look normal to you?’ asks Walker. ‘The papers on the floor and desk, I mean.’

‘I can’t say. I don’t usually come in here,’ says Edwards. ‘But these are private papers – you shouldn’t be photographing them.’

‘This is a murder investigation, Mr Edwards. Nothing is private and even a small detail might be important.’

Walker takes his time finishing up, then asks Edwards to take him across to Cameron’s house. The search of the main house hasn’t revealed anything obvious, though it’s interesting that Caden Conroy might have spent at least some of the night in bed. As far as Walker can tell, aside from the study, the house is undisturbed, so if this was a robbery, Caden likely came upon the perpetrators before they found what they were looking for – and it was something that he was prepared to defend to the death.
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Chapter 15

Annabel Downs

9 a.m.

Cameron Conroy’s hands are still shaking as he pulls out his mobile phone. He can barely focus on the screen, shock emptying his mind of all rational thought. He finds his lawyer Lachlan Brady’s number, presses the Call button with a trembling finger, the ringtone loud in his ear. He can hear his own breathing, ragged and uneven, as the phone rings once, twice.

‘Cameron, what can I do for you?’ Brady as direct and to the point as ever. Cameron once told him that a ‘G’day, how are ya’ wouldn’t go amiss. Brady raised an eyebrow and said: ‘I charge by the minute, mate. You want to pay me a hundred bucks to chat about the weather, I’ll be happy to oblige.’ They’ve kept it businesslike ever since.

‘Caden’s dead.’ Just saying the words makes Cameron’s knees fold.

‘What happened? Where are you?’ It’s the closest he’s ever heard to shock in the lawyer’s voice. Not much surprises Brady. He always keeps his cool.

‘At Annabel Downs. He’s had his head bashed in.’ The nausea that’s been threatening to overwhelm him since he saw Caden’s body rises and can’t be stemmed. He turns and vomits into the flower bed.

‘Have you called the cops?’ asks Brady.

‘Ollie did.’

There’s a silence at the other end. Brady considering options. ‘That’s a good thing,’ he says. ‘Who’s attending? Anyone we know?’

‘Nah, um, it’s a couple of local blokes, one in uniform, one detective.’

‘OK, do you need me to put a call in, get someone friendly on the case?’

‘I don’t know. I mean, yeah, probably. We need to get on top of this, have a story ready. The press will go crazy. We can’t have them digging around . . .’

‘Have you told anyone else?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Good. Don’t make any calls. Don’t take any calls. Leave it to me. We get the right cops on this and they’ll handle it. Meantime, don’t say anything to anyone.’

‘What about these local cops? They want a statement from me.’

‘Tell them the bare minimum. They don’t need backstory. Stick with what’s happened this morning. They badger you at all, give them my number. Tell them you’re too distraught by what’s happened to think straight.’

‘That’s the fucking truth.’

‘Leave it with me. I’ll call you back,’ says Brady, and he’s gone.

Cameron pockets the phone. He’s not calm but he’s reassured. Talking to Brady always has that effect. He’s worth every cent they pay him.

* * *

Bronte is sitting in Cameron’s living room when Isabel and Harper come in. Harper stares at her but Bronte ignores her. Kids, especially little ones, aren’t her thing. Isabel glares at her and says, ‘What are you doing here? I thought you were meeting at the old house?’

‘Change of plan,’ says Bronte. She debates with herself what to tell Isabel, and dislike wins out over discretion. ‘Caden’s dead. The police are here.’

‘What are you talking about?’ says Isabel, shock in her voice. Bronte feels a vicious kind of satisfaction that’s slightly ruined by Harper running around the room, making a loud and annoying sing-song noise. Isabel turns to the child. ‘Harper, can you go to your room for a minute – Mummy needs to talk to Bronte.’

‘I don’t want to . . .’

‘You can play with my phone,’ says Isabel, holding her hand out. Harper grabs the phone and is out the door in a flash. Isabel turns back to Bronte. ‘What do you mean, Caden’s dead? How can he be dead?’

‘The housekeeper started screaming the place down this morning and Ollie went into the living room and found his body. Ollie says it looks like he’s been murdered.’ Saying the words makes it all horribly real and Bronte shivers despite herself. Caden was an arsehole and the threats he made yesterday, to tell all, to go to the media, would have destroyed her. She treasures her reputation and he had zero regard for that. Zero regard for her.

‘You’re lying, being a bitch as usual,’ says Isabel.

Bronte doesn’t dignify the accusation with a response and Isabel is still glaring at her when Cameron stalks into the room, followed by the housekeeper, her face pale, carrying a tray of teas and coffees.

‘Cameron,’ says Isabel, ‘what’s happened? Is it true? Is Caden dead?’

Cameron nods, dropping heavily onto the sofa. ‘Yeah, he’s dead . . . I don’t know what’s happened, there was blood everywhere . . .’ His voice runs out, his face pales too, and he puts his head into his hands.

‘Oh my god!’ Isabel’s voice is rising; she’s always so fucking theatrical. The housekeeper looks like she’s going to faint again, the tray of hot drinks she’s carrying rattling dangerously.

‘Put the tray down, for god’s sake,’ says Bronte, walking across to her. ‘Here, on the table.’

The housekeeper does as she’s told, then sits, seemingly in a daze, on the edge of one of the armchairs. Isabel sits beside Cameron, patting his back like a child, holding his hand. Bronte is about to pour herself a coffee, then decides tea is better for shock. She needs to hold it together if the rest of them are going to fall apart like this.

* * *

Walker follows Ollie Edwards across a back garden, equally immaculate as the front one. They don’t speak, Walker thinking through what he’s learnt, Edwards in a world of his own.

Cameron Conroy’s house is as unlike the main property as it’s possible to be. Contemporary design, all white, lots of glass and marble and hard edges, it is set in a U-shape around a manicured courtyard garden with a pool. Walker notices that, unlike the main house, Cameron’s place has been designed so that the vast bush that surrounds them – the open grasslands, the long horizons – is hidden from view, all the windows facing inwards to the courtyard pool and garden. Edwards brings him in the back door and takes him to the kitchen, another big room of stainless steel and marble, most of the appliances looking as if they’ve never been used. Vinh is waiting for him there.

‘I’ve spoken to Lou Bridges, the housekeeper,’ he says. ‘She’s with Cameron and the rest of the family in the living room.’

‘Great,’ says Walker. He turns to Edwards. ‘Can you give us a minute? I’ll come and find you shortly.’ Once Edwards has left the room, Walker asks, ‘What did the housekeeper say?’

‘She arrived at six thirty this morning. Made coffee for Ollie Edwards, took breakfast to Bronte Bennett in her bedroom, then went to prepare the living room for the business meeting, saw the body and blacked out. She last saw Caden Conroy alive at lunchtime yesterday. Ollie Edwards had asked her to clean the house in preparation for their visit, but when she arrived, Caden said he didn’t want to be interrupted, so she went back home.’

‘Ahhh,’ says Walker. ‘His bed wasn’t made. I thought maybe he’d been asleep and gotten up because he heard something, a break-in maybe, but perhaps it was unmade from the night before. Did she say anything else?’

‘She said Caden was a bit more serious than usual yesterday. She thought he had something on his mind. She also said he and his family aren’t all that close.’ Vinh opens his notebook. ‘I wrote it down. She said: “Rich people are different to us, aren’t they? When they’re together, they’re in a meeting or having drinks with sponsors or something like that. I never saw them just hanging out and kicking back.”’

‘Did you ask her about Caden and Bronte? How was their relationship?’

‘Yeah, she said she doesn’t often see Bronte out here. Doesn’t like her much either, described her as “up herself”.’

‘Good work, Vinh,’ says Walker. ‘I need to update DI Jackson, but let’s talk to the family first so I have the full story when I call him.’

He and Vinh walk around a corner and into an open-plan living and dining room. Cameron Conroy is sitting on a sofa beside a woman Walker hasn’t met – his wife, presumably. A little girl, playing with a phone, is standing in front of the pair. Bronte Bennett and Ollie Edwards are standing by the dining table. They’re talking in low voices, but stop when Walker and Vinh enter. The housekeeper is sitting on the edge of an armchair opposite the sofa, as pale as the last time they saw her.

Walker pulls out his notebook and goes to sit on another armchair; Vinh stays standing.

Cameron Conroy looks at Walker, his shock still evident – his t-shirt damp, a musky body odour emanating from him. ‘Well?’ he says. ‘What happened to my brother? What the hell is going on?’

‘That’s what we’re here to find out,’ says Walker. ‘If you could all answer a couple of quick questions, that’d be great. I’d like to speak with you individually, if there’s somewhere—’

‘I’ve called my lawyer,’ says Cameron, interrupting him. ‘When this gets out it’ll be a shitshow. You need to get on top of this, fast.’

‘We’re doing that,’ says Walker. ‘The scenes of crime team are already on their way, and we’ll have a full investigating team up here very soon. That’s why I need to talk to you now.’

‘You won’t need me,’ says Isabel Conroy. ‘I didn’t see Caden yesterday.’ She stands and takes her daughter’s hand. ‘Let’s go, darling,’ she says.

‘You didn’t see him at all?’ Walker asks.

‘No, I didn’t go across to the old house. Harper was tired after the drive, so I gave her something to eat, and a bath and a bedtime story, and then Cam and I had dinner and I went to bed.’

‘What time was that?’

‘Just after nine p.m.,’ she says.

‘And your husband went to bed with you?’

There’s a short pause. Isabel Conroy glances at Bronte Bennett, dislike written all over her face. ‘No,’ she says. ‘Cam came up a bit later. I heard him come in but I didn’t check the time.’

Harper has let go of her mother’s hand, is sitting on the floor playing with the phone again, and Isabel, too, sinks back down on the sofa beside her husband.

‘I don’t know why you’re wasting time asking us questions,’ says Cameron. ‘You should be focusing on finding who did this . . .’

Walker realises that Cameron Conroy isn’t going to play ball. He makes eye contact with Vinh and gestures with his head towards Ollie Edwards and Bronte Bennett. Vinh nods, moving towards the pair, shepherding them and the housekeeper out of the room. Walker turns back to Cameron and his wife.

‘When did you last see your brother?’ he asks.

‘I spoke to him briefly yesterday afternoon,’ says Cameron, ‘around five p.m., just after we arrived.’

‘You didn’t have dinner together or a meeting or anything?’

‘No. Caden was drinking and wasn’t in the mood for a business discussion. We were planning to talk this morning.’

‘Right. When did Caden arrive out here, do you know?’

‘I’m not sure. I only realised he was out here when I spoke with him on Saturday evening.’

‘He was here alone?’

There’s a pause. ‘As far as I know.’

‘Does he often come out here on his own?’

‘I have no idea. I’m not party to what he does in his down time.’

‘So, you came out here to finalise a business deal? It seems a long way to come . . .’

‘It was urgent, and Caden was about to go on tour.’

‘Right. So when you saw him yesterday, where was he?’

‘In the room where . . . In the living room.’

‘And how was he?’

‘He was fine. He’d had a few drinks but he seemed . . . normal.’

‘What’s normal?’ prompts Walker.

‘I don’t know,’ Cameron huffs. ‘He was being a bit of a smartarse, but he’s like that when he’s drinking. I wasn’t in the mood for it, so I left him to it.’

‘How long did you spend with him?’

‘Ten, fifteen minutes at most. Like I said, we were planning to meet properly this morning.’

‘So that would make the last time you saw your brother around five fifteen p.m. last night?’

‘Yeah, something like that.’

‘Is there anyone who might have a reason to want to harm Caden? Had he been receiving threats? Was there anything that was worrying him?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Cameron. ‘He didn’t mention anything, but it’s possible, I suppose.’ He looks directly at Walker. ‘You know who my brother is, don’t you?’

‘Yeah, of course.’

‘Then you’ll understand that anything’s possible. He’s a national hero! I’ve asked my lawyer to get a crisis management team on this. You’ll need to sign an NDA – we can’t have people making their fortune selling scurrilous stories to the media—’

‘We’ll be treating this as a normal investigation,’ says Walker, interrupting. ‘We’ll do everything we can, like we always do, to find out what’s happened to your brother. We won’t need to sign anything because we are not in the business of selling stories to the press.’

‘You’ll sign whatever my lawyer tells you to,’ says Cameron, coming to his feet, his voice rising in volume with the movement. ‘This isn’t an ordinary investigation that some small-time local cop can handle. We need priority and we need answers, fast.’
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Chapter 16

Annabel Downs

11 a.m.

Walker finds the others in the kitchen with Vinh and asks Bronte to come into the living room for a quick chat. He looks at her properly for the first time. She’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, with a silk scarf tied artfully around her neck, and emits an aura of aloof sophistication despite the casual outfit. In her late twenties, so a few years younger than Caden, she’s beautiful in a sculpted and manicured way, with high cheekbones, full lips, perfect skin and glossy dark, almost black hair falling below her shoulders. She seems in control, the shock that’s affecting everyone else missing, her features impassive. Perhaps because she hasn’t seen the body. Perhaps for other reasons. There’s a hardness to her, and something like disdain for the people around her.

‘Do I need my lawyer here for this?’ she asks, before Walker can say anything.

‘No, no, this is just a quick preliminary chat to get my head around everyone’s whereabouts last night,’ he says. ‘You’ll have a chance to give a full statement later.’

She nods. ‘OK.’

‘When did you last see Caden?’ he asks.

‘Yesterday evening around six p.m. He was in the living room, watching replays of a test match on TV. I couldn’t get much out of him. When there’s a game involved, he’s in his own world. I wasn’t in the mood to talk about cricket, so I left him to it, took a bath and went to bed. We’d had a long drive and I was tired.’

It’s a lot of information in answer to a simple question, Walker notes. Maybe there are more nerves here than she’s showing. ‘Do you and Caden often sleep in separate rooms?’ he asks.

Something like anger flares in her eyes; he’s hit a nerve with the question. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, but yes, sometimes. I was tired. Caden likes to watch TV and he never goes to sleep before midnight. I wanted a good night’s sleep.’

He doesn’t push it, but he reckons it wasn’t all roses in their relationship.

‘I was asleep upstairs,’ she adds, hard eyes on him. ‘Whoever did this could have come up and hurt me too. Caden grew up here and he loved it, but I’ve never liked it, being miles from anywhere. I told Caden we needed better security, but he didn’t listen.’

‘Why would you need more security?’ Walker asks. ‘Have you had threats?’

She looks at him as if he’s an idiot. ‘Not explicit threats, no. But Caden is famous and there’s always randos coming up to him and bothering him. And it only takes one weirdo. Oh god, I can’t believe this is happening.’ Her face goes pale, and Walker reckons it’s taking everything she has to hold it together. ‘Cameron’s arranged for a helicopter to come and collect me and Isabel and Harper and take us back to Brisbane,’ she says, pushing her chair back, ending the conversation. ‘It’s obviously not safe here.’

* * *

Vinh and Walker are standing in front of the patrol car, waiting for the SOC team. Walker’s put in a call to DI Jackson, to update him on their progress, but there was no answer. He’s left a voicemail, explaining they’ve caught another body and asking for assistance. It’s a case that will probably have to involve the homicide team, not least because of Caden Conroy’s celebrity status, but until he hears otherwise, he and Vinh will handle it as normal.

So far, he doesn’t have a clear sense of what’s happened, but he reckons the family dynamic is pretty messed up. After talking with Bronte Bennett, he found Ollie Edwards and took his statement. By Walker’s reckoning, Edwards was the last person in the house to see Caden alive. ‘I saw him around seven thirty last night,’ he said. ‘When Caden’s been drinking and he’s in a mood he’s best left alone, so I took my laptop to the games room and worked for a couple of hours, then I went upstairs and watched a movie. I went to sleep around midnight.’

‘What exactly is your role here?’ Walker asked.

‘I help manage Caden’s money and take care of his properties. When Caden started making it big he needed a manager. Cameron took on the sporting side of things – sponsorships and playing deals and whatever – and I took over as a financial adviser.’ Edwards stopped for a moment, seemingly lost in memories. ‘It’s more than a job – I’m part of the family, really,’ he said. ‘I was at school with Cameron. Caden was a couple of years behind us but I knew him, of course. Everyone did. It was clear he was going to be a cricketing legend even back then. And he was such a friendly, funny, genuine kid too – everyone liked him. He grew up into a top bloke as well as a great cricketer. He’ll be badly missed.’

Walker reflects now that something about the way Edwards spoke of Caden hadn’t rung true. More as though Edwards knew what he should be saying, rather than his heart being fully in it.

‘What are you thinking, boss?’ says Vinh, breaking in on his thoughts.

‘I don’t know. Their stories mostly tally. I reckon we can write off Isabel but everyone apart from her saw Caden yesterday, though only early on,’ says Walker. ‘Cameron is pretty stressed and upset, but you’d expect that. Ollie Edwards was singing Caden’s praises but it didn’t seem that real. Could be he’s trying a bit hard to convince us that him and Caden were great mates. And Bronte Bennett claims she went to bed early, but the relationship between Caden and Bronte seems off. She comes all the way up here to see him, then goes to bed early in a different room. I’m not sure we’re getting the whole truth.’

‘You reckon a woman could do that to someone? I mean bash his head in like that?’ Vinh looks unconvinced.

‘I’ve seen worse done by women,’ says Walker.

‘So you reckon it was someone here? Not an intruder?’

‘I don’t know yet,’ says Walker, ‘but it’s possible. I’ve asked Edwards to check if there’s anything missing, if there’s any way this could have been a robbery gone wrong. But it’s pretty remote out here and not that easy to access, so I reckon we need to dig a bit deeper into everyone close to Caden Conroy.’

He stops at the sound of steps behind them. Lou Bridges, the housekeeper, is walking across the gravel towards them. She still looks unwell.

‘I’ve asked Cameron for the rest of the day off,’ she says. ‘He wasn’t happy about it but I can’t get the image of Caden lying there out of my mind.’ Walker can see her eyes tear up and she sniffs and brushes her hand across her face. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘But it was so awful.’

‘Yeah, of course. You need to take it easy today,’ Walker tells her. ‘You’ve had a bad shock. Stay warm, and try to rest.’

She nods. ‘Yeah, that’s what I reckon. I can’t drive. I’m too upset. I’ve called my husband – he’s on his way to pick me up.’

He opens the door to the cruiser and leads her over. ‘Have a seat here while you wait.’

She sits down. ‘Who could do a thing like this? Caden is . . . was such a great bloke. He wasn’t a poser or up himself or anything. You could have a laugh with him, and he always treated me well. Not like Cameron – or Bronte, come to that. Bronte swans around, orders people about, like she’s the ant’s pants. I don’t know what Caden saw in her. Ollie has a massive crush on her, but she doesn’t pay him any attention, he’s just “staff”.’ Lou uses her hands to put the words in inverted commas. ‘But she’d be better off with someone like him. He’s a bit of a poser and a wannabe too.’

As Walker wonders if love or lust could be the motivation behind this killing, a dust trail alerts him to a vehicle approaching down the lane. ‘This might be your husband,’ he says to Lou.

A moment later a dusty grey Toyota Hilux comes into view and Lou stands. ‘Yeah, that’s him,’ she says.

‘If you think of anything else, come and see us at the Katima police station,’ says Walker.

She nods. ‘I will.’ She walks towards the Hilux, which is making a three-point turn, when she stops and looks back. ‘You know, both Ollie and Bronte were awake much earlier than usual this morning,’ she says. ‘I didn’t think anything of it, but . . . Well, I kind of passed out when I found Caden and when I came to, Ollie and Bronte were standing beside me, and they were arguing. Maybe I didn’t hear them right, I was pretty confused, but I think Ollie was saying they should call their lawyer first, but Bronte said they had to call you blokes, that it would look suspicious if they didn’t.’
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Chapter 17

Annabel Downs

11.30 a.m.

Walker and Vinh watch the Hilux go. ‘That sounds a bit dubious,’ says Vinh. ‘I thought Bronte hadn’t seen the body. Are those two hiding something, do you reckon?’

‘It’s interesting, but it is only hearsay, and Lou admits she was confused when she overheard them. We’ll have to talk to them all again later anyway, so it’s worth bearing in mind, but—’ Walker stops as he sees another vehicle approaching, a trail of dust visible again, and a moment later the white SOC van turns the corner and pulls up beside the cruiser in a cloud of dust and gravel. Gavin Davies, the lead technician he met last week, opens the door, extends two long legs and climbs out.

‘You’re keepin’ me busy,’ he says to Walker. ‘What have you got for me today?’

Walker outlines the details of the case as Davies and his assistant unpack their gear, then follow him across the gravel and onto the path through the hedge. They both slow and stare as the house comes into view. ‘What is this place? Some kind of hotel?’ asks Davies.

‘Right, yeah, well, that’s the other thing,’ says Walker. ‘The victim is Caden Conroy, this is his place . . .’

The technician turns to look at him. ‘The Caden Conroy? As in the Aussie fast bowler?’

‘Yep.’

Davies stares at Walker. ‘Faaaaking hell,’ he says. ‘There’s gonna be a shitstorm when the world finds out about this.’

‘Yeah,’ says Walker. ‘Let’s make sure they don’t find out from us, alright? His brother is lawyering up, talking NDAs and who knows what else. Let’s treat this like any other case, but make doubly sure you’ve dotted every i.’

They’re almost at the house when Ollie Edwards comes running round the corner of the veranda. He joins them, only slightly out of breath. He’s fit, Walker notes again, and strong. Easily capable of the harm done to Conroy.

‘You’ve found something?’ asks Walker.

‘Yeah,’ says Edwards. ‘I was checking to see if anything was missing, like you asked. I checked the garage and Caden’s car is gone. His Porsche. It was parked there yesterday but now it’s gone . . .’

* * *

Walker’s phone won’t stop buzzing in his pocket, but he doesn’t have time to deal with it right now. He’s got the SOCOs working in the main house while he and Edwards are in the garage.

‘This is where it was yesterday,’ says Edwards, pointing at an empty spot in the four-vehicle garage, which houses a black Range Rover and a navy RAV4. ‘The Range Rover is Cameron’s, the RAV4 is mine. I parked them both when we arrived and mine was beside the Porsche. It was right there.’

Walker feels a surge of excitement. This is progress. There was someone else here last night. Someone who could have murdered Caden Conroy and then had the nerve to take his Porsche as a getaway car.

‘Is there CCTV on the property?’ asks Walker.

‘No.’ Edwards shakes his head. ‘Caden didn’t want it. He said he lived his whole life in the spotlight and he wanted privacy out here.’

‘Not one camera?’ Walker is incredulous.

‘Well, only at the gate.’

The gate. Of course. ‘I need to look at that now. It should show us who arrived and who left and when.’

‘Actually, it won’t show us who left,’ says Edwards. ‘We only use it to ID people when they arrive. It has a motion sensor and opens of its own accord when you leave.’

Walker’s phone is ringing again. He silences it without a glance. ‘Let’s take a look at the footage,’ he says. ‘It’ll at least show us if anyone else came to visit and when.’

Edwards leads him to a fancy-looking shed at the far side of the garden that’s been fitted out as an office: a computer on a desk, filing cabinets. ‘There’s an entry buzzer by the front door in all the houses and we have a mobile phone app too, so you can see who’s at the gate even if you’re not in the house,’ says Edwards. ‘And we keep a week or two’s worth of footage on the system.’

The room is small and airless, and Walker can smell Edwards sweating, the tangy scent of adrenaline, as he powers up the computer and navigates to the CCTV. They watch the footage through from 5 a.m. Saturday but not a single vehicle enters until Lou Bridges arrives at 11 a.m. on Sunday, followed by Edwards and Bronte at 3.20 p.m., then Cameron and his family shortly after 4 p.m. They keep watching but the next vehicle to come up on screen is Walker and Vinh in the police cruiser at 7.35 this morning.

‘Caden obviously came up earlier in the week,’ says Walker.

‘Monday he was in Brisbane for sure,’ says Edwards. ‘Him and Cameron went to some lunch, and Cameron was whinging that Caden drank too much and left early.’

‘Maybe he came up after that. Can we watch from Monday morning?’

They go back through the footage. The first car that arrives is a dusty Hilux with two blokes inside at 6.58 a.m. on Monday. ‘The grounds team,’ says Ollie. The Hilux is there again on Tuesday at 7.10 a.m. Then a gold Porsche arrives at 3 p.m. on Wednesday. Edwards stops the video – it’s captured Caden punching in the entry code. The video is grainy but clear enough: Caden has a smile on his face, and it looks like he’s alone in the vehicle, though the back window is tinted and it’s hard to see in.

‘Let’s watch through to the end of the week,’ says Walker. Edwards presses Play. The grounds team turn up on Thursday and again on Friday. And that’s it.

‘Is there any other way in?’ asks Walker.

Edwards shrugs. ‘There’s a back gate that joins the neighbouring property. But the track is barely used – I can’t remember the last time anyone went up that way. The gate’s locked and you need a key.’ He glides his chair back towards the filing cabinet on the far wall, pulls out the bottom drawer and extracts a small metal box. There are half a dozen keys inside, all marked with tags. ‘They’re still here,’ says Edwards, picking up two keys with green tags on which is written Back Gate.

‘Who else has access to this box?’ asks Walker.

‘Well, I mean anyone can come in here, but they’d probably ask me first. But like I said, no one’s used these for a long time.’

Walker’s internal police radar gives a loud ping. Ollie Edwards was here when Caden died. He’s apparently in love with Caden’s girlfriend and was overheard debating whether or not to call the police after the body was found. He’s also the person who discovered that Caden’s car was missing and the only person with access to an alternative entry point.

‘Do you work for Cameron or Caden?’ Walker asks.

Edwards looks surprised at the change of tack. ‘Well, both of them, really, but I guess more Caden. He’s got an apartment in Brisbane and a house in Noosa as well as this place. He’s away a lot, so I make sure everything is running smoothly. But my main job is to manage his investment portfolio.’

‘How long have you been working with Caden?’

‘Since 2019, when he started playing for Australia. But I’ve known him and Cameron forever. Like I told you, I was at school with them.’

Walker’s phone is ringing again, buzzing insistently in his pocket. This time he answers it, barely getting his ‘Yeah?’ out before DI Jackson is raging in his ear. ‘Where the hell have you been and why aren’t you answering my calls?’

Walker is surprised by the tone. ‘Did you get my message? I’m working a case. We caught another body.’

‘I know,’ says Jackson. ‘I’ve had everyone including the assistant commissioner on my back in the last hour wanting to know why some rookie bush detective is handling the murder of Caden Conroy without calling it in and involving the professionals.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Walker is surprised that Jackson knows the dead man is Caden Conroy – he didn’t mention the name in his voicemail. Before he can ask, Jackson is shouting again.

‘The first rule of working for me is keeping me informed. And that doesn’t mean calling me when you’re in the mood or when you find a minute in your busy schedule. That means calling me the minute you get a case, long before you do anything stupid off your own bat. You hear me?’

Walker is about to remind Jackson that he did call it in but that Jackson didn’t bother answering, and that all the other cases he’s been dealing with have met with lassitude if not indifference so he’d expected the same here. But Jackson is on too much of a roll to let him get a word in edgeways.

‘This is a team sport, son,’ Jackson says, his anger evident. ‘You want to hog the glory, work a case like this on your own, you’ll be out on your arse before you know it.’
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Chapter 18

Annabel Downs

1 p.m.

Walker’s ears are still ringing from his one-sided conversation with Jackson as the helicopter carrying the murder squad plonks itself down on the large expanse of grass behind the house. According to Jackson, Cameron Conroy had called his lawyer, who had then picked up the phone to the assistant commissioner, requesting that the Conroy case be handled seriously and with discretion. The commissioner, pissed to be caught off guard, had put a rocket under the chief superintendent, who’d passed the hassle downwards until Jackson and then Walker copped a serve.

The chief super has hand-picked his best homicide blokes to head up the case and Walker is under instructions to debrief what he’s learnt so far, with homicide in charge from here. The two cops who climb down from the helicopter, heads low to avoid the air of the blades, are both wearing suits. As they approach, he can see they’re a bit older than he is – late forties, perhaps. One of them is fit, shoulders straining at his shirt seams, hard-faced, with a short-back-and-sides haircut and mirror sunglasses. The other is tending to fat, his stomach folding over the waistband of his crumpled trousers, his shirt long ago washed out from white to greyish tones.

They ignore Walker and Vinh and instead go directly over to Ollie Edwards and Cameron Conroy, who have emerged at the sound of the chopper landing. Hands shaken, introductions all round. It looks quite matey to Walker, not the way he’d go about things, though perhaps it’s simply the sheen of celebrity that shimmers off the Conroy name. The cop with the mirror sunglasses does all the talking; the pudgy bloke seems to be the silent sidekick of the partnership.

‘I’m DI Hartley, and this is DS Simpson, one of our best investigators,’ Walker hears Sunglass Man say to Cameron Conroy. ‘Caden’s death will be a huge loss to the whole country. But we’ll be heading up the investigation from here, and you can count on us to get to the bottom of what’s happened.’

‘Good. And I hope you’ll be handling it with the seriousness it deserves. We need answers, we need to know how something like this could happen, who did this . . .’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll get you answers,’ says Hartley. ‘There’s a bigger team arriving shortly. We’ll start by getting a debrief from the local blokes, then we’ll have a look at the scene, talk to the technicians, and I’ll update you afterwards.’

As Cameron walks back towards his house, Edwards in tow, the two cops come over to Walker and Vinh. Walker introduces them: ‘DS Walker, Constable Nguyen.’

‘DI Hartley. Tell us what you know, son.’ The sunglasses glinting in the light reflect the twinge of anger that crosses Walker’s face; the ‘son’ is out of order – Hartley is barely five years older than he is. He forces himself to speak calmly.

‘The victim was found in his living room, severe head wounds,’ he begins, but Hartley shakes his head.

‘No need for that, we’ll take a look at the scene and talk to the SOCOs. Just tell us what you’ve done so far.’

Walker readjusts his update, once more tamping down his irritation. ‘I’ve had a look around the rest of the house, and apart from the victim’s study nothing seems to have been disturbed. No obvious break-and-enter but we haven’t had time to do a full investigation yet. I’ve cordoned the whole house off as a crime scene. The SOCs are at the scene and I’ve asked them to check the study, which was a bit of a mess, and to blue-light the bathrooms – someone had a shower in Caden Conroy’s room, might be it wasn’t him.’

‘You’ve done some prelim interviews?’

‘Yeah, very preliminary with family and staff,’ says Walker. ‘There are a couple of people—’

‘Yeah, yeah, we’ll work all that out. You can write your interviews up for me later. Just give me the headlines.’

‘Well, the only real lead is that Caden’s car is missing. According to Ollie Edwards, who works for the brothers, it was here yesterday afternoon when they arrived. Obviously that means there might have been another person on the property at some point yesterday.’

‘Good of you to save the most important information till last,’ Hartley says, glaring at Walker before turning to Simpson. ‘Get onto the team: we need a BOLO on the vehicle. We find the car, we’ll find the bloke who did this.’ He turns back to Walker. ‘Right. I want you and your constable to do a perimeter search of the main house and the gardens. See if you can find anything, and I mean anything, that indicates someone was near the windows or doors or in the gardens generally. I want every fag butt or piece of litter noted and marked and reported to me.’

* * *

Benjy White reverses the Porsche carefully, slowly in and out, making sure to get it perfectly straight into the tight parking spot. He doesn’t want to scratch the beautiful metallic sheen. He switches off the ignition, the underground car park echoey and silent as the satisfying growl of the engine dies. He loves driving this car – the acceleration as he hit the empty highway, taking it up to 200 clicks, the engine barely bothered, the car jumping forward like a big cat, a surge of speed and then comfortably cruising. He’d dropped back to 120, not wanting to attract police attention, but the car kept pushing itself to go faster: he’d find himself cruising at 160 without knowing it. The long miles soared by, and he made a last-minute decision not to go to Brisbane but to carry on, taking the Coast road, ending up in Surfers late last night.

There wasn’t much going on, but he enjoyed being in the Porsche, snarling its way along the empty streets, even the high-rises kowtowing to its beauty and power. He parked up, dropped into an all-night place he knows, showed the car off to a couple of guys he met there, revelling in their perception of him as a player, as a bloke with a shitload of dosh and style. He dropped the last bloke back home, went up with him, spent the night and this morning. The apartment was nothing flash – on a back street, far from the beach, the furniture all cheap, IKEA stuff at best – but the bloke did his best to impress him, to try to win him over. He’s done the same himself, more than once, hit on a rich guy in the hope of some scraps from the table. Until he met Caden Conroy, he hadn’t had much to show for it.

But there’s no time to sit here daydreaming. He turns and grabs his bag and the backpack from the passenger footwell, then jams his cap on as low as possible. He knows where the CCTV is and if he goes round behind the vehicle, stays close to the wall, they won’t see much more than his legs. The lifts are all CCTV- and security-code protected, but he doesn’t reckon the pedestrian stairs are, the condo only interested in protecting the expensive cars that are parked downstairs and the expensive apartments that rise above. He leaves the keys in the console and gets out, shutting the door quietly behind him. Keeping his head down, he squeezes past a couple of vehicles that have parked too close to the rear wall, but he’s slim enough to make it. He pauses; he’s about to make himself visible to the CCTV for the one and only time. His palms are damp as he brings the brim of his cap right down, pulls his hoodie up. It’s only a short walk to the staircase and he darts across, forcing himself not to glance up, not to check if the CCTV has him in its scope, then wrenches the door open and half runs up the stairs and out into the street. His heart is beating double time, a sense of euphoria rising. He’s done it. He’s done it and he didn’t mess it up.
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Chapter 19

Katima

6.30 p.m.

The beer is cold and fresh and Walker fights the urge to drink it down in one. He and Vinh are in the pub, at Vinh’s suggestion, standing at the bar, washing away the taste of a frustrating day. At Hartley’s beck and call, they conducted a long and fruitless search of the grounds and various other donkey jobs, running and fetching while Hartley and Simpson took over the meaty parts of the investigation.

A second helicopter had arrived with a bigger team – more SOC specialists and more cops to work on the investigation, a huge team, in keeping with Caden Conroy’s star billing. Caden’s body was flown back to Brisbane on the return journey. Walker and Vinh weren’t introduced to any of the other cops and were excluded from the briefing in the temporary incident room that Hartley and Simpson had set up in the guest house. Shortly afterwards, Hartley walked over to them and told them their services were no longer required.

‘Send us your prelim interviews asap and that’ll be all,’ he said. Walker was both relieved to be freed from the grunt work and annoyed to be pushed out of the investigation, but as Vinh drove them back to Katima he tried to make the best of it for the young cop’s sake. ‘We’re well out of it, mate,’ he said. ‘This’ll be a political shitshow for sure.’

Walker had waylaid Gavin, the SOCO technician, on their way out. ‘Reckon time of death was after ten p.m.,’ Gavin had said, ‘and he was bludgeoned with a heavy object, but there’s no sign of the weapon. We’re about to check the upstairs of the house and the garage.’

‘You’ll keep me in the loop?’

‘Not sure how much I’ll have to do with this now that the Brisso team are here, but yeah, I’ll try.’

Walker and Vinh stopped by his place to pick up Ginger, who spent the rest of the afternoon snoring gently under Walker’s desk, her presence helping calm his irritation as he typed up his preliminary interviews and filed them to the investigation.

‘Beer?’ Vinh asked at the end of the day. ‘I reckon we deserve it.’

Now, the pub is full, Gordie manning the bar, no time to chat tonight, his wife Emma busy in the dining room, the tables filled with tourists. There’s a handful of local blokes talking and laughing at a high table by the window and Walker’s spotted Radar, the former sergeant, standing at the far end of the bar with two other old blokes. The pub has a TAB in the lounge and all three have betting slips in front of them, watching the TV with the practised eyes of gamblers waiting for their results. Walker gives in to the call of the beer, finishes it in a couple of big gulps, and as he signals Gordie for another round there’s a collective groan from Radar’s group, and one of them theatrically tears up his betting slip and drops it at his feet.

Walker catches Radar’s eye. ‘Not having any luck?’ he asks.

‘Nah,’ says Radar. ‘Plugger’s tipster needs the bullet.’ He nods at the bloke beside him, tall, with a headful of thick, unruly grey hair and a genial-looking face.

‘You win some, you lose some,’ says Plugger, serene.

‘I wouldn’t mind if we bloody won some once in a while,’ says the oldest of the three, the one who shredded his betting slip. ‘It’s bloody “lose some, lose some more” with you.’

Walker’s beers arrive and he leaves the men bickering among themselves, turns and hands the second schooner to Vinh, who still has a good bit left in his first. Vinh raises an eyebrow at him. ‘You were thirsty,’ he says.

Walker shrugs. The day has left him aggravated. Being sidelined from the Conroy case – and with an earful of grief too – stings, despite what he said to Vinh.

‘Have you had any updates from the Conroy team?’ asks Vinh.

‘Nah.’ Walker shakes his head. ‘And I doubt we’ll get any either. We can forget about it, I reckon, keep our focus on the two UIDs we’ve been looking into.’

He’s about to ask Vinh if he’s had any response to the social media call-out for an ID on their hanging case when the pub door swings inwards and Charli and her friend walk through, Charli with her head flung back laughing at something. It’s the first time he’s seen her with her long hair loose; she usually wears it tied up in the coffee van. It’s a warm caramel colour and falls in soft shiny waves below her shoulders. She’s wearing a denim skirt that shows off her long shapely legs, and a simple white top. She looks the picture of health and vitality. Walker is relieved to see that her fear and shock have lifted and, it seems, have had no lasting effect. Charli meets his eye and smiles at him, lifting her hand in a wave as her friend steers her towards the group of blokes at the high table. He smiles at her in return and is still grinning as he faces Vinh again.

‘Ah, now it makes sense,’ says Vinh, laughing.

‘What?’

‘I always wondered why you drink so many coffees, but now I know.’

‘What are you on about?’

‘You’re grinning like a lovelorn fool.’

Walker scoffs. ‘Lovelorn fool! Where did you learn fancy words like that?’

‘I paid attention at school.’

‘Yeah, right,’ says Walker, happy to have turned the conversation away from Charli.

‘I did. Dux of my class and top of my year at the police academy too.’

From what he’s seen working with Vinh – super quick on the uptake and full of initiative – Walker doesn’t doubt it. ‘What are you doing all the way out here, then?’ he asks. ‘Top of your year – shouldn’t you be based in Brisbane somewhere?’

Vinh’s smile drops away. ‘I applied for a few other positions but . . . Well, maybe my face didn’t fit. They told me to do a few years out here and said I’d have the pick of the jobs afterwards.’

‘They told me the same thing,’ says Walker.

Vinh looks him up and down. ‘Guess your face didn’t fit neither,’ he says.

‘Here’s to misfits,’ says Walker, lifting his glass, reaching over and tapping the edge of Vinh’s, but the serious look on the young cop’s face doesn’t fully lift. Walker considers him for a moment. Vinh is the first colleague Walker’s worked with that he considers a partner. At the AFP he was part of Rutherford’s team but undercover he was always on his own. Although Vinh is younger and less experienced, Walker’s enjoying working with him, running ideas past him, hearing his suggestions. If they spend a couple of years working together, it could be good for both of them. ‘Hopefully the next few years won’t be a total waste of your time,’ he says. ‘You can help me out when there’s cases like this going on. I can teach you a bit more about investigations.’

‘Really?’ says Vinh, a smile coming back to his face. ‘That’d be great.’

‘Yeah. We need to keep our focus on the two UIDs we’ve been looking into. The one from last week and the unsolved case from 2022.’

Vinh’s beam gets brighter. He opens his mouth to say something but is distracted by in-drawn breaths all around them, followed by a buzz of shocked murmuring. Walker looks around. Everyone’s eyes are on the TV, Gordie behind the bar reaching for the remote and turning up the volume.

‘Breaking news just in. Australian fast bowler Caden Conroy has been found dead at his outback property near Katima, in Western Queensland,’ says the newscaster. ‘Police are not releasing further details at this stage, but sources close to the family say it’s believed he was murdered by a stranger who broke into his country property on Sunday evening.’
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Chapter 20

Annabel Downs

7.15 p.m.

Cameron Conroy switches the TV off, cursing loudly, and slams his whisky glass down. He’s in the living room of his Annabel Downs place with Ollie Edwards. He sent Isabel, Harper and Bronte home earlier this afternoon. The cops are taking the investigation seriously, and the DI, Hartley, pulled him aside earlier and told him he knows Brady – the lawyer living up to his promise to get a friendly face on the case. Hartley, along with a handful of his cops, is even staying overnight, bunking in the guest house, perhaps at Brady’s behest, or because of Caden’s celebrity. Either way, Cameron had started to relax slightly. The horror of the day had been no less real but at least they were on top of things. But now this.

He turns to Ollie. ‘Who the fuck leaked this to the media?’ He finds he’s shouting, forces the volume of his voice down. ‘This’ll be a shitshow for days. They’ll be hanging around, digging into every corner of Caden’s life.’

‘Brady will take care of it,’ says Ollie.

‘Even Brady can’t take care of this. It’s too big.’ He’s sick to his stomach at the thought of the media intrusion into his life, and Caden’s. They need to keep Caden’s reputation intact for the sake of the business. He needs to get onto Brady, figure out how they can get ahead of this – if they can get ahead of this. They’ve NDA’d most of Caden’s so-called friends, but who knows if they got them all. ‘You definitely didn’t see any of Caden’s blokes hanging around when you got here yesterday?’ he asks.

Ollie shakes his head. ‘Nah.’

‘But Caden never comes up here on his own.’

‘Well, this time he did. I saw the footage from the gate. He was alone in the car.’

‘Something’s not right,’ says Cameron. ‘You’re certain his car was still here when we arrived? Maybe he lent it to whoever he came up with so the bloke could leave before we all got here.’

‘No. Like I told you, I saw it when I parked the cars. And as if Caden would lend anyone his Porsche. He was so bloody precious about that car.’ He looks at Cameron. ‘The cops spent all afternoon asking me this shit. Why are you asking me again now?’

Cameron hesitates. ‘Because it’s a bloody mystery,’ he says eventually. ‘You’re the only one who went into the garage yesterday afternoon so you’re the only one who knows for certain that it was here when we arrived. I need to know that you’re one hundred per cent sure.’

‘One hundred per cent sure. I saw it parked there when we arrived,’ says Ollie.

‘Well, who took it, then? Who got onto the property, killed Caden, drove off with the car and none of us noticed?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Ollie. ‘No one came in the front gate, that’s for certain. I’ve watched that footage ten times over. And the back gate is still locked. I drove out there to check with one of the cops.’

‘Maybe they left off-road.’

‘Maybe.’ Ollie sounds doubtful. ‘They’d have to know the country pretty well. I wouldn’t want to try it, especially not at night. And you wouldn’t get the Porsche out off-road. That thing has the lowest clearance I’ve ever seen. It barely makes it up the front track.’

Cameron rubs his temples. ‘The cops told me they reckon the car is the key to this. If they find out who took it and why, they’ll get the answers they need.’

Ollie nods. ‘Makes sense.’

Cameron picks up his whisky and takes a long drink, puts the empty glass down on the coffee table and stands. ‘I’m off to bed, I’m bushed. The cops have said we can leave, and now that this is all over the TV we’ll need to make an early start, get out before the bloody journos turn up. Bring my car round at six a.m. and we’ll drive back together.’

‘Righto,’ says Ollie, finishing his own drink. ‘See ya in the morning.’

* * *

Ollie lies on top of the unfamiliar bed. He’s staying in a guest room at Cameron’s house, the main house still a crime scene, but he’s so tired he can’t be bothered getting undressed or taking a shower. This has easily been the worst day of his life. The sight of Caden’s body . . . He forces the image out of his mind, but the horror and nausea of it sit heavy in his stomach. He wonders where the police are with their investigation. Talking with Cameron, it had felt like Cam was trying to pin something on him, trying to catch him in a lie. He hasn’t told the cops that Cameron had a massive argument with Caden when they arrived and found him drunk. ‘You bring us all the way up here for some bullshit, and now you’re drunk as usual!’ Screaming at him for being selfish and unprofessional and god only knows what. And afterwards, Bronte tried to talk to Caden, to figure out why he’d insisted they all come up here, and their subsequent fight was so bad he had to go in, drag her off him, help her upstairs. She brushed off his questions but he could tell she was raging angry. And much later on he saw Cam going downstairs, after he’d been with Bronte. Ollie’s stomach twists at the thought of the two of them together. He exhales, long and loud. The whole thing is beyond fucked up.

The house is quiet with the deep, heavy, almost physical silence of the bush. Ollie doesn’t want to think about Caden, about Bronte, about any of it, so he pulls out his phone and almost on autopilot opens the betting app and places a couple of small bets on the upcoming Lions match, plays a few hands of online poker. He avoids looking at the account balance, pretends to himself for the moment that it’s all fine. And it works. The familiar rhythm, the distraction, the low-key buzz of risking a couple of hundred bucks is soothing. His mind empties, all his concerns retreat.

* * *

Benjy White is in his bedroom, sitting on the bed, the lights out, scrolling through TikTok, watching video after video of Caden. Caden taking wickets, celebrating team victories, winning awards, looking amazing on nights out. Tributes and tears, thoughts and prayers, everyone talking about the horror of his death. His murder. Benjy can barely get his head around it.

He ordered a burger and chips from Uber Eats when he got home, tired after a long weekend of driving and partying, and ate them in his room, playing Fortnite, losing track of time. When he heard Miguel’s key in the door, he was happy to be ensconced in his bedroom, not in the mood for Miguel’s bitchiness, not after the weekend he’s just had. But Miguel came straight over, hammered on his door.

‘Benjy, darling, are you alright? Are you surviving the terrible news?’ Miguel’s voice was dripping with faux concern. Benjy opened the door, thinking that he needed to find somewhere else to live, that Miguel was unbearable.

‘What are you on about?’ he asked.

‘Haven’t you heard? Your crush Caden Conroy is dead. Someone murdered him!’

‘As if.’ Miguel doesn’t know anything about Benjy’s life but he does know that Benjy has always had a crush on Caden. The posters he’d tacked up in the bedroom – ‘Very teenage boy, darling,’ Miguel had said – a bit of a giveaway.

‘No, it’s true, it’s all over the news.’ Benjy saw a victorious gleam in Miguel’s eyes and his stomach gave a violent jolt. Miguel held out his phone, showing him the headline – Star Aussie cricketer found murdered in his home – and Benjy’s world collapsed around him. He slammed the door shut in Miguel’s face before his knees folded under him and he found himself on the floor, fist in his mouth to stop himself wailing.

He’s been scrolling for hours now, his mind racing with fear and terror. He can see the blue light of the TV under the crack of the door. Miguel watching the same shit and probably texting his friends, laughing at Benjy’s reaction. They don’t know anything. Nothing.

He looks at the bag he took with him from Annabel Downs, now lying open on the bed. Nothing inside except a slim black hard drive and a buff-coloured manila envelope with the word Evidence written on the front in Caden’s handwriting. He shakes it: there’s something inside, not big and not heavy. He considers opening it, then decides against it. Evidence smacks of cops and he doesn’t want anything to do with them. There’s no USB cable for the hard drive and to be honest he doesn’t want to look at what’s on there either. Because he’s pretty certain it’s this hard drive that got Caden killed. And if it’s worth killing Caden for, it won’t be long before they find him too.
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Chapter 21

Annabel Downs

Tuesday, 5 a.m.

Cameron had taken a sleeping pill but even with the whisky in the mix it hadn’t helped. He finally dropped off around 3 a.m. but now, not even 5 a.m., he’s awake again, his body thrumming with adrenaline and every bone aching with the stress and horror of the day just gone. He tries not to picture Caden – the blood, the violence – turns his mind instead to what he’ll need to do to create a legacy, build something lasting from Caden’s death. The whole family is tied to Caden’s worth – he needs to find a way to keep the income coming in. He’s debating options with himself when a shock of realisation hits him. He looked through the papers in Caden’s study with the cops yesterday afternoon; they were mostly match stats, nothing revealing, and the cops weren’t that interested. There was a USB cable lying there too. He’d seen it, something stirring in the back of his mind, but he’d been too stressed to make the connection. But now it comes to him and he sits up, electrified. Caden’s phone and laptop have been confiscated but Caden had an external hard drive too. He’d always felt it was more secure than keeping confidential information on his laptop, which might more easily be accessed in the dressing room or the hotel rooms he stayed in when the team was on tour.

Sitting in bed, in the dark, in the terrible silence of the bush that he hates so much, Cam tosses possibilities around. Whatever way he looks at it, Caden’s hard drive should be in the house somewhere. He gets up, gets dressed and walks across the garden to the big house, using his phone as a torch to find his way, unaccountably spooked by the emptiness, the silence, the huge sky above him. Almost dawn, the air is cold, and he’s shivering by the time he gets to the front door. The cops have told him not to go inside, but they haven’t locked it up. Fuck it. He owns the place. He has a right to be here. He tears away the tape that’s tacked across the door, pushes the door open, walks down the corridor. As he passes the living room he steels himself not to falter, but the scent of violence and death lingers and memories of yesterday morning’s bloody scene bring bile to his throat. He walks faster, takes the stairs at half a run, the light from the phone making the rest of the house seem dark and dangerous, death lurking nearby. Jittery with shock and fear, he switches on the hallway light at the top of the stairs and then the light in the study too, the brightness easing his nerves only slightly. The creaking and groaning of the house in the cold pre-dawn air keeps him jumpy. He searches the study; it doesn’t take long. The hard drive isn’t here. He goes to Caden’s room, rifles through drawers, the wardrobe, even looks in the bathroom, but nothing. He can smell the chemicals the police have used, thinks he can smell blood underneath that. His stomach turns and he flees back to the hallway, back down the stairs, out the front door. He’s standing there, still feeling rattled, when his phone buzzes, loud in the silence of the empty house. He jumps with shock. Ollie.

‘What?’ he says, his nerves making him short.

‘I’m in the car outside.’

‘I’m over at the old house,’ he says. ‘My bag’s in my room. Grab it and then pick me up over here.’

He walks to the car park, happy to see the lights of the Range Rover approaching, relieved to climb in, to be leaving, to be heading back to safety. Ollie drives towards the gate, the lights illuminating the gravel track, the bush on either side still filled with shadows.

‘Caden’s hard drive – it’s missing,’ Cameron says. ‘The USB cable is on his desk but not the drive. We need that drive. Have you seen it anywhere?’

‘No,’ says Ollie. He thinks for a minute. ‘That local cop, the detective, he was in Caden’s office for a while on his own. I was on the phone and when I came in he was standing at the desk. Maybe he pocketed it?’

‘You shouldn’t have left him in there alone,’ says Cameron. ‘Fuck. That’s got all our private business information on it, and god knows what else Caden’s saved.’ Most likely a host of incriminating pictures, he thinks.

They’re almost at the gate, the sun coming up, finally some light to see by, when he spots two vans and a car parked on the other side, a cameraman standing and filming their approaching vehicle. They’re too late. The media circus has arrived.

‘Christ,’ says Cameron. ‘They’re here already. Turn around.’

Ollie does an awkward three-point turn, drives them back to the property and drops him at the big house.

Two cops are already working there, but they don’t know anything about a hard drive. ‘The DI has an evidence list,’ one tells him. Cameron stomps across the garden to the guest house to find Hartley. There’s no hard drive on his evidence list.

‘That drive has private information on it regarding our business and our family,’ he says. ‘We need to find it urgently. I’m sure it was in Caden’s office, and Ollie says that local detective was in there alone for a while. If he’s got it and hasn’t registered it, I’ll make a formal complaint. A police officer can’t simply take our things.’

‘I’m on it,’ says Hartley.

‘I need you to clear the journos away from the gate too. This is private property. They shouldn’t be here and I can’t leave with them all hanging around.’

* * *

Charli’s van has never been this busy. There’s been a queue of journalists and cameramen and various media gofers standing in front of it since she opened at 6 a.m. She’s already sold out of banana bread and muffins, and if this goes on she’ll have to place an extra order for coffee – she’s sold what she’d usually sell in a week in a couple of hours. One man’s terrible murder turns out to be a win for her, though the news of Caden Conroy’s death, so close to Katima, did shake her. The image of the man she’d found hanging in the tree outside the van came flooding back and she slept badly last night, starting at every creak and groan of the house, leaving the bedside light on for comfort. She pushes the thought away, calls out ‘Toby!’ and hands the coffee to a dishevelled-looking bloke who comes forward at the sound of his name. Not a front-of-camera journo, she reckons, not with that stained t-shirt. She turns towards the next customer.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ she says, her smile getting bigger and more genuine when she sees it’s Lucas. ‘Hello, you! Sorry you’ve had to wait – I’m run off my feet this morning.’

He smiles back and the butterflies start up in her stomach. He is so lush, even more when he smiles at her like that. ‘I can see that,’ he says. He lowers his voice slightly. ‘Are they bothering you?’

Oooh boy, thinks Charli, not half as much as you are. Her palms are sweating, for god’s sake. ‘Nah,’ she says. ‘They’ve been asking if I knew Conroy, if I heard anything about what happened. I told them I didn’t know he lived round here, that I don’t watch the cricket and had to be told who he was. They believed it too!’

He smiles at her again and her face warms up: she’s actually blushing. Get a grip, girl, she tells herself.

‘The usual?’ she asks, aiming for a businesslike tone.

‘Yeah, and a flat white with two sugars for Vinh too. There are journos in front of the station. I had to sneak out the back way. If Vinh comes out in his uniform there’ll be a feeding frenzy.’

‘What happened out there? Do you know anything about it?’ She lowers her voice as she starts to make up his order. There are three journalists sitting at the table under the tree and she wants to be sure to exclude them from the conversation.

‘I’m not working the case – it’s being handled by the homicide squad in Brisbane,’ he says.

‘Oh god! So he was murdered.’ Her hands shake slightly and she forces herself to concentrate on the familiar movements, tamping the coffee down, the twist of the wrist, the flick of the switch, reaching for the milk.

When she looks up, she can see concern in his eyes. ‘Are you OK?’ he asks.

‘I’m fine,’ she says. ‘But after what happened last week . . . I mean, how horrible to have two murders. Is Caden Conroy connected to the guy I found here?’

‘We’re still looking into it all, but there’s a good chance that last week’s case was a suicide. I’m sorry you had to see it, but you’re not in any danger.’

That’s reassuring, and Charli gives him a grateful smile as she hands him his order. The only danger I’m in, she thinks as he smiles and leaves, is falling for a bloke who doesn’t notice me unless I’m making him a coffee or tripping over a dead body.
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Chapter 22

Katima

8 a.m.

Back at the station, Walker finds that a news team has discovered the rear door. A journalist, bright-red lipstick, hair pulled back so tightly the skin on her face is slick, gets uncomfortably close and thrusts a microphone at him, while a cameraman hovers behind her. ‘Any news on Caden Conroy’s death? What can you tell us about the case so far?’ she asks.

‘You need to talk to the media department in Brisbane,’ says Walker as he pushes past. ‘They’re handling all press enquiries.’ He closes the door, the microphone still over his shoulder, and goes over to Vinh with their coffees. ‘It’s a bloody zoo out there,’ he says. ‘Have you had anything back from the social media posts on our hanging?’

‘No. It’s been shared a few times, but no one seems to know the bloke.’

‘Well, it was a long shot,’ says Walker. He pauses. ‘Maybe we can use this media circus to our advantage. I might show them the photo you had made up. Maybe they’ll give it some coverage.’

‘Rather you than me,’ says Vinh. ‘They’ll eat you alive.’

The phone rings and Vinh answers. Walker finishes his coffee at the window, watching the journalists. They’re standing around chatting, some filming the station and the park behind it. He needs to make progress on ID’ing the bloke in the park, and asking the press for help isn’t his worst idea. But first he’ll chase the coroner. He’s back at his desk when Vinh appears, changed into his civvies.

‘The senior sergeant at Hopeville called,’ says Vinh. ‘Cameron Conroy is asking for police assistance at Annabel Downs. He says they’re besieged with media, and him and Ollie Edwards couldn’t leave this morning. Hopeville has dispatched a couple of uniforms to keep an eye on things and told me to go with them. I’ve asked them to pick me up at my place and I’ll get back into uniform there. If they pick me up here, we’ll only end up bringing more journos with us.’

‘Good idea,’ says Walker. He watches Vinh leave. The media pack eyes him and then seems to uniformly decide that a young Asian bloke in jeans and a t-shirt has little by way of information to offer. Walker goes back to his desk, opens his emails, pleased to find the coroner’s report into his hanging case at the top of his unread messages.

A detailed autopsy report is attached but in summary, the victim was a young adult male, under 30 years of age, found in Katima Memorial Park suspended from a tree by a rope around his neck, which was tied by an inverted reef knot, the coroner has written. The rope used is polypropylene, durable and water-resistant, commonly used in outdoor situations. The time of death is estimated to be between 15.00 and 22.00 on the day prior, based on specific death signs including algor mortis, rigor mortis and lividity. This is within the same range that Gavin Davies proposed, and the next paragraph suggests the SOCO was spot-on with his other hunch too.


A double ligature mark encircled the victim’s neck, anteriorly situated above the thyroid notch, rising towards the left, with an impression after the knot behind the left ear. There was an absence of parchmentisation of skin at the ligature site and an absence of inflammatory cells in subcutaneous tissue under the ligature site. These factors, combined with a lack of saliva dribbling from the mouth, lividity that does not correspond to usual patterns, and no scratch or claw marks found around the ligature mark, suggest this hanging was postmortem in nature. There are no obvious external or internal injuries that suggest a cause of death but there is antemortem bruising on the wrists and ankles, which suggests the victim was bound at his hands and feet before death. A full toxicology report has been requested.



Walker picks up his phone and calls the coroner. ‘DS Walker from Katima, with regard to the UID hanging victim. You’ve sent me his autopsy report.’

‘Um, yes, yes, that’s right.’ The bloke sounds a bit harried.

‘I need to be clear about what you’re saying,’ says Walker. ‘This man was already dead when he was hung in that tree.’

‘Yes,’ says the pathologist, no equivocation. ‘This was a postmortem hanging. Actually, now that I’ve got you, I’ve also spoken to the toxicology team. They’ll send you the report, but in summary, they’ve found evidence of a very high level of GHB in the blood, brain and hair specimens they’ve analysed. Essentially, he died of an overdose and then someone strung him up. The toxicologist called me to see if there was anything in the autopsy to suggest this person was a regular drug user. But there were no external signs of drug use – injection sites or the like – and no internal organ damage either. And the toxicology came up negative for other drugs of abuse. In short, the toxicology results are consistent with an acute single dose of GHB.’

Walker thanks the pathologist for the update and puts the phone down. He knows GHB is an illegal drug – a sedative and depressant, from what he remembers. A bit of research tells him that it slows down activity in the brain and central nervous system, produces feelings of euphoria, relaxation and increased sex drive. He also discovers that it’s an easy drug on which to overdose – only a small increase in the amount taken can be problematic, and mixing it with other drugs or booze makes that even more likely.

So the victim died of an overdose, and perhaps his companion panicked. But they could have dumped him – why hang him from a tree, and why take his ID and shoes? Another thought comes to Walker and he opens the file for Radar’s UID, the kid found at the side of the road. He reads through the toxicology and finds it remarkably similar: a GHB and opioid overdose in an otherwise healthy young male, with no signs of previous drug or alcohol abuse.

The similarities in MO between the two cases – the bare feet, the lack of ID, the way they’ve died – Walker doesn’t like any of it. Despite what he said to Charli earlier, it’s clear that this was no suicide, and an accidental overdose doesn’t make any sense in these circumstances either. No, they’re looking for a murderer – and possibly someone who has killed not only once but twice already.
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Chapter 23

Katima

10 a.m.

Walker is back in the park, looking at the site where they found their victim. It makes no sense for someone to hang a body in a tree. All that effort and risk. Perhaps they were hoping for a verdict of suicide – or perhaps, more worryingly, it was meant as a message to someone. That would give the killing a local connection, and that means something going on here that’s way off his radar.

To his mind, the biggest challenge would have been getting the dead weight of an inert body up there. Standing on the bench, he raises his arms. He can reach the branch and could tie a rope around it. But lifting a body up to this height, on his own, would be tricky. Most likely, he concludes, the rope was fastened around the victim’s neck, thrown across the branch and used as a pulley to heave the body up. Then the rope would have been tied and cut, probably using the box cutter they found. But however it was done, he reckons it was a two-man job.

And there should have been signs, if nothing more than a couple of sets of footprints, heavier than usual given the weight of the victim they were carrying. He looks down. The scrubby ground around the bench is marked and scuffed. He thinks back to the moment he saw the body and chastises himself. He hadn’t looked down, not really. Distracted by the body above, he hadn’t paid attention to the ground beneath. Then he and Vinh and the fire department team had all stood there as they’d brought the body down, and lain the victim there too, obscuring and distorting any marks. And now, almost a week later, any evidence that might have been here is long gone.

Back at his desk, Walker turns his attention to the rope, starting with the knot. Whoever tied this has a basic knowledge but not enough to tie a hangman’s knot, the kind you associate with a real noose. The rope is a type that’s commonly available, used in gardens and parks, on boats, anywhere a rope is needed outdoors. Only the colour, bright white, is unusual, but it’s not much of a lead. He’s searching the police database for other GHB overdose deaths – perhaps there are other victims with this distinctive MO – when the door to the front office opens and Sarah the receptionist sticks her head around. ‘These bloody journos are driving me crazy,’ she says. ‘They won’t leave and there’s more arriving all the time. Can you talk to them? Get them to move?’

‘Will do,’ says Walker, though he’s not sure how much impact he’ll have. It’s a free country and journalists are allowed to ask their questions, irritating as they can be. As he stands, the picture of their victim catches his eye. With the journalists outside desperate for a story, here’s his chance to kill two birds with one stone.

* * *

Ollie Edwards is stuck at Annabel Downs, surrounded by cops and media and without Bronte to take the edge off things. He watched her go, without a backward glance, yesterday afternoon, she and Isabel cold-shouldering each other even under the whirring blades of the helicopter, no doubt riding the hours-long flight in frigid silence. He texted her this morning, but she hasn’t replied. He debates for a moment about calling her, but decides against it. He’s not in the mood for rejection today.

He has the TV on silent, the story of Caden’s murder live on every channel. The news helicopters hovering above Annabel Downs have captured the house and gardens looking improbably still and perfect from their bird’s-eye view. There are occasional shots of the police doing their work, and shots of Katima and the pathetic-looking police station there. The whole thing is stressing him the fuck out but he can’t seem to stop watching it.

He’s been waiting for Cam to say something about the meeting that never happened, wondering how much he knows, but Cam is a shell of himself. Caden’s death has rattled him to his core. His whole life is wrapped up in his brother’s career, Caden’s success feeding Cameron’s lifestyle – and Bronte’s too, come to that – as much as his own.

He glances at the TV again. Cricketing pundits and a couple of Caden’s teammates giving trite soundbites on the tragedy of his death, and a montage of images of Caden: on the pitch taking a wicket, out with Bronte at some awards dinner, laughing, alive. Ollie can’t bear to watch it; it makes him sad and sick and desperate. He reaches for the remote, switches it off, picks up his phone and opens the betting app.
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Chapter 24

Annabel Downs

11 a.m.

Cameron can’t believe he’s stuck here, a prisoner in his own property. DI Hartley has called in a handful of uniform cops to push the press pack back to the highway, but they haven’t gone far so he’s asked Ollie to book a helicopter out for him. It’ll be here at 3 p.m. and in the meantime there’s news helicopters buzzing in the skies above the property, filming from the air. The reality of Caden’s death, the horror of it, is getting worse by the hour. His stomach hurts and his heart is racing so fast he reckons he might be in danger of a heart attack. He’s sitting on the sofa, staring at nothing, when his phone goes off, vibrating across the smooth glass coffee table in front of the sofa. The DI. ‘Yes?’ he answers.

‘I wanted to let you know we’re almost done here. We’ll be packing up and leaving this afternoon. The house needs to stay closed, it’s a crime scene, so it’d be best if you and your team left too.’

‘I’ve ordered a helicopter to pick me up. I don’t want to race down the highway trailed by a pack of journos. Ollie will lock the place up and drive my car back afterwards.’

‘Righto.’

‘Did you have any luck finding Caden’s hard drive?’ he asks.

‘When’s the last time you saw it?’

‘I didn’t see it but the cable is still on his desk and Caden told me he was looking into things concerning our business and that he had all the information here. We were scheduled to have a meeting with him – that’s why we all came up here.’

‘Well, then it’s most likely that whoever killed Caden took the drive. We find him, we’ll find it. We’re still looking for the Porsche and when we locate that we’ll have more information for you.’

‘Like I said, you need to talk to the local cop, the first bloke who was out here. Ollie says he searched Caden’s study. He could have taken it.’

‘Leave it with me. I’ll get it back to you.’

Cameron hangs up and returns to his pacing. If this local cop took it, he’s filched it for personal reasons – he’s not involved in the investigation so he hasn’t taken it to solve Caden’s murder. Most likely he’s taken it to make some money off it by selling information to the press. And they can’t have that – it’ll destroy them all. After a few more turns he comes to a decision, picks up his phone, dials a number.

‘Cameron,’ says Lee, in his distinctive smooth, almost accentless English. ‘How are you? I was so sorry to hear the news about your brother.’

‘Yeah,’ says Cameron. ‘It’s bad.’

‘How can I help?’

Cameron pauses. ‘We might have a problem,’ he says. ‘Caden’s hard drive is missing and it has confidential information on it.’

‘Confidential information related to us?’

‘Yes. Caden called me on Saturday and insisted we come out here . . .’ He hesitates. ‘He wanted to discuss our business.’

‘I see. Do the police have the drive?’

‘The homicide squad doesn’t.’

‘Good.’

‘Yeah, but Ollie reckons a local cop might have taken it. A detective out this way, name of Walker. Seems the bloke wants to make a name for himself.’

‘Right.’ The voice hardens. ‘Leave it with me.’

* * *

Adam Elliot’s climbing into his car when his phone buzzes. Lee. He’s worked for the bloke for five years now, is one of his most trusted lieutenants, handles the dirty work, does it well. Even so, he takes the call quick smart, half in, half out of the vehicle. It doesn’t do to keep Lee waiting. ‘Afternoon,’ he says.

‘Did everything go smoothly on the job last week?’

‘Yeah, all good.’

‘You heard about Caden Conroy?’

I haven’t been living under a rock, thinks Adam. Followed by: Fuck, was Caden’s death Lee’s doing? But all he says is, ‘Yeah.’

‘It might be a problem for us. There’s some speculation that a hard drive with sensitive information on it has ended up with police in Katima. I need you to case the station out there, see if you can find out if they have it, what they know, and if there’s any chance of recovering the drive . . .’

‘You want me to break into a cop shop?’ says Adam.

‘It’s your call how you handle it, but we can’t have that drive with an unfriendly cop. Do it tonight.’ Before he can say anything else, Lee cuts the call.

Adam climbs into the car but doesn’t put the key in the ignition. A wash of unease runs through him. Lee generally has that effect on people, and breaking into a cop shop is a stupid idea, but there’s also the fact that, despite what he told Lee, that last job didn’t go totally smoothly. A troubling thought comes to him. He pulls out his phone, makes a couple of calls. The outcome confirms his worst fears: they’ve left a hard drive behind. A hard drive that’s a whole lot more incriminating than Caden’s. A hard drive that could drop the syndicate in deep shit. And if Lee finds out, he’s a dead man.
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Chapter 25

Annabel Downs

12 p.m.

‘They’ve found Caden Conroy’s Porsche and you’ll never guess where,’ says DS Simpson, appearing at the door to the guest house dining room, which DI Hartley is using as a temporary office. ‘We had a BOLO out on it, the whole bloody state looking for it, and it’s parked in the underground car park at Conroy’s Brisbane place. The team you sent to the apartment checked the garage and there it was, untouched, keys inside. It can’t have been stolen from out here.’

‘You’re kidding me.’ Hartley stares at him. ‘You mean this Edwards bloke was lying to us? Do you think he was trying to distract us, pretend the killer was an opportunistic thief?’

‘Not sure yet,’ says Simpson. ‘The car park’s got CCTV, so I’ve called it in. We’ll be able to see how long it’s been sitting there.’

‘They must think we’re stupid or something,’ says Hartley. First Lachlan Brady calls him, tells him he needs to keep an eye on the case, stay close to it, manage the outcome, but then they lie to him. He can’t operate like this, needs to have words. ‘Check the footage and let me know asap,’ he says to Simpson. ‘The AC is breathing down my neck for something to feed the media with.’

‘Will do.’ Simpson pauses for a beat. ‘Any clue who leaked the story to the press?’ he asks. Hartley gives him a hard look, wondering how much Simpson knows; he’s cleverer than his dishevelled appearance suggests. Hartley called his tame journo and leaked it himself. He knew there’d be good money in it, and he figures that having his name associated with this massive case, solving it to everyone’s satisfaction, is his best way to quickstep to DCI. There’s no way he’s keeping the down-low on a case this big.

‘Most likely it was that local cop,’ he says. ‘Trying to make a name for himself, or earn himself some extra dosh.’

Simpson makes a face. ‘Could’ve been, I suppose. I can ask a few journos, see if they heard where it came from.’

‘Yeah, do that,’ says Hartley. His bloke won’t talk. Maybe he can even get him to say it was the outback cop he heard it from. ‘If it’s that local bloke, he’ll be history. The AC will come down on him like a ton of bricks. But let me know about the Porsche before you do anything else.’

* * *

Walker’s watching the evening TV coverage of his impromptu press call. ‘It seems there may be two recent murder victims in this tiny outback town,’ a reporter is saying, the park and Charli’s coffee van visible behind him. ‘A young man was found dead, hanging in a tree in this small park, just three days before Caden Conroy’s murder, and local police are appealing for help in identifying him.’ The camera switches to Walker, standing there holding the photograph, and saying, ‘If anyone knows who this man is, please contact us.’ He cringes at seeing himself, hearing his voice, but the photo of their victim stays on screen, along with the contact number in Brisbane, for long enough for someone to note it down, to maybe make a connection. Finally he’s achieved some real publicity that might help ID their victim.

His phone rings: unknown number. A tip, perhaps.

‘DS Walker, Katima police.’

‘DI Hartley, homicide,’ says the voice at the other end. ‘We’re missing some items from the Conroy house and Cameron Conroy is pointing the finger at you.’

‘What?’ Walker’s confused, his mind still caught up on the hanging case. ‘What items?’

‘Did you take something?’ Hartley’s voice is sharp.

‘No, of course not. What’s missing?’

‘Some items from the office.’

‘I asked the SOCO to bag a few things in the office – documents, mostly. They should be on the evidence list.’

‘Mr Edwards says you were alone in the office and could have taken other items.’

‘That’s bullshit. He took a call at one point, but he was there the whole time.’

‘Did you see a hard drive in the room anywhere?’

Walker casts his mind back. The desk with the papers, the USB cable. ‘No. There was a USB cable, though, so maybe someone removed it before I got there.’

‘Hmm . . .’ says Hartley. ‘I saw you on the telly just now. You like the spotlight, don’t ya?’

‘No, not really,’ says Walker. ‘But I’ve got a UID here and the bloke was murdered. We weren’t getting any coverage, so I took the chance—’

‘You took the chance alright. It was you that leaked the Conroy story too, wasn’t it? You looking for fame? Or did you get a big payout?’

‘I haven’t talked to the media about Conroy. The leak didn’t come from here,’ says Walker, his voice calm, his anger bottled in.

‘I don’t believe you, son. You wanna hope whoever you leaked it to keeps their mouth shut because if I find out it came from you, your career with us will be over before it even starts. I checked your file. AFP hotshot, worked for a DCI with a dodgy reputation, left before they could kick you out and sweet-talked the board up here into giving you a chance. But I’ve got you on my radar now. You think you can try your shit up here, you’ve got another thing coming.’

Before Walker can reply, Hartley hangs up. Walker looks at the blank screen for a long moment. What the hell was that all about? He’s done nothing wrong, and this DI has taken dead against him. On nothing more than hearsay from possible suspects in a murder case. He shakes his head. He’s made a mistake leaving the AFP. Rutherford always backed his team and wouldn’t have tolerated, let alone believed, a suspect finger-pointing a cop. And the unfounded allegations against Rutherford, against the whole team, continue to hound him anyway. He should have taken his mum’s advice and stayed in Canberra, cleared his name, fought for a promotion. He exhales. ‘What’s done is done,’ he says out loud, trying to convince himself.

Another thought worms its way in: why has Ollie Edwards tried to frame him for taking a hard drive from Caden Conroy’s study? A hard drive that was already missing when he searched the room. There are others who could have taken it: Ollie Edwards and Bronte Bennett both had opportunity. And, of course, the person who killed Caden Conroy. He pulls up the photographs he took in the study and looks closely. As he’d remembered, there’s nothing on the desk other than a pile of documents. The USB cable hidden under one of the pieces of paper, no hard drive in sight.

While he’s at it, he looks at the pictures of the documents on Conroy’s desk too. Game stats and a handful of press stories about Caden Conroy’s performance. He starts with the match statistics, results from various games played over the last three years, ranging from Twenty20s in the Premier Leagues here in Australia to a few random games in New Zealand, the Indian Cricket League and T10s in the UAE, a format he’s never heard of. He can’t see an obvious pattern: the teams change, the players change, the results are all over the place. The pages have been annotated, names and results underlined or marked with an asterisk, in a distinctive green ink, but there’s no logic that he can discern.

He skips to the press cuttings, reads the most recent one, taken from The Australian a couple of months ago.


Is Caden Conroy the GOAT?

Australian test bowler Caden Conroy, a master with both red ball and white, equally as potent in test cricket and limited-overs games, is making a case for being the best fast bowler in the history of the game.

As the leader of the Australian attack in the first day of the second test match against India – which saw the visitors all out for 198 – Conroy took three wickets, including those of Yashasvi Jaiswal and Shubman Gill, during an explosive opening spell.

Conroy’s only flaw is his tendency for no-balls. He would have got Virat Kohli’s wicket yesterday too, had he not inexplicably overstepped for the third time in the session before lunch, the no-ball ruling out the subsequent catch.



He wonders why Caden Conroy printed this out. Maybe he liked the ego boost. The blatant admiration is typical of the tone sports writers and fans have always lavished on Conroy’s game.

He stretches, pushes his chair back and goes to stand in front of his crime board, looks at the pictures of the two young men who have died out here in a similar fashion, the small amount of information he’s been able to amass on the cases. He’s had no calls or tip-offs from his improvised press conference, no new clues. He hopes his hanging case doesn’t end up being another UID like Radar’s, unsolved and forgotten for years. This is where his focus needs to be: finding out why two unknown young men were killed in a small outback town. But something keeps pulling him back to Caden Conroy. On impulse, he goes back to his desk and prints out a photo of Caden and pins it to the crime board beside the other two victims.

He grabs a marker and writes Ollie Edwards, Cameron Conroy and Bronte Bennett below, and then writes Porsche?? and circles it twice. Remembers his conversation with the DI, the accusation that he’s stolen evidence, and writes Hard drive? and circles that too. He’s not working the Conroy case, there’s no chance the DI will listen to any ideas that might come from his analysis, but it’s happened in his district. And two murders in a small town like Katima within a few days of each other is a coincidence too far. He has a sense that maybe all three cases are linked. His hunch is indistinct and vague, but he’s learnt over the years not to ignore his instincts.

He looks at the only name he has written under his and Radar’s UIDs – local bloke Brent Jones – and decides he needs to check Jones’s alibi for Sunday night too. Perhaps there’s a local connection to Caden Conroy’s death – someone who knows the lie of the land, perhaps expected the property to be empty, plenty of valuables to steal, when it all went horribly wrong. He needs to talk with the groundskeepers as well.

Deciding to call it a night, he goes out through the front office. The press pack has disappeared. He walks on the dark side of the road, beside the park, avoiding the pub. He’s in no mood to be cornered by journalists or curious locals.

Ginger is delighted to see him when he gets home, her tail thumping against his legs as he grabs her lead and takes her back to the park, dark and shadowy now. Afterwards he heats a frozen pizza for his dinner, no appetite for anything more after an unsatisfactory day that’s left him questioning his choices and decisions. He’d like to talk to Barbara in Berlin. She’s always a good ear and he knows she’s faced similar issues with acceptance and fitting in, and maybe even similar career questions. He looks at the time: 9.30 p.m., lunchtime Berlin. Likely she’ll be at work and he doesn’t want to interrupt her only to have a whinge. They’ve spoken so infrequently since his visit that their friendship has shifted, dialled down a notch or three, and he doesn’t want to dump this on her. He drops onto the sofa and calls Blair instead.

‘Alright, cuz,’ says Blair. There are sounds of an argument in the background, raised voices, then the clatter of something falling. ‘I gotta go,’ says Blair, before Walker can speak. ‘I’ll call you back in a sec.’

Walker is half-heartedly watching an old episode of MasterChef, the food whetting his appetite, wondering if he should make himself something more to eat, when Blair calls him back from the hands-free in his car.

‘Everything alright, mate?’ Walker asks.

‘Nah,’ says Blair, sounding tired. ‘Zoe’s being a nightmare again. We talked to her on Sunday, told her she could go out whenever she wants but she needs to tell us where she’s going and who she’s with. She said she’d do that, but tonight Tracy sat her down and had a talk with her about Scott Crowther. Told her that she should spend time with friends her own age, that he’s trouble and too old for her. He’s twenty-six, for fuck’s sake! But Zoe flipped out, they had a massive argument and Zoe left. I’ve called her phone and she’s not answering. I’m looking for her now.’

‘Let me know when you find her, yeah?’

‘Will do.’

* * *

It’s gone midnight, Walker lying unsleeping in his bed, before a text arrives from Blair.


zoes messaged. she’s spending the night at her mate Rhondas



You alright with that? At least she’s not at Crowther’s, he writes.


yeah, thank fuck. Trace reckons it’s fine the parents are good people and the girls have always been thick as thieves



It’s good news that she’s made up with her mates, though Walker’s surprised at the speed of the reconciliation, remembering the derision in the voice of the teens in the riverside park at the weekend. At that age, it probably comes and goes as quickly as the tide.


Trace says to leave her for tonight and talk to her tomorrow, let her cool down a bit



Sounds like a plan, texts Walker. Let me know if you need me to do anything.

Blair sends a thumbs-up back and they leave it at that. Walker’s concern for his niece rises another notch. Zoe’s going off the rails, leaving her parents in the dark about what she’s up to and spending time with a lowlife like Crowther. He can’t imagine how stressed Blair must be. He’s worried sick and Zoe is his niece, not his daughter.
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Chapter 26

Katima

Wednesday, 3 a.m.

Adam Elliot parks his car on the verge a good couple of hundred metres on the highway side of the Katima police station and switches off the engine. The night is quiet. No cars, no people, no lights in any of the houses. All he can hear is a dog barking somewhere, off on one of the side roads. He looks at the green digits on the dash: 3.06 a.m. Sits there debating with himself for a long moment. Breaking into a cop shop is crazy. But these fucking hard drives are a problem. A problem he needs to sort soon as.

If the cops have found Caden’s hard drive, that’s one thing. But if they have the one he’s supposed to have destroyed, well . . . He’ll be fucking shark food, that’s what he’ll be. He’s seen it done, a man thrown to a frenzy of feeding sharks, and the terror and blood and horror of it is the one thing that still wakes him up, heart palpitating, in the middle of the night.

The thought gets him moving. He climbs out, closes the door softly, the double beep of the lock mechanism sounding loud in the silence of the night. Walks down the middle of the road, hugging the shadows of the trees planted along the centre parking. When he can see the station, the cops’ blue-and-white chequered marque lit up, the rest of the place in darkness, he pulls a balaclava out of his pocket. He’s wearing all black – black jeans, black trainers, black gloves, black hoodie – and now, with the balaclava, only his eyes are visible. There are no vehicles or anyone in sight, so he darts across the road and into the park beside the cop shop.

The light from the street fades fast. He doesn’t want to use the torch, so he slows down, lets his eyes adjust to the dark. He stays close to the fence, running his hand along it until he gets to the gate. It squeaks a bit as he opens it but there’s no one around to hear. The back door of the station looks like a standard domestic door, but when he shines the torch on the lock, he can see it has high-quality anti-drill, anti-pick deadbolts. Makes sense that cops would be good at security, though he’d hoped for less out here in the bush. He walks round to one side of the building to check the windows. Perhaps he can smash one and go in that way, though there’s every chance the station is alarmed and there’ll be cops here in minutes. He’s only taken a couple of steps when a movement-sensor light flashes on. He darts back out of sight and waits for the light to go off before he tries the other side, where the yard is only just about wide enough to walk between the building and a hedge that separates it from the house next door. He keeps his back pressed against the wall. No light comes on this time, but he can hear a dog in the neighbouring yard, pulling against a chain, a low growl as it gets wind of him. He slows down, stops moving. The dog settles and he slides, slowly, quietly, along to the window.

He realises immediately he won’t be breaking in. The window is double-strength security glass, and he can see the red light of an alarm flicking on and off on the wall inside. Fuck. He flicks the torch on and shines it in for a quick visual reconnaissance of the station’s back office. A few desks, two of them clean and tidy, the one nearest him strewn with papers but too far away; he can’t read what’s written on them.

He swings the torch slowly left to right and back again, looking for the slim black hard drive or an evidence safe, some kind of secure storage, but there’s nothing in sight except a standard filing cabinet that he could break the lock on in a second. Then the beam of light comes to rest on a whiteboard. Three photographs. The first of Caden, a list of names underneath. Beneath the names, and circled twice, are the words Hard drive with a question mark beside them. Perhaps that means the cop doesn’t have it. There’s a moment of relief that’s dashed when he swings the light onto the next picture, his heart falling like a stone when he sees who it is.

He hears the dog next door growl again but is distracted by what he’s looking at on the board. It’s only when the dog starts up full-throated barking that he turns, runs out of the yard and deep into the park, switching off the torch and falling to his knees in the pitch black. What the fuck do the cops know? If they’ve linked Caden to the syndicate, if the wrong hard drive has fallen into their hands, Adam is done for. Lee shows no mercy, that’s a given. He has to sort this. Any way he can.
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Chapter 27

Katima

7 a.m.

The media pack has vanished and Charli’s van is peaceful again, but Walker isn’t in the mood for a chat. He can’t stop thinking about Zoe. She’s always been such a sweet girl. If Grandma were alive, she’d know what to do. He’d give anything to have another day with her, another hour or two even, sitting in the house in Caloodie, over a cup of tea and biscuits, having a laugh, enjoying her company, benefiting from her wisdom. He sighs out loud as Charli hands him his order.

‘You OK? Everything alright?’ she asks.

‘Nah, yeah, busy with work,’ he says, forcing a smile.

She gives him a look, as if she’s waiting for him to say more, but he doesn’t know her well enough to dump his family stuff on her, so he gives her another smile, takes the coffee and says, ‘See ya.’

There are no journalists waiting outside the station either. Walker shakes his head at their minuscule attention span: even the murder of someone as famous as Caden Conroy doesn’t seem to have captured their interest for more than twenty-four hours.

‘Looks like the journos have lost interest pretty quick,’ he says to Vinh, who is already at his desk.

‘I don’t know about that. Come and have a look at this.’ There’s concern in Vinh’s voice. Walker goes across and looks over his shoulder. There’s CCTV footage on his screen. ‘I set a camera up yesterday afternoon, after all those journos were hanging around the gate and hassling us,’ Vinh says. ‘I don’t trust them not to, you know, trespass, so I connected it to the light. If anyone comes in at night and sets the movement detector off, the camera records it.’

‘Christ, mate,’ says Walker, impressed. ‘You’re wasted out here.’

‘It isn’t complicated,’ says Vinh. ‘And look at this: someone was here last night.’

He presses Play and Walker watches as the station light flicks on and a person dressed all in black, face covered with a balaclava, is frozen in the frame, inside police property. It’s a bloke. Brent Jones, perhaps? Though this person looks broader and taller. The bloke puts his head down as the light comes on, takes a few quick steps backwards and disappears around the back of the station. The time stamp says 3.14 a.m.

‘You reckon it was journalists?’ says Walker. ‘Seems a bit extreme. Could be it was the perpetrator.’

Vinh looks more closely at the footage. ‘It could be,’ he says, excitement in his voice. ‘But what would he be after?’

Walker looks around the room and his eyes light on the case board, clearly visible. He hadn’t flipped it over, hadn’t thought he’d need to. Not much on there that isn’t already in the public domain, but it does link the three cases, which is something he wouldn’t necessarily want out there. And it shows they’re not making much progress either, which will have been heartening if it was the perp.

‘Do you think you can identify him?’ he asks Vinh.

‘There’s not much to go on, but I’ll have a go.’

* * *

When Walker powers up his PC, there’s a handful of dull admin messages that he leaves for later, but one message, forwarded from the media team with the subject Urgent: please contact me regarding your victim, intrigues him. He opens it:


Dear sirs – my name is Nathan Tan. I am a commissioning editor at the Singapore Chronicle. As a cricketing fan I have been following the unfortunate demise of Mr Caden Conroy and saw on the news that a second man has also died. I was shocked to see the picture of this second victim as I believe he may be a freelance journalist from Singapore called Rohan Banerjee. A picture of Rohan is attached. If he is indeed the same person, I would appreciate if you could call me on the number below to confirm, as he was a colleague of mine. Thank you, yours sincerely, NT



Walker clicks on the picture attached. An image comes up of a smiling, well-dressed young bloke, almost certainly the man they found hanging in the park. He turns his screen to show Vinh.

‘That’s him,’ says Vinh.

‘I reckon so too,’ says Walker. ‘He’s from Singapore, a journalist called Rohan Banerjee.’

‘Singapore? He’s a long way from home.’

‘Yeah,’ says Walker. ‘I’ve got the number of the bloke who tipped us off. Let’s see what he says.’

He picks up the phone and dials Nathan Tan’s number. It rings and rings and Walker’s about to hang up when a voice answers, heavy with sleep. ‘Yes, hello?’

Shit, thinks Walker, he didn’t check the time in Singapore. ‘Ah, yeah, g’day, sorry to wake you. It’s DS Lucas Walker here from Queensland Police. I’ve received your email regarding Rohan Banerjee and, well, it’s possible he’s the person we’re trying to identify.’

‘Oh no,’ says Tan, immediately sounding more awake. ‘I have feared the worst since the moment I saw the picture on the news. I tried to contact Rohan but he’s not answering his phone, and that’s very out of character, but I’d still hoped I was wrong. What a tragedy.’

‘We’ll need his next of kin to formally identify him,’ says Walker. ‘That’s why I’m calling. I’d like his family’s contact details.’

‘I’m not sure I can help you with that,’ says Tan. ‘Rohan was a freelancer so we won’t have that kind of personal information on file. I know him reasonably well – he’s investigated and written a few stories for me. But I don’t know him well enough to have talked about family. I do know he’s from India but he’s lived in Singapore since he came to study at university.’

‘Do you know where in India he’s from?’

‘I think he mentioned Kolkata once, but we never really talked about personal matters.’

‘Was he married? Perhaps he has family in Singapore?’

‘He’s not married, that I know for certain. He told me once that he wanted to enjoy his freedom. He liked being able to travel at the drop of a hat to follow up stories. He’s only in his mid-twenties.’

‘Right,’ says Walker, fighting back frustration that a lead that seemed so promising is fading to nothing. ‘Why was he in Australia? Was it something he was doing for you?’

‘That is a very good question,’ says Tan. ‘He told me he had a very exciting story he was trying to develop. But he didn’t say any more, only that he would tell me more as soon as he could.’

‘He didn’t say anything more specific?’

‘No,’ says Tan. ‘He didn’t.’

‘And he didn’t mention coming to Australia?’

‘Not to me.’

Walker’s heart sinks. ‘When did you last see him?’

‘Hmmm. Let me check.’ There’s a short pause. ‘It was Monday, last week. And we were due to speak again this week – he said he would have more information for me by the end of this week at the latest. We’re due to meet for a coffee on Friday.’

That’s something at least. Nathan Tan met Rohan Banerjee last Monday, so Banerjee could only have been in Australia a few days before he was killed and it seems he wasn’t planning to stay for long. ‘If you find out what he was working on, will you let me know?’ Walker says. ‘If the man who we’re trying to identify turns out to be Rohan, there’s obviously a chance his death might be linked to the story he was writing.’

‘What a terrible thought,’ says Tan. ‘I should have pushed him harder on what he was researching – I’d never have let him put himself in danger. I’m going to ask our news editor to run a report about this. One of our journalists is missing, possibly in outback Australia – that’s worthy of a headline.’
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Chapter 28

Katima

7.45 a.m.

Walker girds himself and puts in a call to DI Jackson. Delighted when Jackson doesn’t pick up – maybe calling early in the morning is the way forward – he leaves a message explaining they’ve got a strong lead on ID’ing their hanging victim and then sends a quick email with the same information. Dotting every i, he thinks to himself, though admittedly he hasn’t discussed the results of Banerjee’s autopsy with Jackson. He doesn’t want to highlight it, reckons the DI will hand the case over to homicide on any excuse, but Jackson was copied on the coroner’s email so Walker can argue that he assumed it had been read. And there’s no reason to think it hasn’t, except for the fact that he’s still working the case.

Then he takes a moment to consider his next steps. He vaguely knows a bloke called Mark Hague who works with the Australian Border Force. Assuming Banerjee’s their man, Mark might be able to speed up the process of narrowing down when, where and how Banerjee arrived in the country. He digs out his number.

‘Yeah, righto, I’ll have a look,’ says Mark after Walker explains the situation. ‘You got any idea when he turned up?’

‘Not exactly,’ says Walker. ‘But no earlier than Monday evening last week and no later than Wednesday afternoon.’

Next Walker asks Vinh to dig into Banerjee on social media to see if he can find out more about his personal life and family. Vinh’s comfort with the online environment makes him better suited to finding these kinds of connections. Meanwhile he starts reading Rohan Banerjee’s stories. If he can figure out what Banerjee was working on, that might give him a lead as to why he was murdered.

Walker finds a string of articles Banerjee has written for the Singapore Chronicle, often with a financial or corruption hook of some kind. Most recently Banerjee had been the second-string reporter, covering background and some court reporting, around the case of a Singaporean transport minister sentenced for corruption. Banerjee was also part of the team reporting on a huge money-laundering case in the city-state. Walker vaguely remembers hearing about it while he was at the AFP – billions of Singapore dollars laundered, the money linked to unlicensed lending, online scams and online gambling. It seems that Banerjee’s interest in the case hadn’t died with the sentencing and jailing of ten Chinese nationals implicated in the scheme: his follow-up story dug deeper, hinting at a connection to organised crime, pointing out that the big sharks hadn’t been netted. The reference to organised crime piques Walker’s interest. The only organised crime he’s come across in the outback is the drug manufacturing and distribution operation by the Vandals bikie gang a few years ago. They’d had their fingers in a few pies, but he reckons it’s unlikely they’d be connected to Chinese gambling syndicates. He picks up the phone and calls Sophie, his former colleague at the AFP.

‘Lucas!’ she says. ‘So nice to hear from you. How’s it going in Queensland?’

‘Yeah, good,’ he says. ‘How’s things with you?’

She hesitates a moment. ‘Yeah, good. I’ve been promoted.’

‘Bloody hell, Soph, congratulations! That’s well deserved,’ he says, pushing down a tiny twinge of envy. Sophie is the right person for promotion, the right cop for the AFP. She’s good at her job, a totally by-the-book investigator, and she’ll do well there. Better than he ever would have, he acknowledges to himself. ‘You weren’t tarred by the investigation into our team, then?’

‘Seems not,’ she says, an undercurrent of something in her voice that he can’t quite pinpoint.

‘Well, good on ya,’ he says. ‘I’m happy for you.’

‘Thanks. What can I do for you, or did you call for a chat?’

‘Well, I did want to see how you were getting on, but I could use your help too. I’m working on a murder out here that has links to the Singapore money-laundering case from a couple of years ago. I was wondering if there were any Aussie connections to that case? Especially the Vandals. I don’t remember anything, but I didn’t have much to do with it.’

‘I don’t remember there being any Aussies involved,’ says Sophie. ‘And we never found that the Vandals had any exposure to the Chinese Triads. But I can have a quick look on the system and get back to you.’

‘Ta, Sophie, that’d be great,’ he says.

It’s less than an hour before a reply pings in: No Vandals connections to the Triads; no Aussie connections obvious in the Singapore case either. A dead end there, then. He types Ta very much, then leans back in his chair and stretches. His stomach rumbling, he decides he’ll take a break for lunch. He turns to Vinh.

‘Any luck with Banerjee’s social media?’ he asks.

‘Not really,’ says Vinh. ‘I can’t find him on TikTok. He posted quite a lot on Insta for a few years, pictures of himself travelling for work, but then he stopped. From September 2024 onwards he hasn’t posted at all. He might have posted to his Stories, I suppose, but he hasn’t saved any if he did. He has a few followers, none with the same surname, and none that seemed to be particularly consistent in their likes or comments. I haven’t looked through them in real detail yet – I’ll do that next. His X posting is a bit more recent. He’s posted links to stories he’s worked on and comments on a corruption case and a few random things, up to the end of last year. But nothing there since December seventh last year either.’

‘I wonder what that means,’ says Walker, thinking out loud. ‘Maybe he needed to keep a lower profile. He was working on corruption cases and money-laundering – he might have wanted to keep out of the public eye for safety reasons.’

‘You think his murder is linked to his job?’ asks Vinh.

‘It could well be,’ says Walker. ‘Digging into those topics, he’ll have come onto the radar of organised crime. Those organisations don’t like being exposed and they have long tentacles. There’s no reason they couldn’t find him here.’

‘Money-laundering and organised crime in Katima . . .’ Vinh is incredulous.

Walker agrees it’s a tenuous connection, but so far it’s all they have. ‘Keep digging,’ he says. ‘Our first priority is to find a family member. I’d like them to hear it from us, not from the newspapers. And see if you can find any sign that he was getting a hard time or being harassed online too. Anything that might give us a clue as to why he was out here and what it was that got him killed.’
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Chapter 29

Chermside, Brisbane

1 p.m.

When Benjy White wakes it’s almost 1 p.m. He has a microsecond of normality before the knowledge that Caden is dead, murdered, comes rushing back. He can hear Miguel moving around in the living room and kitchen. It must be his day off, or he’s on a late shift. He can’t face Miguel’s bitchiness, his fake concern, not today. He burrows deeper into the bed, pulling the doona over his head. His stomach is cramping with grief and fear, thoughts of Caden running on an endless loop, paralysing him. He’s put the envelope and the hard drive in the backpack, hidden it deep in the wardrobe. He needs to find a safer place for it but he can’t seem to make any decisions. He lies there, trembling, exhausted and thirsty as hell, the inside of his mouth dry as cardboard, lips cracking from the endless hours of crying. He wishes he could ring a bell, summon someone to bring him a Diet Coke with a glass of ice and lemon. The kind of life Caden had. There were always people on hand to bring Caden whatever he wanted. A solitary tear leaks out – he’s too dehydrated even to cry. He lies there, thirst building, until eventually he gives in and gets up. He reckons there’s a couple of cans left from the six-pack of Diet Coke Miguel had in the fridge, and if not he’ll order something from Uber, maybe something to eat too. He stops at his door and listens. There’s no sound. Hopefully Miguel has gone out. But when Benjy steps into the living room, there he is, lying on the sofa, headphones on, listening to some podcast, probably. Miguel, the master of self-improvement. As soon as he sees Benjy, his eyes light up and he pulls his headphones off.

‘Benjy, darling, I thought you were in mourning and you’d never emerge from your dank little cave.’

Benjy ignores him, goes into the kitchen. The blender is on the counter, the remnants of Miguel’s breakfast smoothie inside. The sight of it turns his stomach. He opens the fridge, sees a solitary Diet Coke on the bottom shelf. Thank god for that, at least. No ice in the freezer, it’s not that kind of house, and no lemon obviously, but at least it’s cold and fizzy. He drinks it too fast, the bubbles up his nose, his parched throat gasping with gratitude as the sweet liquid slides down.

The caffeine hit is almost instantaneous: there’s a jolt of energy, then the fear and nausea ratchet up a gear too. He has a massive urge to run. To get out of the house, get away from Miguel, and find somewhere to hide himself and Caden’s bag. As he drops the empty can into the bin, he hears the TV start up in the living room.

‘There’s wall-to-wall coverage of your hero,’ says Miguel as he walks past on his way back to his bedroom. Benjy can’t help himself; he slows and looks at the screen. Sure enough, there’s Caden, almost life-size on the fifty-inch screen. Caden smiling and jumping and being hugged by his teammates as he takes a wicket in an old game somewhere. The life and joy in contrast to the sombre voiceover. Benjy’s heart shatters all over again as he watches. Beautiful, vibrant, fully alive Caden. He’s not even aware that he’s crying until he sees Miguel looking at him with a mix of pity and contempt.

‘I’ve never understood why people cry when a celebrity dies. It’s not as if you knew him.’

Benjy wipes his sleeve over his eyes, forces himself not to answer. Not now, not ever. The image of Caden is gone from the screen and a hard-faced cop takes his place, standing at a lectern wearing a shiny suit, the jacket tight across a big chest. ‘We’re making progress with our investigation into Caden Conroy’s murder and we’re looking for this man to help us with our inquiries,’ he says. The shot changes again, replaced by a grainy CCTV image of a garage. Benjy stops breathing as Caden’s Porsche comes into view, the car door opens and he steps out. His face isn’t visible, only his jeans, the lower part of his legs. Nothing incriminating. Then the footage cuts to him walking quickly across the parking lot and into the stairwell. It’s only a couple of seconds but to Benjy it’s as if he’s standing on a massive stage with a huge spotlight trained right on him. His jeans and hoodie, the peak of his cap, the bag slung over his shoulder, all clearly visible. They replay the grainy footage, then stop on a frame. It’s so obviously him – the clothes, the cap, everything – that Benjy’s legs go shaky. He’s on TV. They’re looking for him. They want to ask him questions about Caden. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Miguel is silent, watching too. The shot cuts back to the studio. ‘We’re asking anyone who might know this man to call us on the number below . . .’

Benjy forces himself to move. He turns and walks towards his room, not looking back. He shuts the door, leans against it and finds himself sliding to the floor, his legs too weak to hold his weight.

Back in the living room, Miguel stares long and hard at Benjy’s closed door, then he picks up his phone and goes online to have a closer look at the footage they’ve just watched.
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Chapter 30

Katima

2 p.m.

The Annabel Downs groundskeepers, an outfit called Nev Taylor and Son, have a business address that turns out to be a big brick house on a double-size block with a well-manicured garden. The bloke who answers the door is in his mid-fifties, reddish-blond hair cut short, and wearing a navy work shirt and matching shorts. He has muscled arms and strong legs but carries a bit of a belly, and his fair skin is red from the sun, his face and hands covered in freckles and sunspots.

‘Nev Taylor?’ asks Walker.

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

‘DS Lucas Walker.’ He shows his ID. ‘I wanted a quick chat about your job at the Conroy place.’

Taylor nods. ‘Thought I’d get a visit from you lot,’ he says. ‘Come in.’

Walker is surprised to realise that the murder squad hasn’t interviewed Taylor as he follows the bloke into a big living room, which has a three-seater sofa and two La-Z-Boy recliners, all facing the TV. A bowl of potpourri on the coffee table gives off a heavy floral scent.

‘Have a seat,’ says Taylor, gesturing towards the sofa. ‘You want a cuppa? The missus is out but I can probably manage to boil the kettle for ya.’

‘No, I’m right, thanks,’ says Walker, sitting down and pulling out his notebook.

Taylor sits on the recliner across from him. ‘Righto, how can I help?’ he asks.

‘I need a bit of background on your work at the Conroy place,’ says Walker. ‘How long have you been the groundskeepers out there?’

‘Ahh, we’ve been working out there coming up on six years now. Me and my son, Paul. We keep the golf greens in order, the garden tidy, that kind of thing.’

‘Big job, is it?’

‘Not really. They’re hardly ever out there so it’s more maintenance than anything else. Bloody waste, if you ask me. Lovely little nine-hole course that barely gets used. And the gardens and the pools too. All that work watering them and keeping them nice and the family’s only out there a couple of weeks a year at best.’

‘When’s the last time they were there?’

‘Let’s see . . . Caden was there with a friend for Easter, and they had the annual sponsors’ weekend in May. They get the marquee up for that and play golf and a social game of cricket.’

‘And last week? When did Caden arrive?’ Walker knows the answer but he’s curious as to how closely Taylor watches the comings and goings at the house.

‘I don’t know. He was there on Thursday when we went out. Told us not to bother with the gardens. I reckon he wanted a bit of peace and quiet. We did a bit of work on the golf course instead.’

‘So he arrived on Thursday, did he?’

‘Nah, he was already there. He probably came up on Wednesday because I got a call from Ollie on Tuesday to say we weren’t needed out there on the Wednesday.’

Walker’s ears prick up. Ollie said he didn’t know when Caden had arrived. ‘Is that usual? That he’d ask you not to come?’

‘Yeah, happens from time to time, if they want privacy for whatever reason. We work around them.’

‘How was Caden when you saw him last week?’

‘Yeah, normal. He said g’day and asked if we could leave the gardens for a few days and that was it.’

‘What was he like? Did you get on with him?’

‘Yeah, he’s a nice enough bloke. I can’t get my head around the way he died. Terrible, ain’t it?’ Taylor shakes his head. ‘You don’t expect that kind of thing to happen out here.’

‘Was Thursday the last time you saw him?’

‘Yeah. We were there on Friday too, but we were working on the golf course, so we didn’t see Caden.’ Taylor shakes his head again. ‘We haven’t been back since, but they’re still paying us so I guess we’ll be out there again soon enough.’

‘Is it common knowledge locally that Caden Conroy owns the place? That he’s not there all that often?’ Walker’s wondering about a local connection to this crime – Brent Jones, perhaps.

‘Ah, yeah, nah. You sometimes hear rumours that he’s got a place out here, but it’s not well known. We signed an NDA before we took the job and I know Lou, the housekeeper, did too. Me and Paul don’t talk about it. I’m not interested in gossip.’

There’s the sound of a screen door slamming at the back of the house, footsteps coming towards the living room, and then a younger bloke, early thirties, sticks his head round the door. ‘The yard at the old people’s home is done,’ he says. Seeing Walker, he adds ‘G’day’ and then: ‘Sorry, didn’t know you had company.’

‘No worries,’ says Walker, standing. ‘I was just leaving.’

Taylor stands too. ‘This is my son, Paul,’ he says, unnecessarily. The younger bloke has the same pink skin as his dad, same reddish-blond hair and the same bulky physique. ‘This is a detective from the police, asking about Caden.’

‘Oh yeah?’ says the young bloke. He shakes his head. ‘Terrible thing to happen. He was such a great bowler.’

Walker reckons the Taylors seem unlikely candidates for Caden’s murder, though he’s interested to learn that Ollie Edwards asked them not to work at the property on Wednesday. Why Edwards would omit to give that detail is a question that needs to be asked. He finds it hard to believe that Caden Conroy having a place fifty clicks from town wasn’t common knowledge, but perhaps his infrequent visits helped keep it quiet. Still, he’s going to talk to Jones anyway.

* * *

At Jones’s place there’s no vehicle parked in the driveway and no answer to Walker’s insistent knocks on the door. When a neighbour pulls up next door, Walker ambles over. A woman, late forties probably, has her head in the boot, grabbing a couple of bags of groceries.

‘G’day,’ says Walker. ‘I’m looking for Brent Jones. You seen him around?’

She straightens. ‘You a friend of his?’

‘No,’ says Walker, pulling out his ID. ‘Police.’

‘What’s that waste of space done now?’ she says. ‘He’s only just got out of jail and straight up to no good.’

‘I just want to ask him a couple of questions, it’s nothing serious,’ says Walker. Not yet, anyway.

‘He took off on Sunday arvo. Said he was going to see a mate on a station out west somewhere. He was bitchin’ about you lot, that youse were giving him a hard time. He had a few bags with him. Looked like he was going away for a while.’

‘Right,’ says Walker. Caden’s place is east of Katima, but Brent Jones could have been lying and covering up his intentions. ‘What time on Sunday was this?’

‘I dunno. Early afternoon, two-ish, something like that.’

The timing doesn’t exactly fit but who knows, maybe Jones spent the afternoon casing the Conroy property. ‘Did he say when he’d be home?’ he asks.

‘Not to me,’ she says. ‘I’m always glad to see the back of him and he knows it.’

* * *

When Walker arrives at the station, Vinh is staring at the TV, which is showing CCTV footage of a man parking Caden Conroy’s Porsche in an underground car park. ‘Police are looking for the man in this footage to help them with their inquiries into Caden Conroy’s murder,’ says the voiceover.

The footage is grainy, the bloke’s face concealed by a hoodie and a cap, but he looks slim, and not all that tall. He’s wearing jeans and trainers. Walker looks closely to see if he can identify the bloke. He’s sure it’s neither of the groundskeepers – they’re both bulkier and heavier. It might be Brent Jones, though. He’s slim, and something about the way this bloke moves, the quick dart across the car park, the furtiveness of it, reminds him of Jones. But why has he dumped the Porsche in an underground car park instead of fencing it? Maybe it was too conspicuous, maybe his buyers got nervous. That would be Jones, Walker reckons, not having thought through his plan. And with his local knowledge, Jones could potentially have accessed Annabel Downs without going through the gate. Walker goes across to the board and writes Brent Jones + 1 under Caden Conroy’s picture. Brent would have needed an accomplice. There was no other vehicle found out at Annabel Downs and Brent’s ute isn’t at his place either, so someone else has driven it away. It’s a long shot but it might be what ties these three cases together.
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Chapter 31

Katima

5 p.m.

Walker opens his email and is surprised to find a message entitled Autopsy results Caden Conroy at the top of the list. They got that done fast – the power of celebrity at work. He clicks on the message, checks that the homicide team are all cc’d. Not sure why his name is on the list; perhaps Gavin, the SOC technician, has added him as a favour. It’s not his case and he doesn’t need to read the report, but he downloads it anyway, partly out of professional curiosity and partly because he still can’t shake his theory that the three cases might be connected.

He flicks quickly through the SOC report: plenty of traces of DNA and fingerprints – including some that don’t match any of the samples taken – in the living room where the murder took place. Traces of blood found in the main bathroom, around the sink, matching that of Ollie Edwards. Walker remembers Edwards had cut himself shaving: most likely that’s the source of that. Further traces of Caden’s blood were found in his shower. Walker remembers that Edwards had heard someone showering. Either it was Caden, or perhaps whoever killed him cleaned themselves up in his shower. That would suggest someone with an intimate knowledge of the house and its residents and will no doubt give the homicide team some important leads.

He flicks on to the coroner’s report. The cause of death is given as traumatic brain injury. That was obvious from the scene: Caden Conroy had received a terrible beating. Traces of metal alloys, crystal and acrylic were found in the wounds to Conroy’s head and face. It is likely the victim was beaten with one or more objects that contained these materials, the coroner has written. Walker casts his mind back to the living room. Perhaps the perp used a heavy crystal glass, like the one he’d seen part-filled with whisky on the coffee table. But that’d have no metal alloys or acrylic components. He plays the scene through in his mind once more and remembers the trophy cabinet, its door swinging open. It could have been a trophy, perhaps. They’re often made of multiple materials and could be weighty enough. He considers for a moment whether he should mention his thoughts to the murder team in Brisbane, decides there’s Buckley’s they’ll be interested in the insight, and reads on. The time of death is put at somewhere between 10 p.m. and 4 a.m. A timeframe that makes suspects of all those in the house, along with, presumably, the bloke who stole the Porsche.

On the last page of the report, the final paragraph stops him in his tracks. The victim was found with his jeans undone. A visual examination suggested the presence of significant amounts of semen on the trousers and on the victim’s groin and lower abdomen. DNA testing confirmed the presence of semen from at least two individuals, one of which was the victim. A bite mark on the victim’s left biceps was also examined. Bruising and swelling around the site will make bite mark identification improbable but it is worth noting that bite marks often suggest rage, jealousy and a need for dominance. Biting can also be associated with sexual homicide.

Walker remembers the bite mark, had thought it unusual, but he hadn’t considered the sexual implications of it. But Caden Conroy has significant amounts of his own and another person’s sperm on his trousers and body. Was this consensual sex gone badly wrong, or a sexual assault of some kind? Either way, it adds a very different dimension to his murder.

* * *

When Cameron Conroy sees the number on his phone, his heart sinks. Lee. He should never have called him about the hard drive. For a quick second he debates not answering, but self-preservation overrides his nerves.

‘Yup,’ he answers, trying to convey the impression of being relaxed.

‘Who is this man the police are looking for?’

‘Um, I’m not sure,’ says Cameron. ‘He seems to have taken Caden’s Porsche from Annabel Downs.’

‘Is he the person who killed Caden?’

‘That’s what the police think.’

‘I see.’ There’s a pause. ‘Is he one of Caden’s . . . friends?’

Shit, thinks Cameron, they know. ‘What do you mean?’ he says.

‘Don’t play games with me, Cameron. Caden is – was – our biggest asset. We monitored what he was up to.’

‘Well, you know more than me, then,’ says Cameron. He never managed to keep track of Caden and the random blokes he picked up in bars or at the casino or wherever. Never wanted to. He warned Caden time and again that this behaviour was beyond risky and likely to get them in trouble, and it’s no satisfaction to him now that he’s been proven right.

‘I sent one of my men to reconnoitre the Katima police station. He says it looks like the police don’t have the hard drive.’

‘Well, that’s good news, at least—’

‘Could it be that this person took it along with the Porsche?’ Lee interrupts.

That’s the million-dollar question. ‘I don’t know,’ Cameron admits. ‘I don’t know who this bloke is, or how he got hold of the Porsche, or if he has the hard drive. He might have been up here on the weekend and maybe Caden asked him to drive the car home, maybe Caden gave him his hard drive. But Ollie says the Porsche was in the garage when we arrived on Sunday afternoon, and there was no one else here then. More likely he’s an opportunistic thief—’

‘An opportunistic thief in the middle of nowhere? An opportunistic thief who parked Caden’s Porsche back in Caden’s car park?’

Cameron doesn’t have answers, so he stays quiet.

‘We need to find this person before the police do, and find out what he knows and if he has Caden’s hard drive,’ says Lee. ‘You will call the media and offer a hundred thousand dollars as a reward for information leading to his apprehension. That should drive any tips to us rather than to the police. I will send you the contact details of a journalist we know.’

‘What? You can’t be serious, I don’t have—’

‘Just do it.’

Cameron is opening his mouth to argue – a hundred grand is outrageous – but the call’s already been cut. A text arrives with the contact details of a journalist at one of the TV news programmes, followed by call him now, he’s waiting. Cameron is still deliberating if he can challenge Lee on the amount when his phone rings again. The cops this time.

‘We’ve had the autopsy through,’ says the DI, the one Brady reckons is friendly, though Cameron hasn’t seen much indication of that.

‘And?’ he asks.

‘Death was caused by a traumatic head wound,’ says the DI, and Cameron’s stomach gives an involuntary heave as he pictures Caden lying in the living room, face unrecognisable, blood everywhere. ‘Time of death between ten p.m. and four a.m.’

‘That means the bloke who stole the Porsche came onto the property that night and tried to break in or something, right?’ says Cameron. ‘Maybe he thought the house was empty and was surprised by Caden, then took the Porsche to get away.’

‘Maybe,’ says the DI. ‘There’s something else. It seems Caden had taken part in a sexual act with another man shortly before his death. The autopsy can’t confirm if it was consensual or not but there is another man’s semen on your brother’s body—’

‘What do you mean?’ Cameron aims for outrage. ‘What are you trying to say?’

‘I spoke to . . . our mutual acquaintance,’ says the DI, his voice lower now. ‘He says it’s not a surprise. That Caden had a thing for men.’

‘Bullshit – he’s not like that.’

‘Well, either way, we found Caden with his trousers down and someone else’s sperm on his body, so a sexual act, consensual or otherwise, happened on Sunday night. There’s also a bite mark on his arm, which is apparently often connected to sexual assault.’

Cameron doesn’t want to hear about Caden’s sex life. The whole thing turns his stomach. ‘That means it has to be someone who broke in. There was no one else at the house when we got there.’

‘We don’t know who it is, when he arrived or what his relationship was with Caden. The only thing we know for sure is that there was another man at the house and that he had some kind of sexual contact with Caden before he died.’

‘Stop saying that!’ Cameron’s outrage is real this time. ‘You’re libelling my brother, libelling his memory, libelling his estate. I will not have it put out there that Caden was some kind of homo. I’m going to talk to Brady. We will sue for every penny Queensland Police has got if this kind of slander gets into the press. Who else knows about this?’

‘You won’t contain this,’ says the DI. ‘My team won’t talk but the coroner’s office is as leaky as a sieve and the SOC team and the local bloke up your way were copied into the report too. This is coming out. You better figure out how to deal with it.’

Cameron is quivering with anger when he hangs up. Caden’s ridiculous bullshit is already coming back to haunt them. He brought some bloke up here, squirrelled him out of their sight, and had sex with him on the night he died. Now this bloke likely has the hard drive with all their business information. Lee is right, they need to get on top of this, they need to get hold of this bloke before the cops do.

He starts by calling Brady. ‘I want it suppressed,’ he says. ‘Do whatever legal shit you need to do to keep it out of the news.’

‘It’ll get out – you can’t suppress the internet,’ says Brady. ‘Your best bet is to make sure the story gets told your way. That it doesn’t make Caden look bad.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We need to manage how it gets leaked. I know some journos. We’ll tell them that the attacker tried to sexually violate Caden, that Caden fought back, fought hard to save himself, but was beaten to death. For fuck’s sake, the bloke even bit him! We can make him look like a sicko, Caden a hero.’

‘Alright. But make sure no stories about Caden’s other . . . liaisons get out there.’

‘I’ve got them tied up tight in NDAs. I’ll get Bronte to give an interview too. She can play the grieving girlfriend. She’ll jump at the chance to get her face on TV.’

‘Lee wants me to offer a reward—’

‘Makes sense,’ says Brady, cutting him off. ‘You do that, I’ll get onto the other thing.’ And with that he’s gone. Rude. Cameron knows Brady hates discussing syndicate issues on the phone. Paranoid as hell, but that’s lawyers for you. He pulls up the message from Lee with the journo’s contact details. He’ll offer the reward; he doesn’t ever have to pay out, he reasons. They need to find this bloke before the police do. Get back what he might have stolen, find out exactly what he knows.
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Chapter 32

Katima

7 p.m.

Walker pops in for a coldie at the pub on his way home. He’s got Ginger with him so he’s planning to sit outside on the veranda, but Gordie says, ‘No worries, she’s alright’, so he stands by the bar, happy to be inside on a cool evening. The place is virtually empty, only Radar and his two mates in their usual spot on the far corner of the bar. When Gordie brings him his schooner, he takes a long drink, then stands there, the details of Caden Conroy’s murder and autopsy playing on his mind. It’s clear there was another person at the house, a person who partook in some kind of sexual act with Caden. It might have been non-consensual, but the fact that the perp took the Porsche and parked it in Caden’s garage suggests a level of familiarity. Maybe Caden was having another relationship on the side.

He does seem to have a history of being a risk-taker. When Walker did a bit of background research, there were as many news reports about Caden’s off-the-pitch life as about his sporting prowess. The fast cars he drove – there’d been a minor scandal when he’d been caught speeding earlier in his career – and the fast life he lived. But Conroy had clearly also liked women. Before Bronte, there’d been a new girl every couple of months, and he’d been a gambler too, with plenty of pictures of him dressed to the nines, going into casinos and to racetracks in Australia and abroad. Perhaps this assignation was another flutter, another way of living life to the fullest. Not that the why of it is important; the interesting fact is that it means there was another person on the property the night Conroy was killed.

‘Oi, Sergeant.’ The sound of Radar’s voice intrudes on his thoughts. He looks over at the trio in the corner. ‘Whaddya standing all alone for – come and have a drink with us.’

Walker rouses Ginger from her doze at his feet, picks up his beer and walks over. ‘G’day,’ he says, putting his beer on the bar.

‘You haven’t properly met me mates,’ says Radar. ‘Gentlemen, this is the new sergeant in town, DS Walker. This is Plugger, he’s the greenkeep at the bowls club,’ says Radar, pointing at the big bloke with the unruly grey hair who Walker remembers as the failed racing tipster. He shakes the proffered hand. ‘And this is young Geoffrey,’ says Radar, nodding his head at a much older man, the only one of the three sitting on a stool. Young Geoffrey, who raises a hand in salute, looks to be ninety if he’s a day. He’s thin in the way of the very old, all skin and bone, with a few strands of white hair combed over a freckled and age-spotted pate, and blue eyes, one of which is milky with cataracts.

‘I hope you’re gonna do more than issue a few speeding tickets while you’re out here,’ says Plugger. ‘Radar was a bloody menace with that speed detector of his, but he never had much time for the real crooks.’

Radar shakes his head. ‘One speeding ticket he got from me – doing twenty clicks over the limit, he was – and he’s never let me live it down.’

‘You stood about half a yard the other side of the sixty-kilometre sign, didn’t give me a second to hit the brakes.’

They bicker back and forth, an argument being had for the umpteenth time. Walker finishes his beer and orders them all another round as Radar stoops to rub Ginger’s head. When Radar straightens, he asks Walker, ‘How’s the case going? Your UID?’

‘Looks like he might be an investigative journalist from Singapore.’

‘Singapore? What was he doing out here?’

Walker shrugs. ‘We’re still trying to work that out.’

‘And my cold case. Could he be from Singapore too, maybe?’

‘I don’t know,’ says Walker, relieved to be saved from further questions as the sound of the pub door opening commandeers Radar’s attention.

‘Alright, love,’ Radar calls out. ‘Come and have a drink with us.’

Walker turns and sees Charli at the door. He smiles as she makes her way over. ‘How’s things?’ he says. ‘Did you make plenty of dosh from all those journos, then?’

‘It’s been a good week alright,’ she says. ‘They drink almost as much coffee as the cops in this town.’

‘If you’re rolling in it,’ says Radar, ‘the next round’s on you, then.’

‘I should have known it was a trick question,’ says Charli, laughing. She orders a beer and Walker gestures to Gordie to take his card.

‘My round,’ he says.

‘I’m glad I’ve caught you,’ says Charli as Radar turns back to talk with Plugger, debating the merits of the Queensland Lions and their chance of making it through the play-offs. ‘I’m having a barbie at my place on Sunday arvo. Do you want to come? It’s BYO grog and I’ll get the snags and burgers.’

‘Sounds good,’ says Walker, caught a little off guard but never one to say no to a barbie. ‘I’ll be in Caloodie on Saturday. My niece . . .’ His voice trails off. ‘I’ve got some family stuff going on, so I need to get up there. But I can be back Sunday.’

‘We’ll start at one-ish but pop in anytime,’ she says. ‘I’m always happy to see you.’

It’s more than an hour before Walker leaves the pub, the fuzzy warmth of a handful of beers in his veins and a buzz of pleasure at having had a chat and a laugh with Charli lightening his mood. He heats up a supermarket baguette and fries a pile of bacon and three eggs to fill it with, then, in a half-hearted gesture to healthy eating, grabs an apple for dessert.

Afterwards, sated and relaxed, he’s on the sofa when his phone pings with a text message from Blair: can u give us a call cuz, Zoe wants to move out and I need your advice.

His good spirits evaporate. ‘You alright, mate?’ he asks when Blair answers the phone. ‘Sounds like you’re doing it tough up there.’

Blair sighs a long-extended exhale. ‘You got no idea, cuz. It’s like World War Three here. Tracy layin’ down the law, Zoe telling her where to stick it. Now Zoe says she wants to move out and move in with that lowlife bloke of hers. We’ve told her no but she reckons she can do what she wants now that she’s sixteen.’ Blair sighs again. ‘Is that right? Can she leave if she wants? I thought you might know . . .’

‘Christ,’ says Walker. ‘You and Tracy must be frantic.’ He dredges up what he remembers about family law. At sixteen, Zoe is still legally her parents’ responsibility, but there’s no law compelling her to live at home. ‘I reckon she’s half right,’ he says. ‘You can’t stop her moving out if she wants to, but you can stop her moving in with him. It’s dangerous for her. There’s drug addicts living there, they’re probably dealing as well. If she wants a bit of time out, could she go and stay with her mate, the place she crashed last night? You said she’s safe there.’

There’s a pause. ‘Nah,’ says Blair eventually. ‘She wasn’t at her mate’s. I went round there this morning and they haven’t seen Zoe since the shit hit the fan at school. I reckon she was with Crowther somewhere.’

‘Shit,’ says Walker.

‘Yeah . . . I might suggest she moves in with Mum.’

‘That’d be the way to go,’ says Walker. His aunt Michelle is generous and loving, but she’s also inherited their grandma’s inner core of toughness. When he and Blair were kids, she set them clear boundaries, and they knew there’d be trouble if they overstepped them. ‘Would Zoe consider it?’

‘I hope so,’ says Blair. ‘It’s hard to get through to her at the minute. I tried telling her I want her finishing school, havin’ a future, but she shuts me out. It’s like talking to a brick wall . . .’

‘I’m coming up at the weekend,’ says Walker. ‘I can try to have a chat with her, if you want. Not sure she’ll pay any attention but it might be worth a try.’

‘That’d be good, cuz,’ says Blair. ‘Maybe you can talk some sense into her.’

Walker sits on the sofa for a good long while after he ends the call. Zoe’s no more likely to listen to him than her parents. Perhaps he should have a word with the cop in Caloodie. Maybe he can pull Scott Crowther in, make something stick. Zoe’s interest in him likely won’t survive a few months away in the bin. He sighs. Zoe is a great kid. She’s bright and funny and interesting. Now she doesn’t want to finish school, spends her time with a real lowlife, and he doesn’t have a clue how to help.


OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 33

Chermside, Brisbane

Thursday, 8 a.m.

Miguel wakes early and goes straight back online. He’s still debating with himself about what to do. The look on Benjy’s face when they saw the CCTV clip on the telly last night – Benjy like he’d seen a ghost, face white as a sheet, and guilty as hell too. He couldn’t meet Miguel’s eye, slid off to his bedroom, locked the door. The more he considers it, the more he wonders if it’s Benjy in the clip they’re showing time and time again. He pulls it up, watches it once more. It could be Benjy – it could be a lot of blokes. But if it’s Benjy, that means he’s killed Caden Conroy, and Miguel can’t square Benjy as a murderer. He’s a soft touch, so easy to hurt with a well-timed barb. He says he’s nineteen but he acts much younger. Still, he’s tough enough to work the streets when he needs a bit of cash and good-looking enough to get generous clients. Maybe Benjy met Caden, declared his love, maybe Caden lost it, called him names. Maybe Caden even started the fight and something inside Benjy snapped. Miguel shakes his head. That’s pure fantasy. Benjy’s not hard enough to hit someone, let alone beat them to death. He’s only upset because he’s got the world’s biggest crush on Caden Conroy. He’s still got posters of Caden tacked on the wall in his bedroom, for fuck’s sake. A clear case of hero-worship if ever there was one.

He gets up and makes a coffee. He’s not due into work until 1 p.m. so he lies on the sofa and switches on the TV. It’s still on the news channel and he watches the Conroy story for a second, bored already with the endless reruns of the same information. He’s about to switch to Netflix when the anchor reports that Caden’s brother is offering a hundred-grand reward for information leading to the arrest of his brother’s killer.

Miguel absorbs the information. A hundred grand would solve all his problems. He could move out of this shithole, get a place on his own. Buy some dope outfits, go on that cruise that Josh was raving about. He puts the TV on mute, mentally spending the cash, only coming out of the fantasy with a start when Benjy’s door opens and he scampers across the hall into the bathroom. They never talk much, but since Conroy’s death they’ve barely exchanged two sentences.

Seeing Benjy, the guilty look on his face, Miguel comes to a decision. Benjy is the bloke in the video and that means he somehow got himself invited to Conroy’s place, then bashed the bloke to death and stole his car. The knowledge sends a shudder through him. He’s living with a murderer; he might be in danger here. What’s to stop Benjy bashing his head in too? He has to call the cops. He’s doing the public a favour and the reward will be fair payback for what he’s endured, living with a killer. He hears the shower start up. Do it now, he tells himself. Benjy won’t hear him over the sound of the water. Another thought arrives. If Benjy’s having a shower, that might mean he’s about to leg it, which means his hundred grand is washing down the drain along with the shower water. He needs to make the call fast. He picks up his phone and dials the reward hotline.

‘I know who killed Caden Conroy,’ he says. ‘He lives with me and he’s about to make a run for it. You need to send the cops now.’

* * *

Benjy takes a long shower. Stands there, letting the hot water run over his face and shoulders, trying to calm down. Caden is dead. Murdered. The thought spirals and spirals in his mind but he still can’t get his head around it, can’t decide what to do next. He has cramps in his stomach, a headache that won’t lift. He’s played back that video of himself about a thousand times and another night has passed where he’s barely slept. He was waiting for the thump on the door, for cops arriving to lock him up. It was morning before he put two and two together and realised: forget the cops, whoever killed Caden might be coming for him too.

That terrifying thought has driven him into action. He’s packed a few things in the bag he took from Caden’s. He’s going. He doesn’t know where he’s going, but he knows he has to leave. They’ll find him here sooner or later. Fear gave him an initial burst of energy, but now he’s in the shower and he can’t bring himself to move. This might be the last normal minute of his life. He shakes himself out of his mood, forces himself to turn off the taps, step into the steamy room, dry himself. He can’t see his reflection in the mirror, misted from the heat of the shower, and for that he’s grateful. He’s certain he’ll look like shit, like the terrified kid he is. He dashes back to his room, towel around his waist, happy to see Miguel has moved from the sofa. Maybe he’s gone to work at last. He dresses quickly, puts his cap on and picks up the bag. He’s about to leave when he catches sight of himself in the mirror. He’s wearing exactly what he had on in the video: same hoodie, same cap, and even the bag. Shit. He throws the cap back in the wardrobe and digs around until he finds a beanie, jams that low on his head. He changes his jeans for a black pair, not that it makes much difference but it’s a start, and digs out an older hoodie. He likes the black Crumpler backpack that he took from Annabel Downs. The only other bag he has is a scuzzy Adidas sports one. It looks a hundred years old but maybe that’s a good thing. He’s gonna be back on the streets and the Crumpler is too good – it’ll catch someone’s eye and they’ll try to pinch it. His stomach sinks at the thought of sleeping rough. He hasn’t done that for a while, not since he first got kicked out of home. He’s got enough dosh for a couple of nights in a hostel but he’s worried someone will recognise him. You’re invisible on the streets, no one pays you any attention, and right now that’s what he needs.

He dumps the hard drive, the envelope and the few things he’s taking with him into the Adidas bag and leaves the Crumpler in his wardrobe, then sticks his head out of the room. Miguel is nowhere in sight, but he can hear him on the phone, talking to someone, in his bedroom. Good. He can sneak out unseen. He locks his bedroom door – he’s never trusted Miguel enough not to have a sturdy lock – and walks quietly to the front door, closing it softly behind him. Once he’s outside, a kind of panic sets in. Their apartment is the last of the block, right by the stairs, and he runs quickly down. The block has two entrances, and he instinctively turns towards the back one, which leads onto a quiet side street. He’s in a bit of a daze but he comes to full awareness when he spots a car slowing down, a black Range Rover with two big blokes in the front. As he watches, he sees the passenger pointing at his block and the driver hits the brakes, the pair inside jolting against their seat belts at the suddenness of the stop. The driver reverses a couple of metres until the car is blocking the driveway, and switches the engine off. Benjy moves back into the stairwell, his heart thundering in his ears. They’ve found him.

He hears the car doors open. As they slam shut, instinct kicks in and he runs for his life. Darting behind the staircase and along the side of the block, he legs it to the front entrance, the Adidas bag banging against his hip, his breath short and ragged with panic. He sprints across the tiny stretch of grass, vaults the low wall that separates it from the footpath on Gympie Road and turns right towards the bus stop. There’s a bus pulling in, a couple of people lined up to get on. He speeds up, waving at the driver, who catches his eye and, for once, waits, only closing the doors with a pneumatic hiss after Benjy steps on. They’re already moving as he taps his card to pay. He slides into a seat near the front, sweat running down his back and under his arms, and casts one final glance at the yellow-brick apartment block with his old life inside as the bus rumbles past. No sign of the cops; they didn’t see him run. He’s got away. He drops the bag at his feet, pulls his hood up, avoids eye contact with the other passengers and stares out the window, unseeing. He’s on the run and he doesn’t know where he’s going or what he’s going to do next.
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Chapter 34

New Farm, Brisbane

11 a.m.

Lachlan Brady is standing at the window looking down at the river, the brown snake winding its way through the city, when his spare phone rings. It’s an old-school Nokia, no apps, no camera, nothing. He only uses it to receive calls and there are no contacts stored on it. It means he’s got no idea who’s calling but not many people have the number, and those that do need answering day or night.

He picks it up. ‘Yeah?’ he says. No names is best.

‘The bloke who took Caden’s Porsche is a guy called Benjy White. The reward helpline got a tip-off and we went round to his place, but seems he got a whiff of it and he’s done a runner,’ says a voice in his ear. Brady recognises Adam Elliot, a bloke that does a bit of dirty work for Lee’s syndicate. He suppresses a curse. He doesn’t deal directly with the likes of Elliot, prefers to keep himself far removed from that kind of thing. Elliot shouldn’t have this number; someone has obviously passed it on. Someone who should know better.

‘Who told you to call me?’ he says. There’s a chance Elliot is taping the conversation or setting him up for something.

‘A mutual friend,’ says Elliot. ‘He thought you’d want to know.’

Brady digests this. He’s being used in this case in ways he doesn’t like. ‘How certain are you that White is the bloke the police are after?’ he asks.

‘The flatmate seems convinced. And White has posters of Caden tacked up all over his bedroom. Very weird.’

‘Does he now . . . Maybe we can use that.’

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Nothing. Leave it with me. Did you get any leads on where White might be headed?’

‘Flatmate gave us the name of one of his mates who lives down the coast, but he doesn’t have any info on the family. He thinks White’s from New South, Taree maybe. The flatmate wasn’t that friendly with him, from what I can gather.’

‘That’s why he’s dobbed him in,’ says Brady. ‘Are the cops there yet?’

‘Not yet. I’ll call Sheree at the hotline and tell her to give them the heads-up.’

‘No, I’ll do it,’ says Brady.

‘The flatmate was asking about the reward . . .’

‘Yeah, well, he has to deliver White or he’ll get fuck-all.’

‘That’s what I told him.’

Brady ends the call and stands for a moment, looking out the window, blind to the view, lost in his thoughts, then picks up his office phone and calls a number.

‘Queensland Police, Assistant Commissioner Susie Pemberton’s office,’ says the voice at the other end.

‘It’s Lachlan Brady here. Can you put me through?’

‘She’s in a meeting— No, hang on, they’re finishing up – give me a second.’

He’s on hold for an age before Susie comes on the line. ‘Lachlan,’ she says, no warmth in her voice, those days long gone.

‘Susie, how are ya?’

‘Good. Busy. How can I help?’

‘The hotline we set up for information on Caden Conroy’s death, the reward and so forth, has given us a very good lead.’

‘Right. Why are you telling me? Homicide is running that case . . .’

‘Susie, Susie, why are you being so cold!’ he says, forcing a jocular tone. ‘I’ll call the chief super and the DI but I wanted you to be the first to know. I thought it would be good for you if you announced it.’

‘Lachlan, I don’t need your tips or your help or your favours. My career is doing fine without you and, as I’m sure you remember, I’m not for sale.’

‘Susie . . .’ This time he aims for outrage in his voice but the act isn’t worth it: she’s already hung up. ‘Bitch,’ he says, expelling his frustrations.

It was worth a try, but he hadn’t really expected her to bite. She’s always been a by-the-books cop, one of the many reasons it ended between them. When she was appointed to the top job – eight months ago, after the Brian Michaels debacle – he hoped that maybe in her climb up the slippery ladder she’d have loosened up, but seems she’s as straight and narrow as always. That means he’ll have to start making some moves, find a way to get her sidelined or fired. They can’t have someone squeaky clean as the assistant commissioner of homicide, organised crime, drugs and financial crimes. It’s one of the biggest jobs in the force. If Brian Michaels were still around, they could rest easy. But Michaels is gone, and it’ll take a bit of time before Brady can find a way to push Susie out. In the meantime, at least they still have the homicide DI, Hartley.

He calls Hartley. ‘We’ve had some people check it out,’ he says. ‘No sign of White at the address but the flatmate is pretty convinced he’s the bloke in the CCTV.’

‘Give me a sec,’ says Hartley. Brady can hear him tapping on a keyboard, slow and painstaking. ‘Benjy White, rap sheet includes shoplifting, minor drug offences, solicitation . . . Looks like he might be a rent boy.’

There we have it, thinks Brady. Caden was up to his bullshit again and it got him killed this time.

‘I’ll send a couple of blokes round to the flat and I’ll put out a BOLO on White,’ says Hartley. ‘We’ll find him.’

* * *

Walker is on his second coffee of the day, thinking about the chat he’s just had with Charli. He likes her. She’s good company, makes him laugh and delivers a top-notch long black. Pretty much the perfect woman, he thinks, laughing at himself. He looks around the office, Vinh out on some call, nothing happening here, and he’s distracting himself with coffee and Charli because he’s making precisely zero progress on his cases.

He could call the Singapore editor, Nathan Tan, find out if the news report he’d planned generated any leads on Banerjee’s whereabouts, but he needs to chase Mark Hague at the Border Force first, find out if Banerjee arrived in Australia last week. For all they know, he might not even be their bloke.

‘I was just going to call you,’ says Mark. ‘Your man, Banerjee, it looks like he arrived in Brisbane on Wednesday twenty-second, on a Singapore Airlines flight, at oh-six forty-five. He was due to leave Thursday twenty-third, Singapore Airlines again, an eighteen ten departure, but he never made the flight.’

‘Thanks, mate, that’s useful to know,’ says Walker. This makes it more than probable that their victim is Rohan Banerjee, and that whatever happened to him happened fast. He’d arrived Wednesday morning and was dead that night.

‘I can do better than that, though,’ says Hague. ‘I did a bit of digging around. Banerjee hired a car from Avis at the airport. I contacted Avis. It hasn’t been returned but they give renters a few days overdue before they consider it missing or stolen. When I told them it might be involved in a crime they had a look, and they’ve found it using their GPS tracking system. I’ve told them to leave it for the moment. It’s parked in Ipswich – I can send you the address.’

‘Bloody hell, Mark, that’s great. Really helpful. I owe you a beer – I owe you a crate of beers.’

‘No worries. Glad to be of help. Actually, I’m applying for a job with the AFP. Maybe you can put in a good word for me?’

‘Will do, mate, of course,’ says Walker, not mentioning that any recommendation from him is more likely a kiss of death. ‘Give ’em my number and I’ll be happy to act as a referee.’

They chat briefly about Mark’s AFP interview, Walker itching to get off the phone but feeling obliged to return Mark’s favour. He can barely remember his own AFP interview, well over a decade ago now, but he gives him some pointers on the kinds of things that give the higher-ups a buzz.

He’s barely ended the call when his phone rings again. Nathan Tan.

‘Good morning, Detective,’ says Tan. ‘I wanted to let you know that we’ve contacted Rohan Banerjee’s family. We ran our story and his brother, who lives in Singapore, saw it and got in touch. The rest of his family and his parents live in Kolkata in India. None of them have been able to contact Rohan and they’re obviously very worried. I haven’t said anything about your victim, so they don’t know the full story yet. Can I give you their contact details?’

‘Yeah, yeah, please,’ says Walker. It seems increasingly likely that Banerjee is the man in the park. If so, at least the family will be able to formally ID him and perhaps they’ll know more about what brought the journalist to Katima too. ‘If you give me the details, I’ll call them now.’

Walker hates making these calls, dealing with the shock and confusion and grief, but it has to be done. He spends a long time on the phone to Banerjee’s brother, explaining the circumstances and sending a photograph of their victim. Banerjee’s brother breaks down when he confirms that the man in the picture is Rohan. Walker takes all the time Banerjee’s brother needs, consoling him, answering his questions, checking if he knows what brought Banerjee to Katima – no idea – and making arrangements for the family to come to Australia to formally identify Banerjee and claim his body.

‘My father will want to come with me. He’s in India, so we have to arrange a few things, but we’ll both be in Australia next week. Can we meet you? We’re desperate to find out what happened to Rohan.’

They finalise all the arrangements and, after he ends the call, Walker reflects that at least Banerjee won’t linger as a UID for years, and his family will have closure, terrible as it is.

The conversation, the raw grief and overwhelming sadness of it, galvanises Walker’s urgency. He grabs his keys from his desk and heads out to the ute. He’ll start by going to Ipswich and checking out Banerjee’s hire car. Perhaps that’s where he met his killers – perhaps it will have clues as to why the journalist was in Queensland in the first place.
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Chapter 35

Ipswich

3.30 p.m.

Banerjee’s rental, a white Kia, is parked at the end of a quiet side street, twenty metres or so from a T-junction with what seems to be another equally quiet road. Well-maintained Queenslanders line each side of the street, big yards running down to neatly mown grass verges. A nice normal suburban neighbourhood. Walker wonders what brought Banerjee here and how that led to his death in Katima. It’s a strange location for an investigative journalist from Singapore to fetch up. It doesn’t look like a hotbed of organised crime, that’s for certain. He pulls up behind the car and a young bloke wearing an Avis-branded polo shirt and a uniformed constable come out from under the shade of a tree to meet him.

‘Constable Miller, Ipswich Police,’ says the cop. She’s fresh from the academy, he reckons, by the gleam in her eye and the spit-polished shoes and stiffly ironed uniform she’s sporting. ‘This is Tim McKee from Avis. He’s got the keys to open the car for us.’

‘Great, thanks,’ says Walker. ‘Just give me a second.’ He walks slowly around the vehicle. It’s neatly parked, still locked and seems undisturbed. There are no scratch marks around the locks or boot, no sign of any attempt to break in. ‘OK,’ he says, taking a pair of disposable nitrile gloves from his pocket and pulling them on. The car doesn’t look like a crime scene – most likely Banerjee parked it here and then met his murderers somewhere else or was collected here by them – but he needs to keep it as pristine as possible. He turns to the Avis bloke. ‘Let’s have a look inside,’ he says.

When the lock clicks open, Walker starts at the driver’s side. He goes slowly, making every effort not to disturb the interior, looking under the seat, in the footwell, under the mat in the footwell. He repeats the process on the passenger side and the back seat: no sign of anything untoward, no obvious sign of any struggle either, no blood, no scuffs. He checks the glove box: empty apart from the rental documents and the user’s manual. The car is pristine and has that recently cleaned scent that rentals have.

‘Do you have the mileage details?’ he asks the Avis bloke.

‘We’ll have to switch it on,’ comes the reply. Walker slides into the driver’s seat and pushes the brake with his foot, starts the ignition. He reads the mileage, 4,225 kilometres, to the Avis bloke, who checks his records. ‘He’s done fifty-nine kilometres,’ the bloke reports. Walker figures that to be roughly the distance to the airport. Looks like Banerjee picked the car up and drove straight here.

He switches the engine off. ‘I don’t reckon there’s anything to find, but I’d like a SOC team to have a look at it anyway.’ Maybe Banerjee had a passenger – there could be evidence that the naked eye can’t pick up.

They make the arrangements. The Avis man departs, and Constable Miller waits with the car for the SOCOs to arrive. Walker puts in a quick call to update Jackson. The DI, who’s never been exactly genial, has been decidedly frosty since the Conroy bollocking. ‘I want a full report in my inbox by the end of play,’ he tells Walker.

‘Yes, sir,’ says Walker, thinking that a written report will add exactly zero to the verbal debrief he’s just given Jackson, but keeping his thoughts to himself. He debates his next action and decides to take a quick look around the neighbourhood before he heads back to Katima. He walks to the T-junction and looks left and right. Houses lining one side, a sports oval opposite. He crosses over and crests the small rise to the oval, which looks like it’s being used as a football pitch and athletics track. To the left is a car park with a handful of vehicles in front of a cluster of modern-looking office buildings. More ovals are visible beyond the buildings. Walker doubts very much that Banerjee was here to visit the local sporting facilities but for want of anything better to do he turns left towards the offices. As he approaches, he can read the signage on the side of the main building. Big letters: CCCA in green, and a logo he can’t quite make out. He walks closer, steps into the car park and stops in his tracks. In front of him, written in large letters, is a sign that says: Welcome to the Caden Conroy Cricket Academy.

Walker stays rooted to the spot for a long moment. Surely it can’t be a coincidence that Banerjee’s car was parked a couple of hundred metres from here. This must have been where he was headed. And now Rohan Banerjee and Caden Conroy are both dead – murdered.

He takes a long slow look around. A couple of minibuses with the CCCA logo – a set of wickets, the bail flying, a red ball above – are parked off to the right, overlooking a well-maintained cricket pitch and a series of outdoor nets. There are no cricketers in sight; it’s the off-season, he supposes. A red Mazda and a grey BMW are parked in front of the entrance to a three-storey office building. He snaps some pictures on his phone, then turns and walks up to the glass entrance doors. They open automatically at his approach, and he enters a double-height reception area. To his left, a wall of glass overlooks the empty cricket pitch, to his right, a couple of sofas face each other in front of a stylish reception desk manned by a young woman. Directly ahead is a wall given over to a huge photo mural of Caden Conroy, mid-delivery. Bunches of flowers are heaped in front of it.

‘You’re welcome to sign the remembrance book,’ the receptionist says, noticing him looking at the picture and giving him a smile. He walks over to the desk, opens the remembrance book and skims through the comments, hundreds of names, many in childish scrawl. Conroy clearly had a legion of fans in the area.

He turns back to the receptionist and pulls out his ID. ‘DS Lucas Walker, Queensland Police,’ he says. Her smile wavers a little. He pulls out a photograph of Rohan Banerjee that Vinh has taken from his Instagram page, Banerjee looking young, vibrant and alive. ‘I’m looking for this man. Do you know him?’ he asks.

The receptionist takes the picture, looks at it closely. ‘No,’ she says after a moment. ‘I don’t recognise him. We had a few Indian players this term but he wasn’t one of them.’

‘He’s a journalist, actually, and I’m fairly sure he was here last Wednesday. Did you see him?’

She looks again. ‘No. But give me his name – I can check the visitor log.’

‘Rohan Banerjee,’ he says.

She flips the pages of a logbook in front of her, runs her finger quickly down the page. Walker looks down at the book, trying to read the names too, but the lip of the reception counter obscures his view. ‘Sorry, no one by that name came in last week,’ she says. ‘We only had half a dozen visitors – we’re on a mid-year break – so I’m sure I’d have remembered him.’

‘OK, thanks for checking,’ says Walker. ‘Who’s in charge here?’

‘Stephen Barry, our CEO.’

‘I’d like to speak with him, please.’

‘Take a seat. I’ll see if he’s available.’

Walker stays standing, putting on some pressure. She picks up the phone, dials a number. ‘Kerry, there’s a policeman here to see Stephen,’ she says. She listens to a response. ‘What’s it regarding?’ she asks Walker.

‘It’s confidential,’ he says.

She repeats his words, and he can hear a female voice reply on the other end of the line: ‘If it’s about Caden’s death, you’ll have to talk to our lawyer.’

‘It’s not about Caden Conroy, it’s about this missing journalist.’

She relays the information, the voice burbles at the other end, then there’s a silence before, after a long moment, the voice returns. ‘Thanks, Kerry,’ says the receptionist, and puts the phone down. ‘You can go up,’ she says, ‘but I’ll need you to sign in first.’ She passes him the visitor book. Before he signs in, he glances down the list from the last week. No sign of Banerjee’s name, no names he recognises from the case either. He writes the date and his name and slides the book back across. The receptionist fills out a visitor pass, hands it over, then gestures to a lift in the far-left corner. ‘Stephen’s office is on the third floor.’

The lift moves at a glacial pace, Walker fidgeting with impatience as the numbers inch slowly upward. The door opens and he’s in an executive suite. There’s an emerald-green carpet, windows overlooking the cricket pitch, green and silent far below, and a corridor on the right, leading further into the building.

‘G’day?’ he calls, his voice loud in the silence. There’s no answer. He waits, looking around the space. The wall opposite is covered in team photos. In the centre of the room, designer armchairs with leather slings and polished metal legs, stylish but not comfortable-looking, are positioned around a glass coffee table. Two big heavy books sit on top, one with Caden Conroy’s name in big letters on the front, a biography that Walker vaguely remembers coming out last year. He should probably read it.

He calls out ‘G’day?’ again, a bit louder this time, and there’s the sound of a door closing in the corridor off to his right and unhurried steps coming towards him. A middle-aged woman in a skirt suit, not a hair out of place, appears.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ she says. ‘Mr Barry is finishing a phone call. Take a seat – he won’t be long. Can I get you a drink . . . Water? Coffee?’

‘Water would be good,’ says Walker. He’s thirsty and his stomach is rumbling. He needs to get something to eat when he’s done here. She nods and disappears down the corridor again. He goes over to the photo wall, glances at the pictures. Teams of cricketers, dated from 2016 onwards. Young men in their cricket whites, arrayed in two lines, the front line sitting, the line behind standing. Each team has a couple of older blokes, coaches probably, sitting in the middle. Your typical team photo. Caden Conroy is in most of the pictures, standing off to the side, also in whites.

He’s looking without seeing, his mind occupied with wondering why Rohan Banerjee might have visited the academy, when something about the photos causes him to pause. He looks more closely. As the years progress, the number of players of South Asian descent rises – in the latest picture, it’s more than half. He walks back along the row of photos, noticing that the number of players of South Asian origin rises significantly from 2023 onwards.

He’s back at the 2022 team photo – only two South Asian players that year – when his heart gives a double beat. One of them – his eyes bright, a cheeky smile on his face, his hair conservatively cut – looks familiar. He pulls out his phone, takes a picture of the photo and uses his fingers to enlarge it. His breath catches. He’s almost 100 per cent sure that the young bloke in the picture is Radar’s UID. He looks at the names written underneath, follows them across with his thumb, comes to a stop: Anil Mahar. He reckons he’s found and identified the dead man who’s been haunting Radar since before his retirement.
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Chapter 36

Ipswich

4.15 p.m.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ says Stephen Barry, standing and offering his hand as Walker is shown into his office. The office is large, with a big desk on one side and a round conference-style table in the middle, looking across the playing field below, courtesy of a plate-glass floor-to-ceiling window. Barry is just under six foot, shorter than Walker but broader, and wearing a white polo shirt with the CCCA logo on it and pale chinos. His face is tanned and he has the beefy, slightly soft physique of a former sportsman who no longer manages to get to the gym as often as he should. He smiles and says, ‘Have a seat, have a seat’, pointing to the chairs in front of the desk. He seems affable but he sits behind the desk, doesn’t join Walker in front or at the small conference table. A power play, or perhaps a defensive move. ‘How can I help you? You’re looking for a missing journalist?’

‘That’s right, a Singaporean journalist,’ says Walker, sliding Banerjee’s photo across the desk. ‘We believe his last meeting was with someone here at the academy.’

‘Well, that would have been me,’ says Barry. He picks up the picture, looks at it and shakes his head. ‘I haven’t met him,’ he says, looking at it again. ‘Are you sure he came here? We have a team that handles our media relations – I can put you in touch with them, they’re based in Brisbane. We only manage the operational aspects of the CCCA from here.’

‘Could someone from the Brisbane team have met with this journalist and toured him round the facilities here last week?’

‘It’s possible,’ says Barry, ‘but I would have known about it. There haven’t been any meet-and-greets the last few weeks. We’re between courses, on the mid-year break. The last set graduated at the end of June and the next group won’t arrive until the middle of next month, so there’s nothing much for a journalist to see right now.’

‘What is it the academy does?’

‘We’re a finishing school for promising young cricketers from around the world. They spend three months with us, get access to world-class coaches and the best facilities,’ Barry says, in what sounds like a practised spiel. ‘We enhance their performance outcomes by fine-tuning key elements of their skill set, and along with technical and coaching support we offer networking opportunities too. They get to meet selectors and big-name players. We’ve had great success: more than thirty-five per cent of our young players go on to play for a professional team.’

‘Sounds expensive . . . I assume they pay to come?’

‘Our fees are value for money,’ says Barry. He has a salesman’s instinct, thinks Walker. ‘I’m a former cricketer myself,’ Barry goes on. ‘I was pretty decent with the bat, but I never got beyond district level. I’d have happily paid our fees to access this kind of programme when I was younger. It could quite possibly have tipped me into the professional level of the game. We also offer scholarships every year to promising students that couldn’t otherwise afford to come, particularly from the Indian subcontinent.’

‘How do you find these scholarship students?’

‘We have scouts in India, Pakistan, South Africa and so on. Caden headed that programme himself. He was very keen on offering opportunities to all.’

‘Have you ever had a player go missing?’

‘Missing?’ Barry’s voice changes, his smile fading. ‘What do you mean? We have lots of overseas players here, but none have outstayed their visa, if that’s what you’re asking. We’re very on top of all that.’

‘You haven’t had any families who’ve got in touch because their son hasn’t returned home?’

‘No, of course not!’ Barry seems genuinely shocked. ‘We have a duty of care to our students and we take that very seriously. Why do you ask?’

Walker ponders telling Barry about Anil Mahar but decides not to. He needs time to work out what it might mean that Anil Mahar and possibly Rohan Banerjee are linked to Caden Conroy’s academy. It’s too early to prod this ants’ nest.

‘No reason, just routine questions,’ he lies. ‘You seem to have a lot of overseas players here.’

‘You can be certain we’re extremely careful about all our players meeting visa requirements and suchlike. We dot all the i’s.’

‘Of course,’ says Walker. ‘How long have you headed up the academy?’

‘I joined in January 2023. There was a big reorganisation at the end of 2022. New investors, new management structure. Prior to that, Caden and Cameron more or less ran the academy themselves, as a bit of a passion project. But they sensed it had more potential, that they could build it into a world-class facility, so they brought new investors on board, hired me, built up the marketing and media team, brought in a roster of specialist coaches. CCCA is a very different beast to what it was four years ago.’

Interesting. Shortly after Anil Mahar died in late 2022, the academy was reorganised. He’d bet the two facts are linked. ‘How will Caden’s death affect you?’

‘Terrible, tragic thing,’ says Barry. ‘In the prime of his career, so much still to give.’ Walker can sense Barry relaxing, his bonhomie back. ‘Caden’s name is on the academy, of course, but he wasn’t involved much day-to-day. Too many playing obligations and so forth. He recruited some of our scholarship players when he saw kids with potential while he was touring. Like I said, he liked to offer less-well-off kids a chance. And he’d show his face at least once a term, more if he could manage it. We’ll miss him terribly, such a talent, but the day-to-day operation won’t be affected.’ There’s a brief pause. ‘Is that all?’ asks Barry. ‘I have a busy schedule this afternoon.’

‘Yeah, great, thanks,’ says Walker. ‘If you could give me the contact details for your media team, I’d like to speak to them about this journalist we’re looking for.’

Barry picks up a pen with the CCCA logo on it and pulls a small square pad of paper towards him. ‘What was the name of the journalist?’ he asks.

‘Rohan Banerjee.’

Barry’s hand freezes in position, hovering above the notepad. It’s only a fraction of a second, but Walker spots it. Barry doesn’t look up. ‘Banerjee . . .’ he says as he starts writing. ‘No, I never met him.’

He’s lying about something, decides Walker. Barry recognises Banerjee’s name but didn’t connect it with the photo, so perhaps he never met him in person. Still, there’s a link here, Walker is sure of it.

Barry writes down a name and number on a white Post-it note. He pulls it off and hands it to Walker. ‘Sienna Ford in our media team,’ he says. ‘She’ll be able to help.’

Walker is barely listening. He’s looking at the piece of paper on which the number has been written – in the same green ink that he saw on the documents he found in Caden Conroy’s study.

* * *

Walker pushes the cruiser as hard as he can on his way back to Katima, his mind whirring with the implications of what he’s discovered. He spoke to the SOC team working on Banerjee’s car before he left but it seems unlikely they’ll find much of use. ‘It’s tricky with rentals,’ the technician told him. ‘They get used so much. And even though they’re cleaned regularly, it’s very possible that anything we find could predate your victim.’

But identifying Anil Mahar is a coup, and the fact that both Mahar and Banerjee are connected to Conroy changes everything. Walker didn’t warm to Barry – self-satisfied, a bit smarmy. Barry arrived on the scene after Mahar’s disappearance, and he showed no nerves or signs of dissembling around that subject so perhaps he’s unaware of the details, but Walker reckons the bloke knows something about Banerjee. And the green ink from the academy pen – he’s certain it matches that on Caden’s papers. All in all, a mystery, but one that suddenly has a new avenue to pursue. The academy is the key. It can’t be a coincidence that three people with links to the place – Banerjee, Caden Conroy and Anil Mahar – are all dead, all violently murdered.

It’s gone 9 p.m. before he gets back to Katima. He picks Ginger up from Vinh’s place, the two of them fast friends already. Vinh took her for a walk after work, then texted Walker to say he felt bad leaving her alone so he’d taken her home. After debriefing Vinh on what he’s found, Walker heads to the station, taking Ginger with him. He goes to the case board and writes Anil Mahar’s name under the photo of Radar’s UID. Then he writes Caden Conroy Cricket Academy in big letters across the top. The involvement of the academy ratchets up the likelihood that all three cases are linked. It carries Caden’s name, Mahar was a student there, and Banerjee’s car was found parked nearby. He looks at it all for a long time. Banerjee’s tenuous connection to the place is the most confusing element. Why was he there, what story was he working on that brought him from Singapore to Ipswich? Was he investigating the academy? Could he have been digging into Mahar’s disappearance?

He ponders the possibilities for a while, then goes over to his desk and looks through the documents he photographed on Caden’s desk. As he reads through the information that’s been highlighted, a thought occurs to him. He starts googling the names that have been underlined or starred in green ink, and it doesn’t take him long to discover that all of them are academy graduates from the years since 2022. It could be nothing, simply the business that was due to be discussed the day after Caden’s death. Caden could have been checking how well past students were performing. But it’s another link to the academy, and Walker has a hunch that, anodyne as it seems, there’s a connection here to Caden’s murder.

He puts the photos aside and googles Anil Mahar’s name. A huge number of Facebook and Instagram profiles come up as a match. Walker’s stomach grumbles so he hunts in the fridge for something to eat and lucks in when he finds a microwave meal – a WeightWatchers spaghetti Bolognese that’s almost in date. Not sure who the hell it belongs to. It can’t be Vinh’s – he’s so slim, there’s more fat on a chip – but he reckons he’s doing whoever’s it is a favour in getting shot of it. He nukes it and brings it back to his desk, and settles in to find Anil Mahar, Ginger dozing at his feet.

It’s almost midnight before he reluctantly pauses his search. He’s done a reverse image search, checked dozens of Anil Mahar profiles on various social media sites, but not one matches the young cricketer. He’s searched news databases, here and in India, and found no mention of a missing man, a missing cricketer. Barry had said the academy keeps records of all its players. He can likely get a warrant to access Mahar’s file, but he’d like to be clearer on how Mahar’s death is linked to Caden Conroy and Rohan Banerjee first.

He closes his computer and stretches, then switches on the TV that hangs in the far corner while he tidies and locks up. It’s still set on the ABC News channel and as he’s dumping the WeightWatchers packaging in the bin he hears the anchor say: ‘We go now to our crime correspondent Tony Wills, for an update on the shocking murder of Caden Conroy.’

He turns and sees a reporter standing outside Police HQ in Brisbane’s Roma Street. ‘Police have today named a suspect they are seeking in connection with the murder of Australian cricket legend Caden Conroy. Benjy White, nineteen years old, with previous convictions for soliciting, petty theft and possession of drugs.’ The picture changes again to a shot of a blond bloke, not much more than a kid, with a heart-shaped face and a big smile, looking a bit like a young Heath Ledger. ‘White apparently had a long-term obsession with Caden Conroy and may have been stalking him for months,’ says the voiceover. ‘According to sources close to the investigation, White’s apartment walls were papered with images of Conroy. White is now believed to be on the run on Queensland’s Gold Coast and DI Hartley of the Queensland Police homicide unit is asking for the public’s help in finding him.’

The shot flicks to footage of Hartley, minus the sunglasses but still in the tight trousers he seems to favour, outside HQ. ‘We’re asking members of the public to contact us immediately if they see this man or know where he is. Please do not approach him: he could be armed and we know he is dangerous.’
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Chapter 37

Ascot, Brisbane

11 p.m.

Bronte Bennett is spitting with rage. Not that you’d know it by looking at her. She keeps her face under control, gives a sad little smile. ‘I won’t dignify that kind of question with a response,’ she says. ‘Don’t you have any respect for the memory of an Aussie sporting hero?’

The cameraman is standing by her car door; she’ll have to push past him, knows he’ll be recording the whole time. She tries to find a way to cry but anger is leaching her tears dry. She wants to punch the sleazy journalist, with his hair slicked back, his cheap suit reeking of cigarettes, and a fake smile that gives hers a run for its money.

‘A source tells us that Caden Conroy may have paid Benjy Smith, the man accused of killing him, for sex, and that he’d had these kinds of liaisons with other young men in the past,’ the journo says, rephrasing the question as a statement. ‘Surely you want to give us a comment . . . even simply to deny it?’

This time she doesn’t reply, shoulders past the cameraman and slides behind the wheel of her little BMW. Luckily, she’s parked in a way that means she doesn’t have to reverse. She puts the car in drive, accelerates out, can see the cameraman running after her in the rear-view mirror. Her hands are trembling, she has to grab hard on the wheel to control their quiver. She calls up Cameron’s number on the hands-free, the harsh sound of the ringtone a whetstone to her anger.

‘I’ve just been doorstepped by some journos,’ she says when he answers, his voice dopey with drink or sleep. ‘They’ve found out about Caden and his . . .’ She can’t find the words to express herself. ‘They’re asking me for a comment. Me! You should have put a stop to this. You should be suing them for libel. Your lawyer needs to get onto this now.’ She can hear herself screech the last word.

‘I hope you weren’t this hysterical on camera,’ says Cameron. If she were standing in front of him, she’d scratch his eyes out.

‘If you don’t deal with this, I will wreck your family,’ she says, forcing her voice back under control. ‘I am not handling this shit for you. I will tell them your dirty secrets. I will tell them I’ve been sleeping with you since a few weeks after your kid was born. That you got me to pretend I was Caden’s girlfriend so that he wasn’t outed and so that you and I had reasons to be together. I will tell them that you and Ollie both had a massive argument with Caden the night he died—’

‘Shut up!’

‘Get your lawyer to kill these stories,’ she says. ‘I don’t want to be doorstepped ever again. I don’t want to have my name associated with Caden’s seedy sex life, not now, not ever.’

She cuts the call. Tries to exhale her rage. She didn’t see any sign of another man the night Caden died, but he could have hidden him away somewhere, maybe over at the guest house. Caden got a kick out of hiding his boys in plain sight, got off on the thrill of getting away with it. She thumps the steering wheel in frustration. She thought she’d escaped the scandal of his dirty affairs, but even from the grave he’s dragging her down with him.

The truth is, she doesn’t want pity from everyone. When Cameron first suggested she cover as Caden’s girlfriend, she thought he was crazy. As if it would matter if people knew Caden was bi – it’s hardly a big deal. But Cameron was convinced Caden would lose sponsorship deals, maybe even lose his place in the team. Caden ‘the Warrior’ Conroy couldn’t be queer. Probably it was as much about Cameron himself and his visceral disgust for homosexuality. Cameron offered her a generous monthly allowance, the money came in handy and, truth be told, she never really believed Caden would prefer anyone, especially a man, over her. She’d seen him out with plenty of women in the past and she’d been sure that, once he met her, he wouldn’t be able to resist her. Men generally can’t. She’s been fending them off or granting them limited access, totally on her terms, since she was fourteen. Caden was hot. Rich. Famous. And, unlike Cameron, very much single. He ticked pretty much every box. She could see herself as Mrs Caden Conroy. She liked the way the TV camera always found her in the stands and zoomed in on her as she applauded her man getting a wicket. She got more modelling gigs, more attention, more respect, as Caden’s girlfriend. They made a striking couple; they were always being photographed together – Cameron made sure of it.

But although Caden was always charming and polite in public, he wasn’t interested in her as a woman, maybe didn’t even like her that much. He’d get the pictures taken, sit beside her at team dinners, then shake her off, take every chance to hang out with the boys. He’d mostly ignore her when they were alone together, and he never stopped having sex with blokes. And what blokes. Always dodgy young guys – god knows where he found them. She’d seen the way his eyes would light up around certain men, in a way they never did around her. Rage and hurt and shame rise together at the memory of it. She used every trick in the book, tried harder than she’d ever tried before, for nothing. The rejection had worn her down and she’d given up being warm and loving and resorted to sniping and bitching instead.

They’d argued, too, on the day Caden died. He was drunk when they all arrived. Cameron screaming at him that he’d called them all out to the middle of nowhere, and now he was pissed and wasting their time and being selfish and inconsiderate as usual. She hadn’t wanted to be at Annabel Downs either, had only come at Cameron’s insistence that Caden needed them, that he was having some kind of breakdown, that they all had to help steady the ship. When she went in to see Caden, there was a big dent in the whisky bottle already. ‘It’s good you’re here,’ he said. ‘Means I can tell you to your face that whatever this bullshit is between us, it’s over. I’m done pretending.’

She tried to reason with him, explained that this was about more than him. That his decision would impact his family, her, the team, that he should consider the rest of them too.

‘Don’t be a hypocrite,’ he said. ‘You’ve been sleeping with my brother for years, and he’s married with a kid. You don’t care how that impacts his family, so don’t lecture me on what I should do. I’m done thinking of everyone else.’ The last statement triggered her big time, because as far as she could see he hadn’t thought about anyone other than himself his whole goddamn life. She screamed at him, told him he was a selfish bastard, flew at him in a rage, scratching and hitting his face, and even bit him, hard, on the arm. Didn’t know what was worse: him dumping her, or the whole world thinking she’d been in love with a gay man. Caden fought back, grabbed her around the throat. She touches her neck now, the skin still bruised. She’s using make-up to cover the marks, wearing scarves. If the cops see those . . . Well, it wouldn’t look good.

Ollie tried to comfort her. He’s one of the men she’s kept at arm’s length for years. She’s considered sleeping with Ollie in the past, as a tiny sliver of revenge on Caden, but the truth is, Caden wouldn’t have cared. After all, he knew about Cameron. At the thought, another twist of hatred for both Conroys burns inside her.

The night Caden died, she lay in bed, unable to sleep in her rage, wishing him dead. She heard him arguing with at least one other person, the voices loud and angry enough to hear from the distance of her room. She still isn’t sure who it was he was arguing with. Ollie or Cameron, or whatever bloke he was sleeping with. It could have been any of them. For all that Caden was some kind of cricket legend, he was a bastard to live with and almost everyone who knew him didn’t like him. Cameron was jealous and repulsed by him, and Ollie thought he was a selfish prick who didn’t know how good he had it. And she’d hated him with all the passion of a woman scorned.

* * *

Benjy has had the most miserable day of his life. He acted on impulse – get away, get far away – and took the train to the Gold Coast. It’s as familiar as anywhere and he knows how to be on the streets there, his old stomping ground. Sitting on the train, he put his hoodie up, stared out the window, trying to avoid the CCTV and prying eyes in general. There weren’t many people around, but he felt again as if there was a spotlight shining on him, following his every step.

From Helensvale, he caught a tram down to Surfers, then walked the back streets, finding his way by instinct and memory to a park he’d used before. A place where he’d slept sometimes in the past, out of sight behind some scrub and brush, warm enough out of the wind, mostly safe. He checked on his phone: the news sites still running the story non-stop, the cops calling him dangerous and violent. A photo that Miguel must have given them, him pouting into the camera, taken one night before they went out somewhere, when he and Miguel still sometimes had a laugh together. Miguel being interviewed, looking nervous, a rabbit in headlights, his usual pose deserting him. Benjy would have laughed, Miguel messing up his fifteen seconds of fame, if it hadn’t been so desperate hearing him say: ‘Benjy always had a thing for Caden. You know, he had posters of Caden on his bedroom walls, he thought Caden was hot. But I never thought he’d do something like this . . .’

It’s the comments online that are the worst, though. Total strangers baying for his blood, promising him harm, wanting to kill him. He can’t believe it’s escalated to this. He wants to go somewhere far away where they don’t have the news, where his face isn’t plastered across every channel and every social media page. He sits there and sits there until it gets dark. It’s bloody cold but there’s no one he trusts enough to turn to, no one who would believe that he’s got nothing to do with Caden’s death, no one who wouldn’t try to claim the big reward Caden’s family is offering. He’d like to go to a motel, sleep in a proper bed. He’s got enough money in his account but he knows that if he uses his card they’ll find him. The thought comes that they can track his phone too. Shit. He takes the SIM out and crushes it, his last connection with real life gone. He starts crying. He needs someone, anyone, who believes him.

Maybe he should turn himself in, explain what’s happened. He’s still got Caden’s gear – the envelope, the hard drive. Who knows what’s on the drive, but Caden wanted him to keep it all safe. Maybe there’s something on there that will prove it wasn’t him that killed Caden? But the cops will never believe him. They’ll take one look at his record and that’ll be that. You go away for years for murder, years and years, and in a proper jail too, not some juvenile place. He wouldn’t last a week in there: the little fag who murdered Caden Conroy. No, he’s not going inside. He’ll top himself first.

It gets colder and Benjy is hungry and desperate, so he quits the park and walks along the peaceful residential streets, ducking out of sight whenever he hears a car approaching. Most of the houses are dark; it’s almost midnight, people in bed already. But one has the curtains open, the lights on. A couple are sitting on the sofa, the woman curled into the man’s shoulder, watching TV, laughing together at something. His stomach twists in envy. He’s never had that. The safety and comfort of someone to sit beside, to be taken care of. Caden was exciting, an unbelievable moment in his life, but it never felt secure or long-term. Benjy was having fun, but he knew he’d soon be back with Miguel sniping at him, working long hours in the café, making cappuccinos and flat whites until his wrist hurt and he couldn’t stomach the smell of coffee, and still not earning enough to pay the rent. Hitting on rich blokes for a momentary taste of luxury, or to make the bucks he needed to survive. Even that deadbeat life’s gone now.

He’s lived on the streets before, but it was different then. He hung out with other kids and they mostly helped each other out. And it was summer. It wasn’t fun, far from it, but he was off his tits a lot of the time, most of it a blur, and he always knew he could find a way out if he needed to. Go to some homeless shelter or whatever when he was ready. But now? Hiding from everyone. No way out. Nowhere to go. He can’t see a way forward that doesn’t end with him dead.

He realises he’s crying, the wind colder on his face where the tears have made his cheeks wet. He brushes them away, keeps trudging on, finds himself at the beach. He walks down onto the sand. The ocean is a dark mass stretching towards the horizon. He can hear the waves throwing themselves onto the sand, the surf raging, thumping and growling in the dark. If he walked into the water, it would be over pretty quick. He’s not much of a swimmer. Cold and tumbled about for a minute or two, then nothingness. Peace.


OceanofPDF.com



Chapter 38

Katima

Friday, 7 a.m.

The morning sun is streaming into the back room of the station. Walker, who has been standing in front of the whiteboard for an age, is focused on Benjy White. He was convinced all three cases were connected, but Benjy White blows that theory out of the water. He’s checked White’s history on the police database. A handful of charges, all in Surfers Paradise, the last one eighteen months ago. Seems he’s cleaned himself up in the last year or so. No link to cricket that he can find, no obvious link to the academy either. And White would only have been thirteen or so if he’d had anything to do with Mahar’s death. It doesn’t add up.

He yawns, a long, tired inhale. He’s had no more than three hours’ sleep, had a shower instead of the swim and was back in the station carrying one of Charli’s coffees at 6.15. He’s been here close to an hour but he’s hitting nothing but brick walls. He’d like more information about what progress the homicide team is making on the Conroy case, but he reckons Hartley will give him short shrift if he asks. Maybe he could try Hartley’s right-hand man, the chubby bloke. It takes him a minute, but he finally dredges the name up: Simpson. He searches the HQ phone list, finds the number, gives it a try.

It only rings once. ‘Simpson,’ says a tired voice.

Man of few words, but at least he’s in at sparrow’s fart. ‘DS Lucas Walker here, I’m stationed at Katima. We met at the Caden Conroy scene—’

‘I remember,’ Simpson cuts across him.

‘Right, OK, well, I’m working a couple of homicides out here. Two South Asian blokes, one died last week, the other in 2022. It turns out they both have links to the Caden Conroy Cricket Academy.’

There’s silence at the other end as Simpson considers the implications.

‘Bit of a coincidence, no?’ Walker continues. ‘Two dead bodies linked to the academy, and Caden dead as well.’

‘How are they connected?’

Walker talks him through what he’s learnt.

‘Interesting,’ says Simpson. ‘But the boss reckons we know who killed Conroy.’

The boss, notes Walker – so not Simpson, perhaps. ‘You mean this Benjy White bloke?’

‘Yeah.’

‘That’s what I was calling about. Have you found any connections between White and the cricketing scene?’

There’s a long pause at the other end of the line. Walker’s about to repeat his question when Simpson exhales a low sigh. ‘Benjy White, left home at fourteen, history of domestic abuse in the family, probably child abuse too, though not reported. Worked as a rent boy in Surfers for a few years, drug addiction issues, got arrested a couple of times, got a bit of help from youth services, cleaned himself up and found a job in a coffee shop in the Valley in Brisbane. He hasn’t been picked up for soliciting again but word is that he sometimes earned a bit of money that way. No evidence he was ever into cricket, but there’s a theory he might have come across Conroy in the course of his . . . sexual activities. Seems Conroy had a thing for men but kept it under wraps, so he could have been a blackmail target.’

‘Right,’ says Walker. ‘Although blackmailers don’t usually kill their victims – what would be the point of that?’

‘Conroy could have said he wasn’t paying anymore, that he was going to the cops.’

‘True.’

‘But there are a few aspects to the White story that don’t make sense,’ says Simpson. ‘Assuming he was at Annabel Downs and that he killed Conroy and stole the Porsche, why would he park it in Conroy’s usual spot at Conroy’s apartment block? Would you do that if you’d just killed a bloke, or would you hightail it a long way away?’

‘Fair point,’ says Walker. ‘There’s plenty of ways to fence an expensive vehicle like that. And how did he know where Conroy lived?’

‘Exactly,’ says Simpson. ‘White’s done a runner from his Brisbane place – we reckon he’s down the Coast. There’s been a couple of sightings. We’ve got a BOLO out and we’ll bring him in soon enough. He’s got questions to answer, but . . .’ Simpson’s voice trails off.

‘You’ve got other suspects?’

There’s a long pause. ‘Not that we’re actively looking into.’

Walker tries to decipher what this means. He takes a guess. ‘DI Hartley’s got a bee in his bonnet about this Benjy White fella?’

‘You know a bloke called Lachlan Brady?’ asks Simpson.

‘Nah,’ says Walker.

‘Check him out. Him and Hartley are mates. Good mates.’

‘Righto.’

Simpson seems to take this as a goodbye, nothing but the dial tone left in Walker’s ear. The information he’s learnt hasn’t cleared up much – some disagreement in the investigation of Caden Conroy’s death, nothing unusual about that. If a DI gets a bee in his bonnet, it can happen that other avenues of inquiry are neglected. But something about what Simpson’s told him, something unsaid, piques his curiosity. He looks up Lachlan Brady. Turns out he’s a lawyer.

There’s not much on the website of the legal firm he runs, a very discreetly designed page with a list of services offered and contact details, not much else. Walker digs deeper. Brady is quoted briefly in a couple of news stories from a decade or so ago when a prominent musician was accused of sexual assault, Brady denying his client had anything to do with it, threatening to sue for libel.

He finds a few pictures of Brady with good-looking younger women on his arm at race days, black-tie galas, a handful taken on a yacht somewhere. And there are plenty of pictures of Brady with state politicians too, including a former premier and a couple of ministers, deep in conversation at some conference. A senior cop – Assistant Commissioner Brian Michaels – pops up regularly too, as does Hartley. So, Brady mixes with a powerful crowd and knows cops a long way up the food chain. The name AC Michaels rings a bell, and Walker remembers that Michaels lost his job last year in dubious circumstances. He’d been accused of running a dark team within the division, one that handled selected cases and profited from them – taking payouts for losing evidence, turning a blind eye or finding convenient scapegoats. A journalist had exposed the unit after a vital piece of evidence was apparently lost in the case of a politician accused of serious sexual assault. A bit of digging by the same journalist had unearthed a handful of similar, if less high-profile, cases. Nothing could be proven, but the rumours saw Michaels leave under a cloud. Given that both Brady and DI Hartley were part of his crowd, it might be possible that the Conroy case is getting similar treatment. Who are they protecting this time round? wonders Walker.

He goes back to Brady and finds a photo of him on Facebook, standing with a much younger Caden Conroy. The picture was taken six years ago at the cricket academy, the academy logo and the building clearly visible. He digs deeper into Brady’s connection with cricket and finds plenty. Pictures of the University of Queensland’s B-team holding a trophy, with Brady, the confidence already oozing from him, sitting in the front row, Ollie Edwards and Cameron Conroy standing in the row behind. Walker exhales as he realises what Simpson was trying to tell him. Brady and the Conroys go back a long way. If they’re not mates, then there’s every chance Brady is the family lawyer. Possibly Ollie Edwards’s too. And Brady has connections to the dodgy upper end of policing and is friendly with the DI assigned to the case. The DI who is focused exclusively on one suspect, Benjy White. A young bloke with no cricket links. A young bloke who might be a misdirection, used to focus attention away from the Conroy family.
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Chapter 39

Surfers Paradise

7.30 a.m.

Benjy wakes with the sun in his face. He’s leaning uncomfortably against a scraggly tree at the top of the beach. He’s cold to his bones, his neck stiff, shoulders aching, and the moment he’s fully awake, the terrible reality of it all comes flooding back. He’s on the run. He’s wanted for murder. His stomach clenches at the horror of it and he turns and pukes into the sand, a rush of bile, vile-tasting, stinging his throat as it comes up.

He gets slowly to his feet, brushing the sand from his jeans, pulling the hoodie around his face for warmth. His Adidas bag is sandy and damp from the cool of the night, a pale layer of salt crusting the outside. He tries to brush it clean but it only smears and looks grubby. He opens it: everything inside is still dry but he needs to take better care of it – the hard drive might be his only chance to prove his innocence. He starts walking aimlessly along the beach. His mouth tastes disgusting. He needs a Diet Coke to settle his stomach, rinse his mouth.

He finds a small convenience store just off the beach, a bell buzzing as he steps through the door. A girl comes out from the back, wearing a headscarf, thick glasses, spots on her cheeks. He grabs a can from the fridge, a Violet Crumble for the sugar hit. The girl barely looks at him, engrossed in her phone; she rings up the two items – ‘Six thirty-five,’ she says. He hesitates, then slides ten dollars across the counter. He doesn’t want to use his card, but this is almost the last of his cash. She drops his change on a small plastic tray and he’s turning to leave when a sign at the counter catches his eye: We store your luggage from $5.99 a day. Maybe he could leave the Adidas bag here. Protected, dry.

His mind, which has been running in pointless circles for the last twenty-four hours, clears. He’ll leave the bag here, safe. He’ll go to buy a USB cable, come back for the hard drive and find somewhere he can have a look at what’s on it. Maybe there’s an old-school internet café where he can download the files. He’ll scout around, get all the logistics sorted, then come back for the bag. Once he knows what’s on the drive, he’ll know if he has anything to offer the cops. If not . . . Well, he’ll deal with that then. He turns back to the girl.

‘Can I store my bag here for a few hours?’

She raises her head. ‘Minimum price is five ninety-nine, for twenty-four hours.’

‘OK. Where do you store the bags? Is it secure?’

She nods her head towards the back room. ‘We keep them back there. It’s safe.’

He digs around in his pocket, finds five dollars to add to the change she gave him for the Coke. She takes the right amount, pulls a sticker from under the cash register, fixes half to his bag and gives him the other half.

Lighter for having made a decision, Benjy pushes open the door of the shop, moving fast, ready to get things done. He bumps into another bloke – skinny, greasy hair, black denim jacket – on his way in.

‘Watch it, mate,’ says the bloke, tone aggressive.

‘Sorry,’ says Benjy, placating. He turns right, heading towards Surfers. There’ll be a mobile phone shop there that will have the cable he needs. Lost in his thoughts, he doesn’t notice the bloke backing out of the shop, staring at him, then pulling his phone from his pocket and making a call as he follows Benjy down the street.

Benjy’s barely walked a hundred yards when he spots a police car cruising slowly down the street towards him. For luck, he’s right by the Surf Lifesaving Club. He ducks into the car park, crouches down behind a big SUV, pretending to tie his shoelace, his heart beating triple time. The police go by, not even slowing down. He stays crouched a moment longer, then stands and scuttles off towards the beach. He can walk into Surfers along the sand. But seeing the police has put a dampener on his plan. Surfers will be busy, there’ll be people everywhere – anyone could recognise him. The sun is shining, it’s a beautiful winter day, and even this early there are people strolling along the beach. He pulls his hoodie up. He’s not sure exactly what time it is but it’s too early to go into town: the stores don’t open until after ten. Meanwhile he needs to find somewhere to hide. The heavy loneliness descends again. There’s not a person in the world he can trust. Jumpy and on edge, he spots the tree he dozed against last night. It’s high on the sand, in front of a tower block. It’s as secluded a place as any to wait.

He sits there, finishes the Coke, eats the Violet Crumble, the sugar and caffeine hit making him more jumpy, antsy. The only options he can come up with are to turn himself in or walk into the ocean and end it all. But in the light of day he can see the size of the waves thundering in, even at low tide. The thought of being thrashed around, of going under and gasping for air, of sucking in salty water, fills him with horror. He’s not ready to die. He still wants to live. He needs to find a way to access the hard drive.

The fear and stress is all-consuming, and Benjy doesn’t see the bloke in the black denim jacket wander up and sit on the sand off to his right. Doesn’t notice him stand and make eye contact with another bloke, also scruffy but much bigger – meaty arms, bulky thighs – approaching from his left. The two of them walk slowly towards where Benjy is sitting, his eyes closed, the warm sun soothing. The first time he notices them, they’re already on top of him. He hears footsteps, the crunch of sand beneath heavy boots, and looks up. Recognises the black denim jacket, the violence in their eyes, tries to scrabble to his feet, but he’s too late. The big bloke on the left takes a couple of quick steps towards him, swings his fist and catches Benjy with a powerful blow under his jaw. Benjy’s head jerks back, hits the trunk of the tree with force, and then everything goes black.

* * *

‘You’ve killed him, you fuckwit.’

‘He’s not dead.’

‘He’s pretty fucken pale . . .’

‘Nah, he’s still breathin’.’

‘You weren’t supposed to knock him out. Fucksake. Why did you hit him three times? How’re we gonna get him home now?’

‘Stop whinging. He’s a skinny little bastard – we’ll carry him, the car’s just up there.’

‘The pigs’ll spring us if they see us.’

‘They won’t see us . . . You put your arm round his other side. People will reckon he’s blotto.’
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Chapter 40

Katima

11 a.m.

Walker puts in another call to Simpson. ‘You found White yet?’ he asks.

‘Nah. Most of the tip-offs are going to a hotline that’s being managed by Lachlan Brady, so there’s a bit of a time lag.’

‘What? Why’s Brady managing it?’

‘Because of this hundred-grand reward that Cameron Conroy’s offering.’

‘Are they screening the calls before they pass them to you or sending all the details straight through?’

‘Hard to know.’

‘Shouldn’t the calls be coming to us direct? I mean, this is a murder inquiry . . .’

‘Yeah. But they’re looking for something that’s missing from the house too, and they reckon they’ll have more luck getting it back if police aren’t involved.’

Walker casts his mind back. ‘The hard drive they accused me of taking?’

‘Might be White took it. Might be what he killed Caden for.’

‘They haven’t said what’s on this drive that’s so important?’

‘Not to me . . . I don’t know if the DI knows. But I do know that we need to find White before Brady does. I don’t reckon we’ll get the full story if we don’t.’

‘Anything I can do to help?’

‘Nah, I’ve got plenty of units on the Coast looking for him.’

‘Listen, can you send me your file on the Conroy case? I need to dig into the family’s whereabouts on Wednesday, the day Banerjee died, see if any of them might have had contact with him. I’m going to talk to Cameron and Ollie Edwards, and I suppose Bronte Bennett as well, and I want all your background info before I do that.’

‘There’s no point talking to them. They’ll no-comment, tell Brady, he’ll get onto Hartley and the shit will hit the fan.’

There’s truth to what Simpson is saying. ‘Well, can you get someone on your team to check for me? Cameron Conroy and Ollie Edwards and Bronte Bennett. And Caden too. I need to know where they were between nine a.m. Wednesday and seven a.m. Thursday.’

There’s a long pause. ‘OK,’ says Simpson. ‘I’ll check their whereabouts and let you know.’

‘Can you send me the Conroy file anyway?’ asks Walker. ‘I won’t contact anyone but maybe there’s something in it that will help me. I have a real hunch that these three cases are linked.’

There’s another pause. ‘I’ll send it. But if anyone finds out you’ve got the file, I’ll say you pulled AFP rank. And if they want to hang you out to dry, I’ll help them.’

‘I’m not AFP,’ says Walker. ‘I only want to solve these murders. I’m not trying to cause any problems for you or anyone else. If I uncover anything, I’ll keep you in the loop.’

After Walker hangs up, he considers what it means that Simpson knows he was AFP. He’s had no run-ins with him, no reasons for the bloke to knife him in the back, but as his recent experience at the AFP has proven, office politics can overrule common sense.

* * *

Walker spends a couple of hours going through the Caden Conroy case file in meticulous detail but finds nothing to connect him to Banerjee. To his mind, the case work has some gaping holes. It seems the focus has been on Benjy White since very early in the investigation and there’s little in the way of looking into the others who were at the house when Caden died. No analysis of their financials, nor their tech. No doubt Benjy White is suspicious, but to disregard all the other suspects seems negligent policing. Maybe this is the lawyer Lachlan Brady’s doing. He wonders briefly if he has a contact who might be able to get hold of Conroy’s financial details for him, then discounts the idea. Illegally accessing financial records could get him into a whole world of trouble. But the cricket academy is a limited company so its financial records are available to peruse on ASIC, the corporate credit regulator. He calls the details up, puts his analyst head on and starts digging.

A couple of hours later, shoulders aching, eyes burning, stomach rumbling, he pushes his chair back. ‘Gotcha!’ he says, satisfaction registering on his face.

Vinh, who’s just arrived – he’s rostered late on Friday to cover the post-pub shift, the time of the week there’s most likely to be aggro – walks over and asks, ‘What have you found?’

‘The Caden Conroy Cricket Academy has some very shady shareholders and investors,’ says Walker. ‘Including two “businessmen”’ – he uses his fingers to put the word in inverted commas – ‘Tony Lee and Daniel Flint. The names rang a bell. I checked and they’re on an AFP organised crime watchlist. Among other things, they’re suspected of involvement in offshore underground sports betting and using online gambling sites to launder money.’

‘The cricket academy is being used for money-laundering?’

‘Maybe. Or gambling. Or it’s a cover for something else. Whatever it is, I bet it’s not legit, not with those two involved. They’ve never been arrested but there’s a lot of dodgy stuff going on around their businesses, and some of their more junior associates have offences including drugs charges, assault and arson against them.’

‘You think they might have killed Caden?’

‘Hard to know. But given that Anil Mahar, and most likely Banerjee too, have links to the academy, it’s a good place to start digging. Maybe they both came across something illegal and it got them killed.’

‘Banerjee was working on corruption stories, wasn’t he?’

‘Yeah, with links to organised crime . . .’

‘But why would they kill them out here? What’s the connection with Katima?’

‘That’s where I reckon Caden Conroy comes in. Or the Conroy family, anyway. They know this part of the country, they have a huge property out here . . .’ Walker’s voice trails off. It’s all tenuous but there’s something to it.

‘I spent some time at home this morning looking for Anil Mahar online,’ says Vinh. ‘I didn’t find anything. I mean, it’s almost impossible not to leave a digital trail these days but he has literally nothing. It’s weird. But I had an idea. I used the photo of Mahar’s group from the academy that you sent me and started looking through the other cricketers he played with. I’ve managed to find contact details for a couple of them. I could call them and see if any of them know Mahar or where he’s from.’

‘Good idea. You follow them up, I’m going to dig a bit deeper into sports betting. I’m certain there’s a link between our murders, the cricket academy and Caden Conroy.’
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Chapter 41

Katima

5.30 p.m.

When Walker arrives at the pub, the place is heaving. As he’d hoped, Radar’s at his usual place at the bar, his two drinking buddies – Plugger and the ancient-looking young Geoffrey – at his side.

‘G’day,’ he says, coming up to the three of them. ‘Anyone want a beer?’

‘If you’re buying,’ says Radar, ‘we’re drinking.’

Walker holds four fingers up to Gordie and moments later the beers are sitting in front of them, cold and fresh, condensation on the glasses. There’s a short silence as they all take their first drink. For Walker, the cold beer, the background noise of the pub, the sense of ordinary everyday life, is a much-needed refresh. He’s spent most of the afternoon immersed in his research, going back to the documents he found on Caden Conroy’s desk, and what he’s learnt is making his head spin with the possibilities. Now he wants to check one of his theories with this group of redoubtable gamblers. But first, he pulls Radar aside.

‘We might have an ID on your cold case,’ he says. ‘Young cricketer by the name of Anil Mahar. We don’t know much but he was a player at the Caden Conroy Cricket Academy in Ipswich in 2022. I don’t know if you remember the victim had calluses on his hands? I thought it was from labouring but now I reckon it was from the cricket bat.’

‘Bloody hell,’ says Radar, shock on his face. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to be able to find anything, and not this fast. Bloody hell.’ He runs out of words, staring at Walker, unseeing. After a moment he reaches out his hand and pats Walker on the shoulder. It’s a gesture that could be patronising, but Walker can see that Radar is really affected by the news. ‘Good on ya, mate,’ Radar says. ‘That’s a weight off my mind, I gotta tell ya.’

He raises his glass to Walker and takes a long drink. When he puts the glass down he says, ‘Interesting that he’s connected to Conroy. You reckon the cases are linked? What about your bloke? Is he a cricketer too?’

‘Nah, he’s a journalist,’ says Walker. ‘But could be there’s a cricketing connection. I wanted to pick your brains about that, actually. You do any betting on the cricket? Spread betting . . . ?’

‘Nah, mate. The geegees and sometimes a bit of a flutter on the footie, that’s it for me. You gotta have smarts with numbers for the spread betting game. Plugger probably has a go, though. He’ll bet on bloody anything, won’t ya, Plugger?’

‘What’s that?’

‘I said you’ll bet on anything, even the bloody cockroach derby—’

‘I’m looking for some info on spread betting in cricket,’ interjects Walker.

‘You sure?’ says Plugger. ‘Bit of a mug’s game, that is.’

‘How’s that?’

‘Back in the day you could only bet on the result of a game but now you can bet on individual performance, runs per over, no-balls, whatever you like. And when it doesn’t affect the result of a game, and when you don’t need the whole team playing along, it’s a lot easier for players to be corrupted. So yeah, it can be dodgy. Especially in the ten-over games or the lower leagues overseas. But even here, I dunno . . . It’s too easy to fix.’

Walker is startled. Of all sports, he’d have thought cricket, with its focus on sportsmanlike behaviour, would be most likely to be clean. Though once money enters any game . . . ‘Is that right?’ he asks.

‘Christ,’ says Radar, ‘don’t get him started. He’ll make your ears bleed. You won’t get a word in all night.’

‘Nah, I’m interested,’ says Walker.

‘Righto, then,’ says Plugger, settling himself more comfortably. ‘You know how spread betting works, do ya?’

‘More or less.’

‘OK, so basically, you’re betting against the average. Take cricket. Let’s say most punters reckon that two batters will hit fifty off the next ten overs. That makes fifty the spread. Punters who think there’ll be less runs than the spread “sell” runs, and those who think they’ll hit more runs “buy” runs. If you “sell” at five bucks per run and there are only forty-five runs scored in the ten overs, you win twenty-five bucks, five for every run. But if there are sixty runs scored, that’s ten more than you bet, you lose fifty bucks.’

‘Yep,’ says Walker, doing the maths in his head.

‘If you have dodgy batsmen, they can start aggressively, hit fifty from the first five overs. Everyone gets excited and the spread increases to, say, seventy-five runs. The players get their guy to “sell” at seventy-five, then score virtually no runs for the remaining five overs. That way they can pocket twenty-five times their stake and make a shitload of cash.’

‘Does that really happen? That kind of corruption?’

‘Shit, yeah. Couple of years ago, Roger Powell and Yusuf Rothman were batting together in a limited-overs game in the UAE.’ Walker’s ears perk up: Rothman, an academy graduate, is one of the names highlighted on Conroy’s documents. ‘Powell and Rothman scored sixty in the first four overs,’ says Plugger, ‘so the odds went up, but then neither of ’em hit a single boundary in the next four overs and they scored less than ten runs. They’d have made a killing if they had a stake on it. Which I’ll bet ya they did.’

‘Right,’ says Walker. ‘And what about bowlers? Can they be corrupt too?’

‘It’s even easier for bowlers. Place a bet on a no-ball happening in a certain over, you’ll get pretty good odds on that. Pay off your bowler. A no-ball is pretty meaningless in the overall game so it’s an easy decision for the player too.’

Something about no-balls triggers an alert in Walker’s mind but he’s not sure why. He puts it aside for later.

‘And cricket’s the least of it,’ says Plugger, on a roll now. ‘You’ve seen all the ads for betting on the AFL on the telly?’

Walker nods. Punters can bet on everything from number of touches to first points scored and more.

‘The AFL, the governing body, makes money from betting, did you know that?’ says Plugger. ‘They get a cut from all the bookies. And there’s been a shitload of noise around corruption in the game, players and staff. I don’t reckon it happens in the big games, the premiership or what have you, they all make enough money and they get ethics training and whatnot. But in lower leagues . . . We reckon we’re above that sort of thing in Oz, don’t we, but it can’t be a hundred per cent clean.’

‘Don’t the bookies get sus about it?’

‘The legit bookies do, but most of this is dodgy underground stuff. Online or phone betting run offshore, who knows where. They offer spread betting and sports betting on matches all over the joint. It’s difficult to bet in-game but you can find places doing it. You could be betting twenty-four-seven if you wanted.’

This info tallies with what Walker has discovered through his research. He talked with AFP contacts who told him that crackdowns in traditional international betting jurisdictions such as the Isle of Man and the Philippines have driven illegal providers towards emerging authorities – tiny places he’d never heard of like Anjouan in the Indian Ocean – and even Vanuatu, which has apparently launched a gaming authority offering licences payable by Bitcoin. ‘Gambling is very restricted in India and illegal in Pakistan, but they’re crazy for sports betting,’ his contact told him. ‘Organised crime syndicates have made the most of that gap and they manipulate odds and fix matches. They use unregulated and offshore betting websites to launder money across borders too.’

‘Cheers, Plugger,’ says Walker, draining his glass and calling for another round. ‘You’ve been a big help.’

A smile spreads across Plugger’s face. ‘Glad to be of assistance,’ he says. ‘Good to finally talk to someone who has a grasp of the subject.’ Radar, standing beside him, gives a derisive snort that Plugger ignores. ‘You should probably talk to one of the younger blokes,’ Plugger says, picking up his beer. ‘Me and Radar, we’re old-school. Bet here at the TAB, have a bit of a flutter at the track. The young ones, like my grandson, they’re betting on their phones. It’s a whole new world.’

Radar hasn’t said much, hasn’t even appeared to be listening to the conversation, but as Plugger turns away to talk with young Geoffrey he says, low-voiced, ‘All this betting stuff got something to do with my old case? Or Caden Conroy’s?’

‘I’m not working the Conroy case,’ says Walker, which is more or less the truth.

Radar fixes him with a gimlet eye. ‘You don’t give much away, do ya?’

‘Look, I don’t have any evidence, nothing concrete,’ says Walker, relenting slightly. ‘But the victim in my hanging case had written stories about organised crime and corruption. It could be there’s a sports corruption connection.’
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Chapter 42

Katima

7 p.m.

Walker heads back to the station, the conversation with Plugger playing on his mind. He’s collected Ginger on the way and stopped at the takeaway to grab a big portion of hot chips. He needs some fuel in his belly for his desk research, and another WeightWatchers microwave meal won’t cut it. As he comes in, he sees Vinh at his desk, phone to his ear, listening and writing something down. Walker finds a plate and unwraps the paper, exposing a huge serving of thick-cut freshly fried chips, the scent of salt and vinegar whetting his tastebuds. Vinh finishes up his call as Walker puts the plate of chips between them.

‘Help yourself,’ he says, grabbing a handful.

‘Nice one,’ says Vinh, reaching over to take a couple. ‘All we need now is a spicy bánh mì on the side.’

‘The takeaway doesn’t stretch to Vietnamese food,’ says Walker.

‘More’s the pity. Gap in the market, though. If I ever quit the police, I can open a bánh mì van beside Charli’s.’

‘Good to have career options,’ agrees Walker. ‘What are you working on?’

Vinh’s eyes light up as he grabs a few more chips. ‘I’ve had a bit of a breakthrough on the Anil Mahar case,’ he says. ‘I spoke to a classmate of his, Yusuf Rothman—’

‘Rothman?’ says Walker. ‘Interesting. I just heard his name in the pub.’

‘Yeah? What did you hear?’

‘He played a dodgy innings that could have been corrupted by betting. What did he tell you?’

‘I asked him if he knew Anil Mahar and he confirmed they were at the academy together. Apparently Anil was a poor kid from India, a very talented cricketer, got scouted by Caden Conroy while playing street cricket somewhere and given a scholarship to the academy. Rothman didn’t have much more information.’ Vinh looks down at his notebook. ‘He said: “Anil was a street kid, an orphan maybe. He didn’t talk much about his life before the academy.”’

Walker’s impressed all over again with his young partner. When Vinh gets the bit between his teeth he doesn’t give up until he’s found what he’s looking for. ‘That’s all really useful information,’ he says.

‘Wait up, I haven’t told you the most interesting bit yet. I asked Rothman when he last saw Mahar and he ummed and ahhed for a bit and then said that Mahar left before the end of term. Apparently he was one of the best players in their group but he wasn’t picked up by any of the professional teams, so he went back to India early.’

‘Interesting,’ says Walker.

‘The thing is,’ says Vinh, ‘I don’t reckon Rothman was telling me everything. He seemed desperate to get off the phone. He told me to call the academy, that they’d have more information, that he didn’t really know Mahar. He was gabbling. He was nervous.’

Another astute observation from Vinh. Some cops take years to be able to read between the lines of what they’re told, to pick up the tells of a lie or omission or nerves, but Vinh has nailed it, and over the phone too. ‘Good work, mate,’ Walker says. ‘Even if I am a bit gutted. I had my heart set on a Vietnamese takeaway in Katima, but you’d be wasted in a bánh mì food truck.’

Vinh laughs. ‘You reckon?’

They finish the chips with Ginger’s assistance – Vinh passing more than a few down to her – and when Vinh heads out on patrol, Walker decides to read through the documents from Caden Conroy’s desk one more time. Something Plugger said has triggered a thought. He looks back at the annotated pages, the match statistics. There are a few from the UAE T10 tournament and, as he’d remembered, Yusuf Rothman’s batting figures are circled in a match from two years ago. He does a bit of cross-referencing online and reckons this might be the game that Plugger was talking about. Finds a heap of comments on a Reddit thread too, about the unlikely nature of the match, with so many runs hit early in the innings and then the dramatic slowdown.

He looks at the other annotated matches: nothing quite as obvious, but the trend is the same – a handful of innings where good early starts slowed dramatically. He flicks through the press cuttings, something Plugger said still bothering him, and the one from The Australian leaps out at him. The first sentence of the last paragraph: Conroy’s only flaw is his tendency for no-balls. Plugger said it was possible to bet on no-balls. Could it be that Conroy would bet against himself? Surely a man at the peak of his career, sponsors falling over themselves to sign him up, well paid as a member of the Aussie team, wouldn’t need to cheat for a bit of extra cash? He needs to see Conroy’s financial statements. Could be the bloke had a gambling problem – there were a lot of pictures of him coming out of casinos. Perhaps Conroy had debts he needed to pay, or maybe he just got a buzz from taking the risk. Walker fires off a quick email to Simpson: Can you call in Conroy’s financials? This might all be linked to gambling/match fixing. Give me a call and I’ll update you.

* * *

It’s gone 10 p.m. Lachlan Brady is sitting on his sofa, finishing a very nice bottle of 2020 Penfolds Grange Bin 95. He drank most of it with a Wagyu steak that he’d cooked, rare, and some homemade thick-cut chips. He doesn’t cook often but he enjoys it when he does, and this Friday night, with no client meetings and nowhere to be, he’d been in the mood. A rare night in his apartment with the music on, the lights of Brisbane visible sixty-five storeys below him, the river a dark ribbon threading through the city. His mood matches the velvety-smooth warmth of the wine. Life is going almost exactly to plan – a few details around Caden’s death to clean up and then it’s back on track. It’s frustrating that they haven’t found Caden’s hard drive yet, that all the tips and reward hunters have come to nothing so far. According to Hartley, the bloke they’re looking for is in Surfers somewhere. Tony Lee’s got people down there looking for him too. They’ll find him but he doesn’t like loose ends, and Caden’s hard drive is a very definite loose end.

He’s debating whether to open another bottle of wine when his spare phone starts squawking in the kitchen. He walks through, switching off the audio system on his way past, and picks it up. ‘Yeah?’

‘I’ve had a call from Yusuf in Dubai.’ Not Adams this time; the voice belongs to Tony Lee, the big cheese. Brady stands a little straighter, shakes his head to clear the Penfolds glow. ‘He’s had a call from a cop, out bush somewhere. They’re looking into a suspicious death from a few years ago and they’ve identified the body as Anil Mahar. They know he was at the academy. That’s why they called Yusuf.’

Not good, thinks Brady. ‘What did Yusuf say?’

‘They caught him by surprise. He didn’t know what to say so he told them the truth.’

‘The truth!’

‘As far as he knows it. Told them Mahar was a street kid from India. That he didn’t get picked up by any teams after his spell at the academy and left before the end of the season. That’s all he knows.’

Brady considers their options. ‘That’ll work,’ he says eventually.

‘No. That won’t work.’ Lee’s voice is calm, but Brady can hear anger, an edge of steel, running through it. ‘You said we had friendly cops on this. That it wouldn’t come back to bite us.’

‘We do have cops onside – for our friend’s case, anyway. I didn’t know Mahar was going to be an issue.’

‘Well, he is. Sort it out.’

‘Are there any other cases that might come back and bite us? It helps if I’m ahead of the game on this.’ Brady is pissed that this mess is being handed to him. Lee is the boss, but Brady won’t be scapegoated. ‘Let’s be clear, this is not my problem,’ he says.

‘I’m making it your problem,’ says Lee, voice glacial. ‘Fix it.’

Afterwards, Brady opens the second bottle of Penfolds and pours himself a big glass. But the call has left a sour taste in his mouth, and the wine has lost its flavour. After a couple of mouthfuls, he pushes it aside.
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Chapter 43

Caloodie

Saturday, 6 a.m.

Walker drives west to Caloodie first thing, leaving Katima before dawn and watching the sun come up in his rear-view mirror, painting the grasslands pink and gold. He keeps an eye out for roos and spies a mob of emus doing their high-stepping run in a paddock as he zips by. The road is busier at this time of day; he passes a couple of convoys of four-wheel drives hauling caravans, a handful of big road trains roaring by heading south, the ute buffeted by the rush of air in their wake. He stops at the servo in Hopeville to refuel and grab a coffee – not up to Charli’s standards – and arrives in Caloodie at 8 a.m. Ginger bounds out of the car, happy to be home, sniffing and checking that all is in order before settling herself in the sun on the veranda. Walker opens a few windows to let some air in, then makes himself a coffee and joins Ginger out front. Protected from the cool winter breeze, it’s pleasantly warm. Normally when he’s sitting out here he finds his mind calming, but today thoughts of Zoe and the three cases in Katima scrap for airtime in his brain.

He’s debating with himself where his priorities lie. With all that’s going on with Zoe, Blair could use having him around. After this case is finished, he might base himself in Caloodie for a month or two. His remit covers a huge area, and though Katima is his HQ he can easily work from Caloodie or Hopeville or any number of other towns. It’s good to spread himself around, get his face known, meet some of the other cops, and get a better understanding of the criminal underbelly too. And, most importantly, his family needs him. He’s going to spend some time here, he decides, watching Scott Crowther like a hawk and finding a way to prise Zoe out of his clutches.

He finishes his coffee and walks over to see Blair and Tracy, their house unnaturally quiet as he lets himself in and walks down to the kitchen, calling a soft ‘G’day’. Blair, the only one up and about, is sitting on the back deck, his face drawn. Tracy, who’s always up at the crack of dawn, is apparently still asleep. Walker’s surprise must register. ‘The doc’s prescribed her some pills,’ says Blair, filling the kettle, making them both a tea. ‘Trace hasn’t been sleeping and the pills help.’

‘How’s Zoe?’ Walker asks.

‘She’s gone and moved in with Mum, like I suggested. For the school holidays at the moment, but maybe longer if it works out for them both. She just doesn’t want to live with us anymore. She’s been working part-time at the IGA supermarket and now she’s saying she’s not going back to school after the holidays – she wants to go full-time there . . .’

‘Shit, mate.’ Walker can hear the pain in Blair’s voice. ‘But Michelle will be on top of this. If Zoe reckons she’s a soft touch, she’ll be in for a surprise.’

‘Yeah. We want her home but.’

‘Course. You want me to go talk to her?’

‘You can try but I don’t reckon it’ll make any difference. I’ve talked to her till I’m blue in the face. Tried reasoning, tried arguing, tried bribing her with money to stay at school, tried everything. She’s not having it. Reckons that’s it, she’s had enough.’

Walker drinks his tea, sitting with Blair, mostly in silence, on the back porch. Afterwards he walks the short distance to his aunt Michelle’s house. He wants to see Zoe, and Michelle too, see what his aunt reckons about the whole situation. But it’s Zoe who answers the door at his knock. When she sees Walker standing there, her face tightens, her big familiar smile nowhere in sight. She looks tired, dark circles under her eyes, and the nails of her left hand, where it rests on the door, are bitten to the quick. She seems to be losing weight too. Her jeans look loose, hanging low on her hips. This whole circus is taking as much of a toll on her as on anyone else.

‘Alright, mate?’ he says.

‘If Dad sent you to change my mind, you can save your breath. I’m old enough to do what I want with my life.’

To Walker’s eyes, Zoe looks anything but grown-up. He can still see the little girl in her, the one who made him friendship bracelets, who cried for days after the neighbour’s cat was hit by a car, who knows the names of all the birds that come to the yard, who wanted to be a vet, who worshipped her dad and his bush knowledge. ‘Your dad didn’t send me,’ he says. ‘He’s worried but. So’s your mum.’

She shrugs. ‘They’ll get over it.’

‘You got time for a bacon sarnie at the bakery? I’m fanging.’

She hesitates, then nods.

The walk to the bakery is a pleasant ten-minute stroll. The sun is out, but the heat of the summer is missing, the temperature in the high teens. Zoe has shrugged on a hoodie but he’s bare-armed, a t-shirt with his jeans. They walk in a silence that’s not uncomfortable, and when they arrive she finds a table and he orders bacon-and-egg sandwiches and grabs chocolate milks for them both.

‘Chocolate milk!’ Zoe half smiles when he plonks them on the table. ‘I’m not six, you know.’

‘I love ’em,’ he says. ‘But you can order something else – I’ll drink yours if you don’t want it.’

‘Nah, you’re right,’ she says, shaking the carton, opening it and taking a big drink. When their food arrives, he’s happy to see her tuck into that too.

They eat and chat and he steers clear of any contentious subjects, tells her about his new job, life in Katima. ‘Got a new partner, a constable called Vinh Nguyen. He’s a nice bloke. There’s a few characters at the pub to have a laugh with too, and a coffee van with great coffee. I even got myself invited to a barbie tomorrow, so life’s sweet.’

‘Dad’s stoked that you’re back up here,’ she says.

‘Yeah? I’m pretty happy about it too. It’s good to be home again. Good to be able to hang out with you like this.’

‘I like hanging out with you too,’ she says, and her smile reaches her eyes this time. ‘You’re not always giving me lectures like Mum and Dad . . .’

‘They love you,’ he says. ‘They only want what’s best for you.’

‘Maybe. But they won’t listen to what I want. They treat me like a kid.’

Talking about Katima has given Walker a brainwave. ‘You know . . .’ he starts as Zoe’s phone pings a few times with incoming messages. She picks it up, reads them, types a quick reply, then pushes her empty plate away and stands.

‘I gotta go,’ she says.

‘Hold up, I’ll walk with ya. Was that your folks?’

‘Huh?’

‘The messages . . . ?’

‘Nah, nah, it was Scott. He wants to meet up.’

‘Righto,’ says Walker. He doesn’t like the way she’s jumped at this bloke’s summons. ‘Listen,’ he says, ‘I had an idea. I’ve got a place in Katima now. There’s a spare room. You could come and stay with me and do school down there, have a change of scene, get away from the clowns up here.’

‘Hmmmm . . .’ She’s only half listening, typing another message on her phone.

‘Zoe,’ he says, more force in his voice. She looks up. ‘You heard what I said about Katima? I’d love to have you stay.’

‘Yeah, yeah. Did Dad set you up for this?’

‘Nah, I haven’t even suggested it to him. I just thought of it now.’

‘Thanks, Lucas, but I don’t want to go to school anymore. I’m sixteen, I’ve had enough. And I don’t want to leave Caloodie. I’ve got Scott, I’ve got this job at the IGA. I’m good.’

‘You could still see Scott at the weekends – I’m not saying don’t see him.’ Though he obviously wants her to lose Scott Crowther from her life quick smart, he reckons they might need to play this slow.

‘Yeah, nah, I dunno . . .’

‘Look, don’t decide yet, alright? Take your time. Think about it over the holidays. The offer’s always there.’

They’re coming up to a little house, badly in need of a paint job, run-down garden. Crowther’s black Ford on the driveway, an orange ute parked out front. He looks at the ute. ‘Whose car is that?’ he asks.

‘I don’t know – one of Scott’s mates, I guess. Thanks for brekky, Lucas.’

‘No worries. Think about what I said about coming to stay in Katima, yeah?’

‘Yeah, yeah, I will,’ she says, and he fights back the urge to tell her to dump this loser and come home, for god’s sake, as he watches her go, half at a run, up the path to Scott Crowther’s front door.

* * *

Scott gives Zoe a dark look when she comes into the living room. ‘Who was that? I saw youse at the bakery looking very fucken pally.’

‘That’s my uncle, Lucas. He bought me brekky.’

‘Your pig uncle?’

‘Don’t call him that!’

‘He is a pig,’ says Scott. ‘And I don’t want ya hanging around with him. Bad influence.’

‘Yeah, well, I don’t want you hanging around with your uncle neither – he’s a creep.’

‘Don’t give me cheek, bitch.’ He steps towards her, his hand raised, then laughs when she steps forward to meet him, her hand raised too, anger on her face. He grabs her arms and pulls her in for a kiss.

Brent Jones turns his back on them and walks across to the window, flicks the curtain back slightly, watches the bloke that dropped Zoe off walk away down the road. The curly hair, the size of him – he’s certain it’s the same fucken pig that was asking him questions about the murder in Katima. His mouth hardens and he brings his fingers up, pistol shape, fires off an imaginary shot.

‘That uncle of yours is trying to set me up for a murder in Katima,’ he says, venom in his voice as he turns back to the girl. He’s got no idea what Scottie sees in her – scrawny, narky as hell and related to a pig.

‘Lucas wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t set anyone up,’ she says.

‘You reckon, girlie? Shows what you fucken know. Pigs are illegitimate enforcers of a corrupt corporate system. Assaulting us, locking us up, oppressing us. They got no authority over us unless we consent to it, and I don’t consent.’

‘Big words,’ she says, mocking him.

He glares at her, drops back down onto the sofa. ‘Get rid of her,’ he says to Scott. ‘We need to talk business.’

‘Go on, get out of here,’ Scott says to the girl. ‘I’ll call ya later.’ She gives him a moody look but turns and leaves. ‘Shut the fucken door on ya way out,’ calls Scott. She slams the door with such vengeance that the house rattles on its foundations and Scott laughs. ‘Stroppy moll,’ he says.

‘You should drop her,’ says Brent. ‘She can’t be trusted.’

‘She’s alright.’

‘You better not tell her about Noonan’s place. That’s need-to-fucken-know only.’

‘Yeah, nah, I won’t tell her nothing,’ says Scott. ‘But if we go, I’m bringing her with. We’re together now.’

‘No way you’re bringing her. The pig’ll turn the country upside down looking for her. It’ll attract way too much attention.’

Scott shrugs. ‘I’ll tell her to say we’re going to the coast or something. She don’t know where Noonan’s is so she can’t tell ’em, can she? I don’t even know.’

‘Yeah, an’ that’s the way it’s staying too,’ says Brent. He leaves it at that. The girl won’t be coming, but that’s an argument for another time. The move to Noonan’s is all part of a plan he and Noonan came up with during their time in the bin together. Noonan’s got a big property and he’s building a free community there, home to proper people, living men and women who know what’s what, who don’t consent to the shit this illegitimate government tries to enforce. When he got out, Brent told Scott about it, about the whole SovCit movement, and got him excited about it too. They’re both gonna join Noonan. They’ll get weapons to defend themselves, they’ll be set up, free men, no fucken cops.

Scott picks up the remote and flicks the TV on. Brent sits there, lost in his thoughts. Thinking about the injustices of the world, the way he’s been treated, the years he’s lost in the bin, all the familiar complaints building up a head of steam, bringing him to his feet, itching to take action. He goes back over to the window but the pig has gone.

‘That Freeman bloke down south had the right idea,’ he says, mostly to himself. ‘Get out bush, get away from all this bullshit, but take a couple of pigs down before you go. Nothin’ would give me greater fucken satisfaction than putting a bullet in a pig.’
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Chapter 44

Surfers Paradise

9.30 a.m.

Benjy has been fading in and out of consciousness for what seems like forever. Each time he wakes to find himself in the same nightmare. He’s in a small, dark, airless space, the muffled sound of a TV audible in the distance. His whole body is stiff and when he tries to stretch his legs, move his arms, he realises that he’s tied up. His ankles are bound, his hands tied in front of him. He barely registers these facts before he falls back into dark oblivion.

This time he’s more lucid, for longer, and tries to remember what’s happened. Out of nowhere it comes to him: a greasy-looking bloke in a black jacket, his big mate, the sucker punch. The memory causes panic to rise within him, his heartbeat speeding up, thumping and pounding in his chest and throat. He’s been abducted, tied up – they’re going to hurt him. He opens his mouth to cry for help but his tongue is thick and his lips are stuck together. He tries to clear his mind, forces himself to calm down, fights the urge to call out, to scream for help. They haven’t killed him or hurt him too badly yet. He needs to figure out where he is, see if he can work out a way to escape.

He’s been crammed into a small space, his knees bent and cramped. He tries to stretch his legs but his feet bang hard against a wall, the sound loud and echoey in the little chamber. He stops moving for a second, fearing he’s alerted them that he’s awake, conscious. But nothing happens and after a minute he moves again, more slowly. There are dim shafts of light off to his left, a louvre blind maybe. He puts his hands out towards it. The slats are wood but more substantial than a blind: they don’t move at his touch. There’s a wall behind his head and another to his right. A carpet of some kind, dusty, grubby, on the floor beneath him. He’s in a wardrobe, a built-in wardrobe with slatted wooden doors. He tries to look up but can’t see anything; the space above is too dark, his head too woozy. The movement makes him nauseous and he closes his eyes. He doesn’t want to throw up, not in here. He needs to figure a way out of here, but his mind is fuzzy and his thoughts are far away, hard to grab. A moment later darkness descends again.

The next time Benjy wakes he can hear voices, two blokes arguing, very close. Fear cuts through him. He can’t concentrate on what they’re saying – there are sharp blades of light cutting through the louvred door, making his head, already thumping, ache even worse. Every part of him is in agony, his legs and arms numb and yet cramping at the same time. He tries not to cry out or retch, keeps his eyes shut as he hears footsteps and senses the light getting brighter. A foot kicks him, with enough force to hurt, in the ribs. He moans.

‘Don’t kick him. Fucksake, get out of the way.’

Benjy can sense someone leaning over him, a fetid smell of BO and alcohol and weed emanating from above him. After a moment a voice speaks, right near his head. ‘He’s not dead, he’s still breathin’. But he shoulda come round by now. You punched him too hard, you fuckwit.’

The smell recedes, the light dims.

‘We’ll check him later,’ says the voice. ‘No fucken point calling for a reward if he’s already dead. We’ll be the ones end up in the bin.’

Benjy doesn’t know how much time passes before he wakes again. His arms and legs are completely numb and the crotch of his jeans is wet. He’s so dizzy and groggy that he can’t really get his head around anything. His lips are cracked, his tongue swollen and sticking to the roof of his mouth. Amid the panic and claustrophobia, there’s a rising swell of nausea. He breathes deep, hoping to stem it, but it’s like trying to hold back the tide. Up it comes, unbidden. He turns his face to one side, vomits and spits, the foul taste, the terrible smell, making everything that much worse. He tries to stop it happening again but he can’t hold it back, retches twice, a third time, and now he’s covered in it, across his chest and down his arms. He realises he’s crying, hot tears rolling down his face.

‘Help me, please help me,’ he’s trying to shout, his voice hoarse, his throat sore, and kicking and bucking against his binds. He has a vague idea that calling out might be dangerous but he doesn’t care. Anything is better than this – he has to get out of here. A light goes on somewhere nearby, filtering through the slatted door, but he barely notices. He’s still shouting ‘Help me, help me’ as the door opens. The bright light, the huge shape of someone standing there, quietens him. ‘Help me,’ he whispers.

‘Fucken hell, that’s disgusting.’ The bloke steps back. ‘Mickey,’ he calls, ‘get in here. He’s awake and he’s only gone and chundered all over the place. Mickey!’

‘Yeah, alright, I’m comin’.’ The sound of footsteps and then: ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, what a pong.’

‘Yeah, and I’m not cleaning it up neither.’

The light hurts Benjy’s eyes. He has a vicious headache. It feels like someone has his head in a vice and is ratcheting up the pressure. He’s going to be sick again. Sure enough, here it comes. He’s barely strong enough to turn his head, vomits again.

‘Christ on a bike . . .’

‘Get him out of there.’

‘I’m not touching him. You get him out.’

‘Just fucken do it . . .’

There’s a muttered ‘Fucksake’ then a pair of hands grab his feet, drag him out into the room, his head banging against the floor, a violent shaft of pain running through his brain. He fades to black, then back to consciousness, the air fresher and cooler but the light too bright. He closes his eyes, then forces them open. ‘Water,’ he says, voice hoarse. ‘Please. I need a drink.’

Time passes, seconds, minutes, he’s no clue. He’s aware of sounds, of the light, of his head pounding, bolts of pain shooting through his brain. Then they’re untying him and his feet and arms are burning and throbbing and pulsing. A shock of water, cold and wet over his face, his chest. More being poured into his mouth. He tries to drink, coughing and choking. Then there are hands under his armpits, pulling him up, propping him against a wall.

‘Here, drink this.’ Something is jammed into his hand, his fingers barely responding, can’t quite hold on. He drops it, scrabbles around, sees a can of Coke, grabs at it like a dying man. Fumbles with the ring pull, a splutter and spray of sugary liquid, and then he’s pouring it into his mouth and throat. Cold, sweet heaven.

Life comes back into focus and memories too, but not good ones. The two blokes from the beach – one skinny and greasy, the other burly and unshaven – are standing on the opposite side of the room. He’s propped against a wall beside the open doors of the built-in wardrobe he was tied up in. The room might have been a bedroom once, but it’s empty now. Old curtains, heavy and dark green, covering a window. A bare bulb hanging in the centre of the ceiling provides light. The carpet, once cream-coloured, is stained to grey. The walls are covered in chintzy wallpaper, thousands of small roses that make his eyes strain and his head pound.

‘So you’re the little poof that murdered Caden Conroy,’ says the skinny one, watching him.

‘I didn’t murder Caden,’ whispers Benjy. ‘I don’t know why they’re saying that. I never hurt anyone.’

‘Doesn’t look much like a murderer, Mickey,’ says the big bloke. ‘Look at the state of him.’

‘Bashed Conroy’s head in and then fucked him in the arse, that’s what they reckon,’ says Mickey.

‘That’s disgustin’,’ says the big bloke, his lip curling, his nose wrinkling. ‘I should punch his head in.’

Benjy pulls back, up against the wall, remembering the force of the punch that knocked him out. ‘It’s not true,’ he says, his voice trembling. ‘I didn’t hurt anyone.’

‘Why’d you go on the run, then?’ asks Mickey. ‘Get yourself on Australia’s most wanted?’

Benjy is crying soundlessly. Why did he run? He can’t remember.

‘Want me to bash him?’ asks the big bloke, cracking his knuckles.

‘Nah. We need him in one piece,’ says Mickey. He pulls out a phone and comes close. Benjy cringes. ‘Relax, boy, and smile for the camera.’ There’s a click. ‘You keep an eye on him, Jarrod,’ says Mickey. ‘I’ll make the call. This little faggot is gonna make us rich.’
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Chapter 45

Brisbane

10 a.m.

Lachlan Brady’s had a piss-poor Saturday. It started alright. He met three mates for an early-morning row out of the boat shed at Toowong. Something of a tradition they began as youngsters after uni and have kept up, irregularly, for the best part of two decades. Whenever the four of them are in town, they put a quad in the water early on Saturday morning. The day was cold at first, the mist across the river dissipating with the sunrise, the air warming to a perfect Brisbane winter day by the time they finished their ten-kilometre route. He wasn’t in the mood for the chit-chat, the blokey joshing and boasting he usually enjoys, but the exercise and cool morning air at least made short work of the slight hangover that last night’s wine delivered. It helped soften the heartburn he woke up with too. But it hasn’t stopped his mind whirring with the implications of what Lee said last night.

At the end of the row, breathless and sweaty, he made excuses to avoid the breakfast and drove to meet Hartley at a café in Paddington. He’s standing outside now, watching Hartley walk towards him, muscles straining under his shirt, thighs bulky in his suit trousers, mirror sunglasses, his face sprouting the new addition of a bushy moustache, looking so much like a cop that it makes even Brady nervous.

The café Hartley has chosen is one of these uber-healthy places, no bacon sarnies, all protein bowls and weird-coloured vegetable juices. Brady chooses the least-bad option, a vegetarian breakfast burrito and a coffee, the server turning his mouth down when he asks for proper milk. Hartley orders a brown-coloured juice and some kind of yogurt in a bowl, then turns away with a curt ‘Your shout’ as the kid behind the counter rings up the bill. Brady was expecting to pay, but the DI’s attitude gives him the shits. The place is quiet – no wonder, given what’s on the menu – but Hartley chooses a table outside anyway, the roar of the traffic as good a cover as you’d ever need. Even if someone nearby was trying to listen, there’s no way they could overhear.

‘What the hell is that?’ asks Brady, gesturing towards Hartley’s juice as he sits down.

‘Carrot, ginger, couple of other things. Good for the immune system,’ says Hartley.

Brady, who has no reply to that, takes a sip of his coffee then a bite of the burrito. The food is below average in every respect – the coffee is bitter and the burrito only half warmed through.

Hartley slides a piece of paper, couple of lines printed on it, across the table. ‘An email from that cop out west to my DS,’ he says. ‘Lucky for you, I’ve got myself access to all my team’s emails. Read it. You won’t like it.’

Brady flicks his eyes across the message. The outback cop has written: Can you call in Conroy’s financials? This might all be linked to gambling/match fixing. Give me a call and I’ll update you.

‘You’re ignoring this, I hope?’ he says, keeping his voice calm, his heartburn firing back with a vengeance.

Hartley nods. ‘I deleted it. We’re not digging into Conroy’s financials. But he’s a problem, this bloke.’

‘Yeah, he is,’ says Brady. ‘And not only because of this. I need you to take over or stall another investigation he’s got going in Katima. Dead body from four years ago. The victim came out of the academy. It’s nothing to do with us – kid legged it, didn’t want to go back to India when his term finished – but the optics aren’t good.’

Hartley, who is hoovering down his yogurt bowl, gets a gleam in his eye. ‘It’ll cost you,’ he says, mouth full, Brady getting an unpleasant view of half-masticated fruit and yogurt that turns his stomach. He pushes his burrito aside, barely touched, sips at the crappy coffee, watches Hartley for a minute. The detective’s a conundrum to him. He’s a control freak, clever, has made rapid progress through the ranks, already slated for promotion to chief inspector. But he’s greedy too. He has expensive tastes and an equally expensive wife. Brady’s met her once – she’s at least fifteen years younger than Hartley and the brittle kind of beautiful that takes a lot of time and money to maintain. Brady understands the need for cash and the greed for power, but decides he doesn’t like the cop much.

‘You’ll get paid when we get results,’ Brady says. ‘We need that investigation closed down.’

Hartley, breakfast bowl finally finished, picks up the juice and takes a long drink. He puts the glass down and looks at Brady. ‘It’s going to cost more than usual. The cop in Katima, DS Walker, he’s ex-AFP,’ he says, smug with the news. ‘He was in the organised crime division in Canberra, allegedly got caught up in some kind of corruption, quit before he was kicked out and was offered a job out bush by our lot. But something about the whole thing doesn’t make sense. I spoke to a couple of blokes I know in Canberra and they both reckon he was clean as a whistle, and a high-flyer to go with it. They reckon maybe he’s been posted out bush for a reason . . .’

‘What do you mean?’ Brady’s nerves are pinging like a taut wire. The last words he wants to hear in connection with this shit are ‘AFP’ and ‘organised crime’.

‘Well, what kind of high-flyer leaves the AFP and takes a posting out Woop Woop? And magically comes across a cold case linked to your lot? Maybe the AFP had him placed out there – they can do that kind of thing . . .’

‘Why’re you only telling me this now?’

Hartley shrugs. ‘Like I said, you want me to get involved in this, it’ll cost you. Getting around the AFP is a whole different league.’ He’s been saving the info until he can profit from it, Brady realises, his dislike of the cop growing by the second.

As Brady drives home, he debates with himself whether to call Lee and update him on the AFP development but decides against it. Lee doesn’t like being given problems; he needs a solution before he calls it in. And it’s a problem for sure, an AFP cop out bush and right by the Conroy place too. They must know something.

He’s back at his desk, drumming his fingers on the polished wood, pondering possibilities, no solutions forthcoming, when a call comes through on the burner. Fucking Adam Elliot again.

‘We’ve found this Benjy White character,’ says Elliot. ‘We had a call from a bloke on the Gold Coast, who says he’s holding him. He’s sent me a picture through. It’s White alright.’

At least one thing’s going right today. ‘Have they got the hard drive?’

‘They didn’t mention it, and I didn’t ask. The bloke doesn’t seem too bright. He’s insisting we pay him the money first, before he gives us White, and he says he wants it in cash.’

‘It doesn’t work like that . . .’

‘I know. I told him but he wasn’t having it. In the end I said we’d bring the money, just to get the address off him. We’ve put ten thou in a bag and we’ll say that’s the deposit.’

‘Righto. Keep me in the loop. I want to know the minute you’ve got Caden’s hard drive – that’s what’s important here.’

‘Will do.’

‘And don’t hand over the cash until you get your hands on the drive.’

‘Yeah, nah, I won’t. What do you want us to do with White?’

‘I don’t know. Drop him at the Roma Street cop shop, I suppose. Yeah. Hand him over to DI Hartley at Roma Street. But not the hard drive. That stays with us.’
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Chapter 46

Surfers Paradise

3 p.m.

Benjy can hear the two blokes arguing about something – not the details, just raised voices. They’ve tied him up again, using white zip ties that bite into his skin, but at least they haven’t put him back in the wardrobe. He’s sitting propped up against the wall, hands on his lap, legs stretched out in front of him. His head hurts like you wouldn’t believe, every muscle in his body aches and he can smell himself – he stinks of vomit and piss and days without washing.

He’s still dizzy and groggy as hell, can’t concentrate, can’t focus. He’s in deep trouble here, he knows that much. He wants to lie down, close his eyes and sleep, but the animal part of his brain is telling him: ‘Run!’ Whatever’s going on out there, it won’t end well. If they call the cops for the reward, he’ll be locked up for life – if these blokes don’t bash him senseless first. He tries to wriggle his hands free, pulling against the plastic cuffs, but they bind tighter the more he resists, rubbing the skin on his wrists raw.

He looks across the room, at the window hidden behind the curtains. Maybe he can get out through there. What he’ll do after, how he’ll manage once he’s out, with his feet tied, his hands cuffed, is a question too far. One step at a time, he tells himself. Get to the window, get out, and then worry about what’s next. With his hands and feet bound, he has to inch his way around, bum cheek by bum cheek, back against the wall. As he passes the wardrobe, the doors close with a crash. Shit. He stops dead, worried that they might have heard, might come and lock him back in there. But the voices carry on arguing. He keeps moving and he’s almost at the corner of the room when, impatient, he goes too fast and loses his balance. He crashes to his right and with his hands tied, unable to stop his fall, hits his head hard against the wall, stars in his eyes, his head pounding in renewed agony. The fall knocks the stuffing out of him. He lies there, closes his eyes, lets exhaustion overtake him.

When he surfaces again, there’s disorientation followed by the usual crushing sense of loss and fear. He forces himself to swallow his self-pity and try again. Keep moving. Who knows how long before these blokes come back with the cops or whoever they’re calling and his chance of freedom, of clearing his name, disappears for good. He sits up and, more carefully this time, keeps edging his way round the corner; a dozen more shifts of his butt to the right and he’s at the curtain. He keeps going until he can feel the sill of the window behind his head.

Elated, he twists to his right, bends his legs as well as he can and, using the wall for support, levers himself laboriously onto his knees, the ties around his feet tightening with the movement, his ankles burning with pain. He turns to face the window and uses his forehead to push through the curtain. As he bumps the glass, his momentary high crashes back to despair. His head is only just above the sill. He can’t look directly down, but he can see that he’s many storeys up, looking at the side of another high-rise tower and a tiny triangle of sky off to the right. He can count floor after floor dropping away to the ground far below. It’s way too high to jump. He rests his head against the glass, eyes closed. He’s rooted. He’s not getting out of here.

When he opens his eyes again, the sun is beginning to set out of sight to his left. A few small clouds visible in the patch of sky have undersides streaked with pink. He watches a flock of seagulls chasing each other in the air. In the far distance, he can see traffic on a road, brake lights, the glint of sun off metal. Life, everyday normal life, going on below him, the world still turning. It’s not much of a view, the back of another housing block, a small piece of sky, but he looks at it with the eyes of a man who knows he won’t be out there again anytime soon. He won’t be going about his normal life, making a coffee, flirting with the other baristas, dancing in a club, waiting for a bus or hanging in his room, playing video games. Nothing. He can’t see any of it in his future. So, he looks and he looks and he looks, drinking it in, as the sun sets and darkness falls.

* * *

Mickey parks the car at the same place they used to pick up the kid. The kid – what a find. A massive money-earner, a ticket to the big time. The day is almost over, the sun gone, the ocean a dark smudge at the edge of the beach, the sand lit by the high-rise buildings that tower above it. He kills the engine, sits there, waiting for the pigs and the money, legs jittery with nerves, still half debating with himself whether this is a good idea. He can’t stand pigs, wouldn’t usually have nothing to do with them, but for a hundred K a bloke’s got to hold his nose and do what needs to be done. Jarrod wanted him to bring the kid with him, stick him in the boot, park up somewhere, tell the cops where to find him. But Mickey doesn’t trust pigs. They need to get the cash in their hands and be a long way away with the dosh before they hand the kid over.

He reckons their plan is foolproof. He’s gonna get his hands on the money and then call Jarrod, tell him to take the kid down to the ground floor, to the café next door. Nice public place, nothing too much can go wrong there. The kid won’t go far – he’s in no state. Jarrod’ll send a photo of him in the café as proof of life and then leave him for the pigs to pick up. They’ll both be far away, he’ll have the cash too, so the pigs can’t change their minds or try to pin something dodgy on them. You can’t trust those bastards.

He’s been waiting here for twenty minutes, maybe more, nerves building, wishing he had a doobie to help him relax, when a big black Range Rover pulls into the car park. Doesn’t look like a cop car but he reckons its gotta be them. He gets out, tries for confidence, squaring his shoulders as he walks over. Two big blokes are sitting in the vehicle, at least as big as Jarrod, and his nerves go taut. Pigs are never good news and these big bastards look like they could do some damage.

As he approaches the car, the driver lowers the window and looks towards him. ‘You Mickey?’ he asks.

‘Yeah . . .’

‘You’re alone . . .’ The bloke is looking towards Mickey’s vehicle. ‘Where’s Mr White?’ There’s more than a hint of impatience in his tone.

‘Who’s Mr White?’ says Mickey, confused.

‘Benjy White, the perpetrator.’

‘Oh yeah, him. Well, he’s in a safe place, with my mate. As soon as I have the money, I’ll tell you where.’

‘That’s not how this works, son.’

Mickey bridles. Son my arse. ‘Well, guess this was a wasted trip for youse, then,’ he says. ‘No money, no handover.’

The bloke in the car shakes his head. ‘Look, we need to see him, make sure you’ve got the right bloke. We’re not handing over a hundred K on your promise.’

Mickey thinks on his feet. ‘He’s waiting in a café. I’ll call my mate and you can talk to the kid, check he’s the one you want.’ The driver nods at the bloke on the other side of the car, who opens his door and gets out. Mickey backs away slightly. ‘Stay in the fucken vehicle,’ he says.

‘He’s got your money so you can see we’ve brought it,’ says the driver, bored-sounding. ‘When you’re satisfied, we’re all gonna go and meet your mate and Mr White. And when we’re happy that we’ve got the right bloke, you can keep the cash.’

The second bloke comes round the bonnet of the vehicle, carrying a briefcase. He lays it on the bonnet and clicks it open. It’s full of dosh. Mickey steps forward, eyes on the bundles of pineapple-yellow fifties, his mouth dry. He reaches out, touches the cash, tentatively at first, then with more confidence. It seems real. Cops wouldn’t give you bogus notes anyway. Mickey has the same feeling in his stomach that seeing a line of coke gives him, the foretaste of pleasure to come, and when the bloke pushes his hand away and snaps the briefcase closed, he’s bereft.

‘Take us to Mr White and it’s all yours,’ says the driver, also out of the car now, standing behind him. Absorbed in the money, Mickey didn’t hear the driver’s door open, and finds himself sandwiched between two colossal units of muscle. He barely manages a squeak of protest before he’s in the back seat of the Range Rover, the money guy beside him, the driver reversing out of the car park.

‘Where to?’ says the driver.

Mickey’s mind has gone blank. This wasn’t the plan, this isn’t how he pictured it going down. But then he remembers the briefcase sitting at the feet of the bloke beside him, the heavy bundles of fifties and what they promise. To hell with it, he can do it their way, it doesn’t matter.

‘I gotta call my mate. He’ll bring the kid down for us.’

‘Down from where?’ says the driver.

‘We’re keeping him in our unit,’ says Mickey, then kicks himself. The sight of the cash has driven all sense from his mind.

‘We’ll do the handover at your place,’ says the driver. ‘We do it somewhere public, there’ll be all sorts of bullshit involved, people taking pictures or trying to lynch the bastard. And your money won’t be safe. Better done out of sight.’

There’s sense in what he says. Can’t be handing over a briefcase full of dosh in a public place – that’s inviting trouble. ‘Righto,’ says Mickey, and gives them the address.
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Chapter 47

Surfers Paradise

6.30 p.m.

Adam Elliot hates it when a job that should be straightforward goes to shit. And this one is turning into a right pain in the rear. The scrawny little bloke who met them at the car park was easy enough. They showed him the cash and he led them straight to the door of an apartment. But now there’s two of them to deal with – a bigger bloke emerging from a room off to the left at the sound of them coming into the corridor, alarm in his eyes at the sight of him and Chris standing behind his mate – and no sign of the one they’ve come for.

‘What’s going on? What are ya doin’ back here?’ says the big bloke.

‘No worries, Jarrod – change of plan,’ says the little bloke, all cocky, as if turning up here was his idea.

They follow the big bloke into a living room that stinks of fags and booze and the remnants of a Chinese takeaway – fluorescent red, a sweet and sour by the look – that’s sitting on the coffee table. Empty cans of Bundy and Coke, an overflowing ashtray and a sofa so worn there’s no shape left to it, the cushions crushed flat from use. The TV is blaring a replay of an old Survivor episode. Still no sign of the bloke they’re meant to pick up.

‘Where’s White?’ he asks, ice in his voice. Normally he’s relaxed about this kind of shit: it’s no skin off his nose whatever way it goes down. But Lee and Brady are both tense about this hard drive, and memories of last week’s fuck-up are making Adam jittery. He needs to keep this job clean and get what he came for. But he has a bad feeling it’s not going to be that simple. He and Chris were convinced on the drive down that these blokes are on the make and he’s certain now they were right. If so, these two losers are gonna regret wasting his time.

‘Where’s the money?’ says the bigger one. ‘This wasn’t how we planned it, Mickey.’

‘The money’s here, don’t worry,’ says Mickey. ‘The briefcase is full of fifties. Show him.’

Adam gives Chris the nod and Chris flicks the briefcase open. Jarrod’s eyes go as wide as his mate’s did. They’re too thick to know it isn’t as much as they’re hoping for. Not much chance they’ll be keeping it neither.

‘Now give us White,’ says Chris, closing the lid.

The big bloke, Jarrod, disappears and there’s the sound of a kerfuffle in a room down the hall. Chris moves to intervene, but Adam shakes his head and a minute later Jarrod comes back, half dragging a kid with him. The kid’s in bad shape, covered in vomit and piss and stinking worse than the living room. They’ve tied his hands and feet and he looks terrified. When he sees them, he starts blubbering. ‘I didn’t do it, I didn’t kill Caden. You have to believe me, I didn’t do it.’ The kid is shuddering so hard that when Jarrod lets go of him he drops to the floor, onto his knees, still snivelling.

‘We don’t care about that,’ says Adam. ‘You can tell all that to the cops. Where’s the hard drive?’ The kid looks at him, confused. Like he doesn’t understand the question or he can’t process the information. ‘The hard drive that Caden gave you,’ Adam says, forcing himself to keep his voice calm. ‘Where is it, son? Caden Conroy’s hard drive . . . ?’

‘Hard drive . . . Hard to drive. Caden’s Porsche. It’s not hard to drive.’

The kid’s lost it. Snot running from his nose, he’s crying and not making any sense. Adam looks at Chris and nods. Chris steps forward, hauls the kid to his feet and slaps him, twice, first front-handed then back-handed. He doesn’t hit him hard, but the kid’s head snaps back and forth, and when Chris lets go of him his legs fold under him and he falls backwards onto the floor. He hits the ground hard, his head bouncing on the carpet tiles. His eyes roll up and he’s out like a light.

‘Fucksake, Chris.’ Adam’s frustrated. ‘We need him talking . . .’

‘I barely touched him . . .’

Adam turns to the other two, standing there, goggling at proceedings like they’re watching the fucking telly. ‘Where’s his gear?’ he says, aggressive now, not playing nice no more. ‘We need the rest of his shit, along with him, if you want the money.’

‘He didn’t have nothing else with him,’ says Mickey.

‘Yes he did. And we need it. Now.’ Mickey and Jarrod look at each other. Adam can see confusion in their faces. Fucksake. The one thing he’s not leaving without is the hard drive. ‘Where’d you pick him up?’ he asks.

‘On the beach,’ says Mickey.

‘What did he have with him?’

‘Nothin’ . . .’

‘He definitely had something with him.’

The two idiots look at each other. ‘Nah, I don’t reckon he did,’ says Mickey. ‘He was sitting there, drinking a Coke.’

‘Nothing behind him, or beside him? A backpack, a bag?’

‘Yeah, nah, I don’t reckon there was,’ says Mickey, but there’s doubt in his voice now. ‘I dunno. We nabbed him quick. We weren’t looking for no bags.’

‘Fuck this,’ Adam says, patience fully gone. He turns to Chris. ‘Wake the kid up.’

Chris bends down, shakes the kid, but there’s no response. He shakes him a bit harder, then slaps his cheek a couple of times, more gently now. Nothing. The big bloke wanders off, comes back with a pint glass of water, tips it over the kid. Still nothing.

‘Get out my way.’ Adam pushes Chris aside. He doesn’t want to get too close – the kid reeks – but he bends down, breathing through his mouth to minimise the general stink of the place. There’s blood dripping from one of the kid’s ears and more blood coming out of the side of his mouth too. His face is milk white and his breathing is rattling and inconsistent. Adam pulls out his phone, peels back the kid’s eyelid, shines the torch into it. No response. Kid’s not dead but he’s on his way out and one thing’s for sure: he’s in no state to give them any useful information. He straightens up. ‘Where exactly did you find him?’ he asks.

‘On the beach at Surfers,’ says the skinny bloke. ‘Near the Lifesaving Club. I can show youse, if ya like.’

‘When was this?’

‘Early yesterday. Jarrod sucker punched him, too hard, like your mate now. The little faggot was passed out all day and we went out last night. First time we talked to him was this morning, that’s when I called youse.’

Thirty-six hours ago, on the beach at Surfers. The chance of finding anything’s virtually zero. These two fuckwits might have written his death sentence. Out of options, he decides that he and Chris might as well go have a look. It’s winter, the beach might not have been that busy – maybe they’ll get lucky.

‘Righto, tell us where,’ he says, nodding at Chris, who picks up the briefcase.

‘You can leave that here,’ says the big bloke. Adam searches in his mind for the bloke’s name. Fucking Jarrod. ‘We did our bit,’ says Jarrod. ‘That cash is ours.’

‘Yeah,’ says Mickey. ‘The dosh is ours. We gave youse the bloke.’

‘Fat lot of use he is,’ Adam says. ‘Barely fucking alive. And you don’t have the rest of his gear so no deal.’

‘The reward line never said nothing about no hard drive or whatever. Only that youse wanted him,’ says Mickey, a whine in his voice, poking the kid’s inert body with his foot. ‘And if he’s dead, that’s on youse too. He was alive when youse turned up. We’re owed.’

‘You’re owed fuck-all,’ says Adam, his voice hard. He’s had enough of being messed around by these losers. ‘You tell us where you found him, we’ll see if we find what we need there. That’s your only chance of seeing any of this money.’

Off to his left, Jarrod shifts his feet. Instinct causes Adam to spin round. Jarrod has pulled out a knife, a big wicked-looking thing, sharp shiny blade. He must have picked it up in the kitchen when he went for the water. Cleverer than he looks.

Adam steps back, putting his hands up as Jarrod comes towards him, wielding the blade. ‘Alright, mate,’ he says. ‘Let’s keep it civilised.’ He keeps eye contact with Jarrod, but he’s reading the room too. Chris, off to his left, shifting position, moving behind the big bloke, subtly finding his balance, taking up a fighting stance. He knows Chris isn’t bothered. They’ve worked together for years, been in plenty of situations worse than this. The scrawny one, Mickey, is standing off to the right, near the door, the other side of the lifeless kid on the floor.

‘Youse can leave the money here. We’ve done our bit,’ says Mickey, a look of glee on his rat-like face. ‘Off youse go.’

‘Alright, alright,’ says Adam. ‘Tell me again where you found him.’

‘He was sitting under a tree at the top of the beach, up by the Lifesaving Club,’ says Mickey. ‘Youse don’t need us to show ya – it’s the only tree there.’

Adam has been moving backwards and to his right, Jarrod following him, knife still up, walking right into the trap. When he’s managed to manoeuvre it so that Chris is out of Jarrod’s sight, he claps his hands together, loud and fast, drawing their attention. ‘Let’s sort this out like mates,’ he says.

Chris is moving before the words are done coming out of his mouth. He comes up behind Jarrod, grabs his knife arm, wrenches it behind his back with force, twisting and pulling, dislocating his shoulder. Jarrod shouts in pain, loosens his hold on the knife. Chris takes it from his limp hand and in one smooth move cuts the bloke’s throat. Chris is ambidextrous, remembers Adam, as he steps back to avoid the blood – a useful skill. Chris gives Jarrod a shove in the back and the big bloke takes one step forward, then falls to his knees, grabbing at his throat with the hand that still has full range of movement, pain and horror in his eyes, a gasp of shock the only noise he’s capable of making.

Chris, still holding the knife, turns and takes two steps towards the greasy little mate, who’s stood there frozen with shock. He hasn’t moved or shouted or nothing. The sight of Chris coming towards him with the knife ignites some survival instinct and he scrabbles backwards, gabbling in terror. But Chris is too fast. He grabs him, stabs him once deep in the chest and then again at the base of the throat. The bloke goes down, lies there gurgling but not moving, his eyes glazed. Jarrod has already stopped making any noise.

Adam picks up the briefcase as Chris wipes his prints from the knife using the skinny bloke’s t-shirt, then drops it by the bloke’s right hand before going into the kitchen and washing the blood from his hands in the sink. Adam watches him clean the taps with a dish rag that he pockets.

‘You touch anything else?’ asks Adam.

Chris shakes his head. ‘Nah. Place’ll be full of our DNA but.’

‘Nothing we can do about it now. Did you see any CCTV on the way in?’

Chris pauses. ‘Nah,’ he says after a moment.

Adam nods. He didn’t see any either; the place isn’t exactly upmarket. ‘Let’s take the back stairs down just in case. We’ll go and see if we can find that hard drive where they picked up the kid on the beach, though I fucking doubt it.’

He keeps his voice impassive, his face hard, but he has a heavy brick of fear lodged in his stomach. He needs a back-up plan, or this might be the last job he does.
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Chapter 48

Katima

Sunday, 11 a.m.

Walker is almost back in Katima. He’s alone in the ute: Ginger is staying with Blair and Tracy this week. ‘Ruby’s missing Zoe, not that she’ll admit it,’ Blair told him. ‘Ginger’s the perfect distraction.’

He’s thinking about Zoe, wondering if he’ll be able to convince her to move to Katima and go to school there, whether that’s even a good idea given how much he’s away with work, when it comes to him where he’s seen the orange ute that was parked outside Scott Crowther’s place: Brent Jones has an identical vehicle. He considers spinning round and heading back to Caloodie. Zoe’s definitely in danger if her skanky Crowther boyfriend is hanging out with an outright crim like Jones. And likely Crowther is involved in whatever trouble Brent Jones is planning. He pulls over on the verge, thinks it through and reluctantly decides there’s no point going back. It’s possible Jones might already be gone, might even be back home in Katima. He puts in a call to the local copper in Caloodie instead.

‘I’ve got a bloke I’m watching in relation to a couple of homicides down in Katima,’ he says. ‘I reckon he might be up your way. Could you check this address, see if there’s an orange ute parked outside? If he’s there, we need to keep an eye on him – he’s dangerous.’

‘I’ll check it out,’ says the local cop, a senior constable Walker hasn’t really got to know.

‘Let me know, yeah?’ he says. If Brent Jones is staying at Crowther’s place, that’s reason enough to insist that Zoe dump the bloke.

* * *

It’s almost 2 p.m. before Walker arrives at Charli’s house, carrying a six-pack and a bottle of wine that Gordie at the pub assured him was a good one. The Caloodie cop called him back to say the orange ute was gone but that he’d keep an eye out and let Walker know if he sees it around. Walker has also driven past Brent Jones’s Katima address, but the house was locked up, no sign of the ute. Jones has pulled a vanishing act.

Now he’s at Charli’s place but not exactly in the mood. He can hear voices and laughter from behind the house, so he walks down the driveway, towards the back yard, and comes out onto a small square garden. There’s a hedge along the back fence, screening the yard from neighbours, and a curved garden bed, with native shrubs, on both sides. A water feature – a small pond with water bubbling from a big stone – sits in the far-left corner. Closer to the house is a brick paved area with a barbecue and a wooden table with a colourful umbrella above it. Charli and two women are sitting at the table while a couple of blokes are standing by the fancy-looking gas barbecue, squabbling about something to do with the cleaning of it. Walker’s dithering about whether he’s up for socialising with a group of people he doesn’t know when he hears footsteps behind him. He turns, and Vinh is walking towards him, wearing flip-flops and jeans, his hair messier than usual, carrying a six-pack and a big Tupperware container.

‘Hiding from the action?’ says Vinh.

‘Yeah, I am a bit,’ says Walker, mustering a smile. ‘Happy to see you, mate. I didn’t know you were coming.’

They walk into the garden together and Charli looks up at their approach. ‘Lucas, Vinh,’ she says, smiling. ‘I’m so happy you came.’ She walks over and surprises Walker by giving him a big hug in welcome.

‘Couldn’t miss it,’ he says, hugging her back. ‘My first barbie in Katima.’

She makes introductions – Liam and Jack standing at the barbecue, Jade and Livia at the table – and he and Vinh accept beers as they all stand, a big group, chatting, Charli at the centre of it all, her energy and warmth and wide smile including everyone. He fields some questions about the job, how he’s finding Katima, and his past – he doesn’t mention the AFP, tells them he’s from Caloodie and spent a bit of time in Boston as a kid – and deflects the inevitable questions about Caden Conroy’s murder.

‘Yeah, that’s a Brisbane case, we’re not working on it,’ he tells them. Vinh, a beer in hand, stays equally shtum.

‘He was literally the only reason I watched cricket,’ says Jade. ‘If I’d known he had a place out here I would have stalked him for sure. Or got a job out there or something. I can’t believe no one told me.’ She’s laughing, the blokes are rolling their eyes.

‘That’s why we never told ya,’ says Liam. ‘Saving ya from the shame of it all.’

‘He was a hell of a bowler,’ says Jack. ‘I play a bit of cricket, local stuff, and he bowled a couple of overs at a charity match—’

‘You never told me!’ Jade is outraged.

‘You weren’t around then, must have been six or seven years ago now. He was playing state level but not for Australia. Shit, the bloke could bowl. He wasn’t even trying, he was bowling soft at us, but I still barely saw it.’

The talk moves along but stays with sport: the upcoming State of Origin game, the Lions, a weekly golf match that Liam and Jack and a few mates have got going. ‘You blokes should come along,’ Jack says to Walker and Vinh. ‘We play Friday arvos, eighteen holes, a bit of a sesh at the clubhouse afterwards. They do a good counter meal there on Friday nights.’

Vinh’s smile fades. Walker can tell he’s mortified at the idea. ‘Ah yeah, nah, I can’t play, actually,’ says Walker. He’s never had the time, the job all-demanding and the kind of blokes who golfed at the AFP, the ones scrambling their way up the greasy pole, never giving the game much appeal.

‘Me neither,’ says Vinh quickly.

‘Don’t worry, neither can Jack,’ says Liam, laughing. ‘He spends most of his game scratching around in the scrub about ten foot off the fairway.’

‘Says you!’ Jack fakes outrage. ‘What about last week—’

‘Let’s not have a shot-by-shot description,’ says Charli, interrupting. ‘We want to eat at some point this arvo. You guys get the barbie going, I’ll bring the food out.’

She goes inside, comes back carrying plates of burgers, snags and chicken skewers that Jack throws on the barbie. He takes the cooking seriously, managing the heat, turning and basting, and soon the table is laden high: the meat seared and tender, crusty bread, potato salad and a Vietnamese salad that Vinh has brought, bright, colourful and crunchy with cabbage and carrots and herbs and plenty of spice.

‘This salad is bloody great, mate,’ says Walker, helping himself to seconds.

‘Delicious,’ agrees Liam, his eyes watering, wiping his forehead.

Vinh tries and fails to smother a smile. ‘Maybe I went a bit hard on the chilli,’ he says. ‘I’ll make it less spicy next time.’

They chat as the afternoon wanes, Walker not saying much but enjoying the easy companionship in this group of friends. He and Charli are sitting beside each other and he finds she’s relaxing company. The time passes quickly, and he forgets about leaving early, drinks a couple more beers, finds himself unwinding, his concern for Zoe still simmering front of mind but all the rest of it fading a bit.

When the sun starts sinking, the evening breeze cooler, Charli stands. ‘Let’s go inside. It’s getting chilly out here,’ she says. They stand too, everyone grabbing plates and bringing them to the kitchen, stacking the dishwasher. Charli opens a bottle of wine, grabs a few more beers from the fridge, passing them out, herding people out of the kitchen. ‘Leave all this,’ she says. ‘I’ll do it later.’

‘I’d better get off,’ says Vinh, declining a beer.

Vinh’s words bring Walker back to reality with a kick. The two unsolved murders, three if you count Conroy, not to mention Zoe: he’s got plenty to do. ‘I better get off too,’ he says. ‘Thanks for the invite. It was a great afternoon.’

‘You sure you can’t stay a bit longer?’ Charli asks.

‘Nah, I’ve got work to do. I’ll see ya tomorrow – the usual time, the usual coffee.’

* * *

‘He’s spunky alright,’ says Livia as Charli closes the door behind the two departing cops and walks back down the corridor, picking up her glass of wine from the hall table.

‘Yeah,’ says Charli, ‘he really is. But he’s not into me.’

‘I don’t know. He came, didn’t he?’

‘And talked to the blokes most of the afternoon.’

‘I saw him talking to you too.’

‘Yeah, but it wasn’t one bit flirtatious. Nothing more than a friendly chat with the coffee van girl.’

‘You know how hopeless blokes are. If you want to move this out of the friend zone, Charli, you’ll have to spell out loud and clear that you’re interested in him.’

‘And if he’s not keen?’

‘Well, at least you’ll know for sure.’

‘Maybe he’s got a girlfriend somewhere.’

‘Nah, he doesn’t. I asked him . . .’

‘Shit, Livia, talk about being obvious!’

‘It wasn’t, I dropped it into the conversation, very casually.’

‘Yeah, right . . . What did he say, then?’

‘He said the job makes it tricky. But I reckon he might carry a bit of a candle for some cop in Germany. He talks about her a lot.’

‘Yeah, he mentioned her to me too. Brenda?’

‘Barbara?’

‘That’s her. The one that got away. Wonder why she dumped him?’

‘Whatever . . . She lives in Germany so she’s no competition. You got this, babe. You need to make a clear move on him, something more obvious than inviting him to a mates’ barbie.’

‘Mmmm, maybe,’ says Charli. ‘But I might lose my best customer if he’s not interested.’
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Chapter 49

Katima

Monday, 9 a.m.

All the television channels are consumed by coverage of Caden Conroy’s funeral, which has assumed a status somewhere between gossip columnist’s dream and a sombre state affair. Walker and Vinh are keeping half an eye on proceedings via the small TV at the station. If he were officially working the Conroy case, Walker would have put himself at the cathedral, or at the cemetery, taken the chance to watch possible suspects when their guard is down. He’s sure Hartley and Simpson will be there in person, but at least the TV coverage is doing a reasonable job of giving him a flavour of it.

Walker gives the screen his full attention when the cameras zoom in on Bronte Bennett, arriving with Ollie Edwards and another bloke who’s wearing an expensive-looking suit and emanating success and wealth from every pore of his tanned and uber-smooth complexion. Lawyer to the stars Lachlan Brady, says the caption underneath. This is the lawyer who’s mates with the Conroys and with DI Hartley, and who might be setting Benjy White up as a fall guy for this case. Brady keeps himself slightly apart from Bennett and Edwards as he strides up the stairs to the cathedral, a man full of confidence, a man with places to be. When the camera pans back to Bronte Bennett, Walker notices again how strikingly beautiful she is, but the coldness, the hardness he picked up on when he spoke with her, is evident today too. Her back straight, her head held high, her face expressionless, she doesn’t look left or right. Beside her, Ollie Edwards seems pale and stressed. He’s wearing a good suit too, but he looks tired and ill at ease, lacking the certainty and confidence that Brady emits. He looks consumed with guilt, thinks Walker. If he were on the case, he’d be keeping a close eye on the bloke. At one point, Edwards puts his hand on Bronte’s arm, to guide her to the left. She looks at him, contemptuous, and he drops his hand, lets her walk ahead, alone, into the cathedral.

Cameron Conroy and his wife are the last to arrive. The camera goes in close. Cameron is pale and exhausted, skin almost grey. He’s lost weight and clearly hasn’t been sleeping. He looks like a man who’s burying a brother, or perhaps another man who has something to hide.

‘I’ve found another player who was in the same group at the academy as Anil Mahar,’ says Vinh, coming over to Walker’s desk and pulling his attention away from his musings on the Conroy case. ‘His name is Matt Coulston and he lives in Brisbane. He’s doing a sports management master’s at the University of Queensland. I called him, and when I told him I was calling about Mahar he basically said “No comment” and hung up. He was angsty as hell.’

‘Did you tell him that Mahar’s dead?’ asks Walker, interest piqued.

‘Nah.’ Vinh shakes his head. ‘I didn’t get that far. I mentioned Mahar’s name and he cut across me, told me he had nothing to say and hung up.’

‘Sounds like he was primed to expect your call.’

‘That’s what I thought. Yusuf Rothman must have warned him.’

‘Bloody good job, Vinh,’ says Walker. ‘I reckon we need to go and talk to this bloke.’ He looks at the clock on the wall: 10 a.m. ‘It’s roughly a five-hour drive so if we leave now we’ll be there late afternoon.’

‘I’m on duty here,’ says Vinh. ‘I can’t.’

‘Yeah, right, of course. No worries. Text me the details.’

He grabs his keys and heads to the ute, sorry to leave Vinh behind for the second time this week on another journey to Brisbane. Though this time he’ll be bypassing Ipswich and heading into the heart of the state capital. As he drives, Walker decides that he’ll ask if Vinh can be seconded to work with him, as part of the Criminal Investigation Branch rather than on his uniform duties, for a couple of days a week. He could use the help and Vinh’s a good cop – he can be a lot more use than simply issuing speeding tickets and keeping an eye on the town drunks.

* * *

Lachlan Brady dumps Bronte and Ollie as soon as they get out of the car. Walking ahead of them, letting them know he isn’t interested in whatever bullshit is going on between them. He’s supposed to be sitting up front, on the pew behind Cameron and his family, but he wants to put some distance between himself and the Conroys and the shitshow this whole episode has turned into. He’d have skipped the funeral if he could, but after all these years of friendship, working with both Conroy brothers, it’d look suspicious if he didn’t turn up. He chooses a pew almost at the back, slides along until his view is partially obscured by a big pillar. He’s sitting next to a few blokes from the school cricket team that Caden used to play for, blokes who never made it beyond a weekend A-grade and who are trying to look sad and sombre but can’t suppress their excitement at one last brush with Caden’s celebrity. They’ll be talking about this at every post-match barbecue for the next season, he thinks with derision.

When Cameron arrives, he looks like shit. Maybe he’s heard the news, thinks Brady. He had a call last night: the hard drive nowhere to be found and things going dramatically wrong when Adam Elliot turned up to collect it. Lee has arranged for a clean-up team to go to the apartment, but the hard drive is still out there somewhere. And there’s no certainty that his name isn’t on it, along with Cameron’s, Lee’s and the rest of them. They can only hope it’s been picked up by someone who doesn’t understand what’s on it, or better yet doesn’t even look, just erases it and uses it for their own crappy files. But that’s a slim hope. More likely whoever has it will work out what they’ve got and either hand it to the cops or understand there’s money to be made and sell it to the highest bidder. It’s all down to luck and he hates to depend on luck, or the stupidity or greed of others. He knows Lee likes it even less.

There’s a reckoning coming, that much he knows, and he wants to be sure he’s well out of the firing line when it comes. Cameron is sitting in the front pew now, turning around, craning his neck, searching for him. Brady shifts slightly to his right, until he’s fully obscured by the pillar. He needs to dump Cameron Conroy. That relationship has run its course.
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Chapter 50

Brisbane

4 p.m.

It’s gone 4 p.m. by the time Walker makes it to Matt Coulston’s home, a slightly bedraggled-looking Queenslander on a street in the central Brisbane suburb of Toowong. The bloke who answers Walker’s knock – open face, no guile, sporty type wearing a Queensland Uni footie guernsey and shorts despite the cool winter afternoon – directs him to the university pool complex. ‘Matt’s got swim squad training this afternoon – he’ll be at the aquatic centre.’

The campus pools are a short drive away, close to the river, surrounded by tennis courts and playing fields, an athletics track visible in the distance. By the time Walker arrives, the sun is sinking towards the horizon. He parks the ute nose in, up against the fence that surrounds the big outdoor pool, steam rising from the water into the cool evening air. He can see the swim squad finishing up, pulling themselves out of the water, chatting in small groups, towels wrapped around their shoulders for warmth. He checks the photo on his phone. In his late twenties, so slightly older than most students, Matt Coulston has brown hair, blue eyes and a distinctive aquiline nose. Walker scans the group by the pool but can’t pick him out. Maybe he’s already getting changed. He gets out of the ute, pulling on his leather jacket against the chill of the breeze, and walks towards the pool entrance.

He waits for almost ten minutes. The squad dribbles out in small groups, identifiable by the logo on their hoodies, chatting, relaxed. Then there’s a long pause where no more swimmers exit. Night is drawing in, the lights around the pool switching on in a blaze of white. The place is quiet, the only sound the squabbling and chattering of birds as they find a place to roost in the trees around the car park.

Walker’s wondering if Coulston has skipped training today when he sees a tall bloke, at least six-four, walking slowly towards the gate, head down, shoulders slumped. When the bloke glances up to negotiate the turnstiles, his features are immediately recognisable, the long Roman nose making what would be a blandly handsome face more interesting. Walker moves forward, blocking the exit as Coulston steps out of the turnstile.

‘G’day, Matt,’ he says. At the sound of his voice, Coulston looks up, startled, and makes eye contact. His face is drawn. He looks as if he’s been sitting alone in the changing room, ruminating on bad things he did four years ago – things that are now catching up with him. ‘DS Lucas Walker, Queensland Police,’ says Walker, ID in hand.

Coulston stops dead in his tracks. ‘If this is about Anil,’ he says, ‘I’m sorry, but like I told you earlier, I can’t talk to you. I can’t help.’ Walker can hear something approaching panic in his voice. Something or someone has made Coulston very nervous.

‘I just need to ask you a couple of questions.’

‘No, you don’t understand. I can’t help you.’

‘I can pull you in for formal questioning,’ says Walker. ‘I don’t want to do that, but I will if you won’t voluntarily talk to me. I only want to have a quick chat. It won’t take long. We can go wherever you want, back to your house—’

‘No, not there,’ says Coulston quickly.

‘OK – here, then?’

Coulston looks from left to right, then casts an apprehensive look over his shoulder. The water is empty, no casual swimmers this late on a winter Monday, but the lights around the pool are bright in the gathering gloom. ‘We can talk down by the river. There’s a bench there,’ he says.

He leads Walker briskly across the road, over a patch of scraggly grass to a bench, almost out of sight, under a couple of trees on the bank of the river. The brown water is inky as the light recedes, the bird calls quiet now. Coulston sits, his left leg jumping nervously as Walker plonks down beside him.

‘You were at the academy in 2022, the same class as Anil Mahar,’ says Walker.

‘Yeah. It was a kind of last chance for me. I was a good bowler at school and it was my dream. Put on the baggy greens, play for Australia, be a hero like Caden. I was hoping that a season at the academy would help me get there.’

‘Tell me about Anil.’

Coulston stares at the water for a long moment. Then he says: ‘Anil was a great player. He was the best batsman of our group by a mile. But he left the academy a couple of weeks before the end of the season. He didn’t want to go back to India, so he did a runner, overstayed his visa.’

‘When was this?’

‘Um . . . late November 2022.’

The timing fits with the date when Anil’s body was found. And what Coulston has told him makes sense but it doesn’t really justify the degree of nervousness he’s exhibiting. Walker can almost hear the bloke’s heartbeat, can see his pulse jumping rapidly in his throat, his knee still jiggling. There’s something more here that he isn’t telling. ‘That’s not all, though, is it,’ he says. ‘Why are you so scared?’

Coulston licks his lips, swallows hard. ‘I . . . They’re threatening me,’ he says. ‘I had a call from Lachlan Brady yesterday. He told me Anil was dead and that you’re investigating it. He said the NDA still applied and I wasn’t to talk about it. That I’d be in legal shit if I did – they’d sue me and he’d make sure I never get a job in the sport.’

Walker sits up straighter at the lawyer’s name. ‘What’s Lachlan Brady got to do with this?’

‘He’s the academy lawyer. He made me sign an NDA back when Anil left. They didn’t want it coming out that one of their players had run off, overstayed his visa.’

‘Is that really what you think happened?’

Coulston doesn’t reply. He sits there, shoulders slumped, hands trembling.

‘Look,’ says Walker, ‘I can tell you that Anil died at the end of November 2022. Which correlates with when he disappeared from the academy.’

Coulston’s face loses the last of its colour. ‘Jesus,’ he whispers. ‘I didn’t know . . .’

‘So if you know something, anything, that might help us find out how Anil died, and you don’t tell me, or if you lie to me in what is a murder inquiry, that is obstruction of justice at the very least. I can even book you for being an accessory to his death. And that’s a lot more serious than an NDA. An NDA doesn’t apply for hiding illegal activity. You’re not under obligation to hide a crime – the exact opposite, in fact.’

‘I’m sorry Anil’s dead, I’m sorry Caden’s dead. But I honestly don’t know anything about either of them.’ Coulston sounds close to tears. Walker can smell the fear coming off him.

‘What’s Caden Conroy got to do with this?’ says Walker, jumping on Coulston’s slip of the tongue.

‘I don’t know. But I know you’re investigating me for Caden’s death. It’s crazy – I only met Caden a couple of times and that was four years ago, when I was at the academy.’

Walker is confused. He hasn’t heard Coulston’s name come up in connection with Conroy’s death. Maybe it’s a new avenue in the case that he isn’t aware of. ‘What do you mean, we’re investigating you?’

Coulston looks at him like it’s a trick question. ‘That’s what the cops who turned up at my place last night said. It was late, like almost ten p.m. They said my name had come up in the investigation into Caden’s death. My name! It wasn’t long after I talked to Brady. Maybe he gave them my name, to freak me out. Well, it worked. He said he could destroy me, and if he finds out I’m talking to you, that’s what he’ll do. I don’t know anything about Anil or Caden, I really don’t.’

Walker looks around. The bench is in darkness, night properly fallen now. The pool’s an oasis of light behind them, the athletics track to their left also brightly lit. He knows Coulston isn’t telling him everything, but he doesn’t reckon he’ll get any further with him right now. He debates pulling him in for a formal interview, but he doesn’t have anything that incriminates him and he reckons Brady would be in there in a heartbeat, no-commenting the whole show.

‘Righto,’ he says, digging out his card from his wallet and writing his mobile number on the front. ‘Take this,’ he says. ‘That’s my number. Call me if you remember anything. I can see that you’re frightened. If you’re threatened by someone, anytime, just call me, day or night. We can keep you safe.’

As he says it, he only hopes it’s true. Three people connected to the academy have already died. He needs to make sure Matt Coulston isn’t next on the list.
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Chapter 51

Roma Street, Brisbane

6.15 p.m.

As he watches Coulston scamper across the car park, climb into a black VW Polo and speed off, Walker decides he won’t drive back to Katima this evening. He needs to keep an eye on the bloke, see whether their conversation sparks some kind of response. First, though, he puts in a call to Simpson. ‘I’m in Brisbane,’ he says. ‘You got time to meet me quickly?’

‘I’ve got a lot going on right now.’

‘It won’t take long. Fifteen minutes.’

‘Alright,’ says Simpson, ‘but you’ll have to come to me.’

‘No worries,’ says Walker. Simpson gives him the address of a pub not far from the Roma Street HQ. It’s a functional-looking space, plenty of foot traffic, a few tourists sitting at the red plastic tables. Not the kind of place the cops from Roma Street usually frequent, reckons Walker, but probably that’s the point. Walker’s sitting in a quiet corner, halfway through a Bundy ginger beer, no booze for him tonight, when Simpson ambles in. He looks a mess: his shirt needs an iron, his hair is lanky and he could use a shave. He sees Walker, gives a quick mime asking if he wants a drink. Walker shakes his head and Simpson orders a beer, then comes over to join him.

They shake hands. ‘What are you doing in Brisbane?’ asks Simpson.

‘We found a teammate of Anil Mahar’s, our cold case. A bloke called Matt Coulston. He says Mahar did a runner from the Conroy Cricket Academy. Didn’t want to go home – visa overstay is the story. But Coulston says a couple of cops came round to his place last night and asked him about the Caden Conroy case. Said he was implicated . . .’

‘Which cops?’ says Simpson.

‘That’s what I wanted to ask you. Are Coulston or Mahar part of your Conroy investigation?’

‘No,’ says Simpson. He picks up his beer, looks into the amber liquid and swirls it round the glass as if searching for inspiration. After a moment he says: ‘Couple of blokes who said they were cops went through Benjy White’s apartment too. Looking for Conroy’s hard drive, according to White’s flatmate. When our team turned up, White’s room was trashed and the flatmate was scared as hell.’

Walker nods slowly. ‘Coulston was made to sign an NDA about Mahar’s disappearance by the academy’s lawyer, our mate Lachlan Brady.’ Simpson’s mouth tightens at the name. ‘Brady called Coulston yesterday to make sure he wasn’t talking. Put the fear into him. Coulston’s worried it’s Brady who’s linked his name to the Conroy case. You know, I did some research into Brady, after we talked. He was mates with the old assistant commissioner – Michaels. And Michaels apparently had a dark squad he used for some cases . . .’

‘That wasn’t proven,’ says Simpson, ‘but yeah, that was the story.’

‘You reckon these two blokes might be cops who were part of that? Brady’s still got connections in the force. Him and your DI are close.’

Simpson looks hard at him. ‘Are you investigating these murders or looking into Queensland police corruption? I know you’re AFP.’

‘I told you, I’m ex-AFP,’ says Walker, pissed at the ongoing misconception. He holds Simpson’s eye, lowers his voice. ‘I’m only investigating my two murders, but maybe there’s officers in the force standing in my way – your way too.’

‘I don’t reckon Hartley’s got a goon squad out there. He’s been keeping his head down since Michaels retired.’

‘You had any luck finding White?’ asks Walker, changing the topic. He reckons Simpson is too close to Hartley to be fully impartial.

‘Yeah, we found him,’ says Simpson. ‘Found his body, anyway – late last night. Him and two other blokes, dead in an apartment tower on the Gold Coast.’

‘Bloody hell. What happened?’

‘Hard to say. We’re still waiting on forensics. The place was trashed and someone set fire to it. That’s how we found them. Fire alarm went off around midnight. When the fire blokes broke the door down and got things under control, they found three dead. Plenty of blood on the carpet around where two of them were lying, and a big kitchen knife too, so looks like they were stabbed. White lying there, no obvious knife wounds, so we’re waiting on the autopsy for cause of death. Speculation is that he stabbed them, set the fire to cover his tracks, but succumbed to smoke inhalation. Who knows. It’s a mess.’

‘It’s definitely White?’

‘Yeah, DNA match. The other two were local blokes – they both came up in the system. Small-time stuff, drugs mostly.’

‘Did you find Caden’s hard drive?’ asks Walker.

‘No. It wasn’t in the apartment.’

‘Have you had a chance to dig into Conroy’s financial situation yet? You never answered my email.’

‘What email?’

‘I sent you an email on Friday night.’

‘Never got it.’

‘That’s strange. Well, I reckon there might be a sports corruption element to this, based on the notes that were in Conroy’s study.’ He gives Simpson a quick rundown of his research into spread betting and his findings. ‘I reckon the academy is involved. It looks like some of their players have been throwing matches.’

‘Corruption, gambling, organised crime – that’s all outside my remit,’ says Simpson, downing the last of his beer. ‘You’ll need to run that by the AC, Susie Pemberton. She’s got teams that cover all that. I’m strictly homicide, and from our perspective the Conroy case is closed. Hartley’s about to announce it. Conroy had a thing for young blokes. Our best guess is that he picked White up, took him to Annabel Downs, then White killed him – who knows why, maybe he was a nut job – stole his Porsche and—’

‘You’re happy with that?’ asks Walker. ‘I thought you had some doubts about whether White was the culprit?’

‘Well, that was before we found this shitshow at the Coast. Like I said, it looks like White stabbed the other two, so he’s clearly capable of murder. White lived at the Coast for a while – maybe he knew the other two from back then. The way we see it, White went on the run, the three of them got together and it all went to shit. Maybe they wanted to double-cross White for the reward, and he got wind of it. I don’t know. But the win is that we close the Conroy case. White was at Annabel Downs, his DNA is all over the place, including on Conroy’s body, and it’s all over the Porsche too. We have him on video parking the Porsche the day after the murder. Now we’ve got the full trail: he spends time with Conroy, murders him, steals his Porsche, goes on the run, comes to a shitty end. End of.’
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Chapter 52

Brisbane

7 p.m.

Walker is still mulling over his conversation with Simpson as he stops at a servo to fill the ute. Whether or not White killed Conroy – and he can only trust that the murder squad has done its job there – he still has two other cases to solve, both of which have links to the Conroy Cricket Academy. He’ll try to set up a meeting with the assistant commissioner to brief her on the corruption allegations, but that will take time. First he wants justice for Anil Mahar and Rohan Banerjee, and he reckons he’s best placed to fight for that.

When he’s filled up and grabbed a handful of snacks and drinks to get him through the night, he drives back to Toowong and parks on the street slightly down and opposite from Coulston’s house. The Polo is parked outside and the curtains are drawn, a chink of light visible on the edge of the front window. Walker’s decided he’ll spend the night here, making sure no one turns up to threaten the bloke, or worse. And maybe in the morning he’ll have another chat with Coulston, see if he can get the whole truth from him. He pushes his seat back to get comfortable, eats the pie and sausage roll he’s bought, then opens the share pack of Cherry Ripe and the large iced coffee. He’s conscious of a kind of weird contentment. Stuck in the car doing surveillance is hardly a pleasant way to pass an evening, but he likes the sense of purpose it gives him.

To pass the time, he messages Grace. It’s 5.30 a.m. in Boston so she’ll be asleep for hours yet, but she’ll like waking up to a message. Grandma’s house is looking great, there’s a spare room for when you come visit, he writes – attaching a couple of pictures of the house, and one of Ginger in the passenger seat of the ute, looking imperious as if she’s the one in charge and he’s just her driver. It’s a picture that always makes him smile and he knows Grace will like it too.

It’s moments like this that he’d like to call Barbara, but since he’s been relegated from that level of friendship he types a quick Hey, how’s it going? instead, hesitates a moment, then presses Send. He doesn’t want to lose her friendship. Navigating this new status is tricky but he wants to try.

Time ticks on, his phone stays quiet. Grace hasn’t responded, and there’s no reply from Barbara either. The street, too, is peaceful. The occasional vehicle drives past, a couple of neighbours pulling in and out of driveways, but by 10 p.m. even that slows down. He sees the chink of light at Coulston’s house go off around 11 p.m. The ute is cold, and he pulls his jacket more tightly around him, zips it up to the neck, digs his beanie out of the pocket and pulls it on, then crosses his arms for warmth. At least the low temperature will keep him awake.

But at some point he dozes off despite the cold – until an image of Rohan Banerjee hanging from the branch, his bare feet dangling and swinging, jolts him awake. Startled, he looks around. Everything is calm. He gets out of the ute and walks up and down the street, warming himself, waking himself up. When he gets back in, it’s gone 4 a.m. He decides he’ll find a motel, get a couple of hours’ sleep before coming back to talk to Coulston again. He’s about to start the car when he sees lights go on in the hallway of Coulston’s house. A minute later, the front door opens and Coulston sticks his head out, peering up and down the street, then steps out, closes the door softly behind him and darts across to where the Polo is parked. He’s carrying a large sports bag. Walker debates with himself for a moment. Is Coulston scared and doing a runner? Surely it’s too early to be going for a swim or gym session.

The Polo pulls off and Walker waits until Coulston is indicating right at the far end of the street before he follows. Whatever he’s doing, Coulston, frightened as he was yesterday, is likely monitoring his mirrors for a tail. There’s no traffic at this hour so it’s a doddle to follow him, even from a distance. What’s more difficult is staying unnoticed. Perhaps Coulston spots him because a short while later the Polo runs a light that’s turning red. Walker hesitates a minute, checking both ways, before he runs it too. The moment of hesitation costs him: the black Polo has vanished. He drives on, glancing down the side streets. No Polo visible. He comes to a roundabout and sees that the first exit is for the Western Freeway – Ipswich, Toowoomba. He takes it, acting on impulse; maybe Coulston is headed to the academy in Ipswich. He accelerates onto the freeway, pushing the ute way past the speed limit for a couple of exits. The traffic is still light and he only passes a handful of vehicles, but there’s no sign of the Polo. He’s lost him.

Walker slows, wondering what to do. When he sees signs for the M2 towards Ipswich and Toowoomba, he reaches a decision. Coulston could be anywhere. Maybe he didn’t even join the Western Freeway. Time to cut his losses. He takes the exit for the M2 and points the ute towards home.

* * *

Just under five hours later, he’s back at the station. He’s had a coffee from Charli and an extra-large bacon roll at the bakery and he’s debating whether to go home and sleep for a couple of hours when his mobile rings, a number he doesn’t recognise. ‘DS Walker,’ he says.

There’s a moment’s silence. ‘Um, Detective? This is Matt Coulston.’

‘Are you OK, Matt?’ says Walker, concerned. ‘Do you need police assistance?’

‘No, I’m fine. I’m at a friend’s place, up at the Sunshine Coast.’ So that’s where Coulston went this morning. Walker lost him by heading in the wrong direction on the highway. ‘I’ve talked to my family,’ says Coulston. ‘I’ve told them the whole story and we all agree that I need to tell you everything that happened. I’m sorry Anil’s dead and I want to help any way I can.’

‘Right,’ says Walker. ‘What do you know?’

There’s a long exhale in his ear and then Coulston starts talking. ‘Anil was popular with everyone, but he was especially friendly with Caden Conroy. They hung out together all the time – Caden would come and pick him up in his fancy car and they’d go off together. Caden was playing for Queensland at the time, so he was around a lot. I think he was stoked to find someone who lived and breathed cricket the same way he did, and who had the same kind of raw talent too. Me and Anil shared a flat, so I knew better than anyone what good mates him and Caden were. One Friday, the term was almost over, Caden picked him up and Anil told me they were going to Caden’s property out bush for the weekend. He was rapt about it. On the Sunday afternoon, I got back from a session at the nets and one of Caden’s other mates was at our place, cleaning out Anil’s room. Stuffing everything into black bin bags. When I asked what he was doing he told me Anil was leaving. He didn’t know anything else, just said he’d been asked to get Anil’s gear, that’s it.’

Walker works to hold his elation in check. This is a big breakthrough. It ties Anil Mahar’s death to Caden Conroy and to Annabel Downs.

‘Did Anil ever talk about doing drugs, with Caden or otherwise?’ he asks.

‘Drugs? No way. He didn’t even drink.’

‘OK,’ says Walker. That likely means someone drugged Anil against his will. ‘What did you do next? Why didn’t you call the police? Your flatmate’s gone without a word and you just accepted it?’

‘Well, no, I was a bit worried. We had a big match that week, selectors from all over the world coming to watch us play. Anil was the best in our group by a long way, and he’d already had interest from professional teams. He was excited and looking forward to the game. It didn’t make a lot of sense that he would leave before the match. I tried to call him a few times, but his phone was always off. The next day I spoke to our coach at the academy. He said he’d look into it. The day after that, early, like before eight a.m., Lachlan Brady was at my door, telling me Anil’s legged it because he doesn’t want to go home. Brady showed me a text message from Anil to Caden, saying he was sorry but he didn’t want to go back to India and it was better this way, or something like that. Brady told me it’s for the best for the academy to keep it quiet, that a visa overstayer would be bad for the academy’s reputation and for Caden’s career. I believed him and I signed the NDA.’

‘You didn’t try to get hold of Anil after that?’

‘I might have tried a couple of times, but his phone was always off. Then we played our exhibition match, and I got a contract with a county team in England. I went to England and forgot about it all. I was there for a couple of years. When they dropped me and I couldn’t pick up another contract I came back home to do the sports management degree. The first time I thought about Anil in years was when Brady called at the weekend.’ There’s a long pause. ‘It didn’t occur to me that anything bad had happened to him,’ says Coulston. ‘That he was dead or anything. I thought he’d done a runner like they said. But I wish I’d said something. Maybe he’d still be alive and playing cricket somewhere today . . .’

Walker can hear real regret in Coulston’s voice, which might be the reason the bloke has now found the courage to defy Brady’s threats. ‘So, to confirm,’ he says, ‘the last time you saw Anil, a Friday at the end of November 2022, he was with Caden Conroy. He said they were going to Caden’s property out bush for the weekend and he never came back.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And you’re prepared to sign a statement to this effect, to testify in court if it comes to that?’

There’s another long exhale of breath in his ear. ‘Yeah, I am. Anil was a nice bloke, always friendly and up for a laugh. He’d had a tough life on the streets in India but he was still an optimist. I never saw him without a smile on his face. He didn’t deserve to die.’

Walker considers what else he needs to know. ‘The bloke who came and cleaned out Anil’s room,’ he says. ‘Do you know his name? Would you recognise him again?’

‘Yeah. I’d forgotten his name but I saw him on the telly when I was watching Caden’s funeral. His name is Edwards – Ollie Edwards.’
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Chapter 53

Katima

Tuesday, 11 a.m.

Walker is standing in front of the whiteboard, mentally pulling together everything he knows, when Vinh comes in. ‘How did it go in Brisbane, boss?’ he asks. ‘Did Coulston know anything useful?’

‘Yeah, he did,’ says Walker. ‘I reckon I’m starting to piece together what might have happened.’ He debriefs Vinh on last night’s surveillance and his conversation with Coulston this morning. ‘So, Anil Mahar goes to Annabel Downs with Caden Conroy and is likely given GHB. He overdoses and his body is dumped by the highway less than twenty K from the property’s entrance. Ollie Edwards knows Anil Mahar is missing, as does Lachlan Brady. Most likely they knew he was dead, given the speed of their response. And given the similarities between Mahar’s death and Rohan Banerjee’s – the drug overdose, the lack of ID, the fact that Banerjee, too, was found locally – I think it’s possible that Banerjee died at Annabel Downs too. Maybe Caden even had a hand in that. You did a great job in locating Coulston, Vinh. It might have cracked these cases for us. I’ve been thinking – if you’d like, I could ask the senior sergeant at Hopeville for you to be seconded to me a couple of days a week. You’d make a good detective.’

A big smile comes to Vinh’s face. ‘Yeah? You reckon I could do it?’ he says, as Sarah from the front desk pops her head round the door. ‘That’d be great. Ta very much.’

‘Vinh, can you come and answer a query up front?’ says Sarah.

‘Yep,’ says Vinh, his smile undimmed. Walker watches him go, a bounce in his step. He hopes he can make it happen. Vinh will be a real asset to CIB.

He turns back to the whiteboard and his mental to-do list. He needs to confirm alibis – Caden, Cameron and Ollie Edwards – for the night Rohan Banerjee died. He remembers he asked Simpson to check them, but he hasn’t heard back. He puts in a call. ‘You were going to alibi Edwards and the others for that week before Caden died. How did that go?’ he asks.

Simpson is silent for a moment. ‘Yeah, that’s right. I asked one of the team to get their whereabouts. Hold on a second.’ The phone goes to mute and Walker waits a few minutes, thrumming with impatience. ‘Right,’ says Simpson, back on the line. ‘Bronte Bennett was in Sydney Monday to Thursday that week, working a modelling gig. She came home to Brisbane Friday late afternoon, and then drove up to Annabel Downs on Sunday with the others. Cameron Conroy was in Sydney on Monday and Tuesday, in Brisbane the rest of the week. We have him at a charity dinner on Thursday night – there’s photos of him and his wife there, together. Ollie Edwards was in Sydney on Monday, flew back that evening. He was in Brisbane the rest of the week, working from home.’

‘You’ve confirmed all that?’ asks Walker.

‘Yeah, it was all double-checked.’

‘OK . . . What about Caden? What was he doing earlier in the week?’

‘We never really worked that out. We know he arrived at Annabel Downs on the Wednesday afternoon. He was due to join the Aussie team for the ODI tour the week after he died, so he had a few days off before that, but we can’t place him anywhere specific.’

Walker goes back to the whiteboard and writes the days of the week down one side and checks the family alibis against the dates. When he’s done all that he spots a gap: Wednesday. Rohan Banerjee arrived on Wednesday and died on Wednesday and only Bronte Bennett has a fully watertight alibi for Wednesday.

Wednesday . . . Something else clicks as he considers the day. He remembers the groundskeeper Nev Taylor saying that Ollie Edwards had asked them not to work at the property on Wednesday. And Caden Conroy was on the security footage arriving on Wednesday afternoon. Walker gets a cold feeling. If Banerjee was scheduled to be at Annabel Downs that day, with Caden, and possibly Ollie Edwards and Cameron Conroy too, that would speak to premeditated murder.

* * *

Nev Taylor and his son Paul are sitting in a silver Hilux waiting for Walker at the main gate to Annabel Downs. Walker wants to have a better look round the property, try to figure out if Rohan Banerjee could have died out here, see if there’s something he’s missed that will give him a way in that’s more than simply supposition. Taylor opens the gate using a PIN code, and Walker follows the pair onto a side track that runs across to the far side of the golf course and on for a couple of clicks until a series of buildings – sheds, a barn and a small bungalow set around a large gravel yard – come into view. He pulls the ute up beside the Hilux and looks around. Everything is spick and span, the sheds are well maintained, the bush cut back, but it’s a much more functional space than the main house.

‘What’s all this used for?’ he asks Nev.

‘The house is staff quarters, for when there are events, things like that. And the rest are our work sheds.’

‘Mind if I have a look around?’

‘Knock yourself out,’ says Nev. ‘I’ll be in the barn – the bloody mower’s playing up . . .’

It doesn’t take Walker long to have a nosy round. The bungalow is locked up. Peering in through the windows, he sees a kitchen, a couple of bedrooms – no linen, only bare mattresses – and a living room with a small two-seater sofa and a TV on the wall. The smaller shed seems to be mostly a storage space for gear to maintain the cricket pitch: specialist rollers, rakes, brushes, wet-weather covers and even a line-marking tool. The bigger shed has a tractor and a dinged-up old ute parked at the front, and a donga in the far-right corner behind a workshop area, where Nev has parked a ride-on mower and is tinkering with the engine.

Walker crosses the barn to talk to him. Paul has disappeared; Walker can hear an engine starting up and then a tractor towing a reel mower drives past the open doors. ‘I’ve sent him to mow the fairways,’ says Nev, nodding at his son on the tractor seat. ‘We’re a bit behind our usual schedule, after more than a week of not being out here.’

‘Are you two the only people who use this part of the property?’

‘Yeah, most of the time,’ says Nev. ‘Once in a blue moon they get a landscaping team up to make changes in the garden. They stay in the bungalow and use the facilities here. And when the cricket match is on or they host a charity golf day, they sometimes have a specialist look at the greens and the wicket, so they’d be around as well. But day-to-day, it’s just us.’

Nev steps to the workbench, puts down the spanner and grabs an oily-looking rag to wipe his hands. As he does so, Walker’s eyes are drawn to a metal rope winder on wheels, with a thick coil of bright-white rope wound around it, on the far side of the workbench. He steps forward and looks closely at it. The end has been cut: it’s jagged and a bit messy.

‘Boundary rope,’ says Nev, watching him. ‘Not sure what it’s doing in here. It’s usually with the cricket gear in the other shed.’

‘Have you touched this?’ Walker asks.

‘Nah,’ says Nev. ‘I’ll take it over to the shed when I’m done with the mower.’

‘No, don’t move it,’ says Walker. The closer he looks, the more certain he is that this is the rope that was used to tie the noose around Banerjee’s throat.
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Chapter 54

Annabel Downs

2 p.m.

Walker calls Gavin, the SOC technician – asks him to send someone to check the rope for prints and DNA. Maybe they’ll get lucky and find something definitive. If this is the rope that was used as Banerjee’s noose, that definitively points to the journalist, or the person who killed him, being here at Annabel Downs – and that means he needs to look at the gate footage again. He only glanced at it the morning of Caden’s murder, not thinking of Banerjee in connection with it, and maybe he missed something. ‘Do you blokes have access to the gate security video?’ he asks Nev.

‘Ah yeah, we can see who’s there and buzz people in from the donga and our phones.’

‘And what about the back-up footage? Do you have access to that as well?’

‘Yeah, I reckon we do,’ says Nev. ‘When they put the system in, the bloke showed us how to look back over the footage. Haven’t looked at it since but the program should still be on the computer.’

He leads Walker to the donga, which is being used as an office. It’s not much more than a desk with a desktop computer, an old office chair that tilts as Nev sits on it and a filing cabinet, dusty on top. It’s a space that’s clearly used by men who mostly work outside. Dirty footprints on the floor, an old 2022 calendar with a picture of a girl in a bikini on the wall, and the scent of chemicals and oil and dust in the air.

Nev starts up the computer and scratches around in the desk’s top drawer, which seems to be filled with loose bits of paper. He pulls a couple out and discards them, then, third time lucky, holds one up, triumphant. It has the logo of the gate security company on it. ‘If the missus saw my filing system she’d have kittens,’ he says, ‘but it works for me.’ Nev uses the computer with an ease that Walker hadn’t been expecting. A couple of minutes pass and then he says, ‘Right, it’s all yours’, and vacates the chair. ‘I’ve signed in but I’ve never used it so I can’t help you much.’

Walker sits down – the chair is wobbly – and has a look at the screen. It seems straightforward enough. A menu with various settings and options, including remote access, changing the security codes and playback. The playback system isn’t difficult: he simply needs to type in the date and time. Wednesday morning, he decides. Banerjee only landed at 7 a.m. He types it, presses Play and gets an error message. ‘System error – date/time not recognised,’ he reads out loud.

Nev leans over his shoulder and looks at the screen. ‘You type that date in right?’ he asks. They both check it. ‘Yep, looks right,’ says Nev. ‘Try the day before or the day after, see what happens.’

Walker selects Tuesday 7 a.m. and presses Play. Good as gold, the video starts up. They watch Nev and Paul arrive, and then the video flicks to Caden arriving Wednesday afternoon and then Nev and Paul on Thursday morning. Exactly what Walker saw on the first day. He presses Stop.

‘That’s strange,’ says Nev. ‘I reckon there’s something missing there.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘When Ollie said he didn’t need us on Wednesday, I came in briefly anyway. I’ve been having problems with that ride-on and I thought maybe it was the bearings. The bloke in the bearing shop in Hopeville told me to bring the part in so I dropped by and picked it up, then drove up to Hopeville with it.’

‘What time Wednesday was that?’ asks Walker.

‘Woulda been seven-ish. I knew I wouldn’t disturb them at that time of day, and I wasn’t going anywhere near the house. I was quick too. Popped in and left again. But it’s strange that it’s not on the video. I mean, I used the gate code, like always.’

‘Someone’s deleted it,’ says Walker. ‘That’s why we got the error message for Wednesday morning. The footage has been deleted.’

They spend a fruitless half-hour trying to find out who deleted the files and what they might have deleted. When they can’t work it out, Walker calls the alarm company, spends ten minutes with hold music that should be classified as auditory torture, and then the helpdesk proves unhelpful.

‘If it’s been hard-deleted, there’s no way to recover it,’ says the agent on the other end of the line. ‘If it was done by another user, on another device, you won’t be able to trace it from your terminal. You’ll need to find the device that was used and then ask a digital forensics specialist to have a look through and see if they can recover the deleted files.’

‘How possible is that?’ asks Walker. He knows there are digital forensics teams at HQ.

‘It depends on how much data has been written since the deletion, if the data was securely wiped, and the type of drive. If it’s a modern device with an SSD drive, it’ll be harder.’

‘Who else has access to this program?’ he asks Nev once he’s hung up.

‘No idea. On our training day it was me and Paul, but I’d say they’d know how to use it over at the house too.’

One person who definitely has access is Ollie Edwards. He showed Walker the gate footage on the day of Caden’s murder and he was nervous, Walker remembers that now, his face pale, the strong scent of his body odour. Perhaps Edwards was worried about what footage might be on there. Footage that could incriminate him, or maybe Caden, in a whole new investigation.

Walker thanks Nev for his help. ‘Keep this to yourself, yeah?’ he says. ‘We’re investigating a murder here and I don’t want the wrong person getting wind of what we’ve learnt. Don’t tell Paul. Don’t tell anyone.’

‘Paul’s got nothing to do with any murder!’ Nev is outraged.

‘I’m not saying he has. But the more people who know about it, the harder it is to keep it quiet. I really need you not to mention it to anyone. Not Paul, not your missus. No one.’

‘Fair enough.’ Nev’s only partly mollified. ‘But this has nothing to do with us. Nothing.’

‘I know that,’ says Walker. ‘Really I do.’

Walker drives over to the main house. Ollie Edwards was involved after Anil Mahar died and now there’s a good chance he had something to do with Banerjee’s death too, even if it was only deleting the footage of Banerjee’s arrival. And maybe Edwards knows more than he’s saying about Caden Conroy’s murder. Maybe Edwards is the person who ties the three cases together.

He parks the ute in the empty car park and walks up to the house. The garden is still beautiful but today – silent, manicured and devoid of life – it’s more like a cemetery than a sanctuary. Crime scene tape has been secured across the front door. He tries it, but it’s locked. He walks around the veranda, trying every door, but the house is secure. He goes back into the garden and stands for a long moment on the path between the parking area and the front door, remembering the morning of Caden’s death, when he and Vinh first arrived at Annabel Downs.

It was Edwards who had called them to the scene. Edwards who was sweating and sick when they arrived, Edwards who admitted to going into the living room and touching Caden’s body. He remembers Edwards taking a call while he searched Caden’s office. Walker never checked who he’d been speaking with. It was Edwards, too, who discovered the Porsche was missing and Edwards who showed him the gate footage. Edwards has had an outsize role in the investigation from the start. Maybe he’s been playing them the whole time, directing them, distracting them, from his own involvement and culpability in not one but two, maybe even three, murders.
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Chapter 55

Katima

4 p.m.

Walker is at his desk, deep into a detailed search through Edwards’s life, digging into his online activity to see if he can elicit any clues about why Edwards might have killed Rohan Banerjee or Caden Conroy. He’s in love with Caden’s girlfriend, so perhaps that. But his job, his livelihood, his life all revolve around the Conroy family. It’s possible Caden or Cameron asked him to get rid of Banerjee, but that seems a stretch, no matter how loyal he is.

Walker puts aside the pointless conjecture – he needs evidence, not theories – and focuses on facts. He’s found an old Facebook account: no recent pictures, but a trove of images from Edwards’s school and university days. Caden and Cameron Conroy are constants and cricket, too, features big. Seems Edwards played with some commitment back in the day and he’s been friends with the Conroy brothers for coming up to twenty years. Edwards’s Instagram account, pictures from the last decade, shows a change in lifestyle, the money coming in now. Pictures of Edwards in posh hotels, ritzy casinos, at the racetrack with a bottle of champagne, a close-up of a betting slip, the caption beneath: losing is for suckers #winningbig. Edwards and Caden at Cameron’s wedding, morning suits, champagne. Edwards showing off an expensive apartment, an expensive watch. Edwards lying by a hotel pool holding a cocktail. The bloke is getting on Walker’s nerves with his endless posturing when an image of three betting slips, the caption BOOM! PERFECT SWEEP! slows him down. Gambling. That might be the connection. Maybe Edwards is personally involved in some kind of sporting corruption.

He’d like to interview Edwards, search his home and dig into his financial situation. The problem is, he doesn’t have much in the way of probable cause. A cop’s instinct, the knowledge that Edwards has been within touching distance of three victims, is not enough. He needs hard evidence. He calls the SOCO, Gavin Davies. ‘Any info on fingerprints on the rope winder?’ he asks.

‘There were a heap of prints on the winder, smudged and all over the place, I’m afraid. Nothing useful. The rope looks like a match with the one from your case, visually at least, but I’ll need a bit more time to confirm that a hundred per cent.’

‘OK, let me know as soon as you know, yeah?’

‘Will do. While I have you, I’ve got the forensic analysis from this case through too.’

‘That took a while,’ says Walker, chastising himself for not chasing earlier.

‘We’ve got a lot going on, in case you hadn’t noticed . . .’

‘Yeah, I know. Anything interesting?’

‘The box cutter you found had traces of the rope fibre on it but no prints, unfortunately. There are strong DNA traces from a different person on the victim’s clothing, but no match for anyone on the database.’

So not Brent Jones, then, thinks Walker. Whatever Jones has been up to, he wasn’t involved in Banerjee’s murder.

‘There were traces of silk fibres in your victim’s hair and on his shirt,’ says Davies. ‘High-quality silk but the fibres show signs of wear and tear, colour fading and loss of tensile strength. I did a quick dye analysis too, and they haven’t been synthetically coloured, it’s some kind of natural dye. Given all that, I think they come from something quite old, possibly pre-twentieth century.’

‘What does that mean?’ Walker is confused.

‘My best guess is your victim was lying on an antique rug at some point shortly before or after he died. Given the number of fibres we found, it’s likely he was lying there for a while, or perhaps his body was wrapped in it.’

Walker sits up straighter. Annabel Downs has plenty of antique-looking rugs throughout the house. ‘Could you run the DNA you found on Banerjee’s body against the samples we took from the Conroy case?’ he asks. If Ollie Edwards or Caden Conroy were involved in Banerjee’s murder, Davies will be able to match the DNA.

‘Um, yeah . . . I didn’t know they were connected so I haven’t done, but I can, of course.’

‘Great, thanks,’ says Walker. He thinks for a moment longer. If Banerjee died at Annabel Downs, perhaps there are traces of his DNA at that scene too. ‘Can you do the reverse match?’ he asks. ‘See if there’s any of Banerjee’s DNA in the samples you took from the Caden Conroy scene?’

‘You think these two murders are connected?’

‘I think Banerjee was at Annabel Downs before he died but I need proof. The silk fibres – they could have come from one of the rugs there . . .’

Davies considers this for a moment. ‘The rug Caden Conroy was lying on – it was cream and gold and those colours don’t match with your victim’s. The fibres in his hair are red.’

‘There’s a red-and-pink rug in the hallway,’ says Walker. ‘Maybe he was dragged out the front door.’

‘Shit,’ says Davies. ‘You think the Conroys killed him?’

‘Or someone connected to them,’ says Walker. Another thought comes to him. ‘What about the analysis in the bathrooms at Annabel Downs? I remember asking for a blue light, a deeper look at them. There was nothing unusual, right?’

‘There was blood in both Caden’s bathroom and the main one,’ says Davies. ‘The main one, someone had cut themselves shaving and it was consistent with that. Caden’s bathroom had traces of his blood in the shower, but someone had cleaned it up. Traces of bleach, of cleaning products on the glass and so on.’

‘You didn’t find any unknown DNA in the showers?’

‘In Caden’s bathroom we did, but all very compromised. Too much water, too many cleaning products. There were more obvious samples in the bed. Conroy’s and another male. It matched the bloke who stole the car.’

‘OK,’ says Walker.

‘We did find traces of blood on the floor in one of the bedrooms – the smallest bedroom. There wasn’t a rug on the floor but maybe it leaked through a rug that was later removed . . .’

Walker’s interest rises. That was the room Ollie Edwards used. ‘What came of the analysis?’

‘Nothing usable. The room had a heap of different DNA. It’s a guest room and apparently regularly used. But I can check if your victim was in the mix.’

Walker ends the call and sits, thinking through what he’s learnt. He’s convinced that Banerjee was at Annabel Downs; with luck Gavin Davies will find some trace of him there. But the blood in Ollie Edwards’s room is bothering him. He scans through his mental image of the room and remembers the black suitcase on the floor.

He calls Gavin Davies back. ‘One thing I forgot to ask,’ he says. ‘In the Conroy case, the suitcase in that small room – did it have any traces of DNA or blood in it?’

‘Umm, hang on,’ says Davies. Walker can hear him tapping on a keyboard. ‘Yeah, nah, that’s what I thought. There wasn’t a case in that room. There was a weekend bag in Conroy’s room; it came up clean. And a big suitcase in the girlfriend’s room. Nothing suspicious there either. But there wasn’t any luggage in the small room.’

Walker’s certain he saw a suitcase in Edwards’s room when he did his first quick sweep – black, compact, soft-shell, expensive-looking. He describes it to Davies, who checks the evidence list.

‘Nope,’ he says. ‘Not on the list.’

Walker thanks Davies and puts the phone down, buzzing with adrenaline. He’s making progress, real progress. Finding the rope used in Banerjee’s murder at Annabel Downs and now the fibres in Banerjee’s hair that could also be from Annabel Downs – he’s convinced Banerjee died at the Conroy property. That puts him much closer to finding Banerjee’s killer. And Ollie Edwards is top of his list. Given Edwards’s proximity to the family and his familiarity with the house, the fact that he asked the groundskeepers not to be at the house on the day Banerjee died, the possibility that he could have deleted the gate footage, the fact that his suitcase is missing . . . It’s all incriminating. He needs to question Edwards, get a warrant to search his place too.

The only problem is that he needs DI Jackson’s permission to apply for a search warrant. And he’s still firmly in the bloke’s bad books. Add to that the Conroy family involvement and there’s every chance the DI will tell him to hand it over to homicide. He doesn’t fully trust Simpson, let alone Hartley, to follow this up properly. As he’s thinking this, his phone buzzes. Simpson. ‘Speak of the devil,’ he says out loud as he reaches over and picks up the call. ‘G’day.’

‘I’ve got some good news for you,’ says Simpson.

Walker is taken aback. ‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. We’ve found Benjy White’s bag. He’d stored it at a left luggage place in Surfers and they remembered him when his picture hit the news. They called the local cops and after the local blokes had a look at it, they called me. I’ve told them to send it directly to you. You’ll be getting a package from them shortly.’

‘Me? Why?’ Walker is surprised.

‘There were two hard drives in there. One belonging to Caden Conroy is coming to us. The other one was stashed in an envelope and belonged to a bloke called Rohan Banerjee.’
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Chapter 56

Katima

Wednesday, 6 a.m.

It takes Walker all night to go through Rohan Banerjee’s hard drive. It has a mass of files including player and game statistics similar to those he found in Conroy’s study, audio files of interviews with half a dozen people, names he doesn’t recognise, and a list of documents with notes Banerjee has made for himself.

He starts by researching the subjects of Banerjee’s interviews and discovers that all of them are former academy cricketers. And when he listens to the audio files of Banerjee’s conversations with them, it doesn’t take long before the story Banerjee was working on heaves into view. All the players tell a similar story about the academy’s dynamic: poor kids, good cricketers like Anil Mahar, given a scholarship, encouraged and made to feel part of the family. When the training ends, they are offered a contract, usually with an indifferent team in a league well below the state or national level but playing regularly in markets where gambling features. These days, with the proliferation of smartphones and the rise of online gambling, that’s pretty much anywhere.

Before the players sign their contract, they have a special meeting at the academy. ‘I was brought into a meeting room with a couple of bigwigs,’ one former player says. ‘They were patting me on the back, telling me I’m special and telling me how I’ve made my family proud and made the academy proud. Then they say, you can make a lot more money and help the academy out at the same time, repay your debt to us. They say it’s simply a case of occasionally slowing down the batting for an over or two. It’s very hard to say no. It doesn’t change the outcome of the game, and there’s an incredibly strong bond at the academy. You’re sort of beholden to them for the opportunity they’ve given you.’

‘I bowled no-balls when they asked me. I did it for a season but then I told them I wouldn’t do it anymore,’ says another. ‘Gambling is against my religion, and I felt very bad also for the fans and the other players. I was manipulating the result – it’s not cricket. But after I refused, my contract was cancelled quick smart. I know a few players who are still doing it, and they are making a lot of money. No, I’m not going to name names, that is their business. You know, I’m back at home now, working many hours, living in a small apartment, my mother is sick, and we can’t pay for her medicine. Sometimes I wonder if I made the wrong decision.’

The interviews prove that the Caden Conroy Cricket Academy is being used to groom players for sports corruption. Banerjee has gone a step further and investigated the ownership structure of the CCCA too. He’s highlighted the same names that jumped out at Walker: Danny Flint and Tony Lee. Walker notes the date that Flint and Lee became involved in the academy: January 2023, shortly after Anil Mahar died. Likely the two facts are linked. Banerjee has dug deeper than Walker to uncover that both Flint and Lee have links to online gambling operations across Asia and are associated with companies Banerjee believed to be fronts for money-laundering. Walker is impressed with the depth and scope of Banerjee’s research. He was a dogged and intelligent analyst and journalist, and has left plenty of evidence for the corruption team to build on.

Walker looks at the match statistics again too. Now that he knows what he’s looking for, the in-game manipulation is obvious. There’s a pattern. The same teams feature regularly, and he notes the kind of infractions that Banerjee was searching for: unexpected results, slow innings, a series of no-balls. He notices that the players involved, Caden Conroy among them, span the entire cricketing world, from high-profile events to local league matches in New Zealand and England, one-day games in India and Pakistan and small limited-overs leagues in the Middle East. He’s astounded at the breadth and depth of the manipulation of the game.

But it’s in the last trove of files he opens – a series of emails – that he hits the jackpot. The first are between Banerjee and Stephen Barry, CEO of the cricket academy, Banerjee requesting an interview with Caden Conroy. Barry ignores Banerjee’s first two emails then puts him in touch with Ollie Edwards. That explains how Barry knew Banerjee’s name. Walker wonders how deeply Barry is implicated in Banerjee’s death. But it’s the next lot of emails, between Banerjee and Ollie Edwards, that give him his most tangible lead.

Banerjee outlines most of what he’s discovered and asks, again, for an interview with Caden Conroy. Edwards requests proof of his accusations, which Banerjee sends – the games highlighted, the interview transcripts with names redacted. Edwards’s reply opens up the whole case. Yes, happy to discuss all this with you, he writes. We naturally dispute what you’re suggesting but I can clarify when we meet. Can you come to the academy in Ipswich? I’ll meet you there, say 9 a.m. on Wednesday 22nd?

‘Gotcha!’ says Walker to the empty room. Ollie Edwards knew what Banerjee had discovered and arranged to meet him on the day of his death. He reckons Edwards also tampered with the gate video to remove evidence of Banerjee’s presence at Annabel Downs. Caden Conroy, who was also at Annabel Downs that day, might well be implicated too. Walker already has a witness who will confirm the two of them conspired to cover up Anil Mahar’s death; perhaps they also worked together in Banerjee’s very similar killing. But Caden is dead, so it’s Edwards he needs to focus on, Edwards who has real questions to answer. And the emails on Banerjee’s hard drive are corroboration enough to bring Ollie Edwards in for questioning, and request a search warrant too.

* * *

Despite what he sees as incontrovertible evidence, getting the warrant is a slog. DI Jackson is hesitant. ‘Talk me through your findings in detail,’ he says.

‘I can send you the documents from Banerjee’s hard drive,’ says Walker.

‘I don’t have time for that. Tell me what you’ve found.’ Walker is part way through his summary when Jackson interjects again: ‘This gambling stuff, that’s not your bag,’ he says. ‘You need to pass it on to the major and organised crime squad asap.’

‘Will do,’ says Walker. ‘I’m not investigating it; this is background on the Banerjee case. Banerjee’s hard drive has emails showing that Ollie Edwards arranged to meet with him on the day of his death. Edwards told Annabel Downs staff not to come into work that day and I believe there’s a good chance he’s the one who tampered with the video evidence too. The rope I found at Annabel Downs matches the rope that was bound around Banerjee’s throat. Separately, I also have a witness who will testify that Edwards was implicated in covering up Anil Mahar’s death, so he has previous form in this kind of thing. Even if Edwards didn’t kill Banerjee, he clearly has questions to answer.’

There’s a long pause. ‘I don’t want us treading on homicide’s toes,’ says Jackson. ‘This could be linked to the Caden Conroy case. You need to hand it over to homicide.’

‘Of course, if that’s what you prefer,’ says Walker, thinking fast. ‘But it will make a big difference to your South West district statistics if we can add these two murders to our resolved numbers, especially as your team has done all the work on it. Handing them to homicide on a plate, now that we’ve basically solved them, seems a shame. We’ve put in a lot of hours, and it could be good to show the AC and the rest of them that you and your team can handle these big cases—’

‘Alright, DS, you’ve made your point,’ Jackson says, interrupting Walker’s spiel. ‘Go ahead and get your warrants, but I want you briefing homicide with anything you find.’

‘Yes, sir,’ says Walker, lying to his boss. He has no plans to involve homicide until he’s executed his search warrants and Ollie Edwards is sitting in an interview room answering his questions.
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Chapter 57

Roma Street, Brisbane

10 a.m.

DI Hartley is sitting at his desk, staring at his credit card bill. He can’t believe the amount he’s looking at. They’ve spent $25K this month alone, the balance outstanding now just shy of $40K. He’s running through the purchases, checking if it can possibly be right, but it all tallies. The holiday in Bali, Jess’s hair and beauty treatments, the new dining table they’ve bought, meals out, the sapphire ring he gave her for their fifth anniversary. Maybe he could take the ring back, but $5K is a drop in the ocean of what he owes. Add all this to the mortgage, and the two car loans, and the interest alone blows out more than half his wages. The problem isn’t their lifestyle, it’s the shit pay he’s on. It’s pathetic. No one could live on it. It’s not like he and Jess are that extravagant. A house, a car, a holiday – it’s what everyone has and they deserve it too. But he doesn’t know how to make it add up. The debt just keeps growing and growing.

When his phone rings, his mind is in such turmoil that he misses the first couple of sentences until one name – Ollie Edwards – cuts through the mist.

‘Sorry, who is this?’ he says, interrupting. ‘Bad line. I missed everything except Ollie Edwards’s name.’

‘Ah, yeah, it’s Jackson, here, South West district. One of my detectives in Katima has a couple of murder cases and he reckons Ollie Edwards has knowledge of or involvement in both. The evidence he’s got, well, it’s incriminating.’

‘Which cases?’ says Hartley.

‘A Singaporean journalist, Rohan Banerjee, and a cold case, UID for four years.’ Jackson rustles through some papers. ‘Anil Mahar.’

The weight in Hartley’s stomach lifts slightly. He might have found a way to pay off his bills. Brady will pay big money for advance notice on any investigations involving Edwards or the academy. ‘Righto. What evidence does your DS have?’

‘He’s recovered a hard drive—’

‘A hard drive?’ Hartley interrupts. ‘Belonging to who?’ He’s handling the investigation of Caden’s hard drive himself, took charge as soon as Simpson told him it had been found. He’ll get a payout for that from Brady too, once he’s had a chance to dig as much dirt from it as he can. But he didn’t know there was a second drive out there.

‘It belonged to the journalist, Rohan Banerjee. It has some very incriminating information, emails and the like, on it.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Yeah, he’s got forensics too, linking the rope used to hang the victim to Annabel Downs. He’s also found a witness to the old case who’s willing to testify that Edwards was involved. He has a search warrant and plans to bring Edwards in for questioning. I’ve told him to brief your team with whatever he finds.’

‘Good. What’s the timeframe on it?’

‘He’s waiting on the warrant. The plan is to pick Edwards up this afternoon. It’s all under control, but I wanted to let you know.’

When Hartley hangs up, he considers giving a swift prayer of thanks. This has landed in his lap so fortuitously, at the best possible time, that it’s almost enough to make him believe there is a god.

He picks up his mobile and calls Lachlan Brady.

* * *

The only bright spot in what is otherwise a disaster of a morning is that Tony Lee is in Brisbane and Brady doesn’t have to go haring down to the Coast to talk to him. The conversation they’re about to have is way too risky to have on the phone. No matter how secure – he’s got a new burner, dumped the last one after the chaos on the weekend – he wouldn’t do this any way except in person. They’re sitting in Lee’s car in the underground car park at Brady’s place. Lee’s driver, a big intimidating-looking bloke, is standing outside the vehicle, arse against the grille, keeping an eye out and putting any nosy types off a closer look.

Lee is not an expressive man but as Brady summarises the position he can see his jaw tightening, his eyes hardening. ‘It seems we were chasing the wrong hard drive. It was the journalist’s, not Caden’s, that had the incriminating evidence on it. I thought Adam Elliot had sorted that problem for us, but it seems not.’

‘Adam Elliot has made a number of regrettable mistakes,’ says Lee. The tone of his voice and the look in his eyes send a shiver along Brady’s spine.

‘Right, well, with the journalist’s hard drive, the cops have enough to break this wide open,’ Brady says. ‘Ollie might only be their first stop.’

There’s a long pause, Lee running through options, making decisions. ‘Ollie will take the hit for the journalist’s murder,’ he says eventually.

‘Not Adam Elliot?’

‘Elliot’s vanished. But even if he was around, I wouldn’t trust him. He knows he’s fucked up, he’s desperate – there’s a chance he’d make a deal with the cops.’

Brady can understand why Elliot’s done a runner, and he can see the logic in Lee’s thinking too. Elliot obviously knows that the debacle at the Coast over the weekend, and the loss of the journalist’s hard drive, have done little for his chances of seeing many more sunrises. Which might well make him inclined to tell all he knows in exchange for police protection.

‘Tell Ollie he has no choice,’ Lee continues. ‘He knows the score. I’ll settle his debts with us. Australian prison is soft time and he’ll be out in a decade or so.’

‘Yep,’ says Brady.

‘If this journalist’s story comes out, you will deny the allegations that these players have made against the CCCA. There’s no proof. A handful of cricketers who couldn’t make the grade, who cheated, who were found out and dropped by their teams, won’t convince anyone. We’ll make an example of someone and that will keep the rest quiet.’

‘Will do,’ says Brady. He’d figured this much out himself.

‘This bush detective – you say he’s AFP organised crime?’

‘Well, the story is, he left the AFP under a cloud, but it doesn’t stand up. There’s no evidence he’s dodgy – the opposite, in fact. Bit of a hero. Played a big part in a couple of important operations. I reckon this bush posting is a front. He’s up at Katima because they’ve figured out those cases have a connection to the syndicate.’

‘Can we neutralise him?’

‘Dodgy ground,’ says Brady. ‘I wouldn’t. The AFP will not let that pass. And I doubt he’s the brains behind it. There’ll be others above him—’

‘Keep an eye on him. Let me know if he has to go.’

Brady nods.

‘Good,’ says Lee. The end of the conversation, it seems.

Brady wants the conversation over with too, wants out of the car, away from Lee, from the menace he’s emitting, but he has to ask one more question. ‘And the syndicate? Banerjee was close to working out the links we have into Asia. If he can put two and two together, the pointy-heads at the AFP can do the same.’

‘I’ll deal with that.’ Lee’s tone invites no further questions.

‘Righto,’ says Brady. He gets out of the car, nods at the driver, the bloke’s eyes boring a hole in his back the whole way to the lift. He’s relieved when the metal doors close behind him and he’s on his way up to his apartment, to comparative safety. He exhales, looks at his reflection in the mirrored walls. ‘Fuck this shit,’ he says out loud. At least they have Ollie to take the heat. And as the cops have concrete evidence to nail him with, it’ll be a whole lot easier to convince him to do the time. Meanwhile he needs to be focused on getting himself safe. Lee would push him under a bus, or much fucking worse, if necessary – that’s a given. He needs to figure out an insurance policy to insulate him against whatever is coming down the line.
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Chapter 58

Caloodie

12 p.m.

Staying at Grandma Michelle’s is making a nice change – she’s pretty strict about Zoe coming home every night but she doesn’t get on her back about school, the future, Scott or the rest of it. Michelle also gets up at the crack of dawn to go to her cleaning gig and lollipop lady job, so she’s long gone by the time Zoe rouses herself. Which means she can sit in the back sunroom, undisturbed, eating Coco Pops for breakfast, which Mum would never have in the house, messing around on her phone, uninterrupted by Ruby or any of Mum’s comments about ‘putting that down and doing something useful’. Though lately she hasn’t been on it as much, the haters still out there leaving nasty comments on her Gram feed and bitching about her in the WhatsApp group.

This morning, with everyone on holiday, it was quiet, and she was scrolling and distracting herself, mindlessly relaxed, when Ryan – the world’s biggest loser, the instigator of all the bullying and the one who sent the photo round to begin with – started sending messages in the group WhatsApp, calling her community pussy and taunting her about the job at the IGA. She read them, her face flushing with heat, then forced herself off the app, turned her phone off too. She knows they’re all talking about her, telling lies about her, hating on her just because she told Ryan to bugger off when he tried to put his arm around her at the riverside one Friday night. And because everyone had laughed at his failure, he sent round some dodgy pictures of Lily and said Zoe had taken them. A total lie, but they all believed him. Even Rhonda, her best friend, took their side.

The loneliness of it hits her, so she grabs her hoodie, slides her trainers on and heads to Scott’s place. When he answers the door, the smell of weed is overpowering; his eyes are bloodshot and he’s got the paranoid jitters. ‘Come in quick,’ he says, eyes darting left and right. The living room stinks and there’s a half-eaten pizza on the coffee table beside the bong. She plonks down on the sofa beside him as he lights up again.

‘You want a toke?’ he asks.

‘Nah,’ she says.

He inhales deep and leans back, eyes closed, ignoring her.

She sits there, feeling like shit. It’s not helping, being here. She feels worse, not better. ‘I hate Caloodie,’ she says after a while. ‘I hate them all.’

He opens his eyes, looks at her for a bit, then he says, ‘What’s happened?’

‘Nothing, just the usual Ryan bullshit.’

‘You want me to bash him?’

She shakes her head. ‘I wish I could leave, go somewhere else. I never want to see them again.’

‘We could leave. I hate it here too.’

She knows he has it worse than her. Crowther is a dirty word in Caloodie. If she’s honest about it, until everything went to shit at school she wouldn’t have had anything to do with him herself. ‘Where would we go? We’ve got no money.’

‘We could go to Noonan’s.’

‘With that creep Brent? Nah, I don’t reckon—’

‘Brent’s alright. You don’t know him, that’s all.’

She doesn’t like Brent – he’s hard and mean. But Scott’s been so nice to her that she owes it to him to listen.

‘Zo, that’s what we’re gonna do. We’ll go to Noonan’s,’ he says, a light in his eyes. ‘They’re building a place out there for freemen, people like us, people who don’t need all this bullshit no more. There’s work there, there’s a place to live, and we can be part of something. I’ve heard Noonan talk – you’ll like what he says. He reckons the government has no rights over us, they exploit us and they lock us up the minute we see through their bullshit . . . Let’s do it, Zo. Let’s get out of here and join Noonan.’

Zoe doesn’t really give a rat’s about all the freeman and anti-government shit. Her dad has a couple of mates who bang on about the same stuff and whenever they come over for a beer and start up on it he rolls his eyes at her and her mum behind their back and they have a laugh about it afterwards. But the thought of getting away from Caloodie, from the bullies at school, that sounds good. Yeah. She sits up, wipes her eyes.

‘When would we go?’ she says.

‘Brent’s ready,’ says Scott. ‘He’s coming on Friday.’

‘Friday. Were you gonna tell me?’

‘I’m telling you now, ain’t I? Shit, girl, Brent’s right – you need to learn some respect.’

The light’s gone out of his eyes; he’s moody again.

‘Yeah, sorry. But that doesn’t give me much time. I need to think about it—’

Scott pumps his fist. ‘You’ll come,’ he says, the grin back on his face. ‘You don’t need to bring much.’ He tackles her round the waist, rolls her back on the sofa and kisses her hard. ‘This is the start of our new life together,’ he says when he sits back up. ‘But don’t tell your old man nothing. He doesn’t need to know our business.’

Zoe doesn’t contradict him, but something in her stomach contracts at the mention of deceiving her dad. He’ll be heartbroken if she leaves, she knows that.

* * *

Michelle is singing along to some ancient song that’s playing on the radio in the kitchen when Zoe gets back. ‘I’m making toasted sandwiches,’ she says. ‘Do you want one?’

‘Yes, please,’ says Zoe. That’s another thing she likes about staying here: there’s no big production about meals, just a toasted sandwich or scrambled eggs or something like that whenever you’re hungry.

Michelle sniffs the air and casts a hard look at Zoe. ‘Have you been smoking?’

‘Nah,’ says Zoe. ‘But I went to visit Scott and he was.’

‘Right, well, I don’t have many rules, you know that, but I won’t have you getting high or drunk while you’re staying here. That’s not happening.’

‘No, Grandma, I promise. I didn’t and I won’t.’

Michelle nods. ‘Righto, then,’ she says, buttering the bread she has stacked on the board beside her. ‘Grab the tuna from the cupboard and mix it with the mayo, unless you want ham and cheese.’

Zoe opens the cupboard to find the tuna, and Michelle says, ‘Oh, by the way, a friend of yours came round earlier. Rhonda? She said she wanted to see you, something about some pictures . . .’

Zoe’s heart drops to her stomach. Now what? ‘OK,’ she manages, finding herself close to tears again.

Michelle turns to look at her. ‘You want to talk about it?’

‘Not really,’ says Zoe. Then she says, ‘They’re picking on me. I didn’t do anything, but they don’t believe me. I’m not going back to school. They all hate me.’

Michelle wipes her hand on the kitchen towel and comes over to Zoe, wraps her arms around her and pulls her into a tight hug. Zoe lets herself be held for a long minute. When she eventually pulls back, Michelle says: ‘The thing with bullies and the people who hang around with them is that they’re cowards. They pick on you because they’re hoping that means no one will pick on them. But you can’t let them win, and quitting school is letting them win. You’ve always wanted to work with national parks, haven’t you, love?’

Zoe nods. ‘Yeah, I was thinking of becoming a ranger or something like that. Conservation stuff, you know?’

‘Well, that’s what you’ve got to stay focused on. Being a ranger is a whole lot more interesting than working at the IGA. You can’t let these idiots change your plans. You go back to school and you hold your head up high and ignore the people who don’t believe you. You’re better than them.’

Zoe nods again but she’s thinking Grandma Michelle doesn’t really know what it’s like when no one talks to you and they hate on you all day.

They’ve finished their lunch, Zoe’s put their plates in the dishwasher and they’re sitting in the lounge room, Grandma Michelle watching something boring on TV, before Zoe switches her phone back on. There’s a heap of notifications on WhatsApp, which she ignores, but also a few messages on the Messages app, which no one at school uses. She opens it and sees they’re from Rhonda.


I know Ryans a liar and it wasn’t u that gave him those pics. got proof

call me!

sorry ive been ghosting u, i miss u girl
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Chapter 59

Near the Gabba, Brisbane

3 p.m.

Ollie Edwards is sitting on his sofa, staring at his phone. He reads what it says but he can barely make sense of it. Account in credit $183. His mouth is dry, his hands clammy. That’s all that’s left. He’s lost the rest of it in a terrible run of luck, the worst ever. Seven figures – he can’t let himself name the actual amount, he’ll throw up if he does – down to this. Gone. All gone.

He’s good at gambling – he knows how to win. He’s a professional, not some kind of amateur. But he hit a bad run and got desperate, started betting where he didn’t know the outcome. And even though he did what you have to do, double up and keep doubling up until you recoup your losses, the losing streak didn’t end and the losses spiralled. A moment of shame, hot and terrible, runs through him. He’s lost it all. Not just his money, either. Caden’s money gone, even Bronte’s investments in the mix. He’d dreamt of presenting her with the winnings, telling her he’d made a series of impressive decisions, tripled her wealth. Bronte, who cold-shouldered him at Caden’s funeral, like she could smell his losses, his fear. His stomach heaves and he runs to the bathroom, chucks up the hamburger he’d ordered at 2 a.m., the coffee he drank this morning. He goes across to the basin, spits and rinses his mouth. He can fix this. He has to fix this.

He drops back down on the sofa. He’s due a win. You don’t get a bad run like this without a win round the corner. Everyone knows that if you keep betting you’ll recoup your loss in the end. But he needs to get his hands on some funds. Maybe Lee will lend him some more. He’s thinking through his options when the phone rings. Brady. He picks it up, hoping, praying, that Brady will have answers.

* * *

It’s the second time today that Ollie has had to clean himself up after having his head in the toilet. After the hammer-blow of Brady’s call, the gambling losses – which felt world-ending an hour ago – have faded into insignificance. The cops have the journo’s hard drive, they’ve connected him to it all, and Lee and Brady want him to take the fall for the murder. Lee will deal with his debts, at least that, but Ollie feels nausea rising again as he thinks about it. He can’t do it. He won’t do it. He’ll be marked as a murderer – he’ll have that following him around for the rest of his life. And it means jail for a long time, ten years or more. He doesn’t have what it takes to survive that, no matter what Brady says about Lee taking care of him. But the other option is worse. Lee isn’t someone you mess with and he’s in way too deep to negotiate. He’s sitting on the couch, snivelling in panic, trying to think but realising he has no options, when the doorbell rings.

* * *

When Ollie Edwards answers the door to his apartment, Walker reckons the bloke has aged ten years in the last ten days. There are deep-blue circles under his eyes, he’s unshaven, a three-day growth at least, and he’s wearing tracksuit bottoms and a rumpled t-shirt, his feet bare. Edwards looks at Walker, then over his shoulder at the two uniforms he’s brought with him: a senior constable by the name of Saunders and a young constable called King.

‘What do you want?’ Edwards asks.

‘I have a warrant for your arrest and a warrant to search your home,’ says Walker. He’s watching Edwards closely, sees his jaw clench, his hands tighten on the doorframe.

‘Arrest me for what?’ Edwards is trying for arrogance, but Walker can smell the pungent tang of fear on him.

‘The murders of Rohan Banerjee and Anil Mahar,’ says Walker.

‘I didn’t kill Anil or the journalist,’ says Edwards.

‘Which journalist?’ asks Walker. ‘I didn’t mention any journalist.’

Edwards’s face pales. ‘I want to talk to my lawyer,’ he says.

‘Fine,’ says Walker. ‘I’m arresting you for the murders of Anil Mahar and Rohan Banerjee. You can call your lawyer from the station. Meanwhile we’re going to search your apartment.’ He nods at the two uniforms, and they step forward.

‘Can I at least get dressed first?’ Edwards’s voice is shaky with nerves.

‘OK,’ says Walker.

He and the two uniforms follow Edwards into a luxurious apartment. Pale wood floors, plate-glass windows on both sides. They’re on the twentieth floor, overlooking the city spread out below. The Gabba, Brisbane’s cricketing mecca, a stone’s throw away. Edwards could watch matches from his balcony if he wanted to.

‘Go with him,’ Walker says to the uniform cops as Edwards heads down a corridor.

‘You’re kidding me . . .’ Edwards protests, turning back, but Walker ignores him. He’s looking around the space. A living room on the left, stark and minimal, with a massive cream-coloured modular sofa in one corner, six pale bentwood chairs around a modernist dining table at the other end. The windows draw all his attention, his eyes constantly pulled to the wide veranda and, beyond it, the city stretching into the distance. Perhaps that’s why the room is so bare: it’s the view that does all the talking. On the right is a huge kitchen, complete with a glass-fronted wine cooler with thirty-six bottles of wine on display. There’s a couple of takeaway cartons sitting on the marble-topped kitchen counters, but other than that the place looks unused.

He glances down the hallway and sees the uniforms standing by the open bedroom door, waiting for Edwards. He steps into the living room. There’s a laptop on the sofa. They’ll need to bag that as evidence. Behind the dining table is a sideboard, another sleek, expensive-looking piece. On top of it are the only personal items in the whole room: two framed photos. One of Edwards spraying a huge bottle of champagne, celebrating something at a racing track – Randwick in Sydney, maybe. The second of a much younger Edwards with Cameron and Caden Conroy, and Lachlan Brady. He picks it up and looks at it for a moment. Brady, Edwards and the Conroy brothers go way back, a web of something going on here that he hasn’t fully disentangled.

He’s standing there looking at the photo when he hears a shout and a scuffle from down the hall. He puts the frame down and walks quickly towards the bedroom, breaking into a run as he hears more shouts: ‘No, sir, no – come away from there . . .’ The voice of the younger constable, panic evident.

When he gets to the door he sees Saunders standing off to the left, a big red bruise on her face, her eye swelling. ‘Are you OK?’ he asks.

She nods. ‘I’m fine. I heard the door to the veranda opening so I ran in. He hit me, then he . . .’ Her voice fades and she points towards the balcony, where the other uniform, King, stands frozen by the open sliding door, his hands out in supplication, saying, ‘Please, sir, come down and we can talk about this.’

Walker steps forward. Ollie Edwards has climbed the balcony safety wall and is sitting on the ledge, a sliver of support no more than thirty centimetres wide, his legs and bare feet dangling over the edge, his eyes cast down, looking at the twenty-storey drop below.

As Walker approaches, Ollie Edwards looks up, desperation written all over his face. ‘Come any closer and I’m going off,’ he says, only the slightest tremor in his voice. Walker hasn’t dealt with attempted suicides before, but he gets the sense that Edwards is serious, ready to jump. Walker’s heart beats fast in shock. He wants Edwards to face justice, not this terrible death.

He stops where he is. ‘OK,’ he says, forcing calm into his voice. ‘Why don’t you come down, and we can talk? I promise we won’t come any closer. But please come down from there.’

Edwards shakes his head. ‘Get away or I’m jumping.’

Walker judges the distance from where he’s standing to where Edwards is sitting. It’s a couple of metres to the open door and the balcony is generously proportioned, at least three metres wide. If he makes a rush for it, there’s no way he’ll take Edwards by surprise over that distance. ‘OK,’ he says. ‘I’ll ask my colleagues to leave, so that you and I can have a conversation, just the two of us, OK?’

‘No,’ says Edwards. ‘I’m not talking to you. Get away from here now, or I’ll jump.’

Walker considers the layout of the house, then turns to King and, speaking softly, says: ‘I’m going to the next room to see if there’s a way I can get onto the balcony without him noticing. Are you OK to talk with him? Keep encouraging him to get down.’

King, who’s only in his mid-twenties, seems nervous, his face pale and beads of perspiration on his upper lip, but he nods. ‘Yes, sir,’ he says.

‘OK, Ollie, I’m doing as you ask,’ Walker calls to Edwards. ‘I’m leaving the room. Please come down. We can talk about this, we can sort this out.’

Edwards doesn’t answer. He’s looking down, seemingly mesmerised by the drop. Walker sees him shiver slightly as a gust of cool air whistles across the balcony. The wind is strong up here. Even the heavy, expensive glass doors shake slightly at its force.

Walker backs away. ‘Come with me,’ he says to Saunders, leading her into the hall and down to the next room, which is being used as a home office, a desk strewn with papers off to their left, a sofa on the right. The same wide doors to the veranda directly ahead. Walker goes up to the doors and looks out. He can see Ollie Edwards, his shoulders hunched, his hands gripping the ledge, knuckles white. He slides the heavy glass door; it rolls smoothly and silently open. A cold wind streaks in through the gap. Edwards must be chilly – he’s only wearing a t-shirt and his feet are bare. He might lose his grip and fall, even if he doesn’t jump.

Walker can hear King’s voice. It’s calm, but there’s a quiver of fear in there too. The urgency of the situation is accelerating.

‘Call for back-up,’ he says to Saunders. ‘If we can get a specialist, that’s great. We’ll also need a team on the ground. Then go back to the other room and keep talking to Mr Edwards. I’m going to go out onto the balcony. I’ll try to get close to him. When I give the signal that I’m going to move, I want you to distract him while I try to grab him from behind.’

She nods and Walker hears her radio for back-up as she’s leaving the room. He steps out onto the balcony, his mouth dry with fear. Whatever Edwards has done, Walker doesn’t want to see him fall twenty floors to his death.
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Chapter 60

Near the Gabba, Brisbane

4.30 p.m.

Walker takes four slow, quiet steps to the edge of the balcony. A glance towards the ground gives him a sharp hit of vertigo, and the thought of Edwards falling all that distance is horrifying. Edwards is four, maybe five metres ahead, sitting unsteadily on the slender balustrade. Walker takes a few more slow steps towards him, still unseen and unheard, aided by the noise of the wind. He can hear Saunders’s voice, soft-spoken but firm. He can’t make out what she says but clearly it unsettles Edwards, who shouts: ‘Get back, both of you, or I’ll do it, I’ll jump,’ as he takes one hand off the wall.

Walker’s heart leaps into his mouth as Edwards sways a little, then grabs the ledge with renewed force. He can’t wait any longer – Edwards is as likely to fall as to make the jump. He raises his right hand and gives the signal, turning his finger in a couple of quick circles to indicate ‘Ramp it up.’

Nothing happens. Perhaps they can’t see him. He inches closer, watching Edwards for any sign that he’s about to launch himself off the balcony. There’s no sound other than the wind hissing in his ears. Walker plays through scenarios in his mind. Best case, he manages to grab Edwards round the waist and pull him back onto the veranda. Worst case, he’s left holding him by the shoulders or arms. Edwards is a big bloke – he’s as tall as Walker and heavier. If Edwards is dangling, Walker’s not certain he’ll be able to pull him back up – he might even drag Walker down with him.

Walker’s close now. Edwards is only a couple of metres away, the sound of his laboured breathing audible. Edwards sways again, and Walker decides he doesn’t have any more time: this is the moment. He stops analysing and shifts into action mode. He takes half a dozen steps, the last couple at running pace, coming up behind Edwards, wrapping his arms around his torso, pulling him close. Edwards starts in shock, falls away towards the edge, dragging them both towards their death. Only Walker’s speed and momentum save them. He dives back, heaving himself towards the balcony floor, and Edwards loses his balance and tips back with him, the two of them crashing in a heap on the balcony.

* * *

Ollie Edwards is sitting on the sofa, wrapped in a doona. The three cops had worked as a team, King and Saunders bursting from the bedroom, helping Edwards to his feet, their arms around his shoulders and waist, holding him, comforting him, keeping him firmly within their grip so that he didn’t try to go over again. Walker clambering to his feet, ushering the others inside.



Edwards trembling and crying, loud sobs racking his body, shock setting in. Walker had grabbed the doona from the bed, sent King to lock any doors that led to the balcony told him to cancel the backup request and call an ambulance instead, while he and Saunders steered Edwards to the sofa and wrapped him up warm.

They sit with him for a few minutes, Edwards’s skin cool and clammy from shock and from his time outside in the cold. When King comes back, he says quietly, ‘The ambos are on their way – fifteen minutes, they reckon.’

Walker nods. ‘Did you hear that?’ he says to Edwards. ‘We’ve called an ambulance for you. It’s all going to be alright.’

Edwards doesn’t respond, staring down at his lap, the doona enclosing him. In the warmth of the apartment his condition improves slightly, the shaking that has been convulsing him slowly reducing. He glances up at Walker, then looks away again, down at his feet.

‘You’re safe, Ollie,’ says Walker. ‘It’s OK. It’s going to be OK.’

Edwards doesn’t acknowledge Walker’s words, just stares at the floor. The room is hushed, funereal even. After what seems like a long time, he sits up, pulling the doona tighter around himself. ‘I killed him,’ he says, his voice loud in the silent apartment. ‘I killed the journalist.’

Walker knows he should have Edwards medically checked out, that he can only formally question him once he’s medically cleared, but like a dam that has broken, once Edwards starts talking he doesn’t stop, the words flooding out.

‘The journalist contacted the academy to set up an interview with Caden. He said he had evidence that Caden was throwing no-balls for money. He said he wanted Caden’s side of the story. I . . . I’d been gambling with Caden’s money. I looked after all his investments and I started skimming a bit here and a bit there, but I always paid it back with interest. I was winning for a long time – that’s how I bought this place. Then I hit a losing streak. I took a bit more, to try to win back what I’d lost. That’s what you do. You double up and double up, until you win. But I lost it all: three and a half million bucks.’ Edwards pauses briefly, inhales shakily. ‘I knew if this journalist started talking to Caden, started digging around, it would all come out. Caden would find out what I’d done. I panicked. I figured, if I had a bit more time, I could fix it, win it back. So I doped the journo and took him out to Annabel Downs. I was only planning to take his hard drive and wipe it clean, give him a fright, talk him out of writing the story. I thought no one would be there – I’d told the staff to take a day off. But Caden turned up unexpectedly and I panicked, gave Banerjee more of the drug to keep him quiet. I didn’t mean to kill him, but I gave him too much and he overdosed. I . . . I thought if I hung him in the tree, it would look like he committed suicide. I didn’t think anyone would bother digging too deep to find out who he was. I even took his shoes. They were handmade, they had his initials inside – you’d have traced him that way.’

Walker lets the information sink in. There are loose ends in this story. He doesn’t believe Edwards acted on his own. He’s a big bloke but he’d have struggled to get Banerjee into the tree alone, for starters.

‘How did Benjy White end up with Banerjee’s hard drive?’ he asks. ‘Did he help you kill him?’

‘I made a mistake. I accidentally left the drive at Annabel Downs. Caden called me on Saturday night. He’d found it, he’d gone through all the files, he’d dug into the journalist’s background, and then he saw on the news that they’d found a body in Katima. He worked it out. Caden must have given the hard drive to that White bloke. I don’t know why. Caden had nothing to do with the journo dying. He threw a few no-balls and gambled on them but mostly for the buzz of it. He wasn’t corrupt. He loved cricket . . .’

Edwards’s voice trails away and he stares into the middle distance for a while. Walker waits for a moment to see if he’ll keep talking, but he says nothing more. Walker would like to quiz him about the academy but he knows he should wait until the paramedics get here and check him out. He decides instead to ask a different question. ‘What happened with Anil Mahar?’ he says.

‘Anil?’ Edwards raises his head, looks at Walker, his eyes glazed. ‘Anil died of an overdose – it was an accident. He was at Annabel Downs with Caden one weekend. Caden called me early on the Sunday morning. He was hysterical. He was in his car, driving back to Brisbane. He told me Anil was dead. That they’d been partying together, and Anil had taken drugs and overdosed. He’d put Anil in his car to take him to hospital but realised that it was too late and he freaked out. He couldn’t handle having a dead person in the car – he dumped the body on the side of the road. He was panicking that it would ruin his life, ruin his career. I went and cleared Anil’s room, took his things, and told everyone he’d done a runner. Caden was never the same afterwards. He sold his stake in the cricket academy, started gambling, started hooking up with random men. What happened with Anil destroyed him. I think it was the beginning of the end for all of us. Nothing was ever the same after that.’

Edwards runs out of steam, his eyes faraway. Beside him, Walker stays quiet too, thinking through what he’s learnt and what he still doesn’t know, until the stillness of the room is broken by the buzz of the doorbell, loud and echoey in the sterile space, signalling the paramedics’ arrival.

After they examine and question him, the paramedics decide Edwards needs to go to hospital for monitoring and supervision. Walker agrees. He can still picture Edwards teetering on the edge of the balcony. Add to that his confession, and Walker’s sure the bloke is still a suicide risk. He reckons Edwards has given them most of the truth, though he still doesn’t think he acted alone in killing Banerjee. But those are questions for another day, as and when they get Edwards in for formal questioning.

The paramedics get Edwards to his feet, holding him between the two of them. As they begin to move, Edwards fragile, looking like a man twice his age, Walker remembers the suitcase.

‘We have a warrant to search your home, Mr Edwards,’ he says. ‘We’re looking for the suitcase that was in your room at Annabel Downs the day Caden died. You moved it and we believe it has evidence in it . . .’

‘Suitcase?’ Edwards stops walking. ‘I didn’t have any luggage with me. We were planning to be there less than twenty-four hours.’

‘There was a small black suitcase on the floor in your bedroom,’ says Walker. ‘I saw it when I looked around the house.’

‘That wasn’t mine. It had Harper’s toys in it.’

‘Why were Harper’s toys in your room?’ Walker doesn’t believe a word of it.

One of the paramedics gives him a dark look. ‘Mr Edwards needs to go to hospital,’ she says. ‘You can question him later.’

‘Tell me where I can find that suitcase,’ says Walker. ‘If you tell us, it’ll save us turning your place upside down.’

‘Ask Cameron,’ says Edwards. ‘Cameron brought it to my room early that morning, before we found Caden. He woke me up at the crack of dawn. Him and Isabel had been arguing – he wasn’t helping with Harper, or some shit – so he’d packed up some of the kid’s stuff for the trip back. But the garage was locked, so he asked me to put it in the car. I took it over to Cameron’s Range Rover later that morning. That’s when I realised Caden’s Porsche was missing.’
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Chapter 61

Ascot, Brisbane

6.30 p.m.

‘The cops are here,’ says Cameron Conroy, holding his hand close to his mouth, shielding the phone, keeping his voice low.

‘I warned you they were digging into this shit,’ says Brady.

‘They’ve got a fucking search warrant. You didn’t say anything about a search warrant.’

There’s a moment’s pause. ‘Do you have anything you don’t want them to find?’

‘They’re taking my laptop and they want this phone, Isabel’s phone, they even asked for Harper’s iPad, for fuck’s sake. There’s nothing on any of them concerning our business, but I don’t like it.’

‘Did they say what this is all in connection with?’

‘That fucking journalist. I thought you said Ollie was taking the fall for it.’

Another moment of silence. ‘Who is it? Is Hartley there?’

‘No. It’s that detective from out bush with a couple of uniformed police.’

Cameron can hear voices in the corridor, Harper crying, Isabel shouting at someone. ‘Look, I need you here. You need to get over here now.’

There’s a long pause. ‘I’ll get Hartley onto it,’ says Brady. ‘Stay out of their way and stick to “No comment” if they ask any questions.’

Brady’s gone before Cameron can argue. He stares at the screen for a moment before striding out into the hallway. Isabel is standing there, Harper clinging to her legs.

‘You’re upsetting my daughter, you need to get out of here right now,’ Isabel is shouting. ‘This is unacceptable.’

Cameron’s rage is on the point of erupting into something ugly. How dare they come into his house, disturb his family like this? He takes a step down the hallway as the bush detective crouches in front of Harper and holds out her iPad. ‘It’s alright – don’t cry, love,’ he says. ‘Look, here you go. My friends made a mistake. You can have it back.’

Harper’s sobs lessen slightly and she reaches out and grabs the iPad with one hand, then turns and burrows her face back into Isabel’s legs. The detective stands and sees Cameron watching him.

‘Ah, Mr Conroy,’ he says. ‘Now that you’ve called your lawyer, I need your phone. We’re almost finished here. And once we’re done, I’ll need you to come with me to the station.’

Isabel gasps, her eyes searching Cameron’s face for answers, for reassurance. ‘What’s going on, Cam?’ she says.

‘Nothing! This is a fucking disgrace, and he’ – he jabs a finger in the direction of the cop – ‘is going to pay big time for this harassment. Issy, why don’t you take Harper to her room, maybe both of you stay there. I’ll come and find you as soon as these . . . people have left. Lachlan’s got someone coming – we’ll be rid of them soon.’ He can see she’s about to argue, to insist on the final fucking word as always. ‘Issy, for fuck’s sake, just this once can you do what I ask and take Harper away, please.’

At the tone of his voice, Harper’s sobs get louder again and Issy’s face tightens, but she bends down, picks up their daughter and murmurs to her as she walks away down the hall.

‘Am I under arrest?’ Cameron spits the words out. This fucking cop doesn’t know who he’s messing with.

‘No, we just have a few questions.’

‘Your boss, DI Hartley, is on his way over. I’m not speaking with you until he gets here. You’ll soon find out you’re making a huge mistake.’

‘OK,’ says the cop, unfazed. ‘We need to have a look in your garage first anyway. It’s locked, so if you could open it for us . . .’

Cameron stands there blindsided. The fucking garage. He’s been so angry that he hasn’t thought about the garage. His mind goes blank, his legs shaky. Some of it must show on his face because the cop is looking hard at him.

‘Everything alright, Mr Conroy?’ he asks.

‘What do you think? No, everything is not fucking alright,’ he snaps. ‘You barge in here, upset my family. This is absolutely fucking outrageous. Do you know who I am? Do you know what I’ve been through in the last few weeks? I’m going to sue you from here to kingdom come for harassment, and you’re going to lose your job and every penny you have for hassling me and my family like this . . .’

The cop doesn’t say anything, but the look on his face, a kind of grim satisfaction, slows Cameron down. He stops shouting. They don’t know anything, he tells himself, this is just routine, but he needs to keep them out of the garage, stall for time until Hartley gets here and takes charge of the situation.

‘No,’ he says. ‘I’m not opening the garage, I’m not giving you permission to do anything, until the officer in charge arrives.’ Cameron’s moment of satisfaction at standing up to the detective is fleeting. A young uniform cop comes striding up the corridor from the direction of the kitchen, his still-pimply face flushed with excitement or nerves.

‘Sir, we got into the garage. Saunders found a side door that wasn’t locked and, well . . .’ He casts a look at Cameron, who goes first hot, then ice cold. ‘Sir, you have to come and see.’

* * *

Walker follows King into the garage, ignoring Cameron Conroy spluttering and protesting behind him. ‘I haven’t given you permission,’ he says, missing the point, thinks Walker, of the search warrant. Although he’s not about to share the fact that the search hasn’t exactly been approved by everyone in the chain of command.

After searching Edwards’s apartment, the suitcase nowhere to be found, Walker made an executive decision that won’t endear him to DI Jackson. He called the magistrate who’d issued the warrant and asked for another, urgent warrant to investigate Cameron Conroy, on the basis that Cameron has hidden evidence relating to Banerjee’s murder. The black suitcase might hold nothing more than Harper’s toys, but Walker’s hunch is that it’s more important than that. For one, the blood traces found in that room match exactly the position where he’d seen the case. And the more he considers it, the less likely he thinks it is that Ollie Edwards killed Banerjee without help. Caden would be the most likely co-conspirator, but Caden is dead. And Cameron Conroy, his brother’s manager, is deeply connected to the academy, and a close confidant of Edwards’s. Walker lucked in: the magistrate issued the warrant, and he brought King and Saunders with him to search Cameron’s house.

The roomy three-car garage is clean and brightly lit. A grey Mercedes A-Class hatchback is parked on the far side, but Saunders is standing at the back of a black Range Rover, parked nearer the house. He walks across to her. The Range Rover’s boot is open, and Saunders has removed the floor panel that covers the vehicle’s spare tyre. Walker looks around and sees that she’s placed the panel on a piece of clean plastic, preserving it as evidence, on a workbench that stretches along the garage’s right-hand wall.

Saunders has also lifted the tyre out of its space and it’s this that she calls Walker across to see. Beneath the boot’s floor panel, the spare tyre well is clean and shiny. Almost too clean, thinks Walker.

‘Look at this, sir,’ says Saunders, pointing to the fabric that lines the edge of the well. It’s stained a dark reddish-brown at the bottom of the right-hand side. ‘I think that’s blood. The spare is clean, looks like it’s never been used, so I don’t think this can be mud or dirt or whatever. I thought you should see it.’

Walker looks at the shiny metal well and the dark-brown stains, a thrum of excitement running through him. They might have found the vehicle used to transport Banerjee’s body. ‘I’ll call the SOC team – they can do a luminol test,’ he says. He turns to Cameron Conroy, standing by the door watching them, his bluff and bluster replaced by a preternatural stillness. ‘We think we’ve found traces of blood in the wheel well of this vehicle,’ says Walker. ‘Can you tell us how it got there?’

‘No comment,’ says Cameron, his voice flat and emotionless.

‘Alright, I’m going to ask a scenes of crime team to come and test it for us,’ says Walker. ‘They’ll be able to assess if it’s blood, if it’s human blood, and if so do a DNA test on it. So, if there’s anything you want to tell me now . . . ?’

‘No comment.’

Walker shrugs. Once they have the luminol and DNA results, he’ll have the answers he needs. He looks back down into the wheel well, something niggling at the back of his mind. He stares for a long minute, and it comes to him – Banerjee hadn’t been bleeding. He’d been drugged, but there were no other signs of violence on his body, nothing that would generate a lot of spilt blood. Especially not so much blood that it leaked through the floor panel and into the wheel well. He walks over to the workbench and looks at the floor panel. It is clean and unstained, and looks as though it’s been recently vacuumed – he can see the track mark of a brush. He curses under his breath. That might mean forensics won’t get any useful information from it. And there are no bloodstains visible on it either. So the blood in the spare tyre well didn’t come from above. Something’s been stored in there, something that was covered in enough blood that it left significant staining. The suitcase, perhaps.

But as Walker considers it, he realises that none of this makes sense in connection to Banerjee’s death. He has the sinking recognition that he’s taken a wrong turn in his investigation, and he can only imagine the telling-off that’s coming his way for involving Cameron Conroy. He turns to look at Conroy, who seems frozen in place, watching Walker without expression, without a word. Conroy didn’t want them searching the garage and he’s acting very strangely. What am I missing here? thinks Walker.

He steps forward to look more closely at the floor panel and as he does so the toe of his right boot kicks an object lying under the workbench. There’s a clang, and whatever it is rolls out of sight. Probably a tool that’s fallen to the floor. Walker crouches down. It’s not a tool, but a big shiny trophy.

He reaches in and slides it out for a better look. It’s expensive-looking – a bronze metallic forearm and hand, almost life-size, emerging from a Perspex base, clutching a shimmering metallic-and-glass cricket ball. The trophy is dented and scratched, as if it’s been dropped heavily and scrubbed with a wire brush. When he looks at the inscription on the front, a light comes on and all the pieces fall into place.

Caden Conroy, ODI Player of the Year 2024, reads the inscription. Cameron Conroy may not have been involved in Rohan Banerjee’s murder, but Walker is certain now that he’s found the weapon, and the killer, that beat Caden Conroy to death.

He picks the trophy up gingerly, ready to bag it as evidence, and turns to face Cameron. ‘You killed your brother,’ he says. ‘The blood in the car is Caden’s.’
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Chapter 62

10 days earlier

Annabel Downs

Sunday, 4 p.m.

Benjy sits in the Jacuzzi at the guest house, the warm water bubbling around him, the manicured gardens sheltering him from prying eyes. Caden’s family are arriving, so Caden’s sent him over here for a few hours. He’d have quite liked to meet the rest of them, but apparently Caden’s brother isn’t cool. When they first arrived, Caden even asked him to duck down in the car and hide before they came to the entry gate. ‘There’s a camera on the gate and my brother’s a total prick,’ he said. ‘It’s better if he doesn’t know you’re here.’ And Caden’s girlfriend is coming too, so that could be awkward. Benjy laughs out loud at the thought.

He adjusts himself so that the jet is pulsing against his shoulders, not that he’s stressed or anything. In fact, the last four days have been pretty much the best of his life. Hanging out in a fancy house with Caden Conroy, for fuck’s sake! Caden has been his hero since he first started bowling for Australia – his skill, the way he moves, the way he looks. They met last Monday, literally bumping into each other outside a bar in the Valley. Star-struck, Benjy was barely even able to flirt, but he happily went back to Caden’s Brisbane apartment with him, and then Caden invited him up here for a few days. He had to sign an NDA – fair enough, though he’s not the kiss-and-tell type, and to be honest, even if he told someone, they probably wouldn’t believe him anyway.

‘Why is it such a secret?’ he asked Caden.

‘You ever heard of a gay or bi Aussie cricketer?’ Caden asked. Benjy thought about it, then shook his head. ‘There you go, then,’ Caden said.

The first three days were fun. They messed about in the heated pool, did a lap of the golf course in the cart while Caden played a round, drank a shit-ton of good booze and cooked steaks on a barbecue the size of a small car. Basically, living life the way anyone would if they were rich and famous. Last night, Caden had work to do and disappeared. Benjy switched on the PlayStation in the games room and played on the biggest TV he’s ever seen, losing himself in the games. By the time he’d had enough it was late, coming up to 11 p.m., and when he went to look for Caden, the big house, creaking and groaning as the night got chilly, felt empty and a little bit spooky.

Caden was sitting in his study, slightly drunk and sad with it. ‘They’ve all lied to me, stolen from me, betrayed me,’ he told Benjy. Benjy was sent to bed alone, and when he came downstairs this morning, Caden – standing in the kitchen, looking sterner, more formidable – told him his family were arriving, that he’d need to spend the afternoon in the guest house. It’s smaller than the main house, but compared to the flat Benjy lives in it’s a palace. And he doesn’t mind having some time on his own, just enjoying the luxe without having to smile and be fun. He exhales with contentment and presses the button for one more round of bubbles.

It’s gone 8 p.m., the night dark, before Caden calls him. ‘Come to the big house but don’t let anyone see you,’ he says. He sounds drunk, his voice slurred, and moody. No hint of the genial Caden Benjy’s spent the last few days with. ‘I’m in the living room – the French doors are unlocked. Come now, bring your things and make sure no one sees you.’

Benjy picks up his shabby old Adidas bag, which has his change of clothes stuffed inside. He glances at himself in the hall mirror as he’s about to leave. He’s wearing his designer jeans and a tight t-shirt and knows he looks good, but the bag is a giveaway. It’s long past its best and here, in these rarefied surroundings, it looks skanky as hell. If Caden’s family see him, they’ll know exactly who and what he is.

That thought, along with Caden’s words, means that rather than walking directly across the lawn, he stays at the edge of the garden, where trees and shrubs shield him from view. The night is dark and there’s no one around, but the big house is lit up, upstairs and down, golden light spilling from a series of rooms. It looks welcoming and comfortable, but he knows, a lifelong familiar feeling, that he’s an outsider in this world and that the few days he’s been given are the only taste he’s likely to get. Well, better than nothing, he thinks, and walks quietly along the veranda, opening the French doors, parting the heavy curtains and pushing through into the living room.

* * *

Caden is lying on the sofa watching porn, three hot guys fucking, on the huge TV, trying to distract himself from the shitshow that’s going on around him, when the curtains wave in the breeze of the opening door and Benjy comes in. He’s smiling, his pretty face all lit up, the way it has been since they met last Monday. Caden envies him his innocent joy. After a while, the big houses, the fancy cars, the adoring fans – all of it becomes everyday, a burden even. Caden had been enjoying this visit to Annabel Downs more than usual, seeing it through Benjy’s eyes, until he went to do a couple of hours’ work last night and plugged in the hard drive he’d picked up from the floor, half under the armchair in the games room.

He’d assumed it was his, that it had slipped out of his backpack when he’d arrived. It’s the same brand, same size, same colour – but it only took a fraction of a second for him to realise he was looking at someone else’s files. And a minute or two more to realise that he was in big trouble: someone has been looking into his game, into his personal history, and has stumbled on a big story. But as he dug deeper, the scale of the deception he’s unwittingly become a part of was revealed, shocking him to his core. He couldn’t believe it at first, printed everything out, double-checked and backtracked, but there’s no denying it. The facts are there, in black and white. His brother and his best friend are liars, thieves, and quite possibly even murderers. He’s called them up here to confront them, to begin to make things right, but he knows the meeting will be ugly and hurtful.

He places the empty glass of whisky on the coffee table in front of him and puts his finger to his lips as Benjy comes in. Benjy nods, drops his bag and slides onto the sofa beside him.

‘Do you want to have some fun?’ he whispers in Caden’s ear. Caden looks at him – he’s so delectable – and a tiny hint of a smile appears despite the mood he’s in.

‘We can’t make a sound,’ he says, and Benjy nods.

Afterwards, lying together, Benjy is relaxed, post-coital, but Caden’s tension hasn’t dissipated. The knowledge of all he’s learnt and, worse, all he’s done, is eating him up. He’s made up his mind to come clean. He knows his playing days will be over, that his fans will never look at him the same way again, but he can’t go on like this. He’s hidden so much for so long that it’s corrupted all the best parts of himself. He’s abused the game he loves, wasted so much of his life, suppressed the person he is, the good person he is, with lies and falsehoods. His career might be over, but he’ll find a way to move forward. The only worry is how Cameron will react. There’s nothing Cam can say that could explain away what’s happened and he knows Cam’s temper, the stratum of rage that lies beneath his suave exterior. He’s certain Cam will destroy the journalist’s hard drive to keep the evidence of the terrible things he’s done a secret.

At that thought, he swings his legs over the edge of the sofa, picks up the remote, switches over to a cricket match and turns up the sound. As the room fills with the noise of the game, he leans down, grabs his backpack from beside the sofa and hands it to Benjy. Keeping his voice low, he says, ‘You need to leave, right now, and I need you to take this bag with you. It has important information inside, so you need to keep it somewhere safe. I’ll give you a call on Tuesday and you can bring it to my place then. Take care of it and there’s a grand in it for you.’

Benjy looks confused but he nods and says, ‘Yeah, alright.’

‘Good. Take the Porsche. I’ll get a lift back to Brisbane with my brother. Park it in my space in the underground car park. You remember where?’

Benjy nods again, a gleam coming into his eyes.

‘The entry code is on the key fob and you can leave the keys in the car,’ says Caden. ‘You better not put a fucking scratch on it either – I love that car.’

‘I’ll be careful,’ says Benjy, a big smile back on his face. Caden has a moment of disquiet. The Porsche is his pride and joy; he doubts he can fully trust this kid with it. But he needs to get the journalist’s hard drive somewhere safe and Benjy’s his only option right now.

There’s a sound in the corridor outside and Caden freezes, listening. Someone’s opening the front door. He turns to Benjy. ‘Go. Right now. I moved the Porsche – it’s in the car park on the other side of the garden. You know where I mean?’

‘Yeah.’

The steps in the hallway are getting closer. ‘Here.’ Caden hands over the car key. ‘Don’t let anyone see you. Go, quickly.’

Benjy, unnerved by Caden’s urgency, looks as if he’s going to ask questions, but Caden half ushers, half pushes him out through the French doors. ‘Go!’ he hisses.

As the curtains fall back into place, the living room door opens. Caden turns. Cameron is standing there, scowling at him.

‘What do you want?’ says Caden, walking over, picking up his whisky glass and going back to the drinks cabinet to fill it. He notices his hand trembling slightly as he pours. I’m scared, he thinks, frightened of my big brother and how he’s going to take this news.

‘I want to know why you dragged us all the way out here,’ says Cam. ‘Why we all had to drop everything to be at your beck and fucking call. What the hell is going on?’

‘I told you I’m not in the mood to talk about it tonight,’ Caden says. ‘We can discuss it in the morning.’

‘No! I don’t want to wait until morning. We’re going to sort it out, you and me, right now.’

Caden looks at Cam for a long second. Then he says: ‘I know what’s been going on. All of it. I know about the journalist. I know about the corruption at the academy. I know about the gambling. I know what you’ve done.’

‘What are you on about? I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re drunk, you’re not making any sense.’ Cameron is blustering, a surefire tell that he’s lying.

‘I found the journalist’s hard drive. It’s got all the facts on it. The whole story. And I saw on the news they found a dead body in Katima – I reckon it’s him.’ As he watches, Cam’s jaw twitches and tightens, and a wave of nausea runs through him. Fuck. Cam had the journalist killed. Caden sits heavily on the sofa. He knew, deep down he knew, that Cameron must be involved in all that he’s discovered, but even so, the confirmation is like a knife to the gut. ‘I’m going to the police tomorrow. I’ll be giving them the hard drive, making a statement and making a press statement too. I’m coming clean.’

‘Christ, Caden,’ says Cameron. ‘I don’t know what you think you know but this is ridiculous. There’s some misunderstanding. Show me what you think you have and I can explain it all.’

‘There’s no misunderstanding. And I don’t want explanations. I’ve told you what’s going to happen. I have the drive with all the evidence on it and I’m taking it to the police.’

‘What do you know? That a couple of players have been fixing results? You’ve done it yourself, Lee told me . . .’

‘Yeah, I did it a few times and I’m going to own up to it,’ he says. ‘Maybe I won’t play again – no doubt I’ll pay a big fine. But enough’s enough. Everything is too fucked up: my life, the game. And it’s not just about a few corrupt players. That journalist, I know he was out here last week. You’ve had him killed.’

‘I’d like to see you prove it,’ says Cameron, voice cold and hard, no pretence now. ‘Anyway, you have darker secrets than the rest of us. Forget never playing again. You come clean, you’ll end up in jail.’

‘I’m not ashamed of who I am,’ says Caden. ‘I know you are, but that’s your problem. I’m telling them everything. I’m sick of hiding. That’s why I said to bring Bronte. This is going to affect her too.’

‘Are you going to tell them about Anil too? Or is this just about you fucking my life up, as always?’

There’s a silence that drags on for a bit, then Caden says, his voice low, ‘Fuck you, Cameron. Yeah, I’m going to tell them about Anil. You know I didn’t kill him. It was an accident. We were having a laugh, a good time, he wanted to cut loose, he was about to be picked by the Indian selectors. He’d never tried drugs, didn’t even drink, and he just took too much. I wasn’t paying attention, I fucked up, but I didn’t kill him. He was a friend. I panicked and I let him down. I should never have listened to you and Brady. I should have gone to the police.’ Caden picks up his glass and takes a long drink. ‘I’m telling them everything. This isn’t who I am. Not anymore.’

* * *

Cameron Conroy looks at his brother with contempt. His trousers are undone, a visible damp patch around the zipper. His face is flushed, and the unmistakable smell of sex and booze fills the room. He’s always fucking random young blokes, he let a so-called friend die, he’s thrown no-balls for profit and gambled against himself. He’s got some fucking nerve to be throwing accusations around.

‘You’re disgusting,’ he says. ‘This room stinks. You’re pissed and you’ve been fucking someone.’

‘Maybe I was fucking Bronte,’ says Caden. ‘Maybe you’re not the only one giving it to her.’

Cameron doesn’t rise to the bait. If Bronte has tried to smooth things over with Caden, that would only be a good thing. He takes a few steps around the room, trying to decide how best to handle the situation, frustration building as he paces. Everything always has to be about Caden. Fucking Caden Conroy. He comes to a stop in front of the trophy cabinet, pulls the door open. So many trophies, and these are just the important ones, all with Caden’s name on them.

Caden, the Conroy with the talent. Cameron’s stood in Caden’s shadow his entire life, everyone always telling him, ‘Your brother is such a legend.’ At school, Caden was the best player on any team from the very first time he bowled a ball down the wicket. He was the Conroy everyone liked too, the one that made people laugh, made people feel special, the one the girls fancied and the boys envied. And his professional career has been one big high, not a single down day. Playing for Queensland, youngest bowler selected for Australia, best bowler of his generation, best bowler of all fucking time . . .

Cameron’s been overshadowed by Caden since Caden could walk. Even his mum and dad, long gone now, favoured Caden, the golden boy. He’s had to work for every cent, every tiny fucking thing he owns. He’s had to keep watching Caden, promoting Caden, supporting Caden, being the fucking grown-up while Caden fucks anything that moves, drinks too much, takes drugs, drives too fast, always pushes things beyond the limit. And now, just when Cameron has come up with something that works for him, now that he’s knocked the academy into shape, now that he’s making some serious money, is getting respect from some serious people – now, for the first time in his life, Caden decides he wants to do the honourable fucking thing. The more Cameron thinks about it, the more he realises that this is all about Caden having to be top of the heap, having to hog the limelight, having to take the glory one more fucking time.

He picks up one of the trophies, the cast of a bronze forearm and hand, almost life-size, clutching a shimmering metal-and-glass cricket ball. The inscription on the front: Caden Conroy, ODI Player of the Year 2024. Caden best-and-fucking-fairest Conroy.

Cameron hefts the trophy in his hand, judging the weight of it, as his anger builds, decades of frustration, decades of disgust, flowering into a huge, all-encompassing bloom of hatred and rage. He walks around and stands in front of the sofa, where Caden is sitting, leaning back, legs wide, looking up at him, arrogant even now. Cameron has never in his life felt such loathing for anyone.

‘If you do this, you won’t just wreck your career, you’ll destroy my life too,’ he says.

‘You’ve destroyed your own life,’ says Caden. ‘That isn’t on me.’

Cameron reacts without thinking. He lifts the trophy and with one swift swing smashes it into the side of Caden’s face, brings his arm back up and smashes it down, again, again and again. ‘After all I’ve done for you,’ he says, breathing hard from the exertion, ‘after all I’ve done to make you the success you are. You’re a fucking spoilt brat. You always have been.’

It’s only when Caden slides off the sofa from the force of his blows, and is lying there at his feet, not moving, covered in blood, that Cameron’s heart rate slows to something approaching normal, his breathing too.

He wipes his forearm across his mouth to get rid of the taste of Caden’s blood. When he looks down, he sees his boots are wet with blood. He takes one off and steps, barefoot, out of the bloody puddle that surrounds Caden, then takes off the second boot and steps fully clear. Still holding the trophy, he switches off the telly, picks up his boots, turns off the light, closes the door behind him. He’s on the veranda about to put his boots back on when he registers that his shirt and trousers are bloody too. He drops the boots and trophy on the grass, turns round, walks barefoot upstairs to Caden’s room and takes a shower, fully dressed, letting the hot water wash over him for a long time. Then he undresses, wrings his clothes out a little, dries himself. He cleans the shower with the wet towels, then wraps them and his clothes in the rest of the dry towels, before going across to Caden’s overnight bag, taking a t-shirt and a pair of jeans out and putting them on.

He’s at the top of the stairs, carrying the bundle of towels, when a door opens and Ollie sticks his head out. ‘Caden?’ he says.

‘It’s me,’ says Cameron.

‘What are you doing over here?’

‘I came to see Bronte,’ he says. He says it both because it could be true and because he knows it will shut Ollie up.

Sure enough, Ollie’s face tightens and he says, ‘Right. Night, then.’

‘Yeah, see you tomorrow,’ says Cameron, but Ollie has already closed his bedroom door.

Cameron is halfway across the garden back to his house, still barefoot, his feet icy on the damp grass, before the heat of rage fully retreats and he starts shivering. Part shock, part cold, his teeth chattering, his body shuddering. But he doesn’t let himself fall apart. It had to be done. Caden has ruined enough of his life. He won’t ruin any more.
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Chapter 63

Police HQ, Roma Street, Brisbane

Friday, 11 a.m.

It’s been a long couple of days. Walker can’t remember the last time he slept or ate a proper meal. He’s been surviving on Cherry Ripe, soft drinks and shit police-station coffee. The redoubtable duo of sugar and caffeine. But it’s been a productive forty-eight hours, at least.

Edwards has been released from hospital and formally questioned. He asked Brady to attend as his lawyer, but didn’t change his story, repeated everything he’d told Walker at the apartment. He’s still denying having had any help with the Banerjee murder and claiming it was an accident, that he didn’t intend to kill him, just frighten him and take the evidence. Edwards will do jail time, Walker has no doubt about that, but likely Brady will try to argue the charge down to manslaughter. Walker’s happy that they’ve found the person responsible for Rohan Banerjee’s murder, but frustrated at the certainty that they haven’t got the full truth and that likely there are others, possibly even Cameron Conroy, involved in his death.

Edwards has also been charged with being an accessory after the fact in Anil Mahar’s death. Caden Conroy might be dead, but Walker wants justice for the young man who was unceremoniously dumped on the side of the road. Whether Caden did it in fear and panic or simply to save his career, it’s unconscionable, and the fact that Edwards helped cover it up disgusts Walker.

Coulston had named Brady, too, as involved in that cover-up. But Brady has been smooth and relaxed in his denials. ‘Caden told me Anil had done a runner. He showed me text messages from Anil proving that,’ Brady said. ‘Of course I would have advised Caden to go to the police if I’d known the truth.’

Walker doesn’t believe him, but they have no evidence to suggest Brady knew Anil was dead rather than simply a visa overstay. Still, Walker has marked him as a man to watch. He may be based far west in Katima but he’s going to be keeping an eye on the lawyer.

They’ve charged Cameron Conroy with the murder of his brother. Brady seems to have washed his hands of Cameron, who turned up with a different, equally flashy lawyer. Cameron admits causing Caden’s death but claims he was in some kind of dissociative fugue state, that he still can’t remember exactly what happened that night, that the details came back in a horrible flash when Walker found the trophy. Sounds like complete bullshit to Walker, but that’s up to the prosecutor to disprove and a judge and jury to decide.

He had to hand Cameron’s interview over to the homicide team but watched proceedings from a viewing room. DS Simpson doing the honours, Hartley apparently distancing himself from the whole shitshow. Afterwards, Simpson pulled Walker aside, looking as messy as ever, shirt only half tucked in, grey stubble on his cheeks, hair lank. But Walker now reckons his appearance is a deliberate distraction – Simpson has sharp eyes that don’t miss much.

‘You’re a long way from flavour of the month upstairs,’ Simpson told him. ‘Hartley is pissed that you’ve taken the glory on this one. You need to watch your back with him.’

No news there, thinks Walker. Hartley took against him from the off.

‘We had the autopsies from the Gold Coast triple murder through yesterday,’ Simpson added. ‘Benjy White had significant head injuries – brain swelling, bleeding on the brain. He was likely dead well before the fire was lit. There’s more to that story than we thought.’

‘There’s more to the Banerjee case too, I’m sure of it,’ Walker said, outlining his doubts. They’ve agreed to stay in touch. Neither Walker nor Simpson, it seems, like loose ends.

Walker has also handed Banerjee’s hard drive to the AC in charge of corruption, Susie Pemberton, and asked to be involved in digging deeper into the case. She hasn’t made any promises, but she’s invited him to debrief her team next week, so hopefully that will be a way in. He exhales. It’s been a long slog but worth it to get these results.

Now, finally, almost lunchtime on Friday, he’s ready to head back to Katima. But first, he decides, he’ll make a quick detour to Vinh’s parents’ place. Vinh’s in the middle of a few days off but Walker wants to update him on the outcome of their cases. The young constable has worked with him every step of the way and Walker reckons he’ll want to know. He types in the address and the GPS directs him to a quiet suburban street in Inala.

He pulls the ute up in front of a couple of spindly palm trees and a yard surrounded by a red iron fence, grass neatly mown, the hedges lining the driveway tightly trimmed. The house is a brick bungalow and Walker can see a comfy living room, the edge of a sofa with two pairs of feet in socks, the TV casting blue light across the space. As he watches, an older woman comes in carrying a tray. He sees Vinh stand and take the tray from her. She says something and Walker can see how big Vinh’s smile is even from the distance of the ute.

Walker watches for a moment with something close to envy, missing the absence of a family of his own. His grandmother gone, his mother and sister and stepdad far away, and Boston never the homiest of environments anyway. And Blair and Tracy, his Caloodie family, going through their own drama. Then he puts the ute back in gear and points it west, towards the motorway, towards Katima, giving himself a bit of a telling-off as he drives. He’s so obsessed with the job that he always assumes others feel the same way. Seeing Vinh’s family home, Vinh relaxing, not consumed with work on his days off, has given him a jolt. He’ll update and thank Vinh when he gets back to work on Monday. That’s more than soon enough.

He looks at the little dashboard clock. He won’t be back in Katima until late afternoon, but he decides he’ll invite Radar for a drink. Radar, too, deserves to know the full story about Anil Mahar.
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Chapter 64

Caloodie

2.30 p.m.

Zoe is walking home after her shift at the IGA, tired but relieved. She’s been rostered on since eight o’clock this morning and her legs and feet ache from the long hours standing. The job is crazy boring. Scanning one item after the other, repeat, repeat, repeat. Doing it for a few hours on a Saturday is one thing, but all day, every day is the worst. This morning she came to a couple of decisions. She’s always wanted to be a ranger with the national parks and she reckons Grandma Michelle is right: it will be a whole lot better than working at the IGA. School starts again on Monday, and she’s going back. Now that she and Rhonda have made up, and Rhonda knows Ryan lied, it won’t be so bad. Having one friend who believes in her is enough. She’ll have to tell Scott; he won’t be happy about it, he’s got his heart set on them going to Noonan’s place together this afternoon, but it’s only sixteen months until she finishes school and then they can go somewhere a lot nicer than that.

Lost in her thoughts, her feet automatically take her towards home, towards Mum and Dad and Ruby. It’s only when she’s almost at the house, coming up to the orange-and-yellow blooms of the sunrise grevillea that she helped her dad plant, that she remembers she’s staying at Grandma Michelle’s. She comes to a slow stop. She could go and visit anyway. Ruby would be happy to see her – Mum and Dad maybe not so much, after all those fights about Scott. As she’s debating with herself, she sees her mum’s car coming from the other end of the street. She watches as her mum indicates and then slows to turn into the driveway, Ruby sitting in the front seat beside her, gabbing on about something.

As her mum drives into the yard, she turns and sees Zoe standing there. They make eye contact and the look on her mum’s face – a weird mix of hope and relief and happiness at seeing her – breaks something inside her. The tears start up, then they’re running down her face. She can see for the first time what she’s put her mum through – and Dad too, probably. The way they’ve missed her and worried about her, how much they care about her. She’s been an idiot, she’s pushed away the people who love her, the family who only want the best for her, and what for? A stupid job that she hates and Scott, who wants to take her someplace far from home without telling anybody.

She stands there, crying and crying, and somewhere through her tears she can hear Ruby saying, ‘Zoe, Zoe, you have to see how many levels I’ve made . . .’ and then Ginger is snuffling up against her, a wet nose against her hand, and her mum’s arms are around her and she’s saying, ‘What’s wrong, my love? Don’t cry, Zoe, it’ll be OK, we’ll fix it. Tell me what’s happened.’

* * *

Blair’s phone rings as he’s saying goodbye to the day’s group of tourists. He sees it’s Tracy and lets it go to voicemail; he’ll call her back as soon as everyone’s gone. These moments, connecting with visitors, having a chat, answering their questions, are the things that distinguish his business and earn him good reviews. It’s been a good day, the feedback gratifying, a couple of tourists telling him they’d come because they’d heard good things from other travellers. He’s used some of the money Lucas has invested to do a photography course so he can take more professional images to promote the tours online, and a few people mentioned the pictures, so he’s chuffed about that. The new van is more comfortable too, meaning people are relaxed and happy at the end of the tour. He needs to bring Lucas out with him one day soon, show him what his money is helping to build. He’d love Zoe to come too, maybe even be part of the business one day . . . The thought makes him sigh and he remembers Tracy’s call. He pulls out his phone, sees that Tracy’s sent him a text: Call me when you can, it’s about Zoe.

His stomach drops. What’s happened to his little girl now? He loves both his girls with all his heart, but Zoe has always been a tiny bit his favourite. She loves the bush, loves the garden, recognises all the birds and plants, helped him with the planting and watering even when she was a little girl. She has so much potential, she could be something special. He calls Tracy, heart pounding as he waits for her to answer.

‘What’s happened?’ he asks.

‘She’s come home,’ says Tracy. ‘Zoe’s come home.’

* * *

‘How much longer are we fucken waiting?’ Brent is impatient. They’re ready to go. Their vehicles are loaded, they’ve smoked a joint and had a couple of beers. Noonan is expecting them, they’re good to go. But they’re sittin’ on their arses, wasting time, because Scott’s waiting for the stupid little bitch he’s seeing.

Brent’s tried to argue Scott out of bringing her with them, but Scott’s got the hots for her and reckons the whole Noonan thing’ll be more fun with a chick in his bed. Still too young to know that chicks are nothing but fucken hassle. She’ll be bitchin’ it’s too hot come summer or too boring or too isolated and she won’t understand what they’re trying to do out there. Most women are too stupid, too shallow, to see the big picture. He reckons in less than a month she’ll be bleating to get home and then what’ll they do? She might even rat them to her pig uncle. Nah, he doesn’t want to bring her with but sometimes you gotta let blokes make their own mistakes.

Scott’s phone pings. He reads a message. ‘Fucksake,’ he says.

‘She comin’ or what?’

‘Nah . . . Stupid bitch. She’s decided she’s going back to school, reckons we should talk about it, make a plan for when she finishes school. That’s a fucken year or more!’

‘I told ya, didn’t I? The bitch is more trouble than she’s worth. One of her uncles is a fucken agent of the state. A pig! Look, Noonan’s is better as a bloke thing. What we got planned, a girl like her’ll just be in the way. Tell her piss off, she’s missed her chance.’ He can see Scott’s thinking about it, undecided. ‘I’m not waiting any longer,’ says Brent, putting on some pressure. ‘You gotta decide. You comin’ or not?’

‘Yeah, yeah, I’m coming . . .’ says Scott, but he doesn’t move, picks up his phone again.

‘Don’t fucken tell her nothin’. I don’t trust her. What if she tells the pig?’

‘She wouldn’t do that . . .’

‘She might. Look, face it, she ain’t comin’. Don’t tell her nothing. Leave her hanging. Show her what happens when she doesn’t respect ya. Let her wonder where the fuck you are. Make her sorry for messing you around.’
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Chapter 65

Katima

7 p.m.

Walker and Radar are in the pub in Katima, their beers sitting untouched on the bar in front of them. Walker has told the ex-cop Anil Mahar’s story. ‘It was an overdose, pure and simple, and Conroy was too frightened about the impact it might have on his career to report it.’

Radar shakes his head slowly. ‘Bloody hell. I’ve been carrying him on my conscience for years. Did you find his next of kin? Did you let them know what happened?’

‘His file is missing from the CCCA records. Edwards or Brady must have had them destroyed. A friend of Anil’s told us he was a street kid, an orphan, that he worshipped Caden for giving him a chance to play professional cricket, for bringing him over here. He reckons Caden was the closest thing he had to family.’

‘Poor kid,’ says Radar. ‘What happens next, then?’

‘Ollie Edwards has admitted helping to cover up Anil’s death. We’ll charge him with being an accessory, so at least we’ll get some justice. The Coroners Court will arrange a funeral for him too. I reckon I might go along.’

‘Let me know when that happens. I’ll be there to pay my respects too,’ says Radar, picking up his beer. ‘Here’s to you, Anil. Sorry it took so long.’ Walker taps his glass against Radar’s and they both take a long drink.

‘You closed the other case too? The Singapore journalist?’

Walker nods. ‘Yeah. Ollie Edwards killed him to avoid his embezzlement coming out. But . . . Well, I don’t reckon I’ve got the full story there. It wasn’t a one-person job. Getting Banerjee’s body up in the tree alone would be almost impossible without help. I don’t have any proof but I’m sure there’s more to it. I’ve passed all the information Banerjee uncovered to the team in charge of corruption and organised crime, so maybe they’ll get to the bottom of it.’

‘You should be happy, mate – you’ve closed two murder cases, three if you count Caden Conroy. That’s a good week’s work in any man’s book.’

Walker’s not filled with the satisfaction that solving a case usually provides. He has a distinct sense that there are people involved who have gotten away with murder. He drains his beer and tells himself he’s done as much as he can, though the words ring slightly hollow. ‘Another round?’ he asks Radar.

‘I’ll have one if you’re buying,’ says a voice behind him. He turns. It’s Charli, a big smile on her face, her hair loose and shiny and hanging down over her bare back. She’s wearing jeans and a fitted black halter-neck top that shows off her curves and her tanned shoulders.

He finds himself smiling back at her. ‘What are you having?’ he asks.

‘Tequila and soda,’ she says. ‘Plenty of lime.’

‘Righto.’ He turns to Radar. ‘What’ll you have?’

‘Ah, nah, I gotta get home,’ says Radar. ‘The missus is getting fish and chips for dinner – can’t miss that.’

Walker orders Charli’s drink and a beer for himself. She looks around, spies a table by the window. ‘Let’s sit over there,’ she says. They sit, chatting and drinking as the pub fills up around them and then, eventually, empties out again. Walker’s so focused on Charli that he’s only vaguely aware of everyone else in the bar, her bright smile, infectious laugh and natural warmth capturing all his attention. They’ve eaten a couple of packets of peanuts, shared a plate of hot chips and gravy and drunk who knows how many beers and tequilas. They’ve talked about their shared love of coffee, the merits of Cherry Ripe over Tim Tams, Walker’s love of swimming and Charli’s failed attempts to learn surfing. They’ve talked about his childhood in Caloodie and Boston, and her peripatetic upbringing with her younger brothers and their single mother. She papers over the hardship of it, but Walker has the sense that it wasn’t an easy life. His admiration for her only increases. Charli’s able to put the past behind her and enjoy the present like very few people he’s met. When Gordie comes over to tell them it’s last orders, Walker can’t believe they’ve been sitting and talking for almost four hours.

‘Bloody hell!’ He’s laughing. ‘I can’t believe it’s closing time. Doesn’t seem like we’ve been here that long.’

‘It’s been great,’ says Charli, ‘and so nice to really get to know you.’

‘Absolutely,’ he says. Charli is great company, and the more he gets to know her the more he likes her. It doesn’t hurt that she’s very easy on the eye, and spending time with her, absorbing her positive energy, helps soothe the frustrations of the job. They stand and Charli stumbles a little, grabbing the table and laughing. ‘Woops,’ she says. ‘Too many tequilas and not enough to eat.’

They walk out together, and he notices her sway a little as the fresh air hits. ‘Let me walk you home,’ he says. He wants to make sure she gets back safe and sound.

‘OK,’ she says. They walk along in an easy silence. As they get closer to her place, Walker’s aware that he doesn’t want the night to end. They stop at her gate and the companionable silence is replaced by something with more tension in it. They’re standing close enough that he can smell the scent of her perfume, sweet, spicy, warm. She looks up at him, puts her hands against his chest, and he doesn’t overthink it, bends down and kisses her.
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Chapter 66

Katima

Saturday, 8.20 a.m.

When Walker wakes in the warmth and unfamiliar comfort of Charli’s bedroom, the sun is well up, casting long panes of light across the bed. It takes him a moment to realise where he is. When he remembers, a smile comes unbidden. He looks at the digital clock on the pale wood bedside table: 8.22 a.m. He’s slept much later than he usually does. He can hear Charli moving around in a room nearby, smell the scent of coffee in the air. He lies for a moment, remembering their night together, his smile getting broader, then swings his legs out of the bed, pulls on his boxer shorts and walks, barefoot and bare-chested, down the hall. He finds Charli in the kitchen, wearing a short silky slip and humming to herself, making coffee, a couple of mugs on the counter in front of her.

‘G’day,’ he says, momentarily embarrassed at the familiarity of being here with her.

She turns, the smile on her face matching his. ‘Morning,’ she says.

‘You’re not opening the van today, then?’ He doesn’t know what to say; this is all coming out wrong.

‘I went across earlier and put a Closed sign on the door. I’ve thought of a better way to spend my Saturday.’

He laughs. ‘I’m pleased to hear that,’ he says as she walks across the room and into his arms.

By the time they get back to the coffee, it’s almost 10 a.m. Charli brews another pot and directs him to the fridge. ‘I want to taste those famous bacon-and-egg sarnies you were telling me about.’

As they’re eating, Walker’s phone buzzes. He picks it up: a message from Blair. zoe’s back home, going back to school and reckons shes gonna become a ranger. best news all year.

Bloody awesome! That’s great news mate, he replies.

He turns to Charli, a big smile on his face. ‘I’ve just had some really good family news,’ he tells her. ‘My niece Zoe is back home. Actually, I’m going to Caloodie for the weekend. I’ll drive up today, come back tomorrow evening. Wanna come along?’

* * *

Charli is sitting on Lucas’s bed in his Caloodie house, wearing one of his t-shirts – which is big enough to cover her bum and thighs, and not much else. It’s 10.30 p.m. and Lucas is in the shower; she’s going to jump in when he’s done and they’ll probably go back to bed after that, so there’s no point getting dressed.

They’ve had an amazing day. The drive up to Caloodie passed in a flash. They picked up his dog and she met his cousin’s family. He gave his eldest niece an extra-big hug and she could see the love he has for all of them written clear on his face. Then he showed her round his place. She loves it – it’s full of potential. It just needs a bit of warming up with paint and a few new pieces of furniture to compliment the vintage stuff he’s held onto. He made lunch and told her all about growing up here with the grandmother he loved so much. In the evening, they went to the pub for dinner. She wore a dress that flatters her long legs, with boots and a denim jacket on top against the cool evening. ‘You look very pretty,’ he said, and something in his eyes made her stomach turn a delicious loop. Even thinking about it now gives her heart that teenage flutter again.

She finds it easy to talk to him about everything and nothing. All his family stuff triggers her a bit – she doesn’t have stories of her own, or none that she wants to share – but that aside, she honestly couldn’t have asked for a better way to spend the day. Her cheeks are aching because she can’t stop smiling. She’s been in lust with him for a while, but if this last twenty-four hours is anything to go by, she reckons she’s in danger of falling for him. She pulls out her phone to text Livia, who will be almost as excited as she is that this has finally happened.

She’s halfway through her message when Lucas’s phone, which is lying on the bed beside her, gives a chime and a buzz. She reaches over and turns it towards her. The message alert says Barbara, the ex he’s not quite over. Shit. The last thing she needs is thoughts of his ex tainting the rest of their weekend together. The phone chimes again, then two, three, four times more. A host of messages all from bloody Barbara. She stands, leaving his phone where it is. She’ll jump in the shower with Lucas, make sure she clears his head of any thoughts of this Barbara.

Then his phone starts ringing. Ignore it, she tells herself, it’s none of your business. But an idea comes to her, and she turns and walks back to the phone. By the time she picks it up the caller has hung up, but the caller ID on the home screen alert confirms it: Barbara. She’s still staring at the screen when the phone rings again. ‘Bloody persistent, aren’t you!’ she says, then presses the Answer button and says, ‘Lucas’s phone’, making her voice sultry and possessive.

There’s a moment’s silence at the other end. That got ya, Charli thinks, triumphant.

‘Hallo, yes, um, is Lucas there, please?’ Barbara’s voice is accented in a charming way. She sounds hot and foreign and exotic.

‘He’s in the shower right now,’ says Charli. ‘Can I give him a message?’

‘Um, right, OK. My name is Barbara. Can you ask him to call me urgently, please. It concerns . . . Well, tell him it’s very urgent. It’s very important he calls me. I’ll be waiting for his call.’

‘Righto.’

‘Thank you. Goodbye.’ And with that, she’s gone.

Charli stands for a moment, undecided. She shouldn’t have picked it up. If she’d ignored it, she could have jumped in the shower and maybe Lucas wouldn’t have bothered replying. But this Barbara sounded stressed, and she said it was urgent, so now she has to tell him. She sighs, her warm fuzzies punctured. ‘Serves you right for being nosy,’ she tells herself.

She walks into the bathroom. Lucas is out of the shower, drying himself, his back to her. She watches him for a moment, the warmth of attraction rising in her again, admiring his wide shoulders and strong arms. Even the scars on his back and legs are kind of hot. He turns, catches her looking at him, gives her a smile.

‘You’re already done,’ she says. ‘I was going to jump in with you.’

Before he can answer, before she changes her mind and drops his phone in the loo and flushes it away forever, she holds it out to him. ‘A lady called Barbara phoned and texted you and phoned again. I answered it and she asked if you can call her back. It’s urgent, apparently.’

The look of concern that crosses his face twists her heart. He tightens the towel around his waist, then takes the phone.

‘I’ll get showered while you chat,’ she says.

‘Righto,’ he says, but she can see he’s distracted, only half listening.

She turns on the shower, but curiosity gets the better of her, and she turns the water off again and walks back into the bedroom as if she’s forgotten something. He’s sitting on the bed, facing away from her, phone to his ear.

‘Barbara,’ she hears him say. ‘Are you OK? What’s happened?’ He cares about this woman and is worried about what might be going on in her life – she can hear that in his voice.

There’s a pause as he listens to her reply and then he says, ‘No, I’m in Caloodie right now, at Grandma’s old house. Remember her place? Yeah, where we had the barbie, that’s it. I own the house now. I’m doing it up and I’m spending more time here. It’s great. I wish you could see it.’

Charli can’t listen anymore. Doesn’t want to hear the genuine warmth in his voice, the intimacy between them, the history between them. She turns and walks back to the bathroom and jumps under the water, has a long shower until she’s washed her pointless jealousy away.

* * *

Walker’s so happy to hear Barbara’s voice, to know that she’s OK and that she picked up the phone to call him, that he starts rambling on about Caloodie, a smile on his face as he tells her about Grandma’s house.

When he finally draws breath, she says, ‘It sounds nice. I would like to see it. But Lucas, I have some bad news . . .’

Walker’s heart drops. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Stefan Markovich has broken out of prison. He was being transported to a court hearing and there was an ambush, on a highway near Berlin. I’ve seen video from the scene: a black SUV rammed the van and then three men, with hoods and masks, started shooting with semiautomatic rifles. The officers didn’t stand a chance. Two were shot dead and two others critically injured.’

‘Bloody hell, that’s terrible,’ says Walker. When Walker left Berlin last year, the former gang leader and current high-ranking member of the Ulić drug cartel was facing murder and drugs charges there. ‘You weren’t involved . . . ?’ he asks. ‘You’re safe?’

‘I’m fine. He was being guarded by prison officers, not police.’

‘Why wasn’t he being escorted by armed guards? He’s very close to Ulić – he’s not some low-level gangster.’

‘Well, it was higher-security than usual – there were four officers with him. But I think they didn’t realise how important he is to the clan. They thought of Markovich as a middle-of-the-pack gangster, not a big name. But they’re taking the manhunt seriously. I’ve been seconded to help. We’ve got hundreds of police looking for him – the uniform guys, us, even the Feds.’

‘I hope you find him. Do you need anything from us?’

‘If your team can spare someone, that would be helpful. We could use any insight into his contacts, any information you have.’

‘Of course, I’m sure they’ll be happy to cooperate. I’ll get someone to call you. I can’t help you myself because, well, the thing is, I’m not working with the AFP anymore . . .’

‘You’ve left the police?’ Barbara sounds shocked, incredulous.

‘No, not the police entirely. But I have left the AFP. I’m working with Queensland Police now, CIB. I’m out bush, based not far from Caloodie . . .’

‘When did this happen? Why did you leave? And why didn’t you tell me?’

‘I know, I should have told you. It’s a long story – I’ll tell you all about it when we have more time. It means Markovich isn’t really my bag anymore, but I’ll get someone to call you. It’ll probably be a DS called Sophie Bragg.’

They discuss the logistics briefly, the details of who Sophie should call, and Walker notes down a couple of names and numbers.

‘I’ll get onto this right now,’ he says. ‘The sooner Markovich is back under lock and key the better. But look, maybe I can call you tomorrow? We can have a proper catch-up.’

‘That would be nice. I need to know what is happening in your life,’ she says, and he can hear that she’s smiling.

He’s smiling too as he ends the call. Despite the shocking news about Markovich, it was great to speak with Barbara properly again. He calls Sophie’s mobile, but there’s no answer. Almost 11 p.m. on Saturday: she’s either out somewhere or, more likely, already in bed. He leaves a message for her to call him urgently, and is sitting there, phone on the bedside table, staring into space, when Charli appears, wearing one of his t-shirts and a pair of leggings, her hair damp from the shower. She’s carrying two bottles.

‘Fancy a beer?’ she says, smiling at him.

‘Yeah, OK, thanks,’ he says. He tries a smile, but the news about Markovich is sinking in and his focus is elsewhere.

‘Everything alright with your friend?’

‘Yeah, nah, not really. It’s a work thing, from my last job. And it’s bad news. I’ll have to go back to Katima first thing tomorrow to deal with it, so we’ll need to leave quite early.’

* * *

Walker lies awake long into the night, Charli asleep beside him, his thoughts far away. Markovich, a violent criminal, a criminal who wants him dead, is on the run, no doubt desperate and angry. First thing tomorrow, he needs to have a detailed conversation with Sophie, see if he can get a team of his former AFP colleagues involved. They need to discuss how the AFP can assist the Germans and what, if anything, he can do to help. His concern is that, with Rutherford gone and the old team broken apart, this won’t be dealt with as urgently or comprehensively as it needs to be. Markovich poses a real threat. He’s tried to kill Walker once before and there’s every chance that other police officers, including Barbara, will be on his hit list.

He didn’t want to scare Barbara, but he’s worried about her safety. Markovich has already tried to have her harmed. The thought brings a knot of concern to his gut. Their friendship has placed her firmly in Markovich’s sights, and Walker’s too far away to shield her, protect her, from the threat he’s exposed her to. He can only hope that Markovich might be trying to get back home to Australia. While that would be safer for Barbara, it would put Walker back in the firing line, and this time without the protection of the AFP’s organised crime team behind him. That not only means danger to him but, more worryingly, to his family and friends too. Walker lies there, staring into the dark, turning things round in his head. No matter which way he looks at it, he can only see trouble ahead.
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Author’s Note

I’m not a huge sporting enthusiast but as sport is Australia’s national religion, like all good citizens I do worship at the match temple on big occasions like the AFL Grand Final, Boxing Day Test and State of Origin. Watching these events, two things have intrigued me over the last few years. The first is the striking absence of any openly gay players, particularly in men’s sports. The second is the huge rise in sports gambling. In Hero, I wanted to look at both.

In the book, I’ve only lightly touched on the issue of being a closeted gay player. As a straight woman, I don’t feel it’s really my story to tell, but I do have empathy for how difficult it must be to hide the truth of yourself from teammates, fans, the media and the world at large. And I wonder why being closeted still seems to be a fact of life in many sports, when in the rest of the modern world sexual orientation, thankfully, need no longer be a secret.

The bigger theme in the book is sports gambling. When I started researching the way that sport and gambling have become so intertwined, an entire new world of potential corruption and criminality opened for DS Walker.

Gambling has been an ingrained part of Australian culture for a long time. Before she died, even my eighty-plus-year-old, churchgoing, cake-baking, blue-rinse-coiffed grandma was known to walk to the local bookie’s and put $2 on her favourite runner at Flemington on occasion. But in the last decade or so, thanks to lucrative sponsorship deals, the huge advertising budgets of betting companies and the rise of online gambling, the relationship between sport and gambling has become a very different beast. It’s now almost impossible to watch a match, talk about a game, even be casually interested in sport, without also encountering gambling. Australians are voracious gamblers, losing more than any other country in the world. According to the Queensland Treasury’s most recent Australian Gambling Statistics, Australians bet around $244.3 billion in 2022–23. That’s an all-time high. For context, over the same period, the Australian government spent less – just under $223 billion – on social security and welfare, while health spending and defence combined totalled $144 billion. The $244.3 billion Aussie punters gambled away was more than the GDP of many nations, including Greece, Algeria and Hungary (O’Sullivan, 2025). 

Averaged out across the roughly 20.6 million Australians aged over eighteen, that works out at $11,859 per head. Pokies still take the largest share ($9,281 per head) but wagering, and especially sports betting, is growing exponentially (O’Sullivan, 2025). This is largely due to online betting apps, which make placing a bet incredibly easy. Anyone with a smartphone or laptop can open their betting app and gamble on an Aussie match, or a game that’s taking place halfway around the world. And gambling is affecting sport itself. You might think that today’s professional athletes are too wealthy to be corrupted. But in 2025, US professional basketballer Terry Rozier – who has made US $160 million over ten years playing in the NBA – was arrested by the FBI and charged with altering his performance in collusion with a group of gamblers (Funt, 2025). (Rozier denies any wrongdoing.) Australian athletes are not immune. Players now have countless opportunities to manipulate games and fix the outcome of a bet, especially with ‘prop’ bets on individual player performance, which have become one of online betting’s biggest money-makers. Take AFL matches: instead of simply betting on the overall outcome of the game, punters can make prop bets on how many disposals a player might rack up, or how many goals they’ll score, or the number of possessions. It is not difficult for a player to manipulate these to their own advantage. The AFL itself has admitted to mounting integrity threats posed by the rapidly evolving gambling sector (Belot, 2025). Sporting leagues also have direct financial stakes in sports betting. The AFL not only benefits from gambling advertising revenue; it also receives ten cents for every dollar made by corporate bookmakers on the game. The NRL has embedded gambling advertising so deeply within the games that some commentators argue a whole new generation of supporters are indoctrinated in the odds just as much as in the code (Costello, 2024). (Hero is about cricket because the Aussie team feels like a particularly potent standard-bearer of our national identity and I wanted to play around with that in a fictional sense. The sport has had its share of controversies, but to my knowledge it’s no more or less corrupt than any other game.)

Serious criminals and organised crime are finding ways to exploit the huge, growing and difficult-to-regulate online betting market. The story I’ve outlined in Hero is complete fiction but there are syndicates profiting from and manipulating games in very real ways, not just in Australia but around the world. In 2024, New South Wales police charged three players from a top-flight Australian soccer club, alleging that a senior player had taken instructions from an ‘organised crime figure offshore in South America’ to arrange for yellow cards to occur in exchange for money (BBC Sport, 2024). 

Where sports gambling will go from here is a topic of debate at all levels of government and civic society. I, personally, would be sorry to see sport reduced to an analytical gambling endeavour, where corruption is possible and individual player stats and point spreads matter more than team effort and the pleasure of the game, win or lose.

Note: New data on gambling in Australia reveals that around 3 million people are engaged in some form of harmful gambling, which is linked to financial stress, family violence and poor mental health. If you’re affected by any of these issues, you can find help in Australia via Gambling Help Online on 1800 858 858 or the National Debt Helpline on 1800 007 007. In the UK, support for problem gambling can be found via the NHS National Problem Gambling Clinic on 020 7381 7722, or GamCare on 0808 8020 133. In the US, call the National Council on Problem Gambling at 1-800-MY-RESET or text 800GAM.
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