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A dry bed.
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‘Water,’ Mick Darby paused for it to sink in, tried not to laugh, ‘safe, clean, drinking water for families, water for cultural reasons, environmental reasons, recreational uses, water for industry, farms, mines, factories. We don’t have it. And the secrecy,’ he continued, ‘secrecy about ownership of that water feeds conspiracies. There’s a water register but it’s voluntary.’

Darby thumbed the remote to show a picture of the Darling River, dry, a car halfway across a bridge gave the river’s width, crumbling banks showed depth. He zoomed in on a toddler in the middle of the photo, both feet in what water there was not even covering her toes.

––––––––
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The Prime Minister had appointed Darby Commissioner for Ecological Intelligence, Security and Terrorism. The Riverina was his focus, and he needed cooperation. Mick Darby was with the Intelligence Committee. A small group of high-ranking professional intelligence officers formed the Committee out of despair with governments whose response to crisis was to announce a new agency, and then not fund it. The Committee concentrated on those few critical, cross-agency security briefs too important to leave with those who squabbled for their country. Its current focus, water.

With the Committee’s research Darby convinced the Prime Minister that the integrity of Australia’s ecosystems could no longer be guaranteed. He’d argued that the megadrought, water shortages, water theft, and a bull market for shares in water rights and entitlements created conditions ripe for civil unrest. He concluded the Riverina threatened the Murray-Darling Basin. 

‘We can manage,’ he closed his argument, ‘conspiracy theorists, extremist groups, environmental activists, community activists, mercenary industry associations and self-interested politicians. What we cannot manage is if they act together. A dry bed, if you will, of alliances.’

One of the Prime Minister’s advisors looked up, looked around, ‘a dry bed? Profound. Unlikely isn’t it, conspiracy theorists, greenies, the CWA, a rabble of self-interest, coalition of incompetence.’

Darby wondered if he was talking about the government.

His office had lined up meetings with water regulators, government agencies with some responsibility for water, state water authorities, private sector agronomists, water researchers, he got nowhere. On second visits he met their lawyers, there were no third visits. All he had was a clearer idea of the scale of the threat to water security, mostly government-funded threat.

––––––––
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Darby had decided to go local, to police districts dealing daily with the fallout of megadrought, increasingly unruly queues for bottled water, unsafe playgrounds fenced off, play equipment left unmended, businesses closed. He got nowhere in his meetings with police chiefs. The older guard were professional bullies, and Darby knew he couldn’t provoke or force them. They asked for evidence; he came back with intelligence. A concept foreign to most of them. The younger chiefs were careerists and assured Darby they’d have to consult, widely, that’d take some time. It’d be a question of resources, they said.

Sandy Pelham was Darby’s last meeting. Darby tried to keep an open mind, but he’d heard that Pelham owed his job to the Wiggles, and that the local State and Federal parliamentarians, and the district’s former police superintendent had complained about him. Not necessarily a bad thing.
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Chief Superintendent.
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Sandy Pelham, on his way out of his office, half-closed the door and used a finger to wipe dust off the name plate, Chief Superintendent, when his office landline rang. He walked back in.

‘You’ve got your op, code name, Operation Marinya.’ His boss was on the line. ‘You run it, but you get no relief from running your District.’  

Pelham had expected nothing less, but bellyached a little, for form. He moved around the desk and sat.

‘You’re sure you want to reopen inquiries into meth overdoses in your District? Some of them go back years. I’ve read the reports, all of them, your predecessor’s, coroners’ – conclusion in every case is overdose.’

‘Did you notice there were no investigations, no follow up of where they got the drugs from, no crime scene. They were just addicts,’ Sandy paused, ‘to my predecessor, not victims of crime.’

‘OK, not on overtime though. Marinya’s a big op,’ said his boss, ‘liaison with neighbouring Districts, it’ll be more a test of your leadership, Sandy, than a test of your policing.’

Sandy sat up straighter in his chair and reached for a pen.

‘Leadership,’ said Sandy.

‘Precisely,’ said his boss, ‘no getting lost in the weeds. One more thing.’

Sandy spun the pen over his fingers, ‘only one?’

‘Your good work has attracted the interest of Canberra. Liaise with them directly. I’ll let you know when they want you.’

‘Yes ma’am.’ No choice.

––––––––
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He went home, changed, and sat at his computer, opening files, folders, rearranging the contents of physical files and scribbling in his notebook. He picked up the phone to let his team know the op was on, but glancing at the time thought it better left for morning.

Sandy had spent months poring over District files of meth arrests. He correlated them with meth-related hospital admissions, psychotic episodes, sewage analysis reports. For at least four years meth use had ravaged the Riverina, running because of minimal police attention, leadership - corrupt or inept. And then eighteen months ago, a boost in use, and a steady increase in arrests for cocaine and weed, and not meth.

And five deaths by meth overdose in the recent four years. Sandy knew he’d not get far with reopening the overdose cases, any evidence would be long gone, some of the buildings where the victims died had since been demolished, phone records may be available. But Sandy wanted to signal that where drugs killed people, he wanted to prosecute the suppliers for causing death. He’d start with the most recent crimes.

What was it? A new meth manufacturer, dealer network, protected? 

When police busted a lab, seized a few kilograms of meth, arrested cooks, dealers and a few users a local spike in the price of meth and a cut in quality followed. After a few months of no busts nor arrests prices and quality stabilised. Competitors of those taken out of business moved in, crims had budgets too. Taking a few criminals off the streets made a fleeting difference to serious crime rates. Start all over again.

––––––––
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Sandy’d been told that policing was like dipping your foot into a bucket of water. Your foot made a splash, caused some water to spill perhaps. Then seconds after you withdrew your foot, there was no evidence of it having been in the bucket. Would that happen with Marinya.

Time to walk.

First though, Sandy ordered his notes, locked them away, checked his doors, windows, went out the front door, pissed on his lemon tree, ducked back inside to pocket his smokes and a lighter. He chose the streets parallel to Wagga’s main, then headed for the darkness of the racecourse. He skirted it and took the highway out of town, stopped on the bridge across the Murrumbidgee to North Wagga, lit a smoke. Glad now he’d remembered them.

The river had shrunk, river in name only. In the darkness he could make out more of the pale sandy bed than the black strip of water reflecting the streetlights. Smoke drifted from him, settled, then vanished. He shuddered and turned for the walk home.

Sandy was puzzled by shadows splintering from the bitumen footpath onto the dirt, until he tripped, not shadows but cracks in the footpath and the verge. How much of Wagga was now cracked and ungrassed he wondered. Smaller towns in the Riverina had run out of water, Wagga city relied on bore water.

Megadrought they were calling it on the news. Intransigent, even the police station toilets boasted the reminder to save water, ‘if it’s yellow let it mellow, if it’s brown send it down.’ The sign over the sink in the station kitchen warned of violence if the dishwasher wasn’t full, and then some, before it was turned on.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


More than blog?
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Three days. A fit human could go without water for three days. On the fourth day, death. Lucas had his summary of two years’ research on how to make clean water available within three days to Australians dying of thirst or ill from using unsafe water. 

He stood at the lectern, looked down at his laptop. With a double degree in chemistry and politics, studying for his PhD on water security in Australia he was not sure why he needed notes, he knew it all off by heart - especially this version. The last of the five speakers had all drawn a muted response from the audience. Lucas slipped a USB into the laptop. He’d had to submit his slides to the organisers so that all five presentations had the same look and feel. His had come back sanitised, ‘you don’t want to lose your funding,’ his supervisor had lectured. Lucas knew he wouldn’t change his thinking to fit in with the donors represented in the room. 

He realised he was at war with himself and not the university. Lucas wasn’t sure what he wanted. For his work to be taken seriously? In a way it was taken seriously because everyone who read it wanted him to change it. Part of him wanted the room to burst into spontaneous cheering while part of him wanted it to self-combust. He didn’t know which he preferred.

His topic today, ‘Water – a natural resource unnaturally managed’ presented to a water industry symposium. A few smokers shuffled back into the room of suits, skirts, professors and students. Lucas waited, still, his opening slide displaying ‘three days’. He began, audience quiet, a bit bored until, when presented with a slide, under the heading ‘Mismanagement’, that listed Australian water companies along with research labs and authorities, their employers. The audience gasped, mouths opened, heads flung back, Lucas, blonde, pale, broad-shouldered, chin with more bum fluff than beard, black jeans failing to hide stick-boy legs poking out of Doc Martens, looked around the room, took a sip of water, tapped his satchel with his boot. Derision may have not been what he wanted but he knew he needed it. The prompt to get out of there.

A suit shouted, ‘fuck off waterboy’. It was picked up as a chant and swelled, followed by laughter, jeers, boos, threats to sue and walk-outs. By the end of his presentation five out of eighty-three attendees remained. His peers, he thanked them, they clapped him. 

A few suits had talked themselves into waiting for him at the exit, talked up what they would do to him. They saw his face in the light and moved aside to let Lucas walk right through them. They may have been suits but even they knew to let him go. 

He walked to his one-room flat, packed a duffel bag and the charger for his laptop and took the next train to Broken Hill.

––––––––
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He bought a van kitted out for life on the road from a pair of backpackers who were over it. He camped throughout south-eastern Australia. No alcohol, enough food. Walked fire trails all day, out and back to his rough camp. 

Lucas put his years of studying to use. He wrote draft blogs at night and posted them when he went on-line at libraries and trawled environmental activist sites. He blogged about corrupt water authorities, legislative loopholes and water mismanagement. A question popped up on his blog. Anonymously, he was asked if he was prepared to do more than blog?

Could he do more than blog? He’d scrapped his career, was that not enough? Without an answer, he logged off, sat with face in his hands scratching his thin beard.

Always a smart kid, doting parents, no school task, or university assignment a challenge. Nothing at which he couldn’t and didn’t excel. An anonymous post, ‘Could you do more than blog?’ Six words, six nails.

––––––––
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Lucas was drawn to the Murray-Darling Basin. Australia’s largest water system. He knew the numbers by heart. A beast at one million square kilometres; three times the size of his native Germany, two and a half million people, forty percent of Australia’s agricultural produce, key cultural and spiritual connection for forty First Nations communities. Highest number per capita in Australia of people dead from thirst and ill from toxic water.

He camped in free sites all over the Basin, from St George in the north, to Seymour to the south, west to Wilcannia, east to Goondiwindi. He saw funerals, dry riverbeds, dead fish, dead trees, private dams brimming with water, irrigation systems half a kilometre long and watering fifty-hectare cotton crop circles - mechanical triffids force-marching the Basin to an early collapse. Broken, mauled, crushed beyond recognition.

Now he was beginning to learn the heart behind the numbers. 

––––––––
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Could he do more than blog? He got the message implied in that question. Doing more than blogging begged Lucas to find a way to resuscitate the Murray Darling Basin, bring the beast back to life.

The question nagged him as he prowled the Holbrook grocery store shopping for his next camp, a few days of fresh food and ten days of tins. Holbrook was a joke, renamed in 1915 to cover up its German heritage. His father would have lamented long into the night about that, ‘Germanton, a fine name.’

Lucas scowled at the checkout’s ‘how’re ya love?’ and scurried to his truck to drive to Livingstone National Park on the road to Wagga. He nearly missed the turnoff, the blog question a head kick of expectation. He stopped inside the park entrance and opened his phone to check the map, more texts, the same question. He deleted the texts and chose a campsite. The track was a nightmare as he dipped into ruts and ploughed out of the sand. Other than blog what could he do? There was water in the Basin, but it was privately stored, not available for anyone but its owner. If water was to be available inside three days, it had to be bought from the hoarders. He could talk, write, march, sit in, protest - the pace of his truck and his thoughts didn’t match. He’d do better off the track and swung the wheel to his right and after a hundred metres braked hard. There was his answer. A faded, bullet-holed sign, ‘Unexploded ordnance safety warning.’

If he was going to free water in the Basin, return water to the people, revive the environment, he needed a three-point plan. Focus, money, and people. 

Focus first. He settled on the Riverina, middle of the Basin. Lucas’s plan was to fund his passion by putting his chemistry degree to good use, to cook meth. He had cooked it to pay his first university fees when his father stopped his allowance. His father had been so proud that Lucas had made money, although he didn’t know how, that he’d reinstated monthly payments. Lucas knew the equipment he needed and found it in op shops, kitchen shops and hardware stores. What he couldn’t get there he sourced with ingredients from his former suppliers. They’d want a cut - the cost of doing business.

––––––––
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He went to Wagga, where the major court cases were heard, searched for lawyers who socialised with senior police. Only one lawyer drank regularly with the police superintendent. 

Lucas phoned the lawyer; they agreed on a retainer. When Lucas suggested to the lawyer that he admired the District Superintendent, Clive Baxter, the monthly retainer fee doubled, ‘Clive and I,’ the lawyer explained, ‘need to understand the value of your admiration.’

––––––––
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Now Lucas could protect his business, and Clive had a regular supply of arrests - drug users, low level dealers, petty thieves, the occasional thief with a warehouse of cheap counterfeit goods. Lucas refined his recipe and recruited women as cooks.

Lucas knew women were the invisibles of the drug industry, victims of abuse, not organisers, users, not cooks. He paid them well, kept them off their product, encouraged them to keep working their part-time jobs, hiding openly in and around Wagga.
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Turn the pressure up.
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Sandy’s direction to focus on dealers improved his arrest stats, but only a few cases had made it to court so far and he was yet to secure a conviction. Delays caused by Covid meant that arraignments prepared eighteen months ago now needed more planning. Interviews were a nightmare with suspects schooled in ‘no comment’. Doubts about the security of evidence chains had been nurtured, prosecutors had been outgunned on technicalities by defence lawyers, police evidence ruled inadmissible, juries seduced by charming young defendants with expensive suits and impeccable character references. 

His management team added to Sandy’s findings about the effects of meth use and swore at the skill of defence lawyers. ‘You know,’ said the detectives’ chief, ‘the people these lawyers defend don’t have the money to pay them, so who’s paying? There’s no way we can get close to the lawyers, without digital forensics there’s no way we can directly trace who pays them.’

‘Koen Barrett,’ said Sandy, ‘where are we?’

‘Still trying to get the evidence and the records together,’ said his detectives’ chief.

‘I want your report for COB,’ said Sandy.

‘Chief, it was an overdose, overdose of an addict, in and out of rehab, not exactly a surprise ending.’

‘Someone supplied him with drugs that killed him, I want that someone. Report for COB.’

‘Current cases,’ risked one of the management team, ‘you mentioned digital forensics,’ she gestured to the officer opposite, ‘what are you thinking?’

‘If we could get data from smartphones, devices, computers and the cloud for our offenders,’ he held his hands up wriggled his fingers, ‘alleged, then among their secrets we might be able to find and follow the money.’

‘Fishing,’ said Sandy.

‘Occupational hazard,’ said the detectives’ chief.

‘Let’s take a break, coffee, back here in ten, short presentation and then let’s see about warrants for devices.’

––––––––
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Sandy had taken on a couple of interns, postgraduate students from the Criminology Faculty at the nearby Charles Sturt University. They fossicked socials, Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, X, Vine, and YouTube of all those caught up in meth related offences in the Riverina police district.

‘Most of your offenders are freelancing,’ the interns concluded their presentation to the Marinya team, ‘buying, using, selling, day-to-day, no big plan, not organised, unknown to other offenders, social supply out of where they live. Money, disrespect, abuse - sexist, racist, homophobic, and violence are all over their socials. They hang out together, post pictures of themselves at parties, pubs, raves, use hashtags and emojis to meet up.’

‘But four of them have a different profile,’ she used the laser to highlight her talking points. ‘Five big differences - they have no posts about money, abuse, disrespect, or violence, yet almost everyone they are linked to has. These four don’t post names, places or even dates, well not that we can recognise, we think they use codes, and we’d expect them to use encrypted apps. These four use privacy settings on every app. The others we have looked at, they don’t worry about privacy, everything posted is public.’

‘Codes? Why?’

‘The absence of names, place, and dates, so very unusual to hang out online and not mention one of these. And we think they already use some kind of code, their texts use no numerals, maybe they use one-time pads, sophisticated. There are no photos of them, and they’re recruiting on socials,’ continued the intern.

‘What do you think we have here?’ said Sandy. 

‘These four fit a profile of an organised gang. We’ve only reviewed the data for this district. Printed copies,’ she said reaching over to hand them out.

‘We have the phone data for these four and at least some,’ Sandy shuffled through the printout, ‘of their contacts, don’t we?’

‘Thing is,’ said the financial crimes head, ‘we examined the phones to help build cases on the drugs charges. We easily found enough evidence, thought we had, we had no reason to look harder. Now we want financial data, contacts with the four, ah, main guys. The warrant, Sandy, does the warrant cover what we want to do now?’

‘No, the warrant doesn’t cover the four,’ he gestured to the interns, ‘you found. So, let’s get a warrant for their phone records, we have enough justification don’t you think?’

‘Yes,’ said the finance head, ‘and I’ll give you a form of words to add to it as well.’

‘OK.’ Sandy said, ‘thanks, let’s get our heads around the warrant when we’re done.’

The intern’s work lifted the team and in an hour the meeting was done, tasks divided and assigned.

Sandy stood, ‘a few closing thoughts. Join me in thanking our interns,’ applause and a few shouts, ‘and a couple of changes to how we’re going after dealers. I want to turn the pressure up. No more charges of social supply. I don’t care how small the amount of meth you find, charge them with possession, intent to sell, if you suspect they’re using, charge them with self-administration of a prohibited drug. Let’s get among them, I want everyone selling, dealing, making to think they’re living in an open prison.’

‘Sure Sandy? This’ll clog...’

‘Sure,’ said Sandy, ‘lawyers, magistrates, court clerks, will all complain, launch legal challenges. Thing is, I’m not sure they’re working for us anyway, not saying or thinking they’re corrupt, just that they don’t share our obsession, maybe getting them get a bit busy will help them focus.’

The Head of Rural Crime shook her head, ‘Sandy, there’s another reason behind the social supply charges,’ she folded her arms, ‘the charge is not heavy for the simple reason that it encourages offenders to seek help, rehab. Youths and adults charged with more serious offences – don’t do rehab, they do more drugs.’

‘Charge them with self-administration and drop it to social supply after they’ve signed on for rehab, will that do it?’

––––––––
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At eighteen hundred hours Sandy heard the knock on his door and looked up to see his Chief of Detectives holding open a device.

‘The trail on Barrett may not be cold,’ he said sitting opposite Sandy and turning the device to face him.

‘What do you have?’

‘His phone, the stuff we found with him at the crime scene, we still have it. Barrett had no relatives, no partner, no-one has claimed his stuff.’

Sandy picked up the device, ‘these are screenshots, from his phone?’

‘Texts, all to the one number. Hours before he died, he was arranging to buy. And then, assuming he bought ten minutes before time of death estimates, he called the same number. We’re onto Optus about it, we rang it and it’s no longer in use.’

Sandy handed back the tablet, ‘what are you thinking?’

‘Ah, that you were right to go for this.’

‘Don’t get used to it,’ Sandy said.
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Too much going on.
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Hardyn Brack took his shoes off, raised the blind on the aircraft window, lingered on his reflection, opened a sparkling water. He reached for the buckle and racked the seat back for he stood two metres and couldn’t straighten his right leg. A football accident, a motorbike accident, diving, climbing, a gunshot, accident at birth. 

The pilot’s flight path from Wagga to Sydney took them over part of Brack’s land, some cotton rich, most of it water, great squares and rectangles of water, and wasteland. Hectares of pale trunks and limbs of dead trees reached out to Brack like so many children wanting to be picked up, lost on Brack. 

––––––––

[image: ]


Exhausted by drought and Brack’s chemical waste, much of his land deteriorated daily. He’d had to deal with that yesterday. Brack replayed the conversation, adding to his notes for his lawyer.

‘Environmental crime, Hardyn this is serious, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t take this up the line,’ the Riverina head of the Pesticides Authority held up a field report.

‘Up the line,’ said Brack.

‘There’s more,’ said the bureaucrat, ‘not just the chemical spills. Your employees have destroyed a freshwater midden, bulldozed it, buried it.’ He held up another file, ‘witness report. Nothing I can do except send it.’

‘Yeah, I know, “up the line”,’. Brack sat back, hands resting on his lap, right heel tapping the carpet.

‘Thanks for asking me to come in,’ said Brack, ‘appreciate the opportunity to work something out with you.’

‘No, you’ve got it wrong, Hardyn,’ the bureaucrat leant forward, licked his lips, ‘this is different, a heads-up, there’s nothing we can work out here.’

‘How much? That’s the question, isn’t it?’ said Brack, ‘the detail of working something out, again.’

‘I can’t bury this; it can’t be buried. I need to report it.’

‘Your chain of command,’ said Brack, ‘it leads to me. I am,’ he tapped the desk with one finger, ‘the end of the line. You need to read your agency’s annual report. Seventy two percent of your budget,’ Brack pointed, ‘your budget, comes from me, Chair of the Cotton Federation.’

––––––––
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Two years ago, Brack had convinced multinational pesticide companies to wash their government donations through the Federation, industry bodies not needed to register as lobbyists, meetings raised barely an initial in a Minister’s diary.

Brack reached for the two documents, ‘so,’ he said, ‘job done, you’ve taken the reports up the line.’ He weighed them, ‘thirty-five million dollars’ worth of reports.’

Brack stood and shoved the paper in his satchel, ‘destroy every trace of this bullshit.’

He drafted thank-you emails to his lawyers. They’d litigated and won against a small class action by farmers claiming water theft, floodplain harvesting by one of his southern cotton farms. He instructed the law firm to seek damages. He emailed another ‘thank-you etc etc’ for two federal politicians and a retired police superintendent, Clive ‘Ankles’ Baxter.

Brack’d left them drinking on his tab after lunch. The pollies and the cop had once been very useful to him, thwarting amendments to water regulation, harassing protesters and arresting trespassers seeking evidence of water theft.

And the ex-cop was moaning about his replacement. Over lunch he told them how incompetent this new guy, Sandy Pelham, was, not a patch on his chosen replacement, the young bloke who’d been recalled to Sydney after a month, an argument with a journalist, Brack recalled. The two pollies had signed the ex-cop’s complaint where Pelham’s leadership style was described as incommunicative, distrustful of his management team, and unable to let go of even the most minor tasks.

‘Prick even impounded my Mercedes,’ said the ex-copper, ‘had it towed and locked up, even had to pay to get it back.’

‘What?’ said one of the pollies, ‘in Wagga, didn’t know they did that. Where did you leave it?’

‘Outside the station, not the point though, is it? It’s about respect, twelve years I ran this District.’

‘Best get this off now,’ the ex-copper stood, ‘might not remember to do it tonight,’ folded the complaint into an envelope, excused himself for a few minutes to drop it in the post box on the pub corner.

The old copper didn’t bother Brack too much, he’d been worth every cent. Brack had asked him about getting a new contact, his replacement. The old guy had grinned, ‘let’s keep to the current arrangements.’ Brack doubted that, figured the new superintendent a risk if he’d stirred Ankles into a complaint.

––––––––
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Heavy turbulence woke Hardyn, he buckled up, let his mind wander. The Cotton Federation pitched cotton farming as small, family owned, no dominant companies, little concentration. Brack knew this was inaccurate. Using proxies, nominees, intermediaries, trusts, and tax haven registrations, Brack had been able to disguise from the ATO the extent of the holdings he had increased with his backer’s money. He wasn’t the only one, all the Federation directors were in on it, although only he had the Texan backing, the others had Chinese or Malaysian patronage.

He had too much going on. You could have anything you wanted Brack knew, if you were prepared to risk everything. It was all a bit of a juggle, too much up in the air. He knew the secret to juggling was invisible threads, or threads only visible to him. 
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I’ll call him at ten thirty.
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District Superintendent Sandy Pelham’s bad day began like all bad days begin, no coffee. He took the delivery box off the kitchen floor and centred it on the stone bench, unpacked the groceries he’d taken inside the night before, no coffee. He checked his order against the packing list, touched each item as he read, he’d ordered coffee beans and had been rewarded with two five kilo packs of lite spuds.

He packed away the groceries, wiped the bench clean, bent down to check for smears at eye level. With no coffee beans in his house, an early morning phone call left him riffling drawers, cupboards, bedside table, pockets, scanning bookshelves, table, desk, coffee tables for the cigarettes he’d given up over dinner. The calm of his night walk through Wagga city had dissipated.

‘The Feds want to talk now,’ said his boss, ending the call. ‘Mick Darby, he’s expecting you to ring on this number.’

At least his boss hadn’t sounded happy about running Darby’s errand. Pelham hadn’t planned to be at the station until later in the morning. He rang his EA at home.

‘Change in plan?’ she asked.

‘No,’ said Sandy, ‘got another job for you though. I need anything you can get on a Mick Darby, a Fed, he’s in Canberra. I’ll be calling him when I get in, ten thirty.’

‘And if he calls you before then?’

‘What?’

‘Well, he’s a Fed, you know what they’re like. I’ll get a call saying, “Mr Darby’s on the line”. So, if he calls before you call him, what’ll I tell him?’

‘That I’ll call him at ten thirty.’

––––––––
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Pelham remembered to water his lemon tree and the two roses in pots near his front door with the water he’d saved from his shower. It was the only water they’d had since he’d been in Wagga, aside from pissing on the lemon tree.

Sandy drove out to the saleyards for the seven am start and saw few stock for sale and fewer still bought. He liked spending time at the sales, lowing of cattle, smell of feed, shit, thought it helped him to understand what some were going through. He wasn’t bothered there; locals appreciated his increasing the numbers of the Stock Squad. Farmers were unhappy, not the Hanrahan of old unhappy, really pissed off.

This time of year, usually saw farmers rebuild their stock. They weren’t doing that today unless it was all online. He joined a group of heavy men with thermos flasks and thick sandwiches, declined their offers, just sat, and heard about water prices.

‘Really? Thought there was plenty of water in the river, heard it was running well further up, not here though.’

‘River levels? The Murrumbidgee, Sandy, not a useful indicator,’ he was told, ‘it’s fed when the winter snow melts, the others rely on rainfall. Thing is it’s getting dry too, fuck-all snow for two years in a row and not much rain. And the chemicals in artificial snow - poison, that’s what they use, so you can’t feed animals where that shit’s concentrated in the water. Murrumbidgee supplies a quarter of Wagga’s water in normal times, now the city’s on bore water only and we’ll see heavier restrictions soon.’

‘You used to be able to trade water with your neighbours. Now, there’s a water market, whatever the fuck that means,’ said one pouring black tea into a battered mug, although Sandy smelled more than tea.

‘What it means is that no one knows who owns the water and no one knows who’s selling it,’ said another, pushing the brim of his hat off his forehead with one misshapen finger which he now pointed at Sandy, ‘you trade through your broker, but it’s not his water, he’s just the broker. You got a stock squad, Sandy, now you need a water squad, mate.’

Stock prices were high too he’d noticed, buyers, live and online, were few, but it was the water that bothered people. He’d ask some of his local officers whose families farmed, see if there was more to know.

––––––––
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Pelham’s EA googled and found Darby’s title, which turned out to be wrong anyway. Sandy called the number his boss had given him and arranged to meet Mick.

Sandy had his EA make a dinner reservation. ‘And book him a room for a few nights, starting a week today.’

‘The Houston?’

‘You think he’ll be a problem,’ said Sandy.

‘We’ll see if he has a sense of humour,’ she laughed.

‘He’ll be here around two-thirty,’ said Sandy, ‘so shift everything I have next week please. Same for the Marinya team leads. I’ll want the Marinya files in here too. Something else, know anything about local pollies pissed off with me?’

‘Well, the ex-super’s pissed off with you and he’s still close to the local Nats, State and Federal. He’s pissed with you so, stands to reason his mates might be. Why?’

‘Oh, something this bloke Darby said.’
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Bushwalking.
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Lucas’s battered Hilux was at the campground, a shade more faded, annex stretched taut so leaves wouldn’t pool. And here he was, opening the door of Bertoldo’s Bakery to let a woman in. Past the Post Office, turning left, crossing to the library, texting as he walked.

Harry met him on the Griffith library steps and both headed for shade and no listeners. Lucas, blonde, broad, baby-faced with a wispy beard, pierced, tattooed, restless, favoured black jeans and army disposal shirts. Still the trace of a German accent. 

Harry, Wiradjuri, tall, thin, jeans faded, blundstones scruffy, rarely seen in the same messaged t shirt, more than twice Lucas’s age and fitter. 

––––––––
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When they’d first met Lucas had talked about walking trails as a kid in Germany, how much they were like fire trails. Harry introduced him to bushwalking and Lucas was up for it. Lucas got confident in the way of all those who underestimate the bush and those who know it, went on his own. Harry found him with no water and a day’s walk to his truck in forty degrees.

‘What the fuck are you doing’, said Harry bending down, waking him and loosening Lucas’s shirt.

‘Bushwalking,’ Harry could barely hear him.

‘No, you’re not, you’re dying,’ Harry tipped a little water into Lucas’s mouth, Lucas grabbed at the bottle, ‘hey, not so much.’

‘Take a look at these,’ Lucas passed over his phone, ‘scroll through. I wanted them more out of sight. Look,’ he laid a finger on the screen, ‘threatening people, showing off.’

‘Can’t stop all of them and besides, they keep the cops busy, and happy. Take these away and the cops’ll look harder,’ Harry handed the phone back.

‘If you run too many dealers, you risk losing discipline.’

‘What?’ Harry pointed to Lucas’s phone, ‘discipline these kids? Mate, parents tried,’ Harry counted off on his fingers, ‘uncles and aunties, school, some of their mates, juvie. They buy from us, they don’t work for us, let ‘em grow out of it.’

‘No,’ said Lucas, ‘that’s not what I meant. The group around you and me, tight. They don’t slip up, that’s where the discipline is. But these,’ Lucas scoffed, ‘they’re being noticed, more of them picked up, charged. We need to quieten them down. The more the cops scare them the more likely they’ll talk, drop a name. They need to stick to ‘no comment’, no need to panic, they’ll be bailed, there’s no room in any of the lockups. We need to change how we work, split things up again.’

Lucas explained he had a new lab, smaller, ‘using more labs to cook...’

‘Won’t that mean a bigger operation?’ said Harry, ‘didn’t think that’s what you meant.’

‘Yeah, no it’s not what I meant. I want more smaller labs, and more but smaller teams selling.’

‘What brought this on?’

‘Couple of things,’ Lucas stretched and reached for his smokes, ‘cops are not as friendly as they were under Ankles, six months he’s been gone and this head cop, Pelham, proving to be a fucking nuisance, I can’t get to him so no more friends there.’

Harry thumbed his phone, ‘seen this?’

‘What is it?’

‘Your mate, Pelham.’

Lucas took the phone and started the video, ‘a car crush?’

‘Yeah, one of my blokes, down the food chain, was pulled over for speeding. He had a bag on him. He admitted personal use when he was interviewed. Cops were not interested, charged him, impounded his car, said the car was illegally modified and crushed it that night. Videoed the crushing, it’s up on Facebook as a warning.’

Lucas handed the phone back, ‘this Pelham’s more of a nuisance than I thought.’

‘Most of the boys have souped-up cars and trucks so they’re jittery. Question being asked is do we pay for his car?’

‘Your guys,’ said Lucas.

‘When he gets out, he’ll get an old Camry and a hiding,’ said Harry.

‘Not in that order,’ said Lucas. ‘Do you know Pelham even impounded Ankles’ car? New Merc.’

‘Maybe he’s not all bad,’ said Harry.

‘Yeah, well you won’t be saying that if he catches you. We need to be extra cautious, so smaller teams, moving smaller amounts, I’ll keep their cut the same, though.’

‘More teams,’ said Harry, ‘smaller target, yeah, I get that. Increases the odds one of them will be caught but.’

‘Yeah, well that’s a risk, not as big as fewer, bigger loads,’ said Lucas, ‘we can take small hits but five, ten kilos - we’d lose too much. No, I think the guerilla way is right.’

‘OK,’ said Harry, ‘see the logic in that, no big busts, flexibility.’

‘Well, it’ll be too much - we need another bloke to join us, you, and me, and he’ll need a small team. So, can any of your guys step up? None of mine could.’

‘No,’ said Harry, ‘but I know of a bloke who’d be useful.’

––––––––
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Harry knew of an ex-Navy diver. After the Navy the diver drifted, had his mother sign over her house deeds and put her in a nursing home, and lived with a succession of ever-younger girls. 
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Whelan the Wrecker.
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Sandy’s boss sat at the polished wooden table, a half-full jug of water leaving shadows under the glare of hot fluorescents, no glasses. Someone cared for this table, outsized, glossy, still with the fragrance of a citrus polish. The chairs were unmatched, tops of armrests scrubbed from being pushed under the table. She made no move to shake hands, gestured to the chair opposite. Sandy sat, noticed the shallow drawers set under the table, parallel to inset green leather squares, he counted twelve, wondered what was in them.

‘Heard of “Whelan the Wrecker?”’ she paused, there was no way he was going to fill that gap. He had no map for this conversation. Only his boss had any idea what it was to be about.

She tilted her head to one side, light reflected off her black-rimmed glasses hiding her eyes, ‘Sandy, perhaps I could ask a different question?’

She sounded amused, reclipped her ponytail. He searched for an exit.

‘Disrupting criminal activity. Let me quote you,’ she said. ‘“Operation Marinya is a creative, problem-solving methodology to disrupt illegal drug markets.” Now,’ she sat back, ‘I understood you to mean that you and your officers would be disrupting the family lives, friendships, relationships, school runs, shopping, watching kids play sport, playing sport,’ she shrugged, ‘fucking up the day-to-day lives of criminals or at least suspects. Today, Sandy, you will convince me I heard you correctly because your criminals seem to be suffering no discomfort, far less disruption.’

There was a knock at the door and an officer came in set a pile of folders on the table.

‘Thank you,’ his boss said, and she rested one hand on the pile, ‘these are not reports of disrupted illicit activity, Sandy.’

Sandy could feel sweat at the back of his neck and soon his shirt back would darken. Hadn’t felt this since he was undercover. Four years on a mission to catch those running drugs from Pacific islands into Cairns and smaller towns along the coast, Cooktown and up around the Cape to Seisia. The difference was he’d enjoyed being scared there, part of the test, the tunnel vision, pumped, would he make it. But in a fucking office, not outnumbered, no guns, no drugs. Just his boss. He flinched. 

She misread it, ‘take your time,’ she said.

Sandy pointed to the pile, ‘I had a few calls from magistrates moaning about workload, staff shortages...’

‘And you thought, “oh heads up, I’ll let my boss know”,’ she touched the pile, ‘but no. I get the heads up direct from judges, magistrates, sheriffs, court attendants – you are wrecking their lives. Victims of spousal assault, muggings, burglaries – all their cases pushed back, some for two years or more. Again, lives disrupted by you, and for what? No results, no busts, no drug seizures, criminal activity disrupted? Not so much.’

‘So, our learned colleagues missed a few bowls sessions,’ Sandy scratched his head, ‘we changed much of the way we did courts during Covid, there’s no point going back to the old ways. They’re assessing backlog using a hundred-year-old justice system, not using technology we have today, proven over the last couple of years; virtual courts, online streaming, digital lodgement of evidence.’

‘You can offer those suggestions when you meet with them. They’re keen to hear your thoughts.’
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