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About the Book



The unmissable standalone thriller from Chris Hammer, 'master of Australian noir' and award-winning author of the international bestsellers Scrublands, Silver and Trust.


In the desolate outback town of Finnigans gap, police struggle to maintain law and order. Thieves pillage opal mines, religious fanatics recruit vulnerable youngsters and billionaires do as they please.


Then an opal miner is found crucified and left to rot down his mine. Nothing about the miner's death is straight-forward, not even who found the body. Homicide detective Ivan Lucic is sent to investigate, assisted by inexperienced young investigator Nell Buchanan.


But Finnigans Gap has already ended one police career and damaged others, and soon both officers face damning allegations and internal investigations. Have Ivan and Nell been set up, and if so, by whom?


As time runs out, their only chance at redemption is to find the killer. But the more they uncover, the more harrowing the mystery becomes, and a past long forgotten is thrown into scorching sunlight.


Because in Finnigans Gap, nothing stays buried for ever.
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prologue


THE NIGHT IS PERFECT FOR RATTING. A LAYER OF HIGH CLOUD HAS SPREAD across the sky, blocking out the moon and the stars, sucking light from the world. Only the night-vision goggles—military grade—allow for progress, the driver careful in a landscape rendered luminous, easing the old truck between trees silhouetted against the radiant earth. It’s like a video game, glowing and hyperreal, bleeding light at the edges. And yet this is life, unmistakably authentic. Here, the stakes are not theoretical; here, there is no respawning, no second chances. Get caught ratting and there is no coming back. It might be possible to evade the violence and avoid the courts, but the shame would follow, leper-like, to other opal towns: Lightning Ridge, White Cliffs, Coober Pedy. Exile inescapable, reputation irredeemable, humiliation irreversible.


So the four men proceed in silence, ratters united by greed and needs unspoken, by quiet desperations, and divided by mutual loathing for who they are and what they’ve become, the engine the only sound. At the top of a rise above the far end of the opal fields, the driver slows the truck to a stop. This far along, The Way, the road linking the West Ridge to the town, the only access, the only egress, has splintered into multiple tracks. They drop the cockatoo, with his goggles and army surplus walkie-talkie. From here, he can look back at The Way as it undulates along the ridge line from Finnigans Gap ten kilometres away. The town itself is hidden in its hollow, its aura glowing through the night-vision goggles, but the intervening path is clear. The town is not so far, fifteen minutes, but far enough that he can alert them at the first flare of headlights, far enough for them to get clear in time. Or so they hope.


The truck moves forward, grinding down a gear, slowing even more as they leave the remnants of the track, moving cross country, the driver’s caution overriding his desire to get there, to get started. Through the thermal-imaging goggles, the bonnet of the truck glows obscenely bright, its heat making it shine like a beacon. He knows no one else can see it, no one without the goggles, just the cockatoo on the ridge, but it makes him nervous all the same. And yet he can’t afford to go any faster; the landscape is too treacherous, with its exposed mine shafts and ventilation holes, its mullock heaps and fallen trees and rusted-out machine parts. There’s been no rain for four or five days, and yet he’s concerned about lingering mud, the potential to skid, to lose control. He needs to avoid any mistakes. A puncture would leave them temporarily vulnerable; a broken axle would be disastrous. Finally, their destination comes into sight, marked by the darkened caravan.


Next to the driver, the leader is experiencing a kind of calm, settled now that the operation is underway, the sort of tranquillity that used to visit him before combat. The preceding few hours are worse, hiding underground on his own barren claim, waiting for the opal fields to empty, his fellow ratters nervous and edgy, unable to sleep, unable to speak, forbidden by him from drinking or taking drugs. Four men, trapped together, bound by circumstance.


Two hundred metres from the mine shaft, the truck stops. The driver cuts the engine—pivoting on the point of no return—and the leader climbs out. It’s his operation; he’s the one who must take the risks. They’ve been watching the mine for a week or so, on and off, through the rain, through the mounting heat, more diligently these past two nights. There has been no sightings of Jonas McGee; not today, not yesterday. The intel must be right: he’s out of town, living it up on his windfall, squandering his fortune. Hundreds of thousands of dollars, according to the rumour mill. Maybe even millions. But gone for now, careless in his wealth, stupid in his luck, almost deserving of looting. Almost.


The leader approaches the caravan. McGee has been staying out here, guarding his hoard against ratters, so said the grapevine. But not tonight. There is no sign of life. His truck is here, which is concerning. But it sits pitch-black against the glowing earth, its engine cold. The leader approaches the caravan, itself black, registering no heat signature whatsoever, apparently devoid of life. Nevertheless, he removes his goggles, places them carefully in his backpack, operating by touch alone. He pulls out a small flask of whisky and, still operating by feel, removes the cap, spills a little down his front, then takes a swig, swirling it around his mouth before spitting it out. It’s his cover story: that he’s drunk and lost. Barely plausible, but hopefully enough. Should he be discovered, should Jonas be here, he will start to sing and carry on, loud enough to alert the others. But for the moment he is quiet, standing motionless, hoping his eyes may yet adjust to the absence of light.


As he waits, he listens. The night is silent, as if in anticipation. There is no wind, not even up here on the ridge, nothing to animate the darkness, nothing to rustle the leaves on the sparse ironbarks and box gums. A dog barks in the distance, kilometres away, emphasising the void. It is so very dark without the goggles. It’s all he can do to perceive the edge of the van against the clouded sky. He feels his way to the door, knocks once, knocks again, the sound like gunshots, holding his breath, the whisky sharp on his tongue. But there is no sound from the van, no response, no movement. It’s all okay, McGee is gone; the recent rains have put a hold on mining and he’s taken off to enjoy his spoils. The leader breathes again.


Goggles back on, he moves towards the mine. At the top of the shaft, all looks good: it’s covered by its steel lid, padlock in place. Good. No one would be underground with the only exit locked down. He pulls out his radio, hits the button in three long dashes. The all clear.


He hears the truck engine fire, watches it rumble towards him. Then the driver is out, together with the third member of the crew, his lieutenant, pulling the tarpaulin from the back, exposing the gear. Everything is there in readiness: the electric winch, silent and effective; the padded buckets; the nylon ropes. There is no talk. They know their roles: the leader will go down the mine, dig for opals, extract the gems from the walls with his handheld excavator, not risking the heavy machinery any honest miner would use: the diesel generators and air compressors, the vacuum pumps. Here, stealth is all-important. His second-in-command will collect the rubble, take it to the bottom of the shaft and fill the buckets; the driver will winch them to the surface, load the back of the truck. They’ll be gone an hour before dawn, collecting the lookout along the way. Later in the day, mining the leader’s own claim, the ore will be mixed with his. They will take it to the wash site, clean it, hidden in plain view, extracting the opals, downplaying their discoveries.


The leader checks the lock, is relieved to see the brand. No need for the hacksaw then; boltcutters will suffice. A fortune in gems and the man can’t be bothered buying himself a decent lock. The leader slices through the hardened steel and raises the lid, flipping it back on its hinges. Too easy.


He hesitates only long enough to ensure he has what he needs, then starts down the shaft, a metre in diameter, a ‘three-footer’, straight down. He clings to the steel ladder, strung section by section from the framework of the lid, hanging free, swaying slightly. The shaft is ghost-like, hazy and dark, emitting little light, even using the goggles. Thirty metres down he reaches the bottom. He removes his backpack and stows the goggles, replacing them with a conventional torch, a miner’s headband. He flicks it on, the brightness flaring in the still of the mine, lighting the walls, the roof supports casting shadows through the mined-out cavern.


He’s in an open space, two and a half metres high, more than enough to stand. A ballroom. The roof is propped up by pine trunks, thirty centimetres in diameter, bark still in place. Off in one corner, he can spy where these bolsters are taking the strain, bent and squashed at the top where the earth is trying to fall in on itself. He shrugs it off: the potential for a cave-in is the least of his worries, even after the rain of the previous week.


The mine is tidier than most: empty water bottles are stacked in a pile by the bottom of the ladder, ready to be lifted to the surface. Next to the bottles is a pile of wood, four-by-twos: not new but scavenged. McGee must have been shoring up the roof. Next to the wood is a large silver toolbox, padlock undone. More complacency. Carefully, he examines the footprints left in the dust, finds the uppermost impressions and starts to follow them, confident they will lead to the most recent digging, to McGee’s lucrative new discoveries.


As he proceeds, the smell grows worse. What was merely a suggestion, a vague taint at the bottom of the ladder, steadily becomes insistent. What the fuck has the bastard been up to? So desperate to plunder the opals that he can’t be bothered to bury his shit? No, the smell is worse than that. The smell of roadkill, the smell of repressed memories. Maybe a wallaby has come to grief, fallen down one of the blower shafts. Not that that will stop him.


Spider webs brush his face. He ignores them. Behind him he can hear the faint noise of the winch, the buckets thudding against the steel ladder on the way down. His deputy must already be at the bottom.


He comes to a cordoned-off passage, orange plastic webbing strung across its entry, the sort used on roadworks. The tunnel is supported by a roughly made wooden framework. There’s a piece of cardboard, ripped from a carton, with one word scrawled: UNSTABLE. He moves past it, past a blower hole, the vacuum tube still hanging from it where McGee has been sucking out his fill. He must be getting closer.


Past the hole, the smell grows markedly worse. His stomach turns and the hairs on the back of his head come alert. Something is wrong here. Very wrong. He knows this smell, from another time, another land, an endless war.


He passes a mining machine, an excavator. He’s close now.


And then he sees it. Sees him. Jonas McGee, dead eyes staring, something small and black crawling from the corner of his mouth. The man is not just dead, he’s been crucified, nailed to a timber frame, metal spikes through his wrists, black blood congealed around them, a ratter’s drill placed by his feet like an offering. Crucified. Christ-like: except here the face holds no ecstasy, the eyes no rapture.


The leader fights back an urge to vomit, pushes it down, disciplines himself. He knows he must leave no trace here. He hits the radio button, three short bursts, followed by another three. The warning: the message to get out fast, to get out now. He looks about, sees what he needs. A piece of loose sacking. He lifts the drill, makes the snap decision: he needs to take it with him. He can leave nothing that implicates ratters. And then he slowly backs out, using the sacking to erase his footprints behind him. They need to get away; they need to have never been here.
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chapter one


DETECTIVE SERGEANT IVAN LUCIC IS SITTING IN THE BACK OF THE POLAIR Cessna, staring out the window. There is nothing to see, just an endless plain of clouds stretching to the western horizon, glowing white below the morning sun. Beneath the clouds it will be raining; it was bucketing down when the plane left Sydney, fighting the roiling squalls of greyness, dipping and fighting, engines whining against the weather. But up here the sky is blue and empty, tranquil above the never-ending whiteness. Like a blank page, inviting inscription.


He glances across at the others. The crime scene investigator, Carole Nguyen, is working assiduously at her laptop, tapping and frowning and tapping again, too engrossed to notice his attention. Behind her the forensic pathologist, Blake Ness, is asleep and snoring, the sound harmonising with the engines, earplugs in, eyes shielded by an old airline mask. Ivan doesn’t bother to look behind himself: he knows the seat is empty. His boss, Detective Inspector Morris Montifore, should be there, should be leading the investigation, but he called at the last moment, said he couldn’t make the trip. So Ivan is on his own, heading towards a murder scene: an opal miner crucified at some hellhole called Finnigans Gap, up near the Queensland border, miles from anywhere. And that’s all he knows. There was nothing waiting for him at Bankstown airport: no brief, no Montifore, no explanation.


His head throbs, a residual hangover generated more by lack of sleep than too much alcohol. Sunday morning and here he is, woken at five thirty, ordered to the airport by Montifore, only to be left to take the assignment solo. Sunday. He should be in bed, nursing his head and regretting his losses. Or, at the very least, he should be emulating Blake and trying to catch up on sleep. It’s bound to be a long day, draining and confronting. It will be hot at Finnigans, probably very hot; in January, seven or eight hundred kilometres inland, that’s a given. And yet his mind is restless. There was something strange in Montifore’s voice, something troubled. He tries once more to identify it, but the more he tries to recall the conversation, turn it over in his mind, the more nebulous it becomes.


The co-pilot wanders back to tell him they’re going to land at Dubbo, to fuel up just in case. He says Finnigans Gap has an airstrip, but that’s all. No refuelling, no control tower, no services. ‘Paved runway, though,’ the aviator says, approval in his voice.


On the ground at Dubbo, the rain is a gentler variation of the coastal torrents, soft and soaking, the landing smooth by contrast with the stomach-churning take-off from Bankstown. Ivan walks across the tarmac, through the drizzle, to the commercial terminal, seeking caffeine and information. The place is deserted, but there’s a cafe open, preparing for the day’s flights. He orders a long black and a pre-prepared ham-and-cheese croissant. It’s given a minute in a sandwich press to impart some warmth, but not enough to melt the cheese. He taps his card, and for a moment his heart does a double beat. But it’s okay, the transaction is approved: there’s enough in the account. He takes his breakfast to the windows overlooking the runways. A couple of backpackers are asleep on the floor, dead to the world. He walks further along, finds an isolated seat, sets his piping-hot coffee to cool and scoffs half his croissant. It tastes surprisingly good; he must be hungry.


The first thing he does is check his bank account. It’s fine. Well, not in the red. He checks the withdrawals from last night: just three of them, three hundred bucks a throw. Not so bad, then. Within the boundaries. He transfers more money across from the other account, the one he’s meant to use for gambling. He knows he should be more disciplined, knows he squanders too much of his own money. Then he takes another bite, sips some coffee and rings Morris Montifore.


‘Ivan? Where are you?’


‘Dubbo. Refuelling. What happened?’


‘The deputy commissioner. She overruled Homicide. I was on the way to Bankstown when Plodder rang me, told me I need to stay in Sydney.’


Out on the tarmac, Ivan can see the avgas truck making its way towards the police plane. He glances at his watch. They’ve already been on the ground fifteen minutes. He looks at his croissant, but his hunger has abandoned him, replaced by a bad feeling. The deputy commissioner and Detective Superintendent Dereck ‘Plodder’ Packenham, head of Homicide, both up before dawn on a Sunday, ringing Montifore.


He attempts to make light of it. ‘Up for another medal then?’


Montifore chuckles at that, dry and humourless, the laugh he knows so well. ‘No, my friend. I think our days of gongs and glory are a thing of the past.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘Means I’m being investigated. Professional Standards.’


‘Bullshit. How is that even possible?’


‘Good question. No idea.’


‘Sorry, I don’t get it,’ Ivan says.


‘Neither do I. I haven’t even been told anything officially as yet. Just back channels.’


‘Friends in high places.’


‘Something like that.’


The truck has pulled up next to the plane. The driver is attaching the fuel line. Montifore’s words make no sense to Ivan. For the past six months, he and his superior have been feted: photos in the paper, a distinguished service medal, even a pay rise. They’d solved a slurry of murders: three judges, an undercover cop, a newspaper editor, an American gangster, an infamous standover man. And in so doing, they helped to expose a cabal of influence and corruption centred on a private dining club; the repercussions lasted for months, are still being felt. Montifore has been touted as a future head of Homicide, even a deputy commissioner, Lucic a senior sergeant.


‘What’s changed?’ he asks.


‘Blowback. The revenge of the old guard.’ Montifore’s voice is remarkably matter-of-fact. ‘They resent how we’ve been lionised and they’re reasserting their influence. They want me out.’


‘But how? We did nothing wrong. We played everything by the book.’


‘Best we don’t talk about it. Not now. You don’t know who might be listening.’


The man refuelling the plane is waving his arms at someone over by the terminal, pointing at the back of the truck, as if there is some problem.


‘Is that a joke?’


‘No. It’s not. I’ll call you tomorrow, when I find out more. Good luck up there.’


‘Wait—what can you tell me about this case?’


‘You haven’t received a brief?’


‘Not yet. None of us have.’


‘Who’s with you?’


‘Carole Nguyen and Blake Ness.’


‘You don’t have another detective with you?’


‘No. I think they’re giving me a local.’


‘In Finnigans Gap? Hell. Good luck with that.’ Montifore chuckles again, the same irony-laden sound.


Above the downpour, the view is unchanging: radiant blue above, a field of white below. Finally, the clouds begin to fray, then dissolve altogether, confirmation that the plane is indeed making progress. Ivan is presented with the earth, spread out before him, the great expanse of the interior, out past the last of the hills, where the land is flat and forever, too far inland for the rains to persist. Last time he flew this far inland was in the PolAir chopper, a couple of years back now, out to a small town called Riversend in the Western Riverina. Back then the earth was bleached, barren and bone-dry, in the grip of a terrible drought. Now some mighty switch out in the Pacific has altered its orientation and the rainclouds have returned, sweeping in week after week, painting the flatness with variations of green, even this far from the coast. Water is spread across the landscape, the sun flashing back at him from farm dams and ephemeral marshes, rivers and creeks. For a moment it captures him, this panorama of life renewed. He’s reminded, with this aerial perspective, of Aboriginal paintings, the land from above, imbued with spirit, replete with hidden meanings, of unspoken significance. For a moment, the magic of it resonates within him, the magnitude. But only for a moment. He shakes off the idea; he’s a policeman, not a philosopher. There is a job to be done. There’s nothing special to be read in the landscape; painting it a different colour doesn’t alter its essential emptiness.


He returns his mind to his assignment. He tries to look at the positives: he’s been hoping to emerge from Montifore’s shadow, to lead his own investigation, to make his own name. He just wishes he had more warning. And more resources. In Sydney, such a murder would attract a whole team: up to a dozen professional and experienced Homicide detectives, with admin support and scientific expertise. Instead, it’s just him, Carole and Blake, with whatever help Ivan can muster locally—hopefully someone competent enough to run errands and complete the paperwork. To expect anything more, real insights and investigative flare, would be foolish. He knows. He started in uniform, spent two years paying his dues in a country town in the state’s Central West: petty crimes, pub brawls and domestic violence. Sexual assaults, car crashes and quad-bike accidents. Not exactly a whetstone for the forensic mind. No, this case is his and his alone; he will wear the success or bear the failures.


He’s run cases before, murder inquiries, but only simple ones: the husband or boyfriend covered in blood, literally or metaphorically, and soaked through with guilt. He hates those cases: so simple to solve, so grim and sad and tragic. So wasteful and unnecessary. Lives taken needlessly and heedlessly, benefitting no one. Pathetic. Maybe this case will be different. A challenge, where bringing a killer to heel will deliver satisfaction and pride, the community protected, justice served. Nothing compared to what he and Montifore achieved last winter, but maybe enough. Maybe enough for him to start establishing his own reputation. It occurs to him that there will be those who would like to see him taken down a peg, jealous of the success he’s enjoyed working under Montifore. Now, should he fail, he can imagine the whisper campaign: It was Montifore all the time; Lucic was just a passenger.


If Professional Standards are coming for Morris, then they might be after him as well. He hadn’t thought of that. Instead of glory, he should be thinking of keeping his head down and covering his arse. Lord knows, he can’t afford to lose his job. Even suspension would be catastrophic, given his gambling, given his lack of savings or assets. The pay rise was good for his self-esteem but has done nothing for his bank account: the more that comes in, the more goes out. He realises he needs this case: get it right, get it done, do it by the book. His big opportunity, but it might be gone before he knows it. He could be implicated in Montifore’s transgressions, without even knowing what they are, without even being in Sydney to defend himself.


A new thought comes to him: why was a murder way out in the sticks even allocated to Montifore and himself in the first place? Was it a set-up, the old guard conniving to get them out of Sydney while they moved against Montifore? Or was there a more benign reason: the detective inspector’s reputation for getting results while remaining politically astute? Is there something complex or sensitive about this case, something requiring Montifore’s skill set? Or maybe the brass wanted to send a message to the two detectives, not to get above their station. Was that the idea: assign them a shit investigation, out beyond the interest and budgets of the media? But why the last minute change of plan, why keep Montifore in Sydney? The deputy commissioner involved, the head of Homicide acquiescing, Professional Standards investigating. Has Lucic himself been sidelined without even knowing it, sent so far west he’s beyond relevance? He stares out the window. He can’t know the answers to these questions, but he knows one thing: he needs to demonstrate he is not merely an adjunct to Montifore, that he’s his own man, with his own skills. This isn’t an opportunity, he realises, this is a test.


His attention is drawn back to the landscape. A gash has opened in the great plain, black against green, like an infected wound. The pilot seems to take it as a hint; Ivan hears the engines change pitch, feels the nose dip ever so slightly. As the plane moves closer, he can see it’s an open-cut coalmine, vast and deep, with Matchbox trucks wheeling their way to and fro, servicing a line of giant excavators and conveyor belts. A railway snakes away from the mine, heading east to some distant port. From this height it looks like a model, some toy set from a rich kid’s playroom.


A few minutes more and the plane starts to bank. Ivan catches a glimpse of a long ridge stretching west to east, rocky and barren, pale brown and dun above the green of the plain, dotted with sparse trees as if to emphasise the lack of ground cover. As the plane tracks around, losing height as it goes, he can see a small town nestled in a hollow where the ridge dips. Finnigans Gap, dividing the ridge into two. Now a lake appears to the west, vast and empty, almost completely devoid of water but shimmering with salt, glowing white and shades of pink, ringed by a halo of dark soil, nothing growing, in contrast to the verdant land stretching to the horizon. The ridge grows closer, more defined, like an ants nest: he can see no ants, but he can see their burrows, the piles of rubble extracted by miners. Now he sees the airport, on the flat of the plain but hard up against the town, the runways a skewered cross: the main tarmac runway running east–west, crossing a shorter strip of red gravel at an angle.


The plane dips lower, propellers changing pitch, coming in on its final approach. There’s a small building, presumably the terminal, not much more than a shed, one car parked next to it, a four-wheel drive. Hopefully it’s his assistant. The plane starts to buck in the thermals, and from the window he can see a willy-willy sweep the mine shafts beyond the airport fence.










chapter two


SHE SITS IN HER FOUR-WHEEL DRIVE, ENGINE IDLING, AIR-CONDITIONING engaged. The dash says the outside temperature is thirty degrees; it’s nine thirty in the morning. The forecast is for forty or more. The memory of the past few weeks, the respite of unseasonal rains, is fading. There are still reports of storms and floods along the coast, but that might as well be another country. Out here the fronts have passed, the fluky coalition of a wayward monsoon and the remnant of a cyclone are gone, the ground is already dry, the mud cracked into mosaic and returning to dust. It’s almost a week since the rain stopped, and summer is reasserting itself with a careless brutality. Through the airport fence, above the runway, the air is bubbling with heat, conjuring mirages, turning dirt to water and tarmac to sky. She scans the heavens: few clouds, no plane.


She feels alert, not in any way tired after the two-hour dash from Bourke. She drove it in record time, heedless of speed limits, eager to get here, eager to be at hand when Ivan Lucic arrives, to make a good first impression. She still can’t quite believe her luck: a murder investigation, seconded to one of the force’s rising stars, and here in Finnigans Gap, scene of her own career-defining success. Somehow, mysteriously, the stars are aligning once again. She can feel the thrill in her blood.


She returns to her phone, reads another newspaper account thrown up by her Google search for Ivan Lucic, another report of the scandals still rocking New South Wales, of high-level corruption and conspiracy, of murder and skulduggery. This particular article is a few months old, written by Martin Scarsden, the journalist who led much of the media coverage, but it mentions Morris Montifore and Ivan Lucic by name, praising their bravery and integrity, their professionalism, their relentless pursuit of the guilty. She can’t quite believe it: she will be working with the Ivan Lucic.


Now, in the distance, she sees it, the black dot of her future, the PolAir plane tracking in from Dubbo. A movement catches her peripheral vision: a man appears, as if from nowhere. The airport manager, shuffling across from the terminal, wearing a bathrobe, thongs and a three-day growth, looking like he’s just climbed out of bed. Probably has; from memory, there are no scheduled flights into or out of Finnigans on weekends.


He sees her and walks towards the police car. She lowers her window as he approaches, the warm breeze breaching the vehicle’s cocoon. The man doesn’t bother with a greeting, as if resenting every effort of this Sunday morning intrusion. ‘Wait until he pulls up, the props have stopped. Then drive up next to the plane. No point in making ’em walk,’ he says gruffly.


‘Cheers,’ she says.


But the man is already ambling across to the gate. He unlocks it, swings it open, then shuffles back towards his bolthole, not looking back, half-heartedly swatting flies as he goes.


The plane comes in, bucking slightly in the wind, a kick of smoke as the tyres touch the tarmac. The pitch of the engines steps up as the pilot reverses the thrust, before powering them back down as the plane slows. It swings around and taxis back towards the terminal, coming to a stop fifty metres away, one engine cutting out, then the other. She drives through the gate, stopping next to the aircraft, getting out, is there when the door opens and a set of steps fold down. First out is one of the pilots, making sure the stairs are secure, followed by a youngish-looking man, maybe in his thirties, wearing a charcoal suit, white shirt, no tie, a messenger bag slung over his shoulder; a slender man with a lean face and thick dark hair. Ivan Lucic, looking less substantial than the on-line photos. The suit coat lasts until he has his feet on the ground, his head turned momentarily to the sky, as if disbelieving the power of the sun. He needs a hat; that fair skin will burn in no time. At least he’s brought sunglasses, expensive-looking wrap-arounds. Make him look like a wanker, but at least he’ll be able to see.


‘Hello. Detective Constable Narelle Buchanan,’ she says to him. ‘Call me Nell.’


‘Ivan Lucic. Pleased to meet you,’ he says, shaking hands with a slow confidence, tilting his head to indicate the two others following him from the plane. ‘This is Carole Nguyen, crime scene investigator, and Blake Ness, forensic pathologist. Give us a hand loading the gear, will you?’


‘Of course.’


She greets the other officers, helps load the back of the Nissan Patrol. By the time they’re finished, Lucic is sweating.


‘You want to check into the motel first?’ she asks as they climb into the vehicle. ‘Clean up? Change?’


‘No. Let’s go straight there. The poor bastard has been hanging long enough.’ With his glasses off, she sees his eyes are an icy blue, a contrast to his dark hair.


‘Sure,’ she says. She likes that, his urgency. And his respect for the dead.
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The body is stinking, leaking, a horrible parody of Christ. Ivan Lucic stares at the man, the former man, attempting to look beyond the obvious, to see past his own revulsion. The face has taken on a waxen complexion, shiny in the harsh light of the LEDs. One side is discoloured, bruised, an ugly colour turned more ugly by death. In front of Ivan, Carole Nguyen is taking photographs, shielded by her professionalism and a disposable body suit, latex gloves and a face mask. She’s moving in close to capture the finer details of putrefaction. The pathologist is at one side, standing silently with his mask off, looking on as if mesmerised. The only sounds are the shutter of the camera and Carole’s plastic feet coverings shuffling through the dust. Ivan wonders if he’ll even refer to her images; maybe eventually, if and when he prepares a prosecution brief. But for now, the scene is embedding itself into his retinas, imprinting on his mind, another to add to his ghastly vault, another inerasable memory of lives taken, of violence and injustice. The body is a husk; the man who inhabited it, Jonas McGee, is long gone.


‘Look,’ says Blake Ness, coming back into the present. The pathologist points to the ground. Extending out from the base of the cross is a furrow, etched into the earth.


‘What is it?’ asks Ivan.


‘My guess? The cross was lying flat. He was nailed onto it. Then it was lifted, dragged, with him on it, and pushed up against the wall. What do you reckon, Caro?’


The crime scene investigator lowers her camera, considers Blake’s assertion. ‘Yep. I reckon that’s right.’ She frowns. ‘We’ll need to weigh the cross. Maybe re-enact it. Work out whether you’d need two people to lift it up like that or just the one. Right now, I’m thinking one could do it.’


‘Based on what?’


‘That gouge in the ground. It looks like it was dragged up, not lifted.’


The three of them stare, imaginations mulling possible scenarios.


Ivan looks again at the body, the desecration. The man is well muscled, lean. He’s wearing a blue singlet, tough canvas pants. His feet are covered in socks, encrusted with black blood, with holes at the toes. ‘Where are his boots?’


‘We’ve got ’em,’ says Carole. ‘Boots and gloves. Already bagged. His wallet was in his pocket, but we can’t find a phone.’


‘It’s been taken?’


‘Either that or he didn’t have it with him.’


‘Apart from the obvious, any sign the body has been interfered with?’ Ivan asks.


‘Not at this stage,’ she replies.


‘Right. Thanks. Let me know when you’re done.’ He walks back towards the entry, back into the darkness, his torch lighting the way. The mine is not as claustrophobic as he’d feared; he’d imagined crawling through tight spaces, like caving. Instead, the roof is high, the floor even, the walls, the colour of caramel fudge, diffusing the light. Not so bad, if it wasn’t for the smell. There is a machine, an excavator, cables running back and up one of the ventilator holes, some sort of flexible vacuum tube emerging from another shaft.


Further on, he turns a corner and sees Nell waiting at the bottom of the access ladder, bathed in light flowing down from above, as if she’s on a stage with the spotlight on her. Her hair is brown, cut short, practical, her face open and friendly, smile lines radiating from brown eyes. There is something compact about her, self-possessed, that appeals to him. Like she’s happy in her own skin. And she seems cheery and positive and not overly respectful. She’s dressed in cargo pants and a lightweight cotton shirt, sleeves rolled up, holstered gun sitting on her utility belt. Some detectives look uncomfortable wearing a weapon; she looks as if she’s grown up with it. There’s a uniformed constable with her, in the shadows, a chubby young fellow sent to guard the crime scene. Short red hair and an unconvincing beard struggling to cover the acne emblazoned across his cheeks. He looks dazed, as if someone has whacked him.


‘Who discovered the body?’ Ivan asks Nell.


‘Anonymous tip-off. Crime Stoppers.’


‘So not a call to the local station?’


‘No. Here, listen.’ She pulls her phone from a pocket and swipes at the screen, selecting an audio file, playing it. ‘Jonas McGee. He’s dead. Murdered. Down his mine, outside Finnigans Gap.’ The recording lasts less than ten seconds, a male voice, no particular accent. Calm. Rehearsed.


‘When was it received?’


‘Yesterday afternoon. Twelve minutes past three. The locals got it from Crime Stoppers around four, dispatched Constable Ahern at about five to check it out.’


Ivan turns to the young man. His face is set. ‘Garry, isn’t it? Ivan Lucic. Thanks again for your work on this.’ That elicits a weak smile. ‘You’re a probationary constable?’


‘That’s right, sir.’


‘How long for?’


‘Six months.’


‘You’ve done a good job here. Thank you.’


The young man nods, grateful for the acknowledgement.


‘How you holding up?’


‘Fine, thanks, sir,’ the young man replies, acting as if the question is unnecessary.


‘Pretty confronting,’ suggests Ivan.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You came down by yourself?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘What can you tell me?’


‘There were no footprints,’ says the young officer. He points at the ground, where their own prints have left impressions in the dust. ‘It was all smoothed out, as if someone had wiped them away after themselves.’


‘What with? Any ideas?’


‘No. I looked. Couldn’t find anything. They must have taken it with them.’


‘I see. So how did you know where to find the body? It’s quite a labyrinth down here.’


‘It was like a trail. Everywhere else, there were footprints, but between here and the body, they’d been smoothed away. And as I got closer, you know—the smell.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I didn’t touch anything. I took a photo with my phone. Went back up. Called the sarge, sent her the image. She got me to wait here, protect the scene.’


‘Right. You been here all night?’


‘Most of it. Not down here. Up above. Making sure no one came down.’


‘Get any sleep?’


‘A bit. Not much.’


‘Is this the only entrance?’


The young man blinks, as if caught out. Then: ‘I’m not absolutely sure, but most mines have only the one. Expensive to drill a second. But I can find out for you.’


‘Thanks, that would be useful. You see anybody?’


‘A few trucks this morning. Miners heading out to their claims. But this is pretty much the end of the road.’


‘Recognise any of them?’


‘Not really. Buddy Torshack came over, wanted to know what I was up to.’


‘Buddy Torshack? Who’s he?’


‘Has the neighbouring claim. His shaft is only a couple of hundred metres or so away. Saw the police car.’


‘What did you tell him?’


‘That McGee was dead. I asked him about his movements, whether he’d seen anything. He said no. He lives in town, came out this morning.’


‘Thanks, Garry. Anything else?’


‘Yes, sir. The top of the shaft, where we came down. There’s a steel door, a kind of a lid. All the mines have them. There was a padlock. It’s been cut. Looks like boltcutters.’


‘That’s useful. Thank you. Do we have the lock?’


‘Yes. In an evidence bag.’


‘Prints?’


‘I thought I’d leave that to the experts.’


‘Good thinking.’


They’re interrupted by Carole Nguyen, emerging from the shadows. ‘I’m almost done. You want another look before we take him down?’


‘No. I’m good. Constable?’ Ivan asks Nell.


‘I’ve seen enough,’ she says.


‘Any idea how long he’s been dead?’ he asks the investigator.


‘We’ll know more once Blake has him on the slab, but my guess is somewhere between four and six days. The temperature down here is pretty constant; he’ll be able to get a good estimate.’


‘Excellent. Thanks.’


‘But there is one more thing you should know. McGee was dead well before he was nailed up. At least four hours. Rigor mortis had set in.’


That causes him to reconsider what he has seen. ‘So, if that didn’t kill him, what did?’


‘Too early to say. Blake is taking a closer look, but so far, there’s nothing obvious.’


‘What about his face? It looks like it’s bruised.’


‘Well spotted. But I can’t see that killing him.’


‘So what are you saying?’


‘Maybe he wasn’t murdered. Maybe he died of natural causes.’
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The heat above ground is ferocious. The sun is almost directly overhead, pouring its unfiltered energy onto the rocks and gravel, with little or no vegetation to diffuse it. Such is its power that the metal framework at the top of the shaft burns Nell’s fingers through her latex gloves as she scrambles the last few metres up and out, grabbing Ivan Lucic’s outstretched hand as she climbs the last two rungs.


‘Thanks,’ she says, peeling off the gloves.


‘How the fuck does anyone live out here?’


‘Beer and aircon,’ she replies. ‘C’mon. Let’s get in the car.’


Inside, she fires the engine, gets the air-conditioning going. It blows hot and dry. She can see that Ivan is almost holding his breath, waiting for the relief to come.


She climbs out, fetches some water from the back, hands a litre bottle to the Sydney detective as she gets back in. He accepts, silently grateful, and takes a sustained swig. She can see the sweat on his brow, his face flushed, his business shirt sticking to his torso, its white cotton turned grimy from the mine, his suit coat abandoned on the back seat. She waits until he’s had more water before speaking again.


‘How long before we know how McGee died?’ she asks.


‘That’s up to Blake,’ says Ivan. ‘If it was an act of violence, he’ll figure it out pretty quickly. There’ll be marks, incisions, fractures. But if it was something else, something less obvious, we won’t know until he can examine the body thoroughly. He’ll need to open him up, look for internal bleeding. Run toxicology tests. Maybe X-rays and other scans.’


Nell shakes her head. ‘The hospital here is just a clinic, more a glorified triage centre than a proper hospital. Anything serious, they drive the patients to Dubbo; anything life-threatening, they fly them to the coast. I seriously doubt they’ll have the equipment he needs, unless he brought it with him. We might have to drive the body to Bourke or Moree. Or Dubbo.’


‘Shit. How far?’


‘Bourke’s two hours west, Moree’s three hours east. Dubbo is bigger, has a base hospital, four hours south.’


He sighs. ‘Fuck me.’ She can see he’s frustrated, not knowing precisely what it is they’re investigating.


‘What do you think?’ she asks. ‘Murder or not?’


He looks pensive, almost pained. ‘Nailing him up. That’s such a violent act, such a deliberate act. Such a desecration. Why kill him in a non-violent way, then nail him up like that?’


‘Why nail him up at all, if he was already dead?’


‘Exactly.’


There’s a pause. The aircon is starting to work. She drinks some water herself before resuming. ‘Maybe they were scared to confront him physically?’ She can feel his eyes upon her.


‘Go on,’ he says.


‘The killer was a coward. They wanted him dead, wanted to inflict pain. To harm him. But they were too scared to face him. So they poisoned him, or drugged him, then meted out the violence once he was dead.’


‘Maybe,’ he says. ‘Pretty muscly-looking guy, by what’s left of him. How old was he?’


She checks her phone, a police-issued MobiPol, for the information Garry has sent through. ‘Forty-three.’


‘What else have you got?’


‘Not a lot. He’s a long-time resident. Criminal record if you go back far enough. He did time in prison, starting eighteen years ago. Dangerous driving causing death. Sentenced to seven years, out in four. Good behaviour. Clean slate ever since, except for an apprehended violence order—taken out by his own daughter, Elsie McGee, eight years ago.’


Ivan frowns. She can see him trying to extract meaning from the information. ‘So he could be violent. Where is she now?’


‘I’ll check. But the AVO lapsed years ago.’


‘We need to speak to her. When we get to town, can you find her? And pull up the records. See who died in the car accident, who was affected. Probably nothing, but we can tick a few boxes while we wait for Blake’s findings.’


‘Revenge?’ she asks.


‘Why wait eighteen years?’ he counters.


They fall back into silence, both drinking more water.


‘Why you?’ asks Ivan.


‘Sorry?’


‘Why send you? Why someone from Bourke, not Moree or Dubbo?’


‘Finnigans Gap is part of the Bourke Area Command. And Bourke’s the only place in it with detectives.’


‘Makes sense then. And any reason you in particular? Draw the short straw? Rostered on for Sunday?’ His voice is light, almost banter.


‘No. The boss thought I might be useful. I was stationed here for almost three years. In uniform. I only left three years ago. He thought my local knowledge might come in handy.’ She smiles. ‘And, of course, I was keen.’


‘You spent three years here? Wow. How did you survive it?’ He returns her smile, making sure she knows he’s at least half joking.


‘It’s not so bad, once you get used to it.’


‘Right. Like herpes.’ Then the humour eases out of his face, replaced by concern. ‘How long have you been a detective?’


‘Bit more than a year.’


‘Your first homicide?’


‘First one where the killer isn’t sitting there with blood on his hands.’


He nods. ‘You’d still know people in town here then?’


‘Some.’


‘Did you know McGee? Ever run into him?’


‘Not that I remember.’


He frowns, as if choosing his words carefully. ‘I know I don’t need to tell you this, but we need to keep the details to ourselves for the moment.’


‘Won’t be easy. It’ll already be the talk of the town.’


‘Really?’


‘Shit, yeah. Cop car stationed here all night. What do you reckon?’


Ivan absorbs this. ‘Okay. They know he’s dead, possibly that he’s been crucified. But not that he was already dead for hours before that. Let’s keep that to ourselves for now.’


‘Of course.’


The car is getting cooler now, the air-conditioning taking effect. Their attention is captured by the constable emerging from the shaft, spitting on his hands afterwards as if it might offer some relief from the burning metal. He walks over and Nell cracks the window. ‘I’m calling the ambulance. They want to bring him up. Maybe use the winch on his truck.’


‘Right,’ says Nell. ‘You need a hand?’


‘Nah. I reckon the three of us can handle it. But they said you have some body bags in the back.’


‘You didn’t bring any with you?’


‘No.’


Nell jumps out, goes round the back, helps ferret out a sealed bag from the pathologist’s equipment.


‘Hey, Garry,’ says Ivan, joining them at the back of the truck. ‘Buddy Torshack. Where do I find him?’


The constable points across to a caravan a few hundred metres away. ‘That’s him. His truck is still there, so he must be too.’


‘Is that where his shaft is?’


‘Yep. Right next to it.’


‘Thanks. Are you able to help some more after you finish with Carole and Blake?’


‘Sure. The sarge said I should stay as long as you need me.’


‘Good. I’ll talk to Torshack, but I need you to canvass the other miners out here. Get their names and contact details, find out their movements. Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday. Ask them if they’ve seen anything unusual out here. Find out when was the last time they saw McGee.’


‘Okay. Got it.’


‘And, Garry, don’t volunteer any information about the crime scene, okay? Nothing.’


‘Absolutely.’


The young officer moves away and Ivan turns to Nell. ‘C’mon, let’s go talk to Torshack.’


‘Okay. Jump in. We’ll drive over.’


‘Let’s walk. It’s just over there.’


She laughs, before realising he’s serious. ‘You kidding? We’ll cook in this heat.’


‘Okay. You drive, I’ll walk. Meet you there.’


She watches him go, wondering why he could possibly want to go on foot. And if she’ll wear the blame if he gets sunstroke.










chapter three


IT’S JUST TWO HUNDRED AND FIFTY METRES OR SO, BUT BEFORE HE’S EVEN halfway to Buddy Torshack’s caravan, Ivan concedes Nell was right: he should have let her drive him over. He likes to walk whenever he goes somewhere new, to get a sense of the space. For Morris, it’s always about the people, but Ivan likes to feel the world around him, to listen to it, to let it make suggestions. But all it’s telling him right now is that the day is unbearably hot. It’s as if the sun has picked him out, like a malevolent schoolboy with a magnifying glass. It comes from above and it comes from below, bouncing back up at him from the barren earth. When he puts a hand to his hair, it’s hot to the touch.


He swills the last of his bottled water. All around him, the ground is naked rock; a few shoots of green, lifted by recent rains among the crevices, appear to be dying before his eyes, shrinking from the solar assault. This is a desert, no matter how much rain might fall: the land is too hard, too rocky, there is not enough soil. Everywhere there are small piles of rubble, mullock heaps, lifted from the ground by exploratory drilling, the stones chalky and crumbled, like fine sandstone or hardened clay, bleached blond and caramel. He passes a hole covered haphazardly by a mesh of rusting metal, the sort of steel grid used to reinforce concrete. It’s about thirty centimetres wide, maybe some sort of ventilation shaft, rocks piled next to it from when it was drilled out, left there like an explorer’s cairn. He catches the faint smell of death: perhaps he’s above the body. He looks around him. Sure enough, not more than a dozen metres away he can see a tube running from a similar hole. So not for ventilation but extraction, a blower hole where Jonas had sucked out his ore. He wonders if that is the right word; it doesn’t seem like ore to him, just rocks. Rubble that may, if luck and geology have cast their spell, contain riches.


Small flies, silent and insistent, have found him in this no-man’s-land, settling on his face, crawling under his sunglasses and into his eyes, seeking moisture wherever they can, not easily swatted away. He keeps his mouth shut, blows hard as one crawls into a nostril. He uses his empty water bottle to slap his back, lifting a swarm of blackness. How can they bear the heat? He removes his sunglasses to flick one away, can barely keep his eyes open amid the glare. Do they sense his vulnerability, these flies, out here in the midday sun? Have they descended upon him as his own personal plague?


He comes across a rusted piece of derelict equipment, some sort of sieve, and squats to examine it, but it tells him nothing, confides no secrets. Then, as he stands, he feels woozy, blood rushing from his head, and for an instant the horizon shifts and he fears he may faint. The idea comes to him that this land is insubstantial, hollowed out, held aloft by nothing more than pillars of crumbling rock and the narrow trunks of pine trees, as if the whole lot might collapse, taking him with it, pulling him down. He knows it’s an illusion, the sun toying with him, insinuating danger where there is none. Ahead of him he can see Nell’s car waiting next to the caravan. The only thing the land is suggesting is that he’s an idiot.


An old man is sitting outside in the shade of a tarpaulin, watching with keen eyes as Ivan approaches. ‘You’d better get in out of the sun, young fella,’ he says by way of greeting. ‘Before you fry your fucking brains.’


Ivan joins the man under the tarp. The air is no cooler, but the shade is like a benediction.


The old fellow is wearing shorts and sandals, his torso naked. He’s scrawny, no fat, as if the heat has melted it off him, leaving only muscles, bones and sinews, and a small beer belly. Even it looks hard, like a fossilised football. A tattoo of a fish and anchor adorns one shoulder. He’s sucking on a tinnie, the beer clad in a foam holder with the faded maroon of Queensland rugby league. A couple of pairs of work boots sit nearby, socks strewn across the top, airing.


‘Here.’ The man holds out a can of fly spray to Nell. Ivan stands still, feeling at a disadvantage as she circles him, engulfing him in a cloud of pesticide.


‘You want a drink?’ says the man.


‘Got anything soft?’


‘Nup.’


Nell hands him a bottle of water. ‘There’s more in the car.’


‘Thanks.’ He takes a long, long slug of water, conscious of the other two watching him.


‘So you found him then,’ says the scrawny man. ‘’Bout time. Was beginning to stink.’


Ivan’s mind lurches, suddenly alert, lassitude gone. He exchanges a glance with Nell before addressing Buddy Torshack. ‘You knew the body was down there?’


‘Nah. Thought it was a roo or something. Couldn’t work it out.’


Ivan thinks of the small shaft he just passed with the steel grid covering it, wonders how an animal of any size could fall into a mine. ‘When was this?’


‘Yesterday. When I got back down there, after the rains.’


Ivan frowns. ‘Back down where? You could smell the body from your mine?’


‘Sure. Didn’t think much of it.’


‘How could you smell it down there?’ Ivan persists.


Buddy takes a swig of beer. ‘They’re connected. The mines.’


‘How’s that?’


Buddy shrugs. ‘Happens often enough. Our claims, they’re fifty metres by fifty metres. All the government will let us have at a time. So you work ’em all the way to the boundary. Sometimes you break through to the other side. No big deal.’


Ivan is recollecting the mine, the area shored up with a wooden framework, closed off by orange plastic and the sign UNSTABLE, not so far from where Jonas was crucified. He’d thought it was a cave-in risk. ‘This boundary, where the mines join, there’s a barrier? Orange webbing?’


‘That’s it.’


‘Any sign of anyone coming through the gap, from one side or the other?’


The old man shrugs. ‘Wouldn’t know. Haven’t looked. Haven’t worked that section for months. Years.’


‘Can you take us down? Show us?’


‘What? Now?’


‘If you could.’ Ivan turns to Nell. ‘Can you go back down McGee’s shaft, fetch Carole? Tell her we want her to come down Buddy’s mine with us; tell her I want her to examine the boundary. She should take a look on that side first.’


‘Of course,’ says Nell.


The two men watch her move to the car, start driving across to the other mine. The miner takes another swig of his beer and begins to put his socks and boots on. ‘It’s true, then? That someone crucified him?’ Buddy sounds almost gleeful at the prospect, as if it’s nothing more than a juicy piece of gossip.


Ivan nods. ‘Yeah, it’s true. Any idea who would want to do something like that?’


‘Apart from me? No. Maybe one of his God-bothering mates.’


He’s been standing, but now Ivan takes a seat on a rusted metal trunk. ‘What do you mean apart from you? Why would you want to harm him?’


The opal miner looks at Ivan for a long moment, studying his face. ‘He killed my wife. His own too.’ It’s a statement of fact, apparently free of emotion.


Ivan squints, detecting nothing. ‘The dangerous driving charge? Eighteen years ago?’


‘Eighteen years this past September—the bastard,’ he spits, then takes a slug of beer as if upset at squandering moisture. ‘He was pissed, drunk as all fuck. Killed them both.’ The voice remains dry, matter-of-fact, but beneath it Ivan can hear the bedrock of emotion. Buddy is now staring into the distance. Eighteen years and he’s not over it, no matter how hard he tries to disguise it.


‘You don’t sound upset that Jonas is dead.’


‘I’m not. Pity it didn’t happen sooner.’


‘What happened? Back then?’


Buddy Torshack shrugs, as if this is ancient history, but his eyes betray him. ‘We mined together, me and Jonas. I’d taken him on when he was a drifter and didn’t have anywhere else to go. We ended up as partners. Mates. Got married to sisters. He was my best man, I was his. We were like the one family.’


Ivan waits, but Buddy seems to have come to an end, as if he has explained all that Ivan might need to know. The detective is forced to prompt him. ‘And then?’


‘And then, one Sunday, we went over to Lightning Ridge. Picnic races. Took our wives and our kids. He drank too much, way too much, but insisted on driving. He crashed on the way back. End of story.’


‘Where were you?’


‘Driving my car. I was first on the scene.’ Buddy drinks more beer. ‘The women were dead. Nothing I could do. Both of them, gone just like that. Sisters, they were. And the bastard barely had a scratch on him.’


‘And the kids?’


‘In the back of my car. Asleep. Thank God for that. His daughter Elsie. My son Kyle.’


‘Did you testify against him? In the trial?’


‘There was no trial. He pleaded guilty, owned it. He wanted jail time, he wanted punishment. Practically demanded it.’


‘Atonement.’


‘That’s a big word.’


‘What happened to his daughter?’


‘Elsie? Went and lived with her mum’s brother in Adelaide. Came back when Jonas got out of prison.’


‘How did that go?’


Buddy shrugs. ‘All right, far as I know. I had as little to do with them as possible. I know he gave up the grog, became a bible basher, did a lot of good works. Charities, service clubs. Lot of people ended up liking him, or at least respecting him.’


‘But not you?’


‘Nah. Not me.’


‘His daughter. She took an AVO out against him. An apprehended violence order.’


‘I wouldn’t know anything about that.’


‘Nothing?’


‘Only that there was one. Not why.’


Ivan changes tack, brings the conversation back to the present. ‘When you smelt the body, you didn’t check?’


‘Nah. I guess I should have, but I didn’t. As I said, I thought it was a wallaby or some such.’ He shrugs. ‘Hoped it might get a bit more rank before Jonas got down and had to deal with it.’


‘So it wasn’t you who rang Crime Stoppers?’


Buddy shakes his head. ‘Not me.’


‘They got an anonymous call yesterday afternoon. Said that he was down there, crucified. Who could know that? Who else would go down Jonas’s mine?’


‘Ratters.’


‘Ratters?’


Buddy looks perplexed. ‘How long you been here? In Finnigans?’


‘Couple of hours. Why?’


‘Fair enough.’ Bootlaces tied, Buddy returns to his beer, but the can is empty. He looks mildly surprised, pulls it from the stubby holder and chucks it onto the growing pile of empties. There are three or four dozen cans, none of them old enough to have rusted. ‘Ratters are thieves. The lowest of the low. They come down into mines, usually at night, when no one is about. They dig. They steal opals.’


‘Doesn’t anyone hear them? I thought all these machines would make a racket, even thirty metres down. Especially at night.’


‘Nah. The big excavators do. Powered by diesel generators up here on the surface. Then the rubble is sucked out by the blowers. You can hear them a country mile away. The ratters use handheld tools, big ones, battery-powered. Winch the ore up by hand. All very stealthy.’


‘Doesn’t sound very efficient.’


‘Nah, it’s not. They need to know where to dig. So they get wind of someone who’s had a strike. You know, made some money—bought a new car, or is pissing on at the pub, that sort of thing. Then they go down, find the freshest excavations and go for it. Over the course of a few hours, they can get quite a haul.’ He looks at the pile of empties. ‘The cunts.’


‘Did Jonas mention anything to you about ratters?’


‘To me? Nah. We rarely spoke. But word is that he was getting a bit of colour, some good rich blacks, some deep reds. Making dough. I know he was spending a lot of time out here. Guarding the place, as it were. Even last week when the rest of us were in town, waiting out the rain.’


‘You don’t work when it’s raining?’


‘Nah. Too dangerous with the generators, all their cables. But it’s prime time for ratters, when no one else is around.’


‘So when did the rain stop?’


‘It was real heavy last weekend, then started easing up after that. Fizzled out by Wednesday.’ Buddy scratches at his hair. ‘Yeah, pretty sure it was Wednesday.’


Ivan takes the information on board, making a mental note to check the rainfall during the past week. But already he’s building a mental picture. Jonas out here alone, guarding his mine, the other miners holed up in town, with only ratters out and about.


‘What about you?’ he asks Buddy. ‘You finding much opal?’


‘Me? Nah. Not that I’m looking that hard. When I’m finished here, I might pull up stumps.’


‘Retire?’


‘Find something else to do. Something easier. It’s a young man’s game, mining opals.’


‘How old are you, Buddy?’


‘Fifty-eight. But this work, keeps you fit.’


To Ivan that seems half true: the man’s arms and shoulders are muscled and well defined, his gut small despite the beers. Yet his face is lined and creased, his teeth cracked and tinged by yellow. His hair is thin and grey. The overall impression is of someone older, more like mid-sixties than late fifties; someone who has done it hard.


He does the arithmetic: Buddy is fifty-eight; Jonas was forty-three. A fifteen-year gap, yet married to sisters. Eighteen years ago, Jonas would have been twenty-five, still young, drunk driving back from Lightning Ridge with the sisters; Jonas, already forty, the responsible older man following in his own car, safeguarding the children.


‘You work the claim by yourself?’


‘Mostly. My boy gives me a hand every now and then. But he’s useless. Lazy, like all the young ’uns. Runs hot and cold with the mining. Wants us to move on, stake a new claim. That’s where he is now, out prospecting. Thinks the grass is greener. He’ll learn.’


‘How do you do that? Prospect? Thirty metres down?’


‘Test drilling. What do you reckon?’


Ivan looks out at the landscape he walked across, seeing the mullock heaps, recalls their various sizes: the biggest from access shafts, medium-sized from ventilation and blower holes, small ones from test drilling. ‘Fair enough.’


He drinks more water. Fuck, it’s hot, even under the shade of the tarpaulin. It’s as if his skin is a sieve: the more water he pours down his throat, the more it flows from his skin. He feels simultaneously parched and sodden. In the distance, he can see Nell and Carole emerging from Jonas’s shaft. Buddy is watching them too. Ivan realises the opal miner must have been sitting here observing the comings and goings all morning.


‘How many miners are out here? Must be a few, if the size of your claims is so limited.’


‘Out on this spur? Seven or eight. Five or six are full-time, the others on weekends.’


‘And you keep your mines locked at night? There seemed to be some sort of cap or lid above Jonas McGee’s access shaft.’


‘Yeah. We all have them. Keep it locked down whenever I’m not here.’


Nell and Carole are in the car, the constable taking it slowly, careful to negotiate her way past rock piles and blower shafts.


‘Apart from ratters, is there anyone else who would have access to Jonas’s mine?’


‘Not since he arseholed Stanley Honeywell.’


‘Who’s Stanley Honeywell?’


‘Used to be his offsider. Up until about three months ago. Then he sacked him.’


‘They have a falling-out?’


‘Wouldn’t know.’


‘What can you tell me about him?’


‘Not a lot to know; not a lot to him. The size of a mountain, but slow. Brain damaged, so they say. Good worker, though, strong as an ox. Pretty shrewd move by Jonas, if you ask me: get a willing worker on the cheap, dress it up as charity. London to a brick he wasn’t paying award rates.’ The contempt is written all over the miner’s face. ‘My guess is that’s how the ratters found out that Jonas was on to something. Stanley. Unable to keep his mouth shut.’


‘So you know for a fact that there’ve been ratters down that mine?’


‘Nah. Not for a fact. But they’ve been down my hole, the stupid bastards. And I haven’t found fuck-all for months.’


[image: Illustration]


Nell is the last down the mine, following Buddy, Ivan and Carole. It’s the same set-up as at McGee’s: a vertical shaft, another three-footer, with the same hook-and-hang steel ladder connected to the steel framework at the top of the shaft. She drops to the floor and moves across to a large open space just away from the shaft, maybe twenty metres by fifteen, the roof propped up every few metres by the same pine trunks as in Jonas’s mine. Someone must run a concession, trucking them in from the east, the Pilliga Scrub or somewhere, selling them to the miners. In the combined torchlight, the cavern opening up around the trunks looks almost airy. It’s certainly cooler.


‘This way,’ says Buddy. ‘Other side of this ballroom.’


Nell smiles, remembering the turn-of-phrase from when she was stationed here, finding it fitting.


‘Be careful, though—stay away from over that side,’ Buddy warns, pointing with his torch. ‘Risk of cave-in.’


She can see where the pine trunks have bent and distorted from the weight of the ceiling, their tops splayed and cracked, the risk of collapse seemingly imminent.


He leads them around the other side of the open space, threading his way through the pine trunks and into a wide passage. They follow it for about fifteen metres, and then the space opens up again. Passages lead off in several directions. A real maze, it seems to Nell. Buddy waits until they have caught up.


‘The roof, the floor—they all seem pretty much at the same level,’ says Ivan.


‘Correct,’ says Buddy. ‘We’re all mining the same strata. Theory is it’s an ancient lake bed, millions of years old. Compressed clay, turned to rock. There’s hard rock above and harder rock below, but we’re not interested in that. The opals are here, in the mudstone.’


‘Do they run in veins, like gold?’ asks Ivan.


‘Nah. Wish they did.’ Buddy looks around him. ‘Here. I’ll show you.’


Buddy takes them down another tunnel that again opens out. He points to a line in the wall: a thin layer of grey, glass-like substance is embedded there, glistening in the torchlight. ‘This is potch: a type of opal, but pretty much worthless.’


Ivan takes a closer look. ‘Why worthless?’


‘’Cos there’s no colour in it. It’s the colour that’s valuable. Greens and blues. Purples and reds. Here and Lightning Ridge, you get black opal. That’s the most valuable. Not the black by itself; it just highlights the colours embedded in it. They stand out more than they do against white or grey opal. I found one once, deep black, but cut through with reds and blues, the red so bright it seemed to glow. That one stone was worth two hundred grand.’


Nell can hear the wonder in Buddy’s voice, the fervour in it. She’s heard it before in this town, in the pubs and the shops and the dealers. Opal lust, like gold fever, lighting up the eyes of the desperate and the dreamers.


‘So are the coloured opals found with the potch?’ asks Ivan.


‘Nah. Not that simple. They don’t come in layers like the potch. More like individual stones. We call ’em nobbies. They can gather together in the clay, like they were washed together millions of years ago and settled in the mud, so if you find one, you might find more.’


‘And what are they? How are they formed?’ It’s Carole, perhaps her scientific curiosity overcoming her deference to Ivan.


‘Little sea creatures,’ says Buddy. ‘Fossilised. But fossilised in a special way. With silica, from the sand. But water gets trapped in the silica, moisture, and forms the colours.’


‘Oh, I get it,’ says Carole. ‘Refraction.’


‘Look here,’ says Buddy. He points to a narrow cleft in the wall, a shallow excavation maybe fifteen centimetres high, running horizontally for about two metres at head height. ‘Ratters. Using a handheld excavator.’


‘Really?’ says Lucic. ‘Is it recent?’


‘Nah. Couple of years old.’


‘Okay. Can you show us where the mines meet?’


Buddy leads the way again, backtracking and then heading down another tunnel. Nell feels herself becoming disorientated, wondering if she could find her way out without a guide.


‘It’s just along here,’ says Buddy up ahead.


They move into another open space, another ‘ballroom’ with pine tree props shoring up the ceiling. On the far wall, Nell can see the orange plastic mesh covering the access to the neighbouring mine.


‘That’s it there,’ says Buddy. And the smell is there as well, that horrid and tenacious stench.


‘Hold up,’ says Ivan. ‘I want Carole to have first look.’


Nell, Ivan and Buddy wait as the crime scene investigator moves across the space, torch in one hand, camera in the other. The odour of death imposes silence upon them.


‘So this is the only access point between the mines?’ Ivan asks Buddy.


‘Yep.’


They stand without speaking until Carole is back. ‘Sorry. I can’t be definitive. There are plenty of footprints, but it’s like the surface of the moon down here. There’s no way of telling if they were left last week or last year. There are no signs of anything being dragged, though, a body or anything else.’ Her sentence ends with an upward inflection, as if there is more she wants to say.


‘What is it?’ asks Ivan.


‘There’s plenty of dust, but no spider webs, no cobwebs.’


‘Should there be?’


‘Dunno. But you’d imagine there would be a flow of air between the mines. Good place for a web.’


‘Could someone have moved through between them recently?’


She shrugs. ‘Someone has, but I can’t say when.’


They stand for a moment longer. Nell looks at Ivan’s face, sees the concentration there, stark in the torchlight. She wonders what he might be thinking, what significance he’s reading into the link between the mines. But she finds herself unable to ask, to break his train of thought. There is something solitary about him, something that forbids intrusion.
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