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prologue


1988


GUY AND RAZ ARE THE LAST TO ARRIVE; STOLEN CAR, STOLEN LICENCE PLATES, driving at night, taking the back roads. The radio is talking of them and nothing else: the gold, the daring, the dead. Raz drives, smoking relentlessly, chewing gum incessantly, laughing intermittently. And every ten or fifteen minutes, a statement to the night. ‘We did it. We fucking did it.’


Guy feels electric, as if wired to a generator, like lying in a hyperbaric chamber filled with happy gas. His heart is beating so hard it’s almost dancing; he can feel it fluttering under his ribs like the wings of a caged bird. Everything seems hyperreal: his pulse, the red tail-lights ahead, the sound of his companion chewing gum, the smell of the cigarette smoke. He thinks it strange, this elation, this surge of energy, coming now when they are free and safe, almost home dry, whereas at the time, back at the warehouse, bullets flying, the gun kicking in his hand, the screams of the dying echoing, he had felt calm, focused, almost relaxed.


‘We did it,’ Raz informs the world once more. ‘We fucking did it.’


They’d done it all right, but not the way it had been planned. There’d been no intention to use their guns, no agreement to shoot anyone. In and out, with the whole night to make their getaway before the heist would be discovered. That was the plan. But they’d all been carrying, they’d all fired. He’d hesitated in those first frantic seconds, but he’d fired as well. Thought he’d hit someone. One of the cops, or one of the security guards. His heart beat a little harder. He’d put a bullet into someone. Another human being. Back when they were planning he’d said the words, ‘I’m all in,’ and he’d meant them. But now it’s a fact, they are all of them ‘all in’. Those who have survived, and those who haven’t. Bert Glossop is dead, one of the ringleaders, cut down by a copper not two metres from where Guy had taken cover behind a pallet of red wine, bottles exploding into scarlet shards with the impact of bullets. Glossop, bleeding out with a soft groan, blood mixed with wine. You can’t get any more ‘all in’ than that.


The car in front turns off onto a farm track and they have the road to themselves, alone in the night, moving across the plain. An image comes to Guy, a bird’s-eye view from up in the cloudless sky, looking down on the pool of light created by the headlights, a small and tenuous thing crawling across a world of darkness.


He flicks Raz’s disposable lighter; reads the map by its stuttering flame. ‘Slow down a little,’ he tells the driver. ‘Should be a railway crossing, then a bridge.’


Raz slows. He’s been doing a good job, disciplined, resisting the temptation to speed, keeping the car trundling along steadily. It’s a good car. A suitable car. A Holden Commodore, white, a few years old, the most popular car in Australia. The most common. The most nondescript.


They come to the level crossing. No boom gate. No lights. Just a series of signs, riddled with bullet holes. Raz takes it gently, being extra cautious with the suspension, not wanting to tempt fate: they’ve pushed their envelope of good fortune, they know that. No use asking for more when they don’t need it. Guy feels a moment of pride in his comrade, this stranger, for staying cool; the cigarettes and chewing gum the only outward indication of nerves. They almost crawl across the railway lines, Raz conscious of the load in the boot.


They approach the bridge. There’s a sign: DEEP WATER CREEK. They’re where they should be.


Guy peers at the map. ‘Turn-off coming up to the left. Three red reflectors on the gate.’


‘There,’ says Raz, changing down to second gear, flipping the indicator on, following the road rules to the letter, pulling onto gravel, stopping. ‘We did it. We fucking did it.’


‘Sure, we did it,’ says Guy, climbing out, opening the gate, waiting while Raz guides the car through, then closing it again. There are no other vehicles on the road. The night is windless. Expectant. The sky is a black dome, moonless, pierced by stars—the only witnesses.


Raz steers along the drive, just a track through a paddock, a fence to one side, nothing more. They reach the woolshed. Corrugated iron. Lights inside, creeping out through gaps in the windows. Three cars parked around the back, out of sight. The others are already here.


They stop. Raz unlocks the boot while Guy holds up the lighter. They take a bag each, calico, bearing the branding of the bank. The one Guy carries is smeared with blood, deep brown, almost black, in the half-light. And then they lift the metal carry case, not so big but heavy for its size, lug it between them into the shearing shed.


Inside, the others are sitting in a circle around a large open space: six men on crates and chairs and a sawhorse, anything they can find, staring silently at the centre of the room, where bags are piled—the same calico bags, stuffed with cash. And five more of the aluminium carry cases, reinforced, with rubber-lined steel handles on each side. No one is moving, no one is laughing. They seem shell-shocked. Guy and Raz walk to the centre of the room, drop their bags with the rest and lower the metal case laden with gold. They walk to the periphery, join the circle of men staring at the accumulated millions like they’re gazing into a camp fire, warming themselves in its glow, hoping it’s been worth it.


Curtains stands, tilts his head, silently acknowledging Guy and Raz. The big man is the leader, real name Hec Curtin, universally known as ‘Curtains’, his nickname well earned. ‘That’s it then. That’s all of us.’ The men are all looking at him, saying nothing as he continues. ‘You’ve heard the reports. Glossop is dead. Not good. At least he won’t be talking.’


‘We need to take care of his missus—see she gets her share,’ says a large man with a neck tattoo, one of the bikies.


‘We’ll look after her,’ says Curtains. ‘Priestly and Barker are in custody. Priestly shot up bad, Barker more walking wounded.’


‘How do you know?’ asks a hard-faced man. Morelli: another of the bikies.


Curtains doesn’t answer, but Guy understands. Their leader is connected. Has someone on the inside. Not just in the security firm, in the cops.


Curtains holds his hands aloft, like a preacher, then gestures at the pile of loot. ‘Look at it, gentlemen: behold what we’ve achieved.’


And all of them turn to admire the treasure; how could they not? Which is when Curtains takes two steps back, three, then reaches behind his back and pulls a handgun, taking another step back. Boyd Murrow backs up to join him, now brandishing a small machine gun, the promise of death, indiscriminate, with plenty to go around.


‘Stay calm!’ says Curtains, voice firm but not yelling. In command. ‘No one moves, no one gets hurt. Pull a weapon and we’ll fucking drill you.’


Someone swears, Guy isn’t sure who. He thinks of his own gun, nestled in the small of his back, tucked into the waistband of his jeans. Useless. If he reaches for it, he’ll be dead before he hits the floor. He lifts his hands, signalling his surrender, his compliance. Around him others are doing the same.


‘Excellent. Thank you,’ says Curtains to the group as a whole. Then he addresses Guy. ‘Mate. You can go first. You carrying?’


Guy nods. ‘Yeah. Handgun.’ He turns, back to them, lifting his polo shirt so they can see the handle.


‘Don’t move,’ says Curtains.


Guy stays perfectly still, feels the weapon reefed from his trousers.


‘Good man,’ says Curtains. ‘Now very slowly, remove your shirt.’


Guy turns around, so he can look Curtains in the eye. His heart is no longer a caged bird, it’s a pneumatic drill, and his vision has closed in, like peering through a tunnel. He makes his movements slow, deliberate, lifting off his shirt, dropping it on the ground by his feet.


‘What the fuck is this?’ says a voice behind him.


‘All will be revealed,’ says Curtains.


If he’s making a joke, no one is laughing.


‘Pants,’ he says to Guy. ‘Leave your shoes on, just drop your trousers to your ankles.’


Guy signals his comprehension, does what he’s told. He understands what’s going on now, suspects the others must as well. Wonders why he’s first; maybe because he and Raz were last to arrive, maybe because he’s the youngest, the last to be recruited, the least well known. He breathes a sigh of relief, knowing he’s clean. Turns a slow circle so Curtains can be sure.


‘Good man,’ says Curtains again. ‘Pants up. Come and stand by us. Away from the others, but where we can see you.’


Guy leaves the circle, walks across to where Curtains and Murrow have the others covered. He stands off to one side of them, putting as much distance between himself and the two gunmen as possible, careful to stay just in front of them so they can see him. He no longer holds his hands above his head, but more at chest height, still clearly visible.


The air is so volatile it smells like avgas.


‘Raz, you’re next up,’ says Curtains softly.


‘I ain’t wearing no fuckin’ wire,’ Raz spits indignantly.


‘Someone is,’ says Curtains.


And that’s when the shooting starts. Guy doesn’t see who fires first; it doesn’t matter as the machine gun coughs death in reply. Guy hits the ground; can see the bullets tearing through men even as they claw for their own weapons; hears the rattle as bullets pierce the steel walls, like hail on a tin roof; sees the shattering of a fibro partition as if in slow motion, like the wine bottles at the warehouse.


And then nothing. A silence. A whimper. A low moaning.


He feels no elation, no horror. He rises to his feet, surveys the carnage.


It takes him an hour, maybe more, maybe less, to do what needs to be done. Time has become tenuous, not flowing smoothly but coming in lumps, like clotted blood. Eventually he is back in the Commodore, behind the wheel, no longer excited, no longer thrilled. Not calm, just frayed, his nerves burnt out. Moving mechanically, trying to be methodical, attempting not to rush, to do it right. Raz is in the passenger seat, breath shallow, blood oozing. Still chewing gum. Guy takes it slowly, feeling the weight in the boot, the suspension sagging, the car threatening to bottom out. The six boxes of bullion, the calico bags. He leaves the engine running while he opens the gate. Takes the rag, wipes the metal clean. The moon is rising, a half-moon. Looking back across the paddock, he can see the aura, the woolshed on fire, a lanolin-fuelled pyre, arcing into the sky like a nebula, the other cars burning. They need to be far away before the dawn.









PART ONE









chapter one


2024


DETECTIVE SENIOR CONSTABLE NELL BUCHANAN AND DETECTIVE SERGEANT IVAN Lucic come from the north, leaving Dubbo behind and moving from the haze of late summer into the clarity of autumn, traversing the rolling hills of the Central West, edging east through the uplands of the Dividing Range, green tinge defying the lateness of the season, pushing past ridge lines crested with windfarms, edging onto the bleached periphery of the Monaro. She and Ivan mostly travel in silence, sharing the driving, breaking out into sporadic bursts of conversation, the easy patterns of friendship and collegiality, a partnership now three years old.


The country has weathered the summer well. Nell can see water in the landscape: farm dams full, ducks floating, cattle lounging. The road verges are freshly mown—council budgets, like the weather, buoyed to temporary equilibrium. A good year, and not just for the farmers: she’s been promoted and Ivan has mellowed. She believes the death of his father has lifted a weight from him, released the tension within. Before he’d always seemed wound tight, on the defensive, as if constantly expecting something to catch him off guard.


She glances across at him from behind the steering wheel. He’s dozing, head lolling on the headrest. That never would have happened when she first met him. The intensity is still there when necessary, but nowadays she senses that he’s controlling it, and not the other way around. He’s bought a house in Dubbo and has a new girlfriend: Carly, a quietly charming librarian. She’d come as a surprise to Nell, after the brassy blondes he’d first dated when he started on the apps. She’s still not sure how she feels about it. A little jealous perhaps—not of Carly, but of Ivan. She’d always been the one out there playing the dating game, everyone from blue-collar muscles and mullets to white-collar Coke-bottle glasses with pockets full of pens. She’d thought herself wise in the ways of the world, and now Ivan has not only matched her but surpassed her, getting into a steady relationship while she still finds herself floundering away with the ‘not quite rights’ and ‘at a different times’ and ‘outright creeps’. She knows it sounds a little silly, and a lot selfish, but she can’t help resenting that she no longer has him to herself.


It’s not a difficult drive, this one. Just six hours, the roads long and easy, the traffic light so far from Sydney, distant from the congested highways of the coast. Being based in Dubbo, at the centre of the state, looks good on paper and resonates in the baritone of the police minister: a dedicated flying squad out in the heartland, connected to the community, close to hand when violence strikes. The reality is different. They are close to hand only if a killer is considerate enough to commit murder near Dubbo, but not if the homicide is at some far-flung corner of New South Wales. Then it means flying, and flying invariably means transiting through Sydney and flying back out again, defeating the purpose. But six hours is driveable, The Valley not so very far. The call had come through late morning, and two hours later they were on the road, the police four-wheel drive packed with equipment and clothing, the list refined again and again through the experience of the past three years.


A roo, then another, bound onto the road ahead, and Nell taps the brakes, judging the distance, sounding the horn. The kangaroos bounce away nonchalantly, this way and that, before disappearing into the bush.


The manoeuvre has woken Ivan. He asks their whereabouts.


‘Another hour. We’re not far from Saltwood.’


‘Right,’ says Ivan, sitting up straight, yawning. He turns to the brief, reading it aloud from his phone. ‘Wolfgang Burnside. Aged thirty-three. Body found in the village’s Memorial Park at dawn this morning, partially submerged in the Broken River. Suspected drowning.’


Nell concentrates on the road. There’s no traffic, but she’s wary of animals and potholes, summer rain causing an exponential increase in both. ‘Why assume murder?’


Ivan gives a small grunt. ‘You mean why us?’


‘Yes.’ Most regional homicides were handled in the first instance by local area detectives and only assigned to Ivan’s flying squad if they proved difficult. Or complex. Or political. The body of Wolfgang Burnside had only been found this morning. ‘What did Plodder say?’ asks Nell, referring to Detective Superintendent Dereck ‘Plodder’ Packenham, head of Homicide, their boss.


‘Burnside was a local mover and shaker. Entrepreneur. Rich. Connected. But divisive. Or so Plodder reckons.’


Nell steals a glance at Ivan before returning her eyes to the road. Ivan is staring out the side window. ‘Divisive?’


‘Pro-development in a valley full of tree changers.’


‘Still doesn’t explain the urgency to get us involved.’ She steals another look at Ivan; he’s frowning.


‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘Must be more to it.’


‘You didn’t ask?’


Ivan laughs. ‘I did. Plodder told me he didn’t want to prejudice the investigation.’


‘Jesus.’ Nell returns the laugh, can’t help it, responding with grudging affection. ‘Considerate of him. Machiavellian bastard.’


‘Yeah. Never acts without reason.’


Nell grows serious. ‘You think he’s protecting us from something?’


Ivan looks across at her. ‘Well, I don’t think he’s setting us up, if that’s what you mean.’


They reach Saltwood late in the afternoon, passing billboards for the Billabong Cafe (best coffee between Canberra and the Coast), the Timberland Motel (free wi-fi, hot tubs) and state MP Hannibal Earl (getting the job done), and entering the town through an honour guard of poplars, yellow leaves turned gold by the descending sun. The shopfronts, once old, have been made new again, tricked up to attract tourists. Nell continues past a bakery, eliciting a sigh from Ivan, but she doesn’t want to stop: they are almost there.


Leaving the town, passing signs to Majors Creek and Araluen, they travel out through fields of harvest-ready wheat along the Kings Highway, the coastal range ahead, foothills enveloped by the khaki spread of eucalypts, the growth effusive, the trees taller, the undergrowth thicker. Somewhere on the other side is the sea. Nell cracks the window, breathes in the air, feels the moisture on her lips, an easterly wind carrying a hint of the ocean. She’s missed such a landscape, where the trees don’t come in clumps but lather the hills in forests, filling valleys and climbing hills, the fulsome olive of massed eucalypts.


The sat nav vocalises an instruction just as she sees the roadside sign pointing to the right: THE VALLEY. She slows, turning south off the highway, the secondary road winding over and around the low hills rather than cutting through them. They pass a battle-rank of windmills then drop over the lip of the plateau with unexpected abruptness, signs insisting that trucks and buses use low gear, the way narrow and twisting, descending down and down into the greenery of The Valley through switchbacks and hairpin turns, down four hundred metres, down into the shadows. Above them, the sky is bright, the sun flaring the clouds orange and white, but in the depths of The Valley it is already dusk, only the eastern cliffs remaining bright with the rays of the dying sun, golden sandstone like ramparts. Nell’s ears pop, then pop again. The air at the bottom seems richer, more moist, more fragrant. Warmer.


The Valley is not a town. It’s a village at best, a hamlet, buildings strung out along the Valley Road as it runs southwards from the pass, surrounded by dairy pastures, stone fruit orchards and vineyards. There’s a cricket ground, football goalposts already erected at either end. A church. A smattering of houses, a dozen at most, another church. A street library. Then a general store boasting a solitary petrol bowser, and a crossroad, Miners’ Institute on one corner, a pub diagonally opposite. A few more houses, a park, and the road continuing south. Nell pulls over, turns back towards the pub. She feels she recognises The Valley: the sort of place where everyone knows everyone else; the sort of place where people leave their doors open at night, the keys in the ignition of their cars, toys unattended in the front yard. Except now there’s been a murder. It looks peaceful, but Nell wonders at the conversations behind closed doors, the speculation and the fear; understanding it’s their job to quell those fears, to catch the perpetrator or perpetrators, to return The Valley to its slumber.


She pulls into their accommodation, the Bushranger Hotel. The two-storey pub is well into its second century, settled into the landscape like a grande dame, secure and entitled, the iron lace on the wraparound verandah a statement of gentility. It overlooks the crossroad, sitting on the north-west corner. To the south, the road continues into the darkening distance; to the east and west, a thinner ribbon of asphalt runs towards the encompassing escarpment. The hotel doesn’t quite make sense to Nell; it seems too substantial, the only two-storey building in a one-storey town. A sign above the door notes it was established in 1868. There must have been a lot of optimism a hundred and sixty-odd years ago.


There is no police station in The Valley, so they meet in the hotel’s beer garden, Nell and Ivan and the sergeant from Saltwood, the detective from Queanbeyan. It’s a quiet evening; the four police officers have the outdoor space to themselves. The sergeant, Vicary Hearst, overweight and red-of-face, is jovial enough, happy to help, but Nell can sense a wariness in the detective, perhaps a lingering resentment. She can understand why. The body was found at first light, and Detective Sergeant Ed McMahon rushed down with a three-person team and started investigating, only to have the case lifted from him by lunchtime. And then he was required to cool his heels, waiting another six hours for Ivan and Nell to arrive.


‘I’ll walk you across to the scene,’ says Sergeant Hearst. ‘Take two minutes.’


‘Useful place to start,’ says Ivan.


Nell knows the respect her partner feels for the victims, his need to connect, to bear witness. She knows he will jog the local roads in the morning, pace them in the evening, size the place up, get a feel for it. Part of his method. As if the crime has embossed itself onto the landscape, leaving a lasting impression.


‘We needed to remove the body, you understand,’ says Sergeant McMahon as they leave the pub. ‘It was partly submerged in the river, lying in the sun.’ His voice trails off momentarily as they move south through the crossroad. Night is almost complete, two streetlights distinguishing the intersection from the descending dark, insects clouding the lights. A couple watering their garden in the evening cool wave a wary greeting, knowing what the four of them represent. Ivan offers them a distracted, ‘Good evening.’


The police officers come to the park on the east side of the main road, opposite the last of the houses.


The Queanbeyan detective speaks again. ‘We had what we needed. I authorised the removal of the body not long before we were informed you were taking over. But we photographed the shit out of it, including video. Collected samples. And the crime scene is preserved, taped off.’


‘Where’s the body now?’ asks Ivan.


‘Saltwood morgue. The forensic pathologist came down from Sydney this afternoon. Blake Ness. Said he knows you.’


Nell glances at Ivan. He’ll be thinking the same thing: Plodder is prioritising this investigation. ‘He’s the best,’ Nell says aloud.


The Saltwood sergeant laughs. ‘He said the same about you two.’


The Queanbeyan detective isn’t laughing. ‘A crime scene investigator came with him. Dr Nguyen. She’s already been here, inspected the scene.’


The park stretches between the road and a willow-lined river. A single floodlight illuminates a couple of public barbecues, a few tables with benches. In the shadows, there’s a war memorial and a flagpole. There’s a playground, equipment motionless, a toilet block, a phone booth next to the road. Sergeant Hearst leads them to the riverbank, police tape denoting the location. The detective lifts the tape and they enter the crime scene, using their phones to light the way.


There is a silence here, emphasised by the call of a solitary frog and a chorus of crickets. There is no wind, not even the slightest breeze. The Broken River flows soundlessly. This is where time ended for Wolfgang Burnside, where all his possibilities terminated. They stand without speaking for a moment. Maybe Ivan is right, thinks Nell; maybe violence does leave its mark.


The Queanbeyan detective, McMahon, speaks. ‘Some locals gather at the park three times a week for tai chi. One of them walked over here, says she’s not entirely sure why. Maybe attracted by the river; it can be changeable. Saw Burnside in the water, face down, raised the alarm. Didn’t touch the body.’


‘Didn’t check for signs of life?’ asks Nell.


‘No. You’ll see from the photos. Obvious he was dead.’


They stare a moment more, a spontaneous vigil, Nell’s imagination firing. Next to her, Ivan is looking around, squinting into the darkness. They’re down a bank, quite steep, the river capable of more power and more flow than its current passivity would suggest, flanked by willows, out of sight of anyone in the park. ‘Any signs of a struggle?’


Sergeant McMahon shakes his head. ‘Dr Ness can tell you about the body, whether there are defensive wounds, that sort of thing, but the physical environment, this place, nothing.’ He sweeps his arm around, an encompassing gesture. ‘I haven’t spoken to Dr Nguyen, but we conducted a thorough search. I doubt she’s found anything we didn’t.’


‘You think he was killed here, or dumped after the fact?’ asks Ivan.


‘Hard to say. There’s nothing that would confirm he died here. No obvious scuff marks. Again, Dr Ness and Dr Nguyen may have more insight than me.’


‘What was he wearing?’ asks Nell. ‘Could he have been out jogging?’


‘Doubt it,’ says McMahon. ‘Jeans, a shirt. Expensive boots, a very expensive watch. Wallet still in his pocket. Phone missing. Casual wear, work wear—it can be hard to tell the difference. It’s all listed, all photographed.’ There’s a hint of disapproval in his voice, the suggestion Nell should already know this.


‘Car?’


‘No. We’re not sure how he got here. One of our lines of inquiry.’


‘He doesn’t live within walking distance?’ asks Ivan. ‘Pretty small community.’


It’s Vicary who answers. ‘Lives about five kilometres south, on the edge of the national park. He’s developing a resort down there. Ecotourism. Cabins in the woods. Very upmarket. Calls the place Gondwana Falls. Worked from there as well.’


Ivan is inspecting their surrounds, swinging the torch beam from his phone across the grass. ‘For argument’s sake, say he died elsewhere, then was dumped here. The killer or killers would need to carry him from the road, correct? What’s that, about sixty metres?’


The Queanbeyan detective is nodding. ‘Yes. We’ve been over the park surface. There are no signs of a vehicle crossing the lawn. So either Burnside walked here and was killed, or he was carried.’


‘Does that seem likely?’ Nell directs her question to the Saltwood sergeant rather than the detective. ‘Seems risky, lugging a body across this open space.’


Vicary Hearst shrugs. ‘Not necessarily. If it was the middle of the night, the early hours, chances are there’d be no one about.’


‘We doorknocked nearby houses, all eight of them,’ says the detective, reinserting himself into the conversation. ‘No one saw or heard anything. The pub has CCTV extending out across the front car park to the road, so it should have picked up any overnight traffic. Same with the general store. We’ve requested the files; they’ll be uploaded into the system.’


Nell thinks of the road she and Ivan have just traversed. ‘Most traffic coming into The Valley would come from the north, right? Down the pass from Saltwood?’


‘Yes,’ says the sergeant.


‘Is that the only way in and out? What’s to the south?’


‘Not a lot. A few farms, some orchards.’ It’s Sergeant Hearst who replies, the local. ‘The Valley Road turns to dirt when it hits the national park. Follows this river into the forest. Bit of a goat track, but it will take you through to the coast—eventually. And the West Road, it runs up the escarpment. Not much up there, but it’s possible to get through to Araluen and Majors Creek, on to Captains Flat and Queanbeyan. The East Road is a dead end.’


‘You’ve done an excellent job, both of you,’ says Ivan, and Nell suppresses a smile. He’s learning.


But the Queanbeyan detective isn’t mollified. ‘We’ve ticked all the boxes, everything you’d expect. I’m pretty confident of that.’ And then, ‘Good luck with it.’


And again Nell thinks she senses an underlying resentment.









chapter two


NELL WAKES IN HER KING-SIZE BED AND FOR A MOMENT RELISHES THE experience, looking up at the antique light fitting descending from an ornate plaster ceiling rose. The Bushranger Hotel feels more like a luxury B & B than a pub, done up in an attempt to lure tourists from the Kings Highway between Canberra and the coast. There are high ceilings, sash windows, a skilfully added ensuite with a claw-foot bath. She wonders what the pub’s original name was; there can’t have been much sympathy for bushrangers when it was built. It’s certainly a change up from the places where she and Ivan typically stay: dogbox motels and business hotels. She has the corner suite, overlooking the verandah and the crossroad beyond. She yawns, stretches and catches herself—a man is dead; she should not be congratulating herself on the comfort of the accommodation. She gets out of bed, gets moving, donning her detective persona even as she changes into her exercise gear.


She leaves for her pre-breakfast martial arts workout. Recently, her routine has become more meditative, less explosive, as she’s found herself revelling in the immersion instead of wanting to hit something. The natural place to practise the drills would be in the Memorial Park, but she eschews that. Too close to the crime scene: she wants to clear her head, not clog it. Instead she walks north and finds the cricket field, paint peeling from its boundary fence, an isolated pavilion, a toilet block. No one around, just a few curious cows grazing out near the wicket to keep her company. They gather to watch her, deferential and polite. She wonders where Ivan might be: jogging the back roads, summing up the place.


They meet Carole and Blake for breakfast in the cafe attached to the general store. Whereas the pub has been completely renovated, full of clean timber and tasteful art, the cafe remains largely untouched, a hotchpotch of tables and chairs scattered before a glass-fronted counter at least fifty years old. There are fans in the ceiling and lino on the floor. But it’s clean and the old-fashioned menu looks enticing: no avocado or haloumi or wheatgrass juice; just bacon and eggs and white-bread toast, help yourself to tomato sauce.


The forensic experts have overnighted in Saltwood, close to the hospital and its morgue, but have driven down early. It’s just the four of them for the moment; Detective McMahon returned to Queanbeyan the previous evening, but Sergeant Hearst has overnighted with friends in The Valley and is planning to join them. Nell likes him, suspects he wants to make himself useful, give them the benefit of his local knowledge.


Blake has already ordered the English breakfast and is clearly pleased with his choice, plate piled high. He compliments the bacon even as he devours it.


‘Take us through what you know,’ Ivan says to the pathologist.


‘Drowned. But probably more to it.’


‘Such as?’


‘Blow to the back of the head. Probably not enough to kill him outright, but maybe enough to daze him or render him unconscious. Contemporaneous with the drowning.’


‘Detective didn’t mention that,’ says Nell.


‘Easy to miss,’ says Blake. He hesitates, knife and fork hovering above his meal, as though he’s spied something untoward on his plate. Something healthy, perhaps. ‘Also, there are suggestions of poisoning.’


‘Suggestions?’


‘I’ve taken the samples, had them driven to Canberra for toxicology. Hopefully we’ll know more later today or tomorrow.’


‘Not drugs? Not an overdose?’


Blake sounds dismissive. ‘Doubt it. None of the typical signs.’


‘What sort of poison?’ asks Ivan.


‘Let me get back to you on that.’


‘Working theory?’


‘Murder,’ says Blake. ‘The blow to the head. If it was the front or side, an accident would be more plausible. But who falls over, hits the back of their head, then goes face first into a river? Hard to imagine, even if the poisoning comes to nothing.’


Ivan looks to Carole, who agrees. ‘That’s consistent with the crime scene.’


‘But he was still alive when he went into the river?’ asks Nell.


‘Yes,’ says Blake. ‘Water in his lungs. That’s what killed him.’


‘Time of death?’


‘Late Tuesday, or early yesterday morning. An hour either side of midnight. That Queanbeyan detective knew what he was about. Measured the body’s temperature soon as he got here.’


Ivan is staring hard at Blake, that unnerving blue stare of concentration that Nell has come to know so well, as if he’s working through it, imagining the last moments of Wolfgang Burnside’s life. ‘Would he have died anyway, if he hadn’t drowned?’


Blake is shaking his head. ‘Too much speculation. I still haven’t fully established the damage wrought by the blow to the head or confirmed there was poison in his system.’


Sergeant Hearst comes bustling in, greets them, spies the remains of Blake’s breakfast and licks his lips. ‘I’ll grab something.’ He goes to the counter, orders, then returns, pulling up a chair. ‘You got everything you need?’


‘Tell us about the victim,’ says Ivan. ‘We hear he was quite prominent.’


Vicary raises his eyebrows. ‘That’s one way of putting it.’


‘Go on,’ says Ivan.


Vicary looks around, surveying the room as though seeing beyond its walls and out into the surrounding valley, perhaps trying to summarise it in his own mind before responding. ‘This place feels like Sleepy Hollow, but that doesn’t mean everyone’s a happy camper. There are the established farming families, conservative for the most part. Then there are the old hippies, who came in the seventies, bought cheap bush blocks. Just lately, there’s been an influx of cashed-up tree changers. A few young families looking for a better lifestyle, but mainly wealthy retirees coming out of Sydney and Canberra. Former lawyers and doctors and company directors, setting up vineyards and wineries. You follow?’


‘Not really,’ says Ivan bluntly. ‘What’s that got to do with Wolfgang Burnside?’


Vicary Hearst appears momentarily surprised, perhaps thinking his exposition should have been self-explanatory. ‘No one really wants development. Not the farmers, not the hippies, not the tree changers. They like it the way it is.’


‘And Wolfgang?’ Ivan persists.


‘No one called him Wolfgang. I didn’t even know that was his proper name. Everyone called him Wolf or Wolfie. And he was all in favour of progress. A self-declared champion of it.’


‘What did that entail?’ asks Nell.


‘Started in real estate. Got rich selling it. No formal education, but a millionaire by the time he was in his early twenties. And that was just the beginning. He restarted an annual harvest festival, a one-day writers’ festival, established a monthly farmers’ market. He brought bands and musos and comedians here to play the cricket ground like in the old days. Put an ATM in the general store. Owns a share in the pub and helped fund its upgrade, and like I told you, he’s developing an eco-resort next to the national park. He got elected to council up at Saltwood, lobbied hard to set up a community internet in The Valley, but when council didn’t back him, he resigned and built his own. Then people complained when he charged them to use it.’ Vicary holds his hands wide, palms up, like he’s balancing competing ideas. ‘So depending on who you ask, he was either some kind of saint, advancing the community, or he was in it for himself, only interested in making money.’


‘Quite the entrepreneur,’ observes Ivan.


‘I see how he could have put people offside,’ says Nell, ‘but none of that sounds like a motive to murder him.’


‘True,’ says Vicary. ‘But he was also into property development. He graduated from merely acting as an agent and started buying out a few of the old hippies. A bunch of them are getting on, getting sick of living hand-to-mouth, subsistence. On paper they’re wealthy because their land has appreciated so much. Asset rich, cash poor. Wolfie helped sell a few blocks to tree changers. Then he went further, started buying the blocks himself, subdivided, put housing on some. Made millions. People resented that.’ Vicary grimaces. ‘And then there’s the power company.’


‘In The Valley?’ asks Nell.


‘His latest scheme. He was proposing to take the entire community off-grid, make the place self-sufficient, do with electricity what he did with the internet. He built windmills up on the plateau; you probably saw them on your way in from Saltwood. He put in a solar farm and was planning more, owned a company that installs rooftop solar. He reckoned we can be net generators, putting electricity into the grid and taking money out. Wanted to build a battery, even proposed developing pumped hydro using the lake up by the Gryphon Mine.’


‘Gryphon Mine?’ asks Ivan.


‘Abandoned goldmine up on the escarpment, overlooking the eastern side of the valley. Lake up the top, settling ponds at the bottom.’


‘Pumped hydro,’ says Blake, finishing his breakfast, plate wiped clean. ‘That’s ambitious.’


‘Like a huge battery,’ says Vicary. ‘Pump excess power generated by wind and solar during the day up to the lake, then feed it down through turbines at night when the power is needed. There’s four hundred metres of fall. Some people think it’s wonderful: self-contained, sustainable energy; no more coal. But others worry that he would control it, accrue too much influence.’


‘So big money, and big sway,’ says Ivan: an observation, not a question.


‘But is that enough motive?’ Nell asks.


‘There’s a rumour he was thinking of making a run for state parliament,’ says Vicary. ‘I can ask around at Saltwood, but you’d probably need to speak to people in Queanbeyan about that.’


Nell looks at Ivan. Politics. Their eyes meet, and Ivan raises his eyebrows. She knows what he’s contemplating: Plodder’s motivation for assigning them the case so early.


‘Personal life?’ Ivan directs the question to Vicary.


‘Married young. High school sweetheart, Janine. Divorced a couple of years ago. She still lives in The Valley. He remarried last year. Sydney girl. Tyffany.’


‘She lives here?’


‘Yes. At their eco-resort.’


They finish their breakfast, and Nell leaves a tip. Always useful to befriend the locals. Outside, Carole and Blake say their goodbyes. They’re heading back to Saltwood and Queanbeyan and, most likely, to Sydney, their work largely done.


‘Speak soon,’ says Blake. ‘Let you know what I find.’


Vicary Hearst leads Ivan and Nell to the Miners’ Institute, explaining that they can use it as their base, that The Valley’s one-man police station closed back in the 1970s and was later sold off altogether. The Institute sits diagonally opposite the pub, on the far side of the crossroad, a solid, compact brick building—scaffolding erected, perhaps anticipating repair work that is yet to eventuate. But serviceable. Lockable.


‘Lot of miners then?’ asks Nell.


‘There was once, when The Valley was first opened up, when the future looked bright,’ says Vicary. Then, flicking his head towards the building: ‘Heritage-listed, can’t be demolished. Good to put it to use. Should have everything you need. Power, water, toilets and a kitchen. Downside: no aircon, wood heating. This time of year you should be sweet. Upside: Wolf Burnside’s fibre-to-the-premises internet. Rocket-fast. Better than Sydney or Canberra.’


‘Holding cells?’


Vicary shakes his head. ‘Nah. If it comes to that, give me a bell and we’ll deal with them at Saltwood.’


Once the sergeant has left, returning up the escarpment, Ivan and Nell set up their laptops and screens, power boards and a printer/scanner, a process practised and refined over the past three years. They find the internet connection is every bit as fast as promised, but Ivan tells Nell he doesn’t want to waste time online. He says he’s already been through the material collected by Detective McMahon, seen the photos of the crime scene. He wants to get out, talk to people, glean new evidence, not revisit second-hand information.


Tyffany Burnside meets them at Gondwana Falls, the eco-resort that was being developed by her late husband. It’s at the southern end of the valley, in among the rainforest, bordering the national park. It’s green and lush and dark, with tree ferns and a towering canopy, spotted gums and staghorns. They drive through stone gates, across a small bridge, and pull up outside the lodge entrance framed by a couple of ancient cedars.


She’s young and blonde and no-nonsense, wearing a loose linen top, the sort you need to pull over your head, capri pants, Birkenstocks. Beach chic, adapted for the forest. And yet Nell notices the watch: understated but expensive, the sort that warrants full-page ads in in-flight magazines. The sort that Nell will never be able to afford. And the nails: perfect. Burnside was thirty-three, but Tyffany looks younger, maybe mid-twenties. Nell supresses her judgement; that’s not why she’s here.


There are no tears. The widow’s demeanour is professional, her greeting smile brief and functional. She guides them into a modern lounge, rich leather armchairs around a coffee table, its top a single slab of rough-hewn wood. Looking out through floor-to-ceiling windows, Nell sees an infinity pool, beyond it, surrounding it, the forest.


‘Our condolences, Mrs Burnside,’ Ivan begins. ‘Thank you for agreeing to see us so promptly.’


‘Whatever I can do to help.’ Her voice is husky, half an octave lower than Nell would have expected. ‘I still can’t quite believe it. Still processing.’


‘You identified the body?’ asks Ivan.


‘No. I just arrived back this morning.’


‘You’ve been away?’


‘Sydney. Wolf was coming to join me for the weekend. We were heading to New Caledonia for a few days’ downtime. Swimming, scuba, some sailing. It’s divine this time of year.’


Nell frowns. ‘Just lead me through that, please. Today is Thursday, your husband’s body was found first thing yesterday morning, he died around midnight on Tuesday. You were in Sydney the whole time?’


‘Since last weekend.’


Ivan leans forward, voice conciliatory. ‘Mrs Burnside, we will need to confirm that. A formality, routine, but necessary.’


She blinks, doesn’t appear to take offence. ‘I understand. The spouse is always a suspect.’


‘Correct,’ says Ivan, and Nell winces at his directness.


Tyffany Burnside appears unfazed. ‘There are witnesses. The hotel staff, CCTV. Credit cards. Receipts. I am sure you can access it.’


‘We have your permission?’


‘Of course.’


‘Including your phone records?’


She frowns. ‘Why would you need those?’


Nell interjects. ‘Not text messages or voicemail, just locations. Where the phone has been, where it was when you made and received calls.’


‘The metadata?’ says Tyffany.


‘Precisely.’


‘No. If you really need it, come back to me. But you should have more than enough already.’


Ivan sighs, seemingly reluctant to get bogged down on such a detail. ‘Is there any particular reason for your reluctance?’


‘Some numbers, some contacts, are confidential. Business deals. If you need them, you can get a warrant, but I can’t just surrender them. Wolf gave assurances of confidentiality to some of his associates. But if you want to check the phone’s location, I’m sure you can do that through the telco. It’s Telstra.’ She finds her phone. ‘I’ll give you my number. It will make it easier.’ She reads it out; Nell writes it down.


‘Thank you,’ says Ivan, tone steadfastly neutral. ‘You keep the numbers of your husband’s business associates on your phone?’


‘You sound surprised,’ says Tyffany, arching an eyebrow.


Ivan doesn’t answer, deftly changes tack. ‘As you know, your husband’s body was found in the Memorial Park, by the banks of the Broken River, but we’re not sure how he got there. His car wasn’t nearby. What vehicles do you own, and is it possible to account for them all?’


‘I’ll have to check. We have two Teslas, one each, and a diesel four-wheel drive. Plus various dirt bikes, quad bikes, e-bikes, mountain bikes. And the resort has various trucks and utilities.’ She pauses. ‘I can run through them, see if anything is missing.’


‘You drove to Sydney?’


‘I took one of the Teslas down to Moruya, left it at the airport, flew to Sydney. Again, there will be plenty of records.’


‘Thank you,’ says Nell. ‘Was your husband depressed at all? Taking medication?’


Tyffany looks her in the eye. ‘No. Just the opposite. Wolfie was an inveterate optimist. Depression wasn’t in his vocabulary. Nor were lethargy, despondency, or anything else along those lines. And he sure as hell didn’t need artificial stimulation.’ She grimaces. ‘You’re homicide detectives. He was murdered. Let’s move on.’


Nell bristles, doesn’t appreciate being told what to do. ‘Very well. Did your husband have any enemies?’


Tyffany laughs, her teeth immaculate, glowing like pearls. ‘Plenty. Not personally; everyone was fond of Wolfie, warmed to him, his dynamism was infectious. He was gregarious and generous. His former wife can be a bit of a bitch, but that’s hardly his fault. I know you need to check her out, but I can’t see her killing Wolfie. Professionally, though, there are plenty of people opposed to his vision for this valley. I guess one way to stop all that would be to kill him.’ She pauses for a moment, like an actor, giving the following words greater impact. ‘Of course, if they think that, they’re mistaken.’


‘How’s that?’ asks Nell.


‘Because I intend to push ahead with it. All of it. To honour him, to vindicate him, to avenge him. To fuck the fuckers. Whoever did this.’ She takes a deep breath, allowing herself time to judge their reactions, letting the emotion recede from her voice. And when she speaks again, it’s softer, more like she’s confiding in them. ‘We’re the same, you and me: we all want justice for Wolfie. For you, that means catching the killer or killers. For me, justice means seeing his projects through to completion, not letting the luddites win.’


‘Let’s assume it is murder,’ says Ivan. ‘You’ve suggested some locals are opposed to your husband’s plans. Can you supply us with a list of names?’


‘Anonymously?’


‘If necessary.’


‘Yes.’


‘What about business partners or competitors or aggrieved investors, that sort of thing?’ he asks.


‘No. Some of Wolf’s ventures are more profitable than others, but none are failures. No business partners have lost out. There are no unpaid debts.’


‘How did he structure all of this, the different projects?’


‘There are five companies. The largest is Burnside Holdings. That’s real estate and property development. That’s how he made his fortune and it’s what still generates most of the cash. There is an investment company, mainly land that we might go on to develop. Then there are separate companies for the internet and the renewable energy initiative, and one for this place. We also have a family trust that holds some of our personal wealth.’


‘Major business partners, investors?’


‘You’re looking at it.’


‘You? Partner or investor?’ asks Ivan, raising an eyebrow.


‘Both.’ She glances at Nell, then addresses Ivan. ‘I know what you were thinking. Attractive young woman, second wife, maybe ten years younger than her multimillionaire husband. A gold-digger. A trophy. But I brought significant money and expertise to this marriage. Yes, inherited wealth, but I also have a doctorate in electrical engineering. And I’m older than I look. Thirty next year.’


Nell lowers her head, chastened. ‘My apologies.’


Tyffany laughs, generous in her victory. ‘Don’t worry, my dear. You’re not the first to underestimate me. You won’t be the last.’


‘And politics?’ asks Ivan. ‘We heard he was considering running for parliament.’


The humour leaves Tyffany Burnside. ‘No. Not in a million years.’ She looks almost offended at the suggestion. ‘What is true is that we were searching for a candidate. A teal, or a country independent.’


Nell can see Ivan has come alert, is sitting erect.


‘Why would you do that?’ he asks.


‘The incumbent. Hannibal Earl.’


Ivan says nothing, blue eyes unblinking.


Nell takes up the slack. ‘He’s opposed to your developments?’


A sardonic smile plays on the widow’s lips as she speaks to Nell, not Ivan. ‘No. More personal than that. You get your oglers, you get your gropers. Earl is both.’


Ivan finds his voice. ‘Hannibal Earl. Son of Terrence Earl?’


‘The same. Creep begets creep.’


The intensity has not left Ivan. ‘Was your husband investigating Earl? Digging for dirt?’


Tyffany Burnside is shaking her head. ‘No. That’s not Wolf, not the way he operated.’


‘What about you?’ asks Nell.


‘I’ve been known to hold a grudge, if that’s what you’re asking.’ And to Nell, the widow’s gaze appears just as steely and resolute as Ivan’s.









chapter three


NELL WAITS UNTIL THEY ARE IN THE FOUR-WHEEL DRIVE BEFORE SHE ASKS, ‘Who’s Terrence Earl?’


‘Former police minister, back in the bad old days, thirty years ago. Hannibal is his son. A political dynasty.’


‘You think that’s why we were dispatched so quickly? Plodder’s antennas picking up potential problems?’


‘Let’s find out.’


Ivan rings their boss, the head of Homicide, phone on speaker. But it’s no use. ‘This is Dereck Packenham,’ comes the recorded message. ‘Leave a message. I’ll get back to you.’


‘Hannibal Earl,’ says Ivan to the handset. ‘Terrence Earl. Anything we need to know?’ And he ends the call with a sigh.


‘Looks like we’re on our own,’ says Nell. ‘What’s next?’


‘Let’s talk to the first wife.’


They find Janine Burnside living in an original homestead dating back to when The Valley was first settled by Europeans. Ellensby is out along the West Road, past a field covered in solar panels. There’s a stone gateway with a cattle grid leading to a long blue-metal drive lined with firs, the house itself sitting on a low rise, surrounded on three sides by trees: deciduous closer to the house, oaks and Japanese maples and Manchurian pears, a complete palette of autumn colours, shielded from wind and prying eyes by an outer barrier of evergreens. Climbing from their car, Nell feels the wealth accumulated over the decades, a cushioning in the air. She senses it in the luxuriant lawn, the banks of rosebushes, the crunch of the gravel drive underfoot. The air is fragrant, the light subdued. High in the sky, wafer-thin clouds are scuttling towards the coast, but here in the valley, protected by its sandstone cliffs, and particularly here at Ellensby, cosseted behind its trees, the air is almost still, only the slightest suggestion of a breeze.


The house is sandstone, the colour of the nearby cliffs, thick walls and sash windows, wide verandahs and wisteria. A high-pitched green roof made of steel, a rooster weathervane and six brick chimneys, a satellite dish.


They step onto the verandah and Nell rings the bell.


‘Not too shabby,’ she says to Ivan.


‘Very Homes and Gardens,’ he replies.


The door is opened by a trim-looking woman, face tanned and lacking obvious make-up, wearing jeans and a white cotton shirt. She smiles momentarily, perhaps out of politeness, but Nell can see the grief in her eyes.


‘Janine Burnside?’ asks Nell. She had imagined someone more middle-aged, but recalls Wolfgang was only thirty-three. The first Mrs Burnside appears no older than the second.


‘Janine Macklin. I’ve reverted to my maiden name. Please come in.’


She leads them down a hallway, oil paintings fighting for space on the walls, depicting The Valley and Ellensby, horses and stiffly posed patriarchs, a black-and-white photographic print of hundreds of grim-faced workers posing before a mine wheel. And through to a conservatory, glowing with dappled light, plants hanging, plants in planters, plants in beds, a miniature forest of bonsai. An automated system misting small clouds at the far end.


‘My favourite room,’ explains Janine, gesturing for them to take a seat: wicker furniture gathered around a glass-topped table. ‘Tea or coffee?’ she offers. ‘Water? Juice?’


‘We’re good for now, thanks,’ says Ivan.


‘It’s an amazing house,’ says Nell.


‘Isn’t it? Built in 1842. Neglected when we bought it. I’ve spent years restoring it to its original condition.’ She looks like she’s about to continue, then shakes her head. ‘Sorry. You didn’t come to hear about that.’


‘You lived here with Wolfgang, when you were married?’ asks Nell.


She nods, a sadness upon her now, her vitality ebbing, and she becomes still. ‘Yes. He was the one who hankered after it, not me. I thought it was too big at first, too rundown. But I’ve really grown to love it.’


‘You own it, then?’


‘Yes. Wolf agreed I should have it in the settlement.’


‘So he no longer hankered after it?’ asks Ivan, using her words.


Janine Macklin smiles—rather affectionately, it seems to Nell. ‘No. He wanted it so much, but once he possessed it, he was ready to move on. That was Wolf, never looking back, always wanting to move forward to the next project.’ She takes a breath, then continues, as though trying to explain. ‘He grew up in The Valley, his family owned the general store. Not much money. A struggle. For him, Ellensby was the pinnacle, the classiest place in The Valley, owned for generations by the local squattocracy, the Clovertons. He saw it as the ultimate symbol of success. It brought him great satisfaction to buy it. But then he realised this was someone else’s legacy; he wanted to build his own. When we split, I wanted it and she didn’t.’


‘Tyffany?’


‘Yes. Her. I don’t think Wolf cared one way or another.’


Nell can see the emotions playing across her face, isn’t sure how to interpret them. ‘You sound quite fond of your former husband,’ she observes.


‘I guess. Wolf was Wolf. Full of energy, dynamism. But no off switch. Totally exhausting. Always trying to prove something. So yes, I think in some ways I still love him. Bits of him. He’s been very generous.’ She turns away for a moment, gathering herself before continuing. ‘He was a good father, brilliant whenever he was around; totally absent when he wasn’t.’


‘What do you make of his new wife?’ asks Ivan.


Janine seems pensive. ‘I don’t think she was good for him. I tried to have a calming effect; she egged him on. Maybe I’m being unfair. She didn’t need the money, but she’s just the same as he was, into the stimulation of achievement. Like two adrenaline junkies. Never take a day off. Even when they went on holidays, it was heli-skiing or scuba diving or big-game fishing or racing sailboats.’ She pauses, maybe reconsidering. ‘To her credit, she understands business, would have been a good sounding board, been willing to challenge him. Business never really interested me. I left all that to Wolf.’
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