





[image: image]














[image: image]












Copyright © 2022 S. R. White


The right of S. R. White to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in Great Britain in 2022 by


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


This Ebook edition published in Great Britain in 2022 by


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication – apart from the obvious historical figures – are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 9118 9


Images © BronLiliImaging/Shutterstock, Megapixeles.es/Shutterstock and Ian Hitchcock/Shutterstock


Design by Patrick Insole.


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









Also by S. R. White


Hermit


Prisoner









About the Author


[image: image]


S. R. White’s debut novel, HERMIT, was a top ten bestseller in Australia and nominated for the Crime Writers’ Association award for the best crime novel by a first-time author. This was followed by the acclaimed PRISONER.


He now lives in Queensland, having worked for a UK police force for twelve years before taking an MA in Creative Writing at Nottingham Trent University.









Praise for S. R. White:


‘Original, compelling and highly recommended. S. R. White is the real deal’


Chris Hammer


‘A taut, beautifully observed slow-burner with an explosive finish’


Peter May


‘A fascinating case’


Sunday Times


‘It draws you in – and rewards with a truly powerful ending’


Heat


‘This slow-burn novel catches light’


The Sun


‘A dark and compulsive read’


Woman & Home









About the Book


[image: image]


In Unamurra, a drought-scarred, one-pub town deep in the outback, two men are savagely murdered a month apart – their bodies elaborately arranged like angels.


With no witnesses, no obvious motives and no apparent connections between the killings, how can lone police officer Detective Dana Russo – flown in from hundreds of kilometres away – possibly solve such a baffling, brutal case?


Met with silence and suspicion from locals who live by their own set of rules, Dana must take over a stalled investigation with only a week to make progress.


But with a murderer hiding in plain sight, and the parched days rapidly passing, Dana is determined to uncover the shocking secrets of this forgotten town – a place where anyone could be a killer.









This book is set in October 2019, before Covid. But it was written during, and is very much formed by, the pandemic.


It is dedicated to the farmers of Australia who are, as Dana Russo points out, ‘some of the best of us.’ They not only feed 25 million Australians, but also tens of millions of other people throughout the world, despite working in a land of droughts and flooding rains. Something our politicians and journalists – of all political persuasions – would do well to remember and respect.









October, 2019


Annie Ogden always rose at five.


In summer it gave her a couple of hours’ respite before the real heat arrived: a slice of cool serenity when she could move without feeling scorched. In winter the calm, crisp air was sharp on the tongue; the half-light held a peace that eroded as hours drifted by. In an ocean of scrub and stoicism, this time was her harbour.


She’d been up half the night and had a muffled, cotton-wool head that she knew would last until lunchtime. Her grandmother had raised five kids, working from dawn to midnight with three part-time jobs and six mouths to feed, but she’d always said it never felt like work. Her whole life had gone into it – the actual work was so sublimated into everything else that she never felt the difference. Annie was the same about her life here: it was so intertwined with ‘work’ that there was no border to cross.


Behind the pub, nestled between empty metal barrels and the pallets holding up a waning fence, an upturned tea chest and, right now, a mug of coffee. Not the standard dross she sold to punters but the good stuff she gifted herself, cold-dripped overnight in her own kitchen. The steam from the cup rose dead vertical, headed for a purple sky fringed by primrose yellow.


She was used to the vista in the east, saw it every morning. Three stained metal chimneys, yet to pulse with smoke from wood-burners, signalled the one-storey mid-sets that dotted Ransome Street, the empty blocks between them like the wounds from pulled teeth. To the right were four gum trees, holding on through the drought with Unamurra’s gritty, instinctive determination. In the evening the white bark held the rays of the setting sun and seemed ablaze; at dawn the trees were jet-black silhouettes. To the right of that were –


To the right of that, something was different. New.


Seeping above the fence was a low, chilling black line. It ran in two gentle curves, split by a round shape the size of a football. It had never been there before, not in fourteen years of sunrise coffee and knock-off cigarettes.


She stood and had padded across to the fence before she thought. The sound of a nearby engine didn’t reach her. Up onto a plastic crate, she could see beyond the fence into the back scrub and fully appreciate what stood before her. What had been draped, shaped, created – curated.


The metal frame was familiar: a basketball post gone wrong, large feet splayed for stability, arms reaching forward and up to support. Like dozens all over town. But this was different. Someone had stolen what should be there and left a hideous replacement.


Her husband was arranged in a swooping, drifting pose. He was veering in from above, poised to strike. He was splayed, desperate and bereft. He was just like the other one, a few weeks ago.


Tim Ogden was cold, sightless and quite, quite dead.









Chapter 1


‘Russo.’


The instruction to come in was, as usual, a clipped bark.


Dana entered the office of Anton McCullough, her boss and district commander, as infrequently as she could manage. This suited them both. At no point did McCullough ever walk to the detectives’ offices and he handled almost everything with an avalanche of curt emails. Her admin officer, Lucy, received no direct communication whatsoever from McCullough: any orders were passed through a channel of go-betweens, as if they all worked in 1960s East Berlin. Lucy had predicted that soon she would get instructions hidden inside a fake rock by a park bench. Dana’s colleague Mike was better served, being compelled on a weekly basis to provide a departmental update. He’d offered to let someone else do it, but they’d all declared themselves too busy for the next seventy years.


Priorities were set by one man’s whim. The district’s management board was now moribund: McCullough wasn’t interested in collegiate decision-making and simply gave out personal instructions without consultation or discussion. Any meetings were one to one, in his office. There was little doubt that he viewed this as decisive leadership, taking command of what he saw as a loose ship. He expected backing from a workforce that understood the necessary command structure of policing, but his lack of consultation meant that he had no idea how it was viewed. Someone had labelled him the edict eejit. It might have been Lucy.


McCullough’s office, his for the next year or so before retirement, was devoid of anything personal or softening. Apparently, he had a wife and three adult children, but there were no photos. Apparently, he’d led mutual aid and partnerships in Thailand, Indonesia and Brunei, but there were no plaques or certificates. Foliage stopped outside his office window and, beyond one in-tray, there was no sign that any work was conducted in the room.


The man himself sat reading while Dana stood silently. The protocol now was to wait until McCullough decided to look up from whatever and address her. Others faced a similar process, but seemingly delivered with more professional courtesy. McCullough didn’t like Dana’s approach, personality or methods: he made that perfectly clear on every occasion. He let out a soft whistle as he turned the final page, as though a finance report held a twist he hadn’t seen coming.


‘The Lou Cassavette case,’ he said, without looking up from the report. The one thing Dana liked about McCullough was that he always named a case by honouring the victim, not the perpetrator.


‘Sir?’


‘The accused in court yet?’


‘Still on remand, sir. Psychiatric reports.’ Dana slid into the same terse style as McCullough.


‘Hmm. Shouldn’t take long, but I don’t like it. Confession, supporting evidence – it all stacks up. It’s cut and dried. They knew exactly what they were doing, and people like that need banging up. I don’t like ’em sliding.’


‘No, sir. I believe it was the judge that ordered the psych evaluation.’


‘Still on suicide watch?’


‘Level five, sir, yes.’


McCullough’s long-held view was that too many offenders ‘walked’ by faking symptoms. Dana felt that McCullough hadn’t been directly investigating for years and had lost sight of the burgeoning mental health crisis. Every day, officers saw people who should be receiving health care and support but were on a waiting list that stretched a year or more. Life often intervened before then.


‘The Monroe murder?’


‘The trial starts next month, sir. On the fifteenth.’


The Monroe trial had been brought forward rapidly, after the golf-course intervention of a state minister. McCullough viewed it simply as paperwork to be processed – a rapist killed in cold blood. Dana saw a human tragedy, regardless of the victim’s history. She was working twelve-hour days trying to comply with deadlines for evidence logs, audit trails and submissions.


McCullough threw the report into the in-tray and sat up straighter. His vague attempt at a smile was disconcertingly reptilian. A question slid out from the corner of his mouth. ‘Ever been to Dutton, Russo?’


Dutton was one of the force’s most isolated districts, a world of flat horizons and dust, rumoured to be riddled with corruption.


‘Never, sir.’


‘Well, you are now. This afternoon. Miriam’s booked you a flight at two. Be on it. Here.’


He flicked a solitary piece of A4 at the edge of the desk. Dana came forward and caught it as it threated to flop to the carpet.


‘Dutton’s a bloody mess, we all know that. Trent’s good police, but he’s surrounded by idiots out there. Ten weeks ago, they had a murder. Local farmer. Crazy MO and aftermath, so they hushed it up. Four weeks later, another one. Husband of the pub owner. Same MO. This all happened in a town called Unamurra. So maybe eighty people, two murders: they couldn’t find a thing. Not one suspect. One of the detectives . . . well, you can dig out the reports to read on the plane. Solve their murders for them, Russo, so we can all get on with our lives without Central crying like babies.’


Dana scanned the sheet, which contained less detail than she’d just been told. At the bottom was a link to the files in the computer system. She must have frowned, because McCullough chuckled softly.


‘You’re probably asking yourself . . . why me? Have a think about that, too. I expect you to solve that question, as well as the murders. A couple of days should do it. And I mean a couple of days, Russo. Not every performance review takes place in this building. Understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Hmm. Mike Francis’s time is increasingly occupied with the Alvarez operation. So I can’t have a detective who should be here going walkabout like a headless chook. A couple of days, max. Get it done. Heads up for you, Russo: Unamurra has no internet. So think logistics.’


They both stared at each other for a second.


‘Well, go on, then. Get packing.’









Chapter 2


Some people weren’t made for flying, just like some were completely unsuited for ballet, brain surgery or basketball. Each dip or lurch from an air pocket, every variation in the drone of the engine, made Dana’s heart flip. She stared at the propeller on the wing, trying to discern a tiny shift in the strobing that would herald imminent disaster: just one errant bird would do it, she thought. Frequent checks of her safety belt – she was the only passenger who hadn’t released it as soon as they levelled out – didn’t help. Breathing slowly and closing her eyes merely let her imagination wander. The insouciant chatter of other passengers frustrated her. She tried to bury herself in the information on her laptop, but it wasn’t gelling.


McCullough had been matter-of-fact. He’d said Dana’s flight to Dutton was already booked. Her return flight, she’d noted, was not.


Five months of McCullough had barely made a dent in her view of him. The initial impression – that he was a selfish, politicized ego who would drop his people from a great height whenever it suited him – hadn’t changed. Her previous commander, Bill Meeks, was still suspended and, it seemed, beginning to accept that he’d never return. Collateral damage from a desperate fight to become the new Alpha dog at Central, Bill had been sidelined without a chance to challenge the allegations. Central was apparently muttering about a dignified withdrawal from his career. It had occurred to Dana in the three-hour drive to the airport that twenty-eight years of loyalty seemingly counted for nothing if your face no longer fitted: their treatment of Bill remained tatty, tawdry and unjust. Lucy had worked on with the stigma of implication at her shoulder – she’d been a sacrificial pawn in the same sleazy game. She was outwardly back to her best but, Dana knew from their nightly phone chats, still gnawing on the unfairness.


Dana had packed what she’d hoped would be needed for up to a week. McCullough’s sneering suggestion of a day or two seemed unforgiving, designed to fail. The two previous murder inquiries had been perfunctory and lacking, but there was over a month of investigation in them: simply covering that work again would take the entire week. It had occurred to her that re-treading old ground might, therefore, be a poor use of her limited time. If nothing else, the distances were vast and she could eat up large chunks of a day simply getting from place to place.


If her attempted investigation went on any longer than two or three days, she’d probably have drawn a giant blank anyway. Then she’d have to slope back to Carlton and watch McCullough’s face as he pointed out her inability to operate beyond your comfort zone. An extrovert detective with a burgeoning contacts list, a flair for people, open-natured bonhomie – a people person, in fact – would have done better: this would be the implication. It wouldn’t be just a botched investigation on her record, either. McCullough was looking to restructure and Dana was, she was certain, top of the list to be moved elsewhere. She wasn’t sure she could manage the rupture to her life, or the distance from Lucy.


The plane hit a patch of quiet air and Dana managed to skim the gist of the case again, memorizing markers and noting some startling unanswered questions. The two detectives had covered most of the basics in a mechanistic way – items tallied and ticked, processes completed and simply filed. There appeared little thought other than what came next, or what might prompt a bollocking if it was forgotten. There was no analysis, no appraisal, no notes on likely suspects or motives. It filled paperwork but did little else.


Larry Muir had been the first victim, strung up in open country on a metal frame. His exact time of death was unknown, the body having been there seemingly for days before discovery. A local farmer, Muir had no obvious problems that would lead to this. Forensics were sketchy, with only one set of fingerprints and no witnesses. Everyone seemed to treat it as a bizarre one-off; the community wasn’t ready for another when it came a month later. Tim Ogden was displayed in the same way, but with a location at the back of the town pub. Everyone lacked an alibi for each murder, because the first had a wide-open timing and the second had a twelve-hour potential window. Again, there was no clear motive for anyone around Tim’s death. Background work had revealed no gambling debts, affairs or possibilities of blackmail for either victim. In such a small town each investigation had quickly run out of questions to ask, and people to respond.


The first hour in the air had yielded views of a tawny landscape still marked by greenery around the watercourses. Rivers seeped along the arcs and oxbows created when they ran in joyous, exuberant flood; dams held defiantly to the last dregs while surrendering long-drowned trees and crushed fencing. But not long after they’d crossed the solitary rail track that formed the border into Dutton District, she saw a huge mass of dusky nothing: no hills, no mountains, no trees. From this height the mottled surface resembled a dehydrated leather hide; the Dry was into its fourth year. Dutton itself was isolated but Dana’s ultimate destination was the murder site, the town of Unamurra, a further two hundred kilometres along the only road. A settlement that was created because horse-drawn wagons had needed supplies to cross day after day of emptiness, Unamurra’s relevance had faded once people no longer required blacksmiths. No modern necessity had replaced it.


The cab-driver was blessedly quiet, a middle-aged Indian man in a perfectly ironed white shirt, who drove with delicate sweeps of a hand and impeccable manners. The upholstery was immaculate, so much so that it felt vaguely plasticized. A prominent sign reminded passengers that animals spit, humans don’t, but a second reassured that people are joy. Dana needed to re-gather. Her pulse was still skittish from the flight and, in particular, the landing. She knew the odds of having an accident and basically understood the rudiments of man-made flight. She comprehended it was fundamentally safe in the way she understood that venomous snakes sought to avoid conflict, huntsman spiders were God’s creatures too, and lightning strikes were rare. None of this knowledge placated her. When the wheels had touched down and the plane failed to somersault, she’d finally breathed out.


Cricket commentary from overseas mumbled quietly on the radio: genial conversation drifting amid broiling Sri Lankan heat. The car, operating on its hybrid motor at these speeds, glided like a padding cat. Dutton didn’t show its best face on the route from the tiny airport to the town. The abattoir was a rudimentary fabrication to the north side of the road, a web of cattle fences and two-storey steel sheds, sun-blasted but dormant. On the south side a collection of stores offered chainsaws, shade awnings, caravan repairs and welding services. An attempted Eat Street near the Federation-era post office had enticed only golden arches, several lofty silhouettes of chickens and a bottle shop.


The main street was, mid-afternoon, in drowsy repose. Many shops were closed – assuming they were ever open – and the only bank shut its oak doors as she passed. Verandas extended all the way from shopfront to street gutter: shade was cherished and the sun was an eight-month enemy. What struck Dana about the shop windows wasn’t the old-fashioned presentation. What occurred instead, as a red light drew them to a halt, was that they didn’t have many goods: shoe stores offered up three or four pairs, a cake shop presented two eclairs and a gateau. The displays were almost a facade of what every town had, but with a subtle indication that behind this was very little.


For four hundred metres through the centre of town, she saw no trees and no grass. Some country towns had enjoyed a golden era – literally an era of gold, in some cases – and reflected that temporary boom in the architecture of public gardens, town hall, banks or an incongruously large and ornate theatre. These statements were often overblown and vaguely pretentious with their wedding-cake aesthetic, but they also gifted those towns an air of civility and dignity. Dutton, however, had never had such a moment. Instead, it was a facsimile of urban life grafted on to an ungrateful land which tried to shuck it off at regular intervals. Nature’s weapon of choice varied: nutrient-free soil, obliterating dust storms, life-changing but rare floods, blinding summer heat or – as now – years of drought. The land and the town fought an uneasy, desperate and silent struggle, each licking wounds periodically but refusing to buckle. The region suited empty landscapes and hardy, well-adapted fauna; the town was an interloper, its population aiding and abetting the trespass.


The taxi-driver broke his languid style when they stopped, scuttling to get her suitcase from the boot. He set it upright and extended the handle before asking for the fare. He seemed surprised when, after paying and tipping, Dana shook his hand and said thank you.


After the piercing glare of the street, the foyer of Dutton’s police station was dusty, muggy, like the inside of a museum. Muted light slanted in through four clerestory windows, high set and cowering under the veranda outside. Dust motes sparkled and weaved in the diagonal beams. A bench had been bolted to one wall against tongue-and-groove panelling. Black and white floor tiles were scored by the tram tracks of recalcitrant furniture being dragged.


The reception was the standard mix of high-waisted bench – complete with scuff marks from a thousand boot caps – and Perspex sliding screens, set open a few centimetres for conversation to creep through. The space was designed to elicit basic details from the visitor while remaining essentially mute itself. In station foyers Dana could usually hear scraps of conversation beyond, muffled trills from telephones, a sense of half-hidden industry. Here, no sound but the rasp of a P-plater’s exhaust from the street.


‘Yeah, mate?’


The officer didn’t look up from the journal he was perusing, flicking back and forth as though the contents made no sense. The pages were yellowed and the writing an elegant copperplate. Dana assumed it was an old ledger of some kind. His name badge read Constable O’Brien. He had sharp, matted hair like a pan scourer and breathed noisily, as if fuming at someone.


‘Hello. I’m here to meet Constable Able Barella.’


O’Brien looked up at the voice, the manners, the invoked name. Presumably, those usually asking for Barella were different – or at least looked different. There was a short pause while O’Brien collected himself. Outside, the exhaust blared a second time and tyres squealed briefly.


‘Really? Abe? Sorry, he’s up at Unamurra.’ O’Brien jerked his thumb over his left shoulder. ‘About two hours thataway.’


‘Yes, I know. He’s meeting me here. My name is Dana Russo.’


The name should, she thought, have rung a bell. It wasn’t every day someone traipsed across a chunk of continent to meet someone at O’Brien’s station. A good cop, she felt, would have worked it out just from the suitcase. She spotted a printed email to his right and noted the double-strip of yellow highlighter that indicated it was high priority. She could read her name on the second line, in bold.


‘Okay,’ muttered O’Brien, seemingly unconvinced. ‘Well, I can try getting hold of him, but, y’know . . .’


‘Yes, I can imagine. He texted me before I got on the plane. He said he would meet me here at three o’clock.’


This time a smirk, as though Dana should have known better. O’Brien relaxed slightly and dropped his pen. ‘Well, there you go, that’s your problem. You’re way early.’ He pointed to the clock on the wall opposite: two minutes to three. It was above a poster of a haunted-looking teenager with sunken, surrendering eyes who was apparently missing. The teenager would be forty now, if she was still alive. ‘Three means four, with old Able. His name’s uh . . . what’s the word? Ironic.’


Dana’s observations continued to pile up in her mind: dissing a colleague to a complete stranger.


‘Do you mind if I wait here, please?’ She indicated the suitcase she’d left by the bench, which now loomed as a fait accompli for O’Brien.


He puffed his cheeks as though he couldn’t care less, and flung a hand at the bench. ‘Knock yourself out. I’d offer you some tea, but the water heater’s just crapped out.’


‘That’s fine. Thank you.’


Thirty minutes later the main door opened slightly and a man stood at the threshold, looking back out at the town. His hand lingered on the door, holding it ajar. Dana saw short, stubby fingers, worried nails and the glint of a silver watchstrap below a denim cuff. After several seconds the man backed in, still staring down the street, and the door swung fully open. Dana recognized him from the e-pack Lucy had sent.


‘Hey, Mal,’ he called to the desk. ‘That step’s bloody lethal, mate. Someone’s going to sue you one day.’ Able Barella slapped some dust from one shoulder.


O’Brien shrugged. ‘Well, I hope it’s you, Abe. Because one, that means you’ve hurt yourself. And two, I know you can’t afford a lawyer.’ His pen veered away from Able, towards Dana. ‘Visitor for you – been waitin’.’


Able turned and looked surprised, sheepish and open, all in the same expression. He had crow’s feet around the eyes and scraggily coiled hair. He might have been thirty, or fifty. His wide mouth fell into a brilliant, reflexive smile.


‘Hi, hi, Detective. Sorry I’m late. Local hit a cow.’


Dana shook hands and raised an eyebrow. ‘With their car, or a lucky punch?’


Able stopped for a second with his hand still in mid-air, then laughed. ‘Ha! Well, he swears with the car.’ His hand reached to his chin, thoughtfully. ‘But he could’ve punched the car as well, just to make his story stand up.’ He nodded, eyes narrowed in mock-consideration. ‘Yeah, hadn’t thought of it that way. Good thinking. That’s the kind of out-there approach you’ll need, Detective.’


‘I look forward to it. Please, just Dana.’ She gathered her laptop bag and slung it onto one shoulder. ‘Should I call you Constable . . .’


‘Ah, crap no. Able. Abe. Whatever.’


‘Okay, Able. Well, much as I want to get to Unamurra, I suggest we bottom out what we can with Forensics here. I don’t imagine you have a big lab where we’re headed.’


Able smiled. ‘In Unamurra? Not big, no. Not at all, in fact. Not even a kid’s chemistry set. Yeah, good idea. I’ll take you through to Doc Mangold. He can, uh, give you some basics at least.’ Able spotted Dana reaching for the suitcase. ‘Oh, here, let me drive that. Comin’ through, Mal.’


O’Brien buzzed them through, and Able parked the suitcase under the desk. After hearing Detective, O’Brien seemed contrite. ‘Sorry about that. Didn’t realise you were family.’


Dana deadpanned it. ‘No. Forensics are this way?’


‘Yeah, down the long corridor, turn left.’


They went through two fire doors to emerge into a long passageway that was half outside, half indoors. Dana guessed it had once been an alleyway that they’d semi-enclosed, a weatherproof cheat-route from the front office to Forensics and, she could hear, the motor pool. The air was saturated with the stringent smell of chemicals, recently sprayed along the base of the wall to stem inexorable pulses of bugs. She could see the smears from the sloppy application.


‘You and Mal O’Brien are friends?’


Able replied back over his shoulder. ‘Yeah, you could say that.’


He carried on walking for a moment, then half turned and addressed her a second time. ‘Well, actually, friends is pushing it. Mal’s a decent bloke when you get to know him. You need to take a blowtorch to his front panel first, mind. I’ve been working on him for about five years and I reckon we’re just short of actual mates. But if I was ever in trouble in Dutton, I’d call for Mal.’


Dutton’s station was about one third the size of Carlton’s, Dana estimated, so she expected all the support resources to be proportionate. But the Forensics unit was surprisingly well served for a smaller regional station, with more equipment and space than Dana would have guessed. There was a main lab maybe ten metres across, with an examination table and a decent array of centrifuges and other paraphernalia. Beyond that, what looked like storage for exhibits and material, including the large silver door she’d hoped for.


Doc Mangold was sitting on a high swivel stool, clicking through an online form with an air of tedium. There was something of the crow on a fencepost about him. He’d carefully tended the hair above his ears because of its rarity value. Able made the introductions, then leaned back against a bench to signal this was Dana’s run.


‘I know you’ve spoken to Able about both deaths, Doctor, and I’ve read your reports, thank you,’ began Dana. Mangold took off his glasses and regarded her with wariness. ‘So I’ll try not to trouble you with repetition. But I have a few questions.’


Mangold held up a palm and Dana surprised herself by stopping: it was a tactic she used in interviews, but unnerving when it was turned on her.


‘Before you do, I think you should see the bodies. In full flight, so to speak. Might answer a few things for you. They’re quite something.’


Dana glanced at the silver door and nodded, relieved. ‘Yes, thank you. I wasn’t sure if you still had them or if Central had picked them up by now.’


Mangold chucked his glasses on to the bench and shook his head. ‘Those geniuses? Well, kiss goodbye to any more forensics when they show up next week. I have a very big freezer here, Detective. We, uh, acquired it when the butcher went belly-up in Unamurra. I can keep the corpses exactly as they were, hooked up and everything.’


He half jumped off the stool and began strolling towards the massive silver door jammed between two cupboards – practically a new room off the main lab.


‘We’ve taken photos and video, of course. But when Central transport them they’ll dismantle everything, throw bits away and pack the rest, and jam two bodies into one box for transportation. Prioritize, they call it. I mean you lose the uh, cinematic effect, when you squash them tight. We preserved them in here, exactly as. Have at ’em.’


He pulled back the door, which made a soft thump as the seal released, and Dana waited patiently for the mist to evaporate. It did so slowly, from the top down, giving the impression that each corpse was appearing to her from the gloom, moving forward for their moment. Despite viewing photos on the flight, at first she couldn’t quite comprehend what she was seeing. Gradually, she put the puzzle together.


Angels. They were both angels. Dark, malevolent, but angels. Each corpse was staged in the same way – arms splayed in a curved lunge forward, tipped towards the observer like a giant raptor beginning its descent. They were falling yet floating upwards at the same time. The ‘wings’ of black leather, battered by dust, wind and sun, arched from the wrist to the spine. Thin cords tethered each corpse to the metal frame.


The images she’d previously viewed hadn’t shown this level of detail. Two dimensions hadn’t done it justice: the sense swept through her that a dead body was also at a moment of launching.


One expression came to Dana. ‘Jesus.’


‘I know, right?’ muttered Able. ‘Freaky as.’


She needed to be sure. ‘Are they just–’


‘Yeah, they are,’ confirmed Mangold. ‘Exactly like the Angels of Unamurra. Same posts, same binding, same wings, same posture. Everything. The real angels don’t have faces, so that’s different. But otherwise? Someone replaced an angel with a corpse. Twice.’


The Angels of Unamurra were an ongoing art project foisted on the town by a state government eager to pay lip service to helping remote communities through the drought. They’d been created and curated by Axel DuBois, a Québécois artist of questionable background who still lived in Unamurra although currently his whereabouts were unknown. The art moved irregularly about town, showing up where and when least expected. The angels were supposed to spark curious tourists, caravan-toting silver nomads and others. Many country towns in regional Australia got through hardscrabbles with a side-hustle of some public art – grain silo portraits or warehouse-sized murals. Just enough enticement to get fresh money into the town. Unamurra’s angels were supposed to generate tourist dollars and go viral. The whole project was widely regarded as a failure.


The corpses here left more questions than she’d had at home. Were they homage, or accusing pointer? Inescapable pathology, or misdirection? Why not hide the bodies in the vast desert? Why kill these two people, at these two moments?


Dana turned back to the corpses and looked more closely. Their nudity – the clothes being kept for analysis – gave them a strange vulnerability alongside the power. The wing bindings at waist, nape and wrist were crude: black twine wrapped and pulled tight. Nothing technical or difficult, no special materials. But then, DuBois liked to create using things people might have at home. The faces, except for the effects of freezing on the skin, were untouched. As always, an apparent dignity and placid acceptance that Dana envied; barely a mark to indicate anything beyond sleep. A small bullet hole at the heart was the only indication; a blood-bloom the size of a beer coaster was scarcely discernible through the frosting.


‘Just one set of fingerprints?’


‘Yeah, just DuBois as far as I’ve found. Which you’d expect – him being the artist, and all. They’re on the frame and some of the bindings but not the body itself. There’s nothing on those . . .’


‘Except gunshot residue?’


‘A few traces, yeah. So, fired from a short distance in each case – five to ten metres, depending on the wind. Hard to say exactly what the timescale is, especially for Larry Muir there. But a good guess is that whoever shot them was the person that framed them.’


She nodded. ‘Identical methodology for both victims, Doctor?’


‘Yup. We kept the whole thing under wraps when the first, Larry, was found. So not much chance of a copycat.’


It floated through Dana’s mind that a murder corpse tied to a metal frame near the road, in a town that size could not be kept under wraps. A local farmer had found the first body. It was unlikely that he’d simply filed it away and never spoken of it.


Mangold flowed on. ‘So, you know, same person we reckon. One bullet to the heart, clean kill. Standard forty-five, with a home-made silencer. I can match it when . . . if . . . you find it, Detective. I’d need the gun for sure; silencer would be a nice bonus.’ He stepped forward and pointed at each stomach in turn. ‘Hoisted up on to the frame using a thicker rope. Burn and slide marks on the ab muscles, showing how they did it. There’s grooves at the top of the frame there, so it’s like a pulley system. You just yank until the corpse raises into position. Dress the corpse with the wings, attach the twine at the contact points, more twine to bind the body to the frame, then take the thicker rope away. The same method DuBois uses for hoisting the angels – the video of him doing it is online, so it’s anyone’s business.’


She briefly wondered if they could track who’d viewed that video and maybe find a local IP address. The problem was there was no internet in Unamurra, apparently, so the IP address would be somewhere else – perhaps Dutton library. That would hardly narrow it down. But one way or another, chances were that the whole of Unamurra had watched that video somehow, somewhen.


Dana was mesmerized by the figures, the juxtaposition of falling dead yet taking flight, of life ebbing away amid new beginnings. The real angels, she thought, must be something special. She eventually glanced across to Able. ‘The dead bodies: added where the frame happened to be, or was the frame moved into position beforehand?’


‘Hard to tell.’ Able pointed to the freezer, where some of the mist still roiled. ‘See the bottom? Little wheels in the base – you can tilt it back and push it like a wheelbarrow. Like they have for netball, eh? Any adult could move them, even with the corpse attached: no special strength needed. Hard-packed ground out there, see? So no sign of when the frames were moved, or how much weight was on ’em.’


Dana could see it now. A frame with a corpse attached might weigh a hundred and twenty kilos but, even so, a reasonably strong adult could move it around, given it was tilted and on wheels.


Able stepped back and resumed leaning against the bench. ‘Witness statements say the first frame – the one holding Larry Muir – had been near the road about eight or nine days, at the gate to Vince Reynolds’ property. Vince didn’t realize at first: his house is four clicks from the gate and he usually only leaves it every few weeks. He sure wasn’t happy about hosting the frame. Some of them think it’s a bad omen.’


Dana nodded. She’d read on the flight that the art project had faced significant resistance, mainly on the grounds that it was a crap idea and wouldn’t bring money to the town. But some had felt uneasy about the iconography itself.


‘Empty frame, of course, at that point,’ said Able. ‘They get moved empty all over town, all the time. Part of the art, right? Part of the performance?’ An eye-roll indicated Able’s sceptical view. ‘Second one was different: Annie Ogden’s old man, Tim? Out the back of the pub, near some scrubby ground. Frame wasn’t there the day before, apparently. But that was on graded earth – tough to say where it was brought from, or exactly when. Thing is, these frames are all over the town, empty and full. There’s—’


‘There are . . . twenty-eight angels, but fifty-six frames.’


Able nodded. ‘Yeah. Fifty-four frames, now we’ve got these two. DuBois had a hissy fit when we took the first one, I think that’s why he’s AWOL now. Like maybe some protest thingie: highlighting our lack of respect for his genius, or something. Dunno why twenty-eight angels, exactly.’


‘It’s a perfect number,’ replied Dana quietly, still staring at the bodies.


‘A what?’


‘Perfect numbers: they’re a mathematical sequence. Twenty-eight can be divided by fourteen, by seven, four, two, or one. Add those together, you get twenty-eight. To be perfect: all the numbers that can divide into it, added together, make up that number. It has symmetry.’ She moved closer to the corpses. ‘It’s DuBois’ artistic calling card: using mathematical patterns. Bucky balls, Fibonacci sequence, that kind of thing. So they say.’


Able puffed his cheeks at Mangold as if to indicate the gap between a constable’s pay grade and higher mathematics. Mangold grinned.


Dana stepped back. ‘Doctor, any other signs of trauma?’


Mangold stopped grinning abruptly, as though caught out by teacher. ‘A little. Both have slight bruising on the right knee or hip. It gets hidden by the frosting, there. But it’s relatively minor, and not related to this.’


Dana paused before responding. ‘Because . . . the bruises are old?’


‘No, they’re recent. I mean, recent when each body was discovered.’ He pointed back to the two dead bodies. ‘But, hey, shot through the heart.’


‘Yes,’ replied Dana. ‘But shot through the heart while they were upright. Hence the bruises when they fell to the ground. Your hip, your knee: that’s how you fall if you can’t put your arms out. Plus, they fell straight down – no friction grazes from dragging along the ground.’ She stopped momentarily and tapped her pen against her palm. ‘So, first conclusion: dead immediately, not just dying. Second conclusion: not in motion when they were shot – no momentum drawing to a halt. So, either standing still directly in front of the killer or standing still facing the killer’s general direction. Which one depends on how good a marksman the killer was. They were shooting with a handgun, so likely to be the former, not the latter.’


Another puff of Able’s cheeks, this time of appreciation.


‘They teach that kind of thing at Central, eh?’ asked Mangold, seemingly irritated.


‘I’m from Carlton. We feel the same about Central as you do.’ Dana flipped forward, then back, in her file. ‘Has anything further come back from Central on the ballistics?’


‘Nope. Bit of a dead end.’ Mangold jerked his head at the investigation report on a nearby table. ‘Both bullets came from the same gun. Like I say, a forty-five, but we have no way of knowing who has it. Nearly half of the people officially living in Unamurra have a licence. We’ve checked on each legal gun we could find in town and surrounding stations. Fifty-nine guns in total; nine of that calibre, but no match. There might be one hidden, not registered, or it might be someone who doesn’t live there at all. Find me the gun, I’ll match it. But I doubt you’ll ever find the gun. Needles, haystacks, et cetera, right?’


‘But you think there was a silencer?’


‘Oh, for sure. Striations on both bullets say so. Probably a home-made silencer, though, or maybe adapted. Not the markings of any I can find in the database.’


Dana nodded. It struck her that the victims could have been murdered by a hidden shooter; they might never have seen their killer. From behind a fence, for example, or undergrowth – if Unamurra had any – or a room in a house. The silencer had been mentioned in the crime report but buried in a longer, rambling paragraph. As though the previous detectives didn’t want to be seen to have missed it but didn’t want to draw attention to it, either. Most of the report had read that way.


She pointed to the far bench. ‘May I take some measurements, please?’


Mangold frowned slightly, then shrugged and tossed over the steel tape measure.


Dana nodded to Able, who joined her inside the freezer room. The air felt not just cold but dry, fresh – clean. The mist was fully cleared now, and she took a slow walk around the first victim, Larry Muir. There was a small metal lip below his feet, his arches rested on it. If there had been a horizontal metal bar at shoulder level, it would have resembled nothing less than a crucifixion. That, she remembered, was part of the art’s purpose: she’d read some snippets from Lucy’s e-pack. From a distance the angels resembled Christ on the cross, but up close they did not. An accusation on the modern tendency to deify the banal at a first and superficial glance, according to DuBois’ commentary on his own brilliance.


She took measurements from wrist binding to the base of the spine, and to the tether at the nape. She did so for both victims, while Able wordlessly held the tape as required. He watched her carefully, observing not only what she measured but how respectfully she approached the corpses, how she recorded the numbers, where she looked, and the fact that she touched nothing.


They stepped out of the freezer room. Mangold looked up from a booklet he wasn’t reading. ‘Care to clue us in, Detective?’


‘Yes, yes, of course. I just need a calculator, please, if you have one.’


Mangold pulled one from the top drawer of his desk and, while Dana tapped buttons and chewed her lip, he raised an eyebrow. Able gave his catch-all grin, which might have meant anything from approval to resignation. Dana nodded at her own notes, then passed the calculator back to Mangold.


‘Thank you. Sorry about that. It’s not top secret, or anything. It’s just when I do calculations, I zone out a little.’


‘Calculations?’ Mangold asked.


‘I measured the distances between the three tether points of the wings: the triangle formed by the wrist, the base of the spine and the back of the neck. In the original Angels of Unamurra, those three distances make up a particular ratio, the golden ratio. Put simply, the two shorter distances should add up to the longer distance. The longest measure should be 1.6 times longer than the second longest, with the third longest making up the difference. Actually, 1.681, to be more precise.’


‘Ookaay . . .’ mused Able. ‘And this matters because?’


‘All the original angels have that same ratio; it’s a ratio that crops up time and again in nature. You see it in the spirals of seashells and fossils, for example. It’s also used in photography and painting. DuBois views it as a form of purity from God – a type of ideal – so it’s in a lot of his work. It matters, at least to DuBois. And both these corpses have been staged with exactly that ratio.’


Mangold nodded. ‘All right, but that would be luck, surely? Wouldn’t it depend on the size of the corpses? Long arms or short body, tall or not, that sort of thing?’


‘You would think so, yes. I did, before I saw them,’ she lied. ‘But, no, whoever staged these bodies adjusted them to create the exact ratio.’ She pointed with her biro. ‘For example, the binds are at the base of the thumb for Ogden, but up on the wrist for Muir. Also, because Muir is the taller, his arms are crooked at the elbow with a slightly greater angle. Both corpses have been adjusted so that the ratio holds.’


‘What do we conclude from that?’ asked Able. ‘When I say “we”, I mean you.’


‘Hmmm. Well, before I saw the corpses, I’d have said the staging of the bodies was . . . not so much abstract, more rough and ready. Someone clearly didn’t want to just hide the bodies out in the bush. That’s a whole can of worms as to why not, of course. So, then their staging like this would be partly a matter of convenience. There were twenty-eight empty frames to hoist a body on to; if you wanted to flaunt it and didn’t want to hide it, then those frames might seem fairly obvious locations.


‘But now – with these ratios – I think it’s slightly different. There seem to be two main options. One: that DuBois himself staged the bodies and can’t resist using the golden ratio, or is unaware that he still defaults to it. Two: that someone wants to point the finger at DuBois and away from themselves. This kind of detail is the sort of thing DuBois would do, so framing it with the ratio invites investigators to pursue him.’


Able glanced at Mangold and then back to Dana. ‘You think DuBois is the murderer?’


‘I suggested he may have staged the bodies, not necessarily that he did the killing. It’s one option: it’s viable because whoever put them on the frames used a key element of DuBois’ artistic work around the world. That wasn’t an accident. But it’s just one option at this stage. At the least, we know the killer took DuBois’ art seriously; maybe, precisely as seriously as he does.’


Able shook his head. ‘Investigation didn’t look into stuff like that.’


‘It’s not a criticism of those detectives, Able. There are a hundred and one aspects to look at, and this sort of thinking would be well down the list. That’s what I’m here for: to come at things sideways so we can solve two murders. Isn’t it?’


Neither replied; they looked to each other and back again. Dana noticed the beat that was skipped. ‘Okay,’ she rescued, ‘I think I have enough for now. Thank you, Dr Mangold, for letting me see them. And for preserving them so well, I appreciate it.’


Mangold seemed surprised by Dana’s offered hand, as though she was reaching from another era. ‘No problem. Shout me if you need anything else, both of you. Oh,’ he added, turning away as if ashamed to be relaying the message, ‘just before you arrived, Judge Trent said he should see, and I quote, whichever sticky-beak they’ve sent along.’


‘Judge?’ asked Dana.


‘Nickname for the big guy,’ replied Able. ‘I’ll explain later.’


Mangold turned back and looked at Dana sympathetically. ‘You’ll love our boss just as much as we do, I’m sure.’









Chapter 3


Dana didn’t want to embarrass Able by pumping him for information about the district commander, Leonard Trent. In situations like these, she’d learned, it was better to walk in without preconceptions. That way, her default of slightly naïve politeness was easier to project. So she trailed behind Able as they climbed the stairs, feeling the gradient in her plastic kneecap: she’d spent over an hour with it shoved against aircraft seating. Able knocked on the only mahogany door Dana had seen in the station. When a nondescript shout emerged, he opened the door and stood back.


‘Detective Dana Russo from Carlton, Judge. Arrived just now. Taking her to Unamurra straight after.’


Dana noted the slight curve of Able’s back as he introduced her, which hadn’t materialized before. He spoke as though standing beneath a low ceiling and fascinated by the floor two metres ahead of him.


The office was dominated by the kind of large desk Dana associated with bank managers in the 1930s: fine workmanship and too heavy for three people to lift. One wall held certificates and photos to remind visitors of Trent’s fine career, and therefore sense of worth. No ostentation, as such; but clumsily overt reminders of heft and authority. This was not an office where the incumbent ever heard his first name.


Trent was a tall, angular man with diagonal creases delineating a narrow mouth. His face looked pulled down; perhaps the legacy of a slight stroke. His hair was little more than a grey haze over his scalp. He sat back in a winged leather chair that was better suited to a gentleman’s club in Melbourne or London. Behind him a four-panel window showcased Dutton’s main street, which headed south in a blaze of dusted tarmac, chunky utes and the glint from metal roofs. Still no sign of trees.


‘Russo. Hmm. Just you, then?’


It wasn’t clear if Trent had been expecting more than one Carlton officer, or not. Dana had assumed he’d been informed that it was only her: he made it sound like a profound disappointment.


‘Yes, Constable Barella and I at this point, sir.’


Trent didn’t even glance at Able. ‘Yeah, he’s slightly better than Google Maps, I suppose.’


It always jarred with Dana when someone spoke about a person who was there as if they weren’t.


‘You’ll probably know by now, Russo, but I’ll reiterate it, in case you don’t. We’ve already investigated both these crimes. Put two of my best on it. No lack of resources to back them up – you’ve seen we’ve got a pretty good forensics lab and an expert poached from City East. Despite the sneering from Central, we gave it a pretty good shot. People will feel patronized if you just cover the same ground twice. And they’ll resent you behaving as if we’re a bunch of bogans who couldn’t find our arses with both hands, yeah?’


‘Understood, sir.’


‘What do you feel you’ll be bringing to this investigation, Russo? Only your third murder, right?’


McCullough’s metric. It was lost on Dana why some commanders counted the number of cases as an indicator of future quality. She’d seen experienced officers make basic errors and rookies have excellent insights, and vice versa. The two Dutton detectives who’d first investigated these murders had years under their belts but their efforts had been, in her opinion, perfunctory. Perhaps deliberately so. Trent had to comprehend this. She still didn’t know for certain why McCullough had volunteered her. Except, most likely, the joy of seeing her face when he told her, the sublime satisfaction of imagining her various anxieties along the way, and the prospect of bathing in her subsequent failure. All within a few days.


‘Constable Barella and I will both be new to most of the existing investigation. So, a fresh perspective, sir.’


Trent grunted and threw his pen on to the desk. It clattered against a glass tankard that had some sort of crest on it and currently held six biros, two highlighters and what looked like a Cuban cigar.


‘Fresh perspective? Jesus. These murders are someone playing silly bastard, as I’m sure you’ve noted from the file. Don’t be fooled by the decorations: killing is killing. Probably some idiot from away who’s seen too many movies. I’ll make sure you get any reasonable assistance, of course.’


Reasonable assistance meant next to none; she understood that.


‘But as we found from the first investigation,’ Trent barrelled on, ‘there’s so much space to bury useful evidence, so much time to escape or mess up the trail. Murders in this district only get solved if they’re bloody obvious, or someone confesses. Otherwise they lay there for ever, unsolved.’ He leaned forward slightly. ‘They certainly don’t get investigated to a conclusion. Ever. Right, Abe?’


There seemed some sort of blade behind the comment.


‘Judge.’ Able flinched, and didn’t offer any eye contact. The reaction seemed to please Trent: he’d intended to wound, and he had.


Trent huffed, as if this was all too much effort. ‘Apparently Central doesn’t understand that fact, hence I lost one detective and another one had a tantrum. Hence . . . you. Does Carlton like being second-guessed, Russo?’


There it was: the bruised ego of a district commander being overruled. Dutton was likely to be Trent’s last stop before retirement; these unsolved murders weren’t damaging any future career, just tarnishing the present. That was sufficient, it seemed.


‘No one likes a second-guess, sir. But that’s not my understanding of why I’m here. If Central wanted that, they’d have sent someone from Ethical Standards. Sir.’


She’d now worked long enough in Carlton to understand both sides. On the one hand, Central needed results and were under constant state government pressure – rationalize, prioritize, sanitize. This manifested in a tendency by Central to use broad brush strokes, crude averages, and a premise that all regional and rural crime must be both rare and easy to solve. On the other hand, districts knew that any crime could be messy: they involved human beings, each more complex than any computer on earth, even when they were being an idiot.


Dana paused, in case Trent wished to object, but he sat impassively and watched her. Able shifted from heel to toe unobtrusively. ‘As I understand it,’ she continued, ‘we have two unsolved murders and the two detectives assigned to them are unable to continue the investigation. Hopefully Constable Barella’s local knowledge and a new pair of eyes can help. Sir.’


Trent’s eyes narrowed. ‘All sounds very happy-clappy. I’m sure Unamurra doesn’t get many people who talk like you. Got a suspect in mind yet?’


The question was odd: he had to know she’d seen neither of the crime scenes, nor talked to anyone in Unamurra. She wasn’t sure there was a ‘correct’ answer to the query, just any number of poor ones.


‘No, sir, I don’t. I believe I was brought in to see the case from a fresh angle, so it would be counter-productive to have a favourite at the moment. Sir.’


Trent glared at her as though he were about to tee off, then seemed to think better of it. ‘Ah, yes, I heard you were a stickler. Among other things. Though, if you’re looking to save time and you really want to solve this, maybe you should look closer at this artist, DuBois.’


He pronounced it as doo-boys: she itched to correct him. ‘From my reading of the previous investigations, DuBois had as firm an alibi as anyone and no motive. Sir.’


Trent grunted. Clearly he wasn’t used to replies, let alone rebuttals. He glanced at Able, as if the constable should have trained Dana better before bringing her upstairs.


‘We didn’t get much chance to go hard at him before he disappeared, did we, Abe? Huh. Into the outback. Allegedly.’


‘Allegedly, sir?’ asked Dana.


‘Yeah, well, no proof of that. Abe will tell you: since Frenchie went off in a huff, no one’s seen or heard from him. He’s from Quebec – he’s hardly an expert in desert survival, is he? My guess would be that either he’s died somewhere in the sand or someone’s already offed him.’ Trent looked past her shoulder and tutted. ‘Don’t give me some old crap about his stupid angels still moving around, Abe. For God’s sake, no one has seen those things on the move, so anyone could have shifted them, eh? It’s simple enough: kill Frenchie, then move the angels around a bit to fool the gullible that he’s still with us. It’s a theory to check out, Russo.’


‘Yes, sir, I will.’


‘Ever been to the outback, Russo?’


‘No, sir, never.’


Trent paused and clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, as though Dana’s travel history were one more insult. ‘Oh, great, you’ll be exactly what we need, then. It’s another world out there. I haven’t heard from your commander that you’re one of life’s great adapters.’


‘We’ll do everything we can, sir.’


It was the only thing Dana could think to say; Trent clearly wasn’t going to admit to any deficiencies in the previous investigations, nor address any allegations of corruption. She hadn’t expected hype about her work from McCullough, so that was no loss; all the same, it implied something about the politics of these cases that Trent had still accepted the offer of Dana’s assistance. Perhaps Dutton were desperate to solve the murders and would take anybody, and hence take Dana. Or, more likely, she was here as a useful idiot, to stand atop what was already buried.


‘Yeah, sure. Just remember, Russo, we have to police here long after you’ve swanned off to Carlton. So don’t go trampling around annoying people. Type up your fresh perspective when you have it and send it here before your flight home. Clear?’
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