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  Chapter 1




  It was grey. Fortuna Cavalieri searched for her bus but the rain got in the way. She swore under her breath for not bringing her umbrella this morning. Who goes out in Sydney in winter without one, when the clouds are hanging low and black as hell? What, was she talking to herself again? “Blast,” she murmured so as not to alert passers’ by on busy Pitt Street, that she was some nutcase to be avoided.




  Ever practical—something her migrant upbringing had taught her—she hoisted her briefcase over her head. At least this would protect her black, curly hair from going “Afro,” as her mother called it. What a day. She half-focused on getting to the bus stop, and half not, preferring to dwell on office politics and the sheer bastardry she’d encountered in what she thought was a cesspit of vipers, otherwise known as a PR agency. “Losers,” she mumbled. A few rain-sodden pedestrians glanced her way. “Nut job,” she imagined them saying. She put her head down and kept walking, careful at the same time not to run into anybody. All she wanted to do was to blend into a crowd, but she couldn’t even do that successfully, she thought.




  She rubbed her forehead, balancing the briefcase with one hand. She’d had one of her headaches again. If she could only find another job, maybe that would help. The public relations agency that had kept her chained wasn’t her style anyway. Bitchy women and no rules, a toxic mix if ever there was one. The boss was even guiltier in her eyes because people in leadership were supposed to be ethical but the only thing Karina Blaxwell set was a bad example, and others followed it. At B&J Communications no one was safe except the tightknit circle around Karina. It was an environment where pure thieving of another’s work was encouraged, where good ideas were appropriated to anyone else but the originator, and where taking the piss, behind your back of course, was considered fair play. All this in an agency that prided itself in helping people communicate professionally, she thought bitterly.




  She made it to the bus stop…almost, but spied her favourite inner city bar instead, her desire like a homing beacon. What she would give for a drink now. She hadn’t had one since last night and the familiar thirst was gripping her stomach. It needed soothing and she didn’t hesitate, reasoning she could catch the 6:30pm to Leichardt anyway. She pushed the door open and immediately the dark light eased her headache. It was 5:00p.m. and a few of the regulars were lined up at the bar. Soon the after-work crowd would arrive but she moved into a quiet corner and ordered a Scotch on the rocks with a dash of water—her favourite drink since the accident.




  “Fortuna, how you bin?” she heard Mac ask. He was the Monday night barman and a likeable enough fellow. She’d known him for the eight months she’d been coming here. He was also Italian, though by his name you’d never know but that was the inner city in Australia’s largest city for you, always throwing up the anomalies of a melting pot of cultures.




  “Yeah Mac. No problems. You?”




  “Gooood Fortuna. Gooood. Can’t complain. Who would listen to me anyway?” Mac had a way of stretching out his “O’s” with just the right amount of accent. She’d listened to men like Mac all her life; men who were not really comfortable using another’s language but did so because they had to, just to fit in with a culture that, at times, was alien and inhospitable.




  “Non importa,” she replied in Italian, just to make him feel better, and then “Gracie,” as he gave her a drink.




  She smiled brightly at him but slid off the bar stool in an obvious getaway move. She wanted some quiet. That’s the way it was these days. She could count on her hand the number of conversations; real conversations, she’d had this week. Too many people made her head spin and she needed the space to process what was happening to her. There was no denying it any longer; she wasn’t the same person who’d walked out her front door the morning of the car crash, happy to be heading off to Manly, on Sydney’s northern beaches.




  She gulped a deep mouthful of whiskey. It burned as it slid down her throat and she was conscious of it reaching her stomach. She took another and another in quick succession. It was then the hit began. It went right through her and took the edge off her thoughts. She was okay, she told herself, wiping the condensation off her glass with her thumb and staring at the golden lights of the liquor. It somehow made it alright to be alone and lost at twenty-six years of age, in the middle of Sydney, a city of four and a half million people.




  Fortuna thought back to the accident, a place she always returned when she was drinking. The black, spewing smoke inside the crushed car and the silence broken only by the ringing in her ears. She remembered the feeling of suffocation and then blackness. She had been in an induced coma in RPA hospital for two months until one day she opened her eyes to see the round and worried face of her mother hovering over her.




  “My Fortuna,” Esmerelda Cavalieri cried out, so loudly a nurse dropped the bedpan she was bringing to her.




  “Bloody hell,” were the next words to greet Fortuna as the nurse, caught unaware, cursed without control for the ward to hear.




  She remembered the rapid response of the nursing staff, poking and prodding, and that awful feeling as they pulled the ventilator from her mouth and chest.




  She squeaked her first words since the accident. “Drink, I need a drink.” They gave her water which her mother held gently to her lips. The tiny sips felt good on her parched throat, but she didn’t dare gulp.




  While she didn’t fully remember the accident, she was aware of a terrible feeling of doom that often accompanies those who survive life-threatening events. Nothing in the world would ever be the same again. Knowledge always comes at a price.




  It was slow recovery. She was like a baby at first, living back with her mother in Fairfield, a suburb as multicultural as it came, and back with the expectations that a good Italian girl shouldn’t have attended university any more than she should be living on her own in an inner city Leichardt flat and working in a public relations agency. No, had Fortuna followed the expectations of her large family network, she would have married a good Italian boy and be in the kitchen cooking up a storm, with a couple of babies underfoot.




  She hated being at home again and her mother fussed too much. She only wanted to be alone and make sense of what had happened…what was happening. Since her accident and coma, Fortuna had been having strange dreams which she called her “blood visions” because they were bathed in blood red violence—suffering and torture, which always ended in a kill. At first she thought these were nightmares, but then she would get a vision while she was walking down a street or at lunch with a friend. She visited a psychologist, a friend of the family, who told her it would all go away as she regained her strength after the accident. It was only post-traumatic stress and she should accept it as normal, he said. But her visions were anything but normal. It didn’t matter where she was, a thought or feeling would come to her—the anticipation and the rapture of a blonde woman’s hair between her fingers, or the thrill of sharp metal against skin. Always there was a face, distant…not in focus; and a man’s presence, with sunken eyes and a dead heart. This man was unreachable, like the undead; a walking, silent shell. And the blood, waves of it, threatening to drown her. And that’s how it had been since the accident.




  She became quiet and withdrawn, unable to be in a crowd. It didn’t matter how hard she tried not to give into the visions, they persisted. So she saw another shrink, not daring to tell her family the reason why she couldn’t bear to be around anyone, certainly she wasn’t able to utter her big fear: “Am I losing my sanity?” Round and round she went in circles, hardly conscious of time. At midnight, the visions were at their worst and she began to see their faces; pale, haunted faces full of disbelief and naked fear, desperation and the blackest of despair. The shrink had no answers, only pills. And so she swung her leg over the medical merry go round…until she discovered that while the pills didn’t stop the visions, something else did.




  Fortuna had never been a drinker, but she became one in the months following the accident. At first she hid it from her family and smuggled the whiskey into her bedroom. She made sure she only drank at night, when Esmerelda was sleeping, and only enough to block the visions. She knew she couldn’t hide her drinking forever, so she asked to go home to her flat. She should be getting back to her work after all. In the stillness of her flat, the whiskey numbed her and, sightless and alone, she wondered what she could do. She’d always been a loner, determined nonetheless, but not one to seek out company unless company presented itself to her. It wasn’t hard to slip into anonymity, save for the monthly visits home, where she pretended everything was going well and she was climbing the corporate ladder and earning a motza—the only thing that kept her family’s expectations of an eventual marriage in check.




  She looked up from her drink. The bar was beginning to fill with the after-work crowd. Time to leave, she thought, and head home to her emptiness, where a pre-prepared meal awaited along with the flat screen television and the half-empty bottle of Jack Daniels she’d bought yesterday.




  “See ya on Thursday Mac,” she yelled, waving a little too fervently.




  “Ciao,” the barman replied, winking. She’s a good girl, he thought as he watched her disappear outside and into the busy street, but a little strange. He didn’t like to say anything to her, but he often wondered who she was talking to while she sat alone at her regular table. But it wasn’t his job to judge others, only to pour their liquor and be the type of person they could talk to over a drink. That was all. No judgements or bad thoughts, just a friendly, smiling face behind the bottles and beer taps.




  Chapter 2




  Kosciuszko National Park wasn’t big enough to contain Brandon Keys’ father. A typical dirt farmer from the back blocks near Tumut, a small country town south west of Sydney, he knew the nearby forest well. He’d been hunting with his father there since childhood and he wanted his son to learn how to hunt, just like he’d done when he was ten years old. Made a man out of him, and it sure wouldn’t hurt his son who was turning into a sissy, he reckoned. And anyway there were no fancy supermarkets nearby. They lived off the land and hunted and killed what they ate; only travelling into Tumut once every two months for supplies.




  Walter Keys was big on tradition. A real man’s man. He had no conscience about his actions and did what he considered was right. If that meant whipping his son for being a sissy, then he did that, or beating his wife Rita over the head to knock some sense into her when she was babying his boy, then he did that too. A man had to do what a man had to do, he reasoned, and let anyone try and stop him...if they had the balls, and he doubted they did.




  He swung his .22 Hornet over his shoulder and called for Brandon to keep up.




  “Yo boy, get a move on. I need four more rabbits tonight before we’re heading in. You hear that, we got two and we need four more. And you’ll be skinning them, so if you don’t want to be here until midnight, you better move your arse.”




  Brandon ran as fast as his legs could carry him but his father was a big man who took big strides. He really needed to pee but he dared not say anything. His father would most likely backhand him. He tried to run to keep up but it was difficult because he couldn’t stretch out, instead he half hobbled, as quickly as he could.




  Up ahead, his father squatted down behind the tree and waved to him to get down. He crept up behind him and peered to see what his father was aiming at. About a hundred metres in front of them was a wild brumby, its blonde mane shimmering in the moonlight. It was a large horse, larger than any he’d seen before and it was the colour of a golden moon. It was pretty, just like his ma.




  “Got myself some horsemeat,” his father whispered, spraying his face with the spittle from the tobacco he was chewing on but Brandon paid no attention because he couldn’t take his eyes off the brumby.




  “Are you gonna get it for me dad?”




  His father shook his head, muttering under his breath. “Well you’re about the stupidest thing going ain’t ya? I’m gonna shoot that horse dead, not catch it for yer.”




  “No dad. You can’t do that. It’s a thing of beauty. Please don’t.”




  He felt his father’s hands around his wrist. He tried not to cry out as his father twisted and squeezed. A slap would have frightened his prey.




  “Shut yer mouth boy, or I’ll shut it for you when we get back to the truck.”




  Brandon nodded and swallowed hard, trying not to look at the brumby. He put his fingers to his ears, anticipating the boom of the rifle. Up ahead the brumby stumbled and fell. In an instant, he met its eyes, at once shocked and disbelieving and then a “knowing” as the life drained away. He watched it while it fell, as though in slow motion, mesmerised by every movement seconds away from certain death.




  His father was quick to reach his prey, checking to see if he needed to load up again but his first bullet had found its mark, straight, and clean through the brumby’s head.




  “Hurry up,” he said, motioning for Brandon to come over. “You’re going to help me skin it.”




  He pulled out his hunting knife, the metal gleaming in the moonlight.




  “Feel this boy,” he said, forcing Brandon’s hand to its blade. “It’s a thing of beauty, sharp and strong and will cut clean through a small branch on that tree if I wanted it to.”




  He rubbed the blade along Brandon’s face. It felt cold against his skin and he felt an unexpected and strange thrill between his legs. He was conscious of the wet beginning to seep through his pants, as he finally let go. His father looked at the growing wet patch in his pants, anger and disgust filling his face.




  “You pee your pants?” he asked in disbelief.




  Brandon was scared now. He didn’t know how to answer. His father would punish him and he’d be right. He felt the familiar rough hand on the back of his shirt.




  “You dirty little pisser. Get over there and start skinning that horse.”




  He half stumbled, or was pushed, so that he fell onto the brumby. He felt the wetness of its blood on his face.




  His father tossed the knife at him, so that it landed in the ground at his feet.




  “Shoulda shot you I reckon, ya sissy. You ever pee yourself like that in front of me again and it’ll be you I’ll be skinning.”




  He turned away, walking slowly over to the nearby tree. “Start skinning from the legs,” he said, taking out his tobacco tin. “And hurry up. I don’t wanna be here all night.”




  It was dawn by the time they got back to the house. His father had carved up the horse meat. Some would go to the dogs; other cuts would go into a stew they’d have tomorrow night and into the deep freeze for the months ahead. The skin hung over the ute racks, dripping its blood, too high for the yapping dogs to pull down. Parts of its golden mane were blood free, still beautiful, he thought. A deep sadness came over him and he fought back the tears. How could his father kill such a thing of beauty?




  “Brandon honey,” his ma yelled. He could hear the screen door swing open and he knew she’d be worried about him, especially if she saw him crying. She hadn’t wanted him to go hunting, but his dad had put his foot down.




  “Gotta make a man out of the sissy.”




  His mother had learned not to argue with Walter but judging by her footsteps tonight she seemed mad about something. He caught a glimpse of her hair, it was hanging free and not in her usual bun—golden like the brumby. She was in her nightdress, flimsy chiffon she’d ordered out of a catalogue.




  “What on earth…” She pulled him into her. “What have you done Walter?”




  “Don’t go on with me,” he answered, raising his voice to match her anger. “That little sissy pee’d his pants right before the kill. You’ve made him into a pansy, Rita. A bloody pansy.”




  She hugged him tight, the blood beginning to stain her nightdress as much as it covered his clothes. He felt ashamed. He didn’t like this feeling—one minute excited, the next disgusted with himself.




  “I’m sorry ma. I didn’t mean to pee myself. It’s just that I’d been holding on so long.”




  She drew her breath in anger. “You’ve gone too far with him Walter. Never should have forced him like this…come inside Brandon and mamma will set you a bath in front of the fire.”




  Walter grabbed her wrist. “You’re not taking him anywhere til I finish with him.”




  “Don’t be stupid Walter. Can’t you see the boy is in shock? He’s shaking like a leaf.”




  She began to walk with him, shepherding him toward the house.




  “Take another step Rita and you’ll be sorry you did. The boy’s gotta learn who’s boss, ’n that’s me.”




  His mother was defiant but it wasn’t enough to make his father back down. Instead, he swung his hand in an arc and brought it down on her face. The force of the blow knocked her to the ground and him with her. He smelt the grass, and her hair. It was stronger than the urine smell which had soaked his pants. As if in a dream, he got up and backed away, looking on as his father gave his mother a beating. He was “knocking the stuffing” out of her, he remembered his uncle saying once.




  He moved slowly toward the truck. His father didn’t see him, intent as he was on making sure his slaps and half-punches connected in the right places. The rifle was on the front seat and he reached silently through the open window and pulled it through. He pointed it at his father’s head and gently pulled the trigger. He saw the same look on his father as he’d seen in the brumby’s eyes right before it died, and he smiled silently into the new dawn rising over the nearby hills. He felt excited again.




  Chapter 3




  Brandon Keys flicked on the light of his cheap motel room, the paisley patterned wallpaper both hideous and welcoming to his tired eyes. The room was nobody’s but his and in it he felt safe from the outside world. Somehow that paisley paper summed up how he felt most days, a mess of patterns and clutter, a legacy of his childhood and the years behind bars where the criminal code, still with him, gave him the basis for his view of the world. It was both predatory and defensive, much like what he learned as a child growing up in the shadow of Walter’s punishments. One learned to survive and perhaps even thrive.




  He sat down heavily on the bed and kicked off his work boots, going over the day in the comfort of his thoughts. He was pleased with himself, and that was something because not every day was good. Tomorrow was his birthday, the first without his ma and he knew he would struggle. He opened the bedside drawer and took out the knife, running its metal blade along his arms, just enough to cut the hairs. He drew in his breath and held it, closing his eyes and remembering his last kill.




  A knock at the door disturbed his reverie. “Who…who is it?” he stammered shutting the drawer on the knife.




  “Ben Hobbs from the site.”




  “Oh. What do you want?”




  “Boss sent me down to see if you wanna work tomorrow…over at the old roundhouse.”




  Keys got off the bed slowly; reluctant to open the door, but he needed the money. Work was in short supply for an ex juvie and jailbird. After he’d killed his father they’d locked him up for ten years and after that he was in and out of jail. In all his thirty-two years, he’d only been on the outside four years in total. Not that he minded—being on the inside was like home now with its own set of house rules, and he knew them all. He’d practiced them, honed them and he was top dog on the inside. On the outside it was different, alien and inhospitable. The only solace he had was going back to the old place outside Tumut. There he blended into the woods, hunted most days and remembered his golden girl, his ma. There he felt close to her; could almost feel her next to him. At home, he remembered his father too and took great delight that he was the man of the place now and Walter was ten feet under and rotten as hell.




  He opened the door just enough to eyeball his visitor. “Yeah, tell the boss I’ll work tomorrow but he oughta know that it’s my day off. I want time and a half, okay?”




  Ben Hobbs rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah we don’t want trouble with the union. You’ll get your money.”




  Keys shut the door before Hobbs could say anything else. He didn’t need friends on a construction site. All he needed was to turn up to work, go hard so they’d keep him on, and keep to himself. When he worked overtime and on weekends he could save for the day when he would go and live on the farm with his wife, the woman that would be special. He knew he’d find her and he’d keep her alive this time. She would be just like his ma, golden, beautiful. But not yet. He reached into the drawer until his hand found the long strand of blonde hair from Julie. She’d been such a sweet thing, willing to do anything for him to stay alive. He’d kept her for a while and he’d gone easy on her. He cut her just enough to keep her on his side, but not enough to break her. “A real tease,” he said to himself.




  He flicked on the TV and stretched out. They were playing reruns of The Brady Brunch. He used to watch it with his ma, before they took him away from her. He loved the idea of a family; in fact, he watched so many reruns it was the closest thing he had to family. It made him want to order in, settle back for the night, think about old times and think about the future too. Chinese, his favourite, and then an early night. He was looking forward to tomorrow. The old roundhouse which was being converted into a railway museum and tourism centre by the building company he worked for was nearby the netball courts and there would be someone training there. Maybe even a midweek comp and he’d get his fill of the girls. He wondered whether he should take one tomorrow, to celebrate his birthday but he reasoned it was too risky. He’d only been in Dubbo for a month and he needed to put some more money aside—but that was today’s thought. He’d sleep on it and decide tomorrow. Every day was an adventure, after all, where something magical and surprising happened, just like on The Brady Bunch he thought, with a bitterness that made him smile.




  Keys stretched back on the bed, satisfied with himself. Everything in his life was good. He had work and he had the occasional kill and, so far, no one knew about him. He was just like the thousands of other labourers across the country, coming and going from work in his high-vis clothes, the bloke standing next to someone in the supermarket with bread and milk. Who would know? It was a good secret to chew on. It excited him and inspired him. His ma would be proud. He began to doze but roused himself back to consciousness. He was getting a vision again. They’d only started a few months ago, and he wasn’t too worried because his ma used to have the “second sight,” as she called it. He thought it was just that, but they disturbed him because in his visions he was always facing an enemy. He didn’t know who, only that this presence could end him and, despite everything, he didn’t want that yet, not until he got his golden girl back. He wanted desperately for a chance to make a future; a good future. He closed his eyes against the thoughts playing with his mind and consciously calmed himself, a habit left from childhood when he sensed one of his father’s punishments coming on. But he knew that like everything else in his life, a purpose would soon become clear for these visions. Of that, he was certain.




  * * * *




  Hundreds of kilometres away Senior Sergeant Danny Manchester was handing in his badge and gun. Medically discharged, the official version, though Danny knew that was just a reason they put on the files when whistle-blower cops were pushed out of the Force for squealing on their mates. Ironic, he thought as he handed in his ID. The brass wanted him and others like him to “out” the corruption, but they never trusted you again. Expected you’d soon be retiring, so that their problem just went away. After he’d appeared before the Commission, none of his mates called him—the cops he’d worked with for decades—and he was given the jobs he would have done as a constable twenty years ago. When he walked into the station there was an air of unease and the younger cops never met his eyes. When he asked a senior constable he’d known and worked with for five years what was wrong with the shop, his mate looked at him in disbelief.




  “Do you really need to ask that after what you’ve done?”




  Danny shook his head, his turn to disbelieve. “You gotta be kidding me? Are you telling me the whole station is against me for busting up a meth ring, even if it did include a couple of bent colleagues?” He stared at his friend and partner. “Really?”




  “You know there were other ways to handle this, Sarge. You only needed to talk to the D’s and they would’ve taken care of it. Made it go away without involving the Prosecutor’s Office…then the Anti-Corruption Commission. You really did a number on your mates didn’t you? Every time one of us goes down for this kind of thing, it hurts the rest of us. There’ll be new regulations and the Commissioner’s office will be watching this station for the next twelve months. You didn’t need to rat on your mates, Danny.”




  Danny couldn’t stay in the Force. He knew that. Having your colleagues, and even mates, stand against you after twenty-two years of good law enforcement was no way to end a career but he’d gone into it with his eyes open. He knew what to expect as soon as he picked up the phone to the Prosecutor’s Office. So he took the medical discharge they were offering and turned his back on his twenty-two years of policing. He’d been a good cop; investigating was his strength. He knew how to put the facts together and get to the thing everyone was missing. Half gut feel and half analytics, he could have been a lawyer had his dad not died in that car crash while he was at uni. He still had another fifteen years of hard policing ahead of him, but what was the use when your own brotherhood kicked your arse out on the street?




  Only it wasn’t that simple. Life had a way of dealing one bad card after another, and when Danny walked out of the Force, he found his wife was taking his two kids and leaving with a detective from a neighbouring station who they’d met at a barbecue the year before. She’d been having an affair since that barbecue and he hadn’t a clue. The investigator hadn’t been able to pick a double cross right under his nose. So he did the only thing he could, all things considered. He sold the family home, bought an inner city apartment and began looking at the world through a daily slab of beer and the occasional bag of dope he got from his old street contacts. He kept his finger on the pulse reading the newspapers, every one of them, the metros, the suburbans and checking on the court lists each day. Sometimes he’d even sit in on a case he knew, and catching up with the solicitors and barristers at morning tea. Things could be worse, he reasoned, he could be one of those bent cops he’d fought so hard to put away.




  It was a Monday morning, about 10a.m. and he’d arranged to meet the one friend he still had in the Force at his favourite coffee shop. Big Bill Drysdale had stuck by him but then he probably didn’t really have any choice. They’d gone through the Academy together and he’d been best man at his wedding. Big Bill wasn’t exactly well-connected either, a desk cop, but he had a knack of knowing what was going on. Danny made it his business to pump him when they caught up, and he owed Big Bill—owed him for his loyalty when no one else cared. He spied him sitting in the corner, a cappuccino and a piece of chocolate mud cake in front of him, top heavy with cream.




  “Big Bill,” Danny said, pulling up a chair opposite and gesturing to the waiter which meant, give him his usual order of a long black and a piece of raisin toast.
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