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  To those who never got the chance
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  His lungs burned as if he weren’t breathing oxygen at all but the choking red dust that spat up with each footstep. Footsteps taking him nowhere. This was the middle of nowhere. That much he knew. The middle of nowhere and still the world was strangling him, the low branches stretching to take their ounce of flesh, to welcome him to the neighbourhood permanently.




  It had so nearly succeeded. But he escaped. Now he was running for his life. A throwaway phrase that he never believed he would actually have to realize. He didn’t feel alive. Far from it. The crushing fear of capture consumed everything, his focus constrained to each step, each rocky scramble and dive between trees. He felt like an animal, reduced to base instincts of survival, everything classed simply as dangerous or safe.




  The long fingers of the relentless sun reached through the trees, baking the ground where it found land, dappling the bare earth in light but offering no glowing path to freedom. There were trees and rocks, trees and more fucking rocks. He had no idea whether he was heading towards civilization or further into the outback.




  Around another rock scorched by the sun, his calves tightened, as if the manacles were still weighing him down. The cold, rusted metal he thought would chain him until that psycho decided to kill him. He couldn’t stop. Despite the pain, fatigue and crippling lack of air in his lungs he couldn’t stop. Stopping meant death.




  He spotted a break in the trees up ahead. The edge of hell he hoped, where he would find a road, a farm, a dirt track – anything that indicated the real world. He forced more air into his lungs and pushed towards the light. Throwing his foot forward it met a rock that had probably been embedded for centuries, undisturbed until now. Knocked off balance, he flung an arm out. He found nothing but air. Then his shoulder jarred against a tree trunk which shook but stood firm. Somehow, so did he.




  The treeline broke. Sunlight dazzled his eyes, his dreams of stumbling upon civilization dashed. He was faced with nothing but a small clearing with five or six distinct patches of loose soil; rectangular patches that looked like . . . graves. He knew that if he didn’t get up now he would find himself in one.




  He hauled himself up. His body hurt all over. Sweat soaked his clothes. Skirting around the gravesite without tearing his eyes from it he entered a landscape dominated by more trees and rocks. Almost as if he had circled back on himself.




  Here the ground rose once again, his legs joining his lungs in protest at the continued abuse. In the distance the faint blue shimmer of a cloudless skyline signalled the top of a hill; a vantage point to orientate himself.




  He quelled the rebellion in his legs and lungs, but in subduing their protest, failed to see the tree root looping out of the soil. Over he went, no loosened earth to break his fall, just the hard, baked ground and a face full of dust. He stifled the bark of pain, terrified of giving his position away, but the echo of his grunt taunted him, the hard earth amplifying it, drowning out the chirps of birds, insects and the sound of his would-be killer.




  The hilltop arrived and brought further dismay. There was no vantage point, only a sheer ten-foot drop. A panicked glance left and right confirmed there was no safe path down.




  He didn’t have time to source an alternative route. A shove in the back caused him to hit the dirt hard. He rolled around just in time for a set of knuckles to find his left cheek. A glancing blow, but enough to force his eyes closed for a split second. Balling his fist, he swung hard in retaliation. It found something hard – possibly a shoulder. In response, his attacker ground his sharp knee into thigh muscle. The pain forced his eyes open, his sight blurred. Without a plan, or indeed, much co-ordination, he threw a series of frenzied fists. Some found targets, others just air. But as many as he threw, double returned his way, accurate, finding his head and neck, dull fleshy strikes that set off a kaleidoscope of worthless diamonds across his vision. His hair was wrenched and his head slammed into earth that had no give, nor sympathy. Blackness clawed at his brain threatening to switch it off for good. If he passed out he was a goner. Reaching up, he grabbed on to the dark outline above him. Pinning his attacker’s arms, he rolled to the side battling for leverage.




  Where there should have been ground, there wasn’t, the roll continuing for what seemed like forever, weightlessness encompassing him as if the blows to the head had freed his brain from the effects of gravity. With it came a sense of bliss that was almost surreal. It was over. He had been killed and was passing on to whatever lay beyond this earth and there was nothing he could do about it.




  The landing changed that.




  The ground forced the breath from his body. As if his soul had fled. Opening his eyes, he took in the coarse grey-brown wall of the ridge rise high above, a little haze of waning blue above it. The browns, greys and blues darkened and he passed out.
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  The town of Wilbrook was Chandler Jenkins’ home. Had been his whole life. All thirty-two long, dry years stuck on the Pilbara plateau in the inner reaches of Western Australia, a land mass conservatively estimated to be two and a half billion years old and once part of the ancient continent of Ur. Some days Chandler believed these prehistoric atoms had seeped into his bones and aged him prematurely. The copper-red dust, a fiery topping on a land scorched almost to death, did that to many people.




  The town was a remote outcrop, a hundred kilometres from the nearest place of habitation, Portman, linked by a road that stretched into the distance like the twisting tail of a dragon. Wilbrook itself wasn’t old, even by Australian terms, gazetted at the end of the 19th century and named after a famous prospector from Albany, who had left the lush green wine country down south to scrabble around in the dirt up here in search of wealth. And he’d found it. A fat deposit of gold; chunks that poked from the earth like marshmallows in a kid’s breakfast cereal. Some even needed two hands to lift them. Word spread and soon shacks flew up, wooden structures that defied gravity and sensibility. After the shacks came the businesses: bars, saloons, brothels. At least two of each. The population exploded, thousands clambering for riches, newspaper articles proclaiming it as the place to realize dreams. But the dream died quickly, the hauls abruptly dwindling to little more than flecks caught in rusted pans. Yet more came, desperately panning rocks and dirt in the streams before drowning their sorrows with whisky and women they couldn’t pay for. As the debts grew so did the tensions.




  The result was a powder keg that exploded one summer night when ten men had a shootout on Main Street; the sole survivor, Tomato Tom Kelly, dying the next day from the punctured artery in his shoulder. As the violence increased, the prospects of wealth diminished. The doctors, lawyers and merchants were first to go, shipping out for the newest gold rush, leaving the once burgeoning town of five thousand cut down to barely a fifth of that, supported by a couple of bars and brothels that held firm. Nothing was better for business than desperation.




  With the gold gone, families were forced to scrape an existence on land that was as harsh to them as it was to the animals they tried to raise. That was the way it remained for nearly forty years, the town barely breathing. Then the iron ore and blue asbestos was discovered beneath the scarred earth. A new rush started, the mining corporations buying large swathes of land, at prices too good to turn down. What followed was a rapid expansion and the erection of the town’s first brick buildings. Then as before, yields suddenly collapsed, and the companies, without sentiment or remorse, shifted operations a few hours along the road to Portman like a moulting snake, leaving the thin shell of waste skin behind.




  Chandler and his family lived in this empty shell and despite its flaws he was proud of the town. His town. He was the sergeant and in effect the sheriff of it; apt given that the town retained the look of one stuck at the turn of the 19th century. The wide main street boasted tarmac where packed dirt had once laid, gleaming almost white in the sun, and a concrete island down the centre offered unnecessary solace from the rare traffic. Colourful verandas arched over the footpaths providing shelter from the sun if not the unforgiving heat, the ornately crafted metal poles unmoved for the last century, the last bastions of a time long gone.




  As he pulled up to the concrete sweatbox that constituted the station, Chandler glanced in the mirror. The steadily rounding face that stared back at him was of a handsome man tumbling towards his mid-thirties. A face battling late nights and life as a single parent, his blond hair losing volume if not territory as yet. The blondness plus the light tan he sported afforded him the look of an ageing surfer, though nothing could be further from the truth. Chandler stayed out of the sea as much as he could. At least on land he could see what was coming to kill him.




  Bill Ashcroft, the old senior sergeant, had retired last June, leaving Chandler to assume temporary command. Not that there was much for the five of them to do: a few traffic violations and domestic disputes, or an occasional assault in one of the three pubs in town that didn’t so much compete for business as welcome those temporarily barred from the others. Still, five was the quota assigned to the station and the Western Australian Police Force fought to keep the full complement in position, afraid that losing one would let the others fall, like dominoes.




  As he entered, his newest recruit, Nick Kyriakos, was stationed at the front desk, his permanent lodging until Chandler was confident that the boy was capable of public duty. He had no need to risk putting an armed twenty-year-old out in the field, even if Nick had proved himself bright and respectful. A young man full of wonder, keen to please, keen to learn and keen to display his vast and unsettling knowledge of serial killers.




  Tanya, his senior constable, and immediate number two, was already positioned at her desk. She was never late, as strictly bound as her ponytail. She did early shifts so she could collect her three kids from the primary school across town; kids popped out in quick succession during the five-year sabbatical she had only recently returned from. Chandler imagined it had been a clinical procedure for all three. It always was with Tanya, like a military operation. If he got promoted he would be recommending that she did too. She deserved it. Anyone who could balance kids and work deserved everything they got. He should know. He had two of his own. She at least had a partner to help.




  Chandler slipped into his office. The air-con system had packed in again leaving the station feeling as sticky as glue. He took his seat and looked out of the window at Gardner’s Hill in the distance, the rocky, wood-covered mound, named after the town’s first mayor.




  From this distance, the Hill looked appealing, trees enveloping the side visible from town tall, straight and rising into the sky, a lush green anomaly in an otherwise red land. Beyond the ridge lay thousands of acres of wilderness. The kind of wilderness that had always proved tempting for people to explore. But even experienced walkers used to extreme conditions found it difficult. It attracted those who wanted to find themselves. And sometimes, to lose themselves.




  It was a typical day for Chandler, quiet and introspective. It was about to change dramatically.




  A commotion drifted through the open door. A voice he didn’t recognize but a desperation he did. He tried to pick the accent – south, far south, maybe Perth. If so, the person – a male – was far from home.




  ‘Sarge, I think you should get out here,’ called Tanya. Her usually equable voice sounded disturbed.




  Swinging his feet off the table, Chandler let his gut settle. It had expanded in the months and years since Teri had left, as if his body thought that the way to deal with part of him being taken away was to create more to compensate.




  He entered the main office. Sitting at Tanya’s desk – the first point of call after the high-banked reception – was a nervous man who looked to be in his mid-twenties, his T-shirt and jeans bearing the evidence of what appeared to have been a substantial beating.




  Chandler felt for his neck and cursed. He had forgotten his clip-on tie. He wasn’t a stickler for uniform in general but preferred to wear one when meeting a member of the public. It afforded an impression of authority.




  ‘Look like you own the place,’ Bill had told him, ‘but act like you’re managing it.’




  As he approached, Tanya stood close by, watching the man with caution. Even Nick had trundled his chair all the way from reception, as if by remaining in the seat he was fulfilling his assigned role of manning the front desk.




  The visitor stood up. Tanya stepped back in response, ready to act. The man’s terror was spreading. Chandler noted that they were of similar height if differing physique, the nervousness paramount in eyes that darted from Chandler to the walls, to the door, as if searching for somewhere better to be. His body seemed to recognize that his eyes sought the chance to escape and had narrowed into slits to prevent this. He looked like he was in pain.




  ‘He wanted me to be number fifty-five,’ the man spluttered, looking Chandler squarely in the eye for the first time. He shivered and squeezed his eyes shut.




  Chandler made some mental notes. Definitely a Perth accent. Patchy stubble on his face suggesting it had been on the rough end of a blunt razor for a number of weeks. An itinerant worker, he guessed; too lucid, a little too fresh to be a bum.




  ‘What are you talking about?’ asked Chandler, keeping calm, even if the sudden appearance of a bloodied stranger had knocked him off step.




  ‘Fifty-five,’ the man repeated.




  Chandler looked to Tanya for help. She shook her head.




  ‘Fifty-five . . . what?’ asked Chandler. The urge to reach his hand out and touch the man’s shoulder as a show of support and comfort materialized but he was worried it might spook him.




  ‘The g-g-guy. The killer.’




  ‘What killer?’




  ‘The one who kidnapped me. Took me . . . there. The woods . . . the trees.’ The man pointed to the solid wall. Chandler realized he was pointing to Gardner’s Hill beyond the brick.




  ‘What kill—’




  ‘A lunatic.’




  The man’s legs wobbled. Blood stained his jeans but didn’t look fresh, as if it had dried in the sun. Chandler, however, didn’t need him collapsing. He reached out to touch the man’s arm and he winced in pain.




  ‘It’s okay, we’re here to help.’ Easing him back into the seat allowed Chandler to feel a little more in charge of the situation. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.




  ‘Gabriel.’




  ‘Very good, Gabriel. I’m Chandler. I’m the sergeant here. Do you know where you are?’




  Gabriel shook his head.




  ‘You’re in Wilbrook.’




  He noted a flash of something in Gabriel’s eyes, something he read as hope. Hope that he had found safety. Chandler continued feeding information in an attempt to bolster this.




  ‘Wilbrook, West Australia. This is Tanya, my senior constable and Nick, another constable. Where have you come from?’




  Again a wavering finger pointed at the wall. ‘From there.’




  Chandler tried to offer a reassuring smile. ‘I mean, where do you live?’




  ‘Perth . . . but I travel.’




  He slumped back against the seat. For a moment it looked like he was going to slide right off it to the floor.




  ‘Have you got any ID?’




  ‘He stole it.’




  Chandler nodded. ‘Okay . . . did you get his name, Gabriel?’




  The man was quiet. The eyes that had darted around the room began to close. Chandler looked again at his clothes. The dried blood suggested no serious wound, though he couldn’t discount an undetected brain haemorrhage.




  ‘Did you—’




  ‘Heeeeath,’ said Gabriel, uttered in an extended sigh.




  ‘Heath?’ Chandler nodded to Tanya who was already scribbling it down.




  Gabriel nodded. ‘The maniac. He was called Heath. He stole my ID.’




  The body that had seemed like jelly coagulating on the seat stiffened and tried to rise. ‘I have to get out of here.’




  Stepping forward, Chandler eased him back into the chair. The urge to flee was a reaction he was used to. Many people who found themselves in a police station wanted to leave sharpish, believing that if they hung around for long enough they would be charged with something.




  ‘Stay there and we’ll get you some medical attention.’




  ‘No,’ said Gabriel, his eyes wide. ‘I want to tell you what happened and then get out of here. In case he comes back.’




  ‘You’re safe now,’ Chandler assured him.




  ‘Not until I’m long gone from here.’




  Gabriel took a long, deep breath, fighting the nervous energy, wincing as he stretched what Chandler guessed were badly bruised ribs.




  ‘We can get you a doctor,’ said Tanya, creeping forward again.




  ‘No, I want to tell you what happened.’
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  Nestled behind reception, the interview room was small and almost exclusively used as the lunchroom. Instead of the office’s summery yellow, the walls were painted dark green. A colour that Chandler had read somewhere was conducive to making people talk.




  The thin, plastic chair groaned under the weight of their visitor. Chandler took up residence on the other side of the desk, the grey PVC top stained with mustard. He needed to find out whose turn it was to clean up – probably his.




  He addressed his visitor.




  ‘It’s 23rd November 2012. Please state your full name for the record.’




  ‘Gabriel Johnson.’




  ‘From?’




  ‘Perth originally, but . . . what do you call it? No fixed . . . ?’




  ‘No fixed abode.’




  ‘That’s it. No fixed abode. Sorry my mind’s a little . . .’ Gabriel’s eyes darted around the room as if to take everything in. There wasn’t much to see.




  ‘Age?’




  ‘Thirty.’




  He spoke with a weariness that suggested he’d experienced hard times, thought Chandler. A deep tan had taken root in his skin, embellishing the acne scars that dotted his still-boyish cheeks.




  ‘And what are you doing way up here?’




  ‘Searching for work.’




  ‘As?’




  ‘As a labourer, a farmhand, anything. I thought I’d try some places out here.’




  ‘Any in particular?’




  ‘No. But I heard there were a few.’




  Gabriel wasn’t wrong. There were plenty of cattle stations and homesteads nestled in the vast plains, gigantic in size, akin to small countries. He had the lean, wiry physique required to work them, one used to living on a diet of meat and little else, used to doing anything from checking boreholes for water to mustering and branding cattle.




  ‘And how did you meet this . . . Heath?’




  At the mention of his name, their visitor shuddered, taking a moment to compose himself.




  ‘I was in Port Hedland. I’d come up from Exmouth the previous day with a trucker.’




  ‘Got a name?’




  Gabriel shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. ‘Lee something. Chinese guy in his fifties. Fat. Smoked pre-rolled roll-ups that were wedged in the visor. Nothing much more to him.’




  ‘And he dropped you off in Port Hedland?’ asked Chandler.




  ‘Yeah, he was heading on to Darwin.’




  ‘What did you do in Port Hedland?’




  ‘I slept.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘In the park.’




  ‘Name?’




  Gabriel shook his head. ‘Dunno. I wasn’t sightseeing. There was grass . . . trees . . . a bench. You know, park stuff.’




  Chandler made a note to probe further. ‘Carry on.’




  The man’s strained voice had calmed somewhat, but still jittered at the edges like the bark of a nervous dog. ‘Next day I decided to head inland. Looking for work.’




  ‘Why not stay near the coast?’




  ‘A guy in Exmouth told me that inland was the best place to go. Said that most people stick to the coast for easy movement but competition for places means that the bosses pay fuck all. Also it seemed like an adventure.’




  At this point Gabriel paused, as if he’d lost his train of thought. Chandler decided to let him vacillate, let the words and thoughts come naturally.




  Gabriel blinked hard, returning. ‘I was . . . on the road out . . . the main one.’ He stopped and looked at Chandler. ‘I don’t have a name.’




  Chandler did. Highway 1, the black vein that eventually turned off on to 95, which led to Wilbrook. A track he’d been up and down many times, especially when he was first seeing Teri, back when she was the bouncy party girl from the coast. He didn’t know then that the coast would always have a hold on her.




  ‘I was hiking along, the sun blinding me from what was coming. I heard an engine drone from behind and stuck my thumb out. Two had already passed that morning so I was expecting it to roll on . . . but it pulled up.’




  ‘Can you describe it?’ asked Chandler. He looked at the two-way mirror and hoped Tanya was getting all this. It had been nearly a year since the last recorded interview in here. A domestic violence case. June Tiendali taking offence to her husband spending evenings with his pigeons rather than her and snapping his arm with a hockey stick.




  ‘A boxy car. Don’t remember the make. The badge had fallen off I think. Dark brown . . . but that could have been the dust, which even covered the windows. One of the brake lights was out, I remember that much. I half-jogged towards it thinking that they might drive off at any moment.’ Gabriel looked at Chandler ruefully. ‘I wish he had.’




  ‘Licence number?’




  Gabriel shook his head. ‘Covered in dust too. Maybe on purpose.’




  ‘Okay, go on.’




  ‘So I got in. Maybe I should’ve looked first but I needed to get work quick. Get housed, get fed.’




  ‘So what did he . . . this Heath . . . look like?’ Chandler readied his pen for a description. He hoped that it was more descriptive than that for the car: unknown make, unknown licence number, a dusty, boxy vehicle. Similar to most of the shit on the roads around here.




  Gabriel closed his eyes and took a breath. Chandler let the silence play out. He glanced to the two-way mirror and his reflection. A weary cop stared back at him, the sharpness of his cool blue eyes highlighting the shadowy tiredness ringing them.




  ‘Short . . . a few inches shorter than me. Brown hair. Tanned, like he worked outdoors. Stocky too. Said he was thirty like me, but seemed kinda . . . I dunno . . . nervous.’ Gabriel paused. ‘I probably should have spotted it then that there was something dark about him.’




  ‘What do you mean “dark”?’




  ‘Something . . . off,’ said Gabriel. ‘His beard disguised his features. As if he was slowly becoming a shadow.’




  Gabriel stared at Chandler as if seeking confirmation that the words made some sense outside of his skull.




  ‘And you don’t have to remind me how stupid it is to hitch around here,’ he added, suddenly on the defensive. ‘He seemed okay, or my brain persuaded me that he looked okay. I knew . . . or thought I knew . . . if he tried anything I could defend myself. He said his name was Heath and he was travelling back from town with supplies. Even that made me feel better. I mean, no killer introduces themselves . . . do they?’




  Again he looked up for some form of confirmation. Chandler nodded, though he wasn’t sure he agreed. If Heath’s intention was to kill then why not spill details. But it did tell him one thing. The fact that Heath was confident enough to converse freely with his intended victim warned Chandler that he had done it before, that he was relaxed enough to take charge and assured enough to be open with his victim: number fifty-five. A feeling of excitement and dread swirled around his stomach, butterflies the size of eagles. This could be big. He needed to weasel out more details before his victim clammed up.




  ‘Did he tell you anything about who he was?’




  ‘Only that he lived around here.’




  ‘In Wilbrook?’ Chandler couldn’t recall any Heaths in the area, though he supposed it could have been an alias. His attention turned to who around here could kill that many people. Wilbrook wasn’t short on crazy people but none with enough gumption to pull it off. Probably.




  ‘No . . . I dunno . . . just around here, he said. His accent was from across east I’d say. Anyway, he seemed friendly enough. I was looking for a lift, not a soulmate.’




  Chandler nodded for him to go on.




  ‘I told him I was from Perth. When he said I was a long way from home, I told him that I had to go where the money was, that everything up here was barren but had a certain beauty.’ Gabriel shrugged his shoulders and grimaced. ‘That’s a lie but I’ve found it’s always best to flatter the ride in some way. Like a hooker would, I suppose.’




  Chandler studied him. The grimace suggested that this wasn’t a joke, but a philosophy he obeyed.




  ‘An hour in we passed a couple of turnoffs for farms. I told him that this was good enough for me but he said that everyone dived into them. He said it was like stopping off at the first watering hole you come across, the big one, the one where the animals have already muddied the water. He said that they paid shit and that those further in were better. I asked him if he had worked them before, in case I could get a name or a slide-in, but he didn’t answer. I thought that maybe he had but something had happened that he didn’t want to talk about.’




  Chandler made a note to check with some of the farms for a Heath; see if anyone remembered him working for them.




  Gabriel continued, ‘We went on for another half hour, the scenery turning to dust. I was starting to wonder how anything could survive out there never mind a herd of cattle. It got me feeling thirsty. Even with the windows cranked down the air was boiling. He must have read my expression. He told me there was water in the back if I wanted it. That’s how he got me.’




  ‘The water?’




  Gabriel nodded. ‘It tasted a little chalky, but by then I didn’t much care. It was water and I was desperate.’ He looked at Chandler wanly, as if disgusted with himself. ‘I began to feel drowsy almost right away. At first I thought it was exhaustion or the heat, but it got worse and worse. I tried to lift my arms and couldn’t. They didn’t feel attached to my body. I remember turning to look at Heath. He was staring at me, as if there was nothing wrong. Just a process he’d watched many times before. He didn’t even look at the road, or where we were going, just at me, for what seemed like hours. A shadow passed over his face until I could only see the outline of his skull. Then I passed out, I think. He must have poisoned the water with something.’




  Gabriel’s eyes danced around again. Chandler recognized the look. The confused victim attempting to fill in the blanks and failing.




  ‘I woke up in a wooden shed. Dunno how long I was out but there was still light poking through the slats so I guessed I’d only been out a couple of hours.’ Suddenly worry drew over his face. ‘Unless this is Friday—’




  ‘No, Thursday,’ Chandler assured him.




  That seemed to bring Gabriel some relief. The fact that he hadn’t lost a day of his life. The fact that he still had his life at all.




  ‘He’d shackled my wrists to the roof beam.’




  ‘Shackled?’ asked Chandler.




  ‘Yeah . . . with these thick iron things. Two D-shaped loops linked by chain that was attached to the wall. The same just above my ankle. Those weren’t attached but they were impossible to move in. Not that I was going to get away. He’d made sure of that.’




  ‘Were you on a farm? In the forest? An outhouse?’




  ‘Up there,’ said Gabriel. ‘That hill you said. I could see the trees through the slats. Shackled in a woodshed with saws and hatchets and stuff. Nothing that shouldn’t have been there but ’cause I was chained up they all looked lethal.’




  ‘Can you tell me anything more about it? Sounds? Smells?’




  Gabriel shrugged. ‘Dirt floor. Stock of wood in the corner for burning. I could hear movement next door so I guessed I was chained up next to a cabin. I called out for help. That’s when Heath appeared. I asked him where I was – he said home. I pleaded with him to let me go and I wouldn’t tell anyone about what he’d done. He told me to calm down. He sounded angry, as if I’d disturbed him from something important.’




  Gabriel’s legs began to chitter up and down under the table. His eyes searched the room as if trying to escape.




  ‘Sorry, I . . . I’m just feeling a bit claustrophobic.’




  ‘Do you want the door open?’




  ‘Please.’




  Rising from the chair, Chandler opened the door to reveal the office beyond and the series of small windows set high above a row of grey cabinets on the far side of the room. Gabriel stared at them.




  ‘I got afraid he was going to do something there and then. He walked right up to my face. That’s when he mentioned the number fifty-five. It was all he said before he backed off towards the door. I was afraid to ask him what he meant. But I guessed . . .’




  Gabriel stopped.




  ‘Guessed what?’ asked Chandler, eager to hear his own assumptions voiced.




  ‘That I was going to be his fifty-fifth victim.’




  Even on a day hot enough to melt plastic Chandler felt the chill sear down his back. As he related the story Gabriel seemed to be reliving it, his wiry muscles dancing underneath the bloodied T-shirt, the sinews in his forearm permanently tensed. Sheer terror.




  ‘He said not to worry about whether I was going to be killed,’ continued Gabriel. ‘Because of course I would be killed. It had been written.’




  ‘What do you mean, “it had been written”?’ asked Chandler.




  Gabriel shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine, Officer.’




  ‘Okay, go on,’ said Chandler, making a note of the phrase.




  ‘I knew I had to get free, so when he left I tried to get out of the cuffs.’ Gabriel presented his blistered palms and wrists, red raw circles around them, the skin scuffed, the fine hair torn from the root. ‘I pulled on them, tried to rip them off the wall. Kept yelling out for help. Not once did he come in and tell me to shut up. He wasn’t worried about anyone hearing me. That’s when I knew I was in the middle of nowhere. I kept pulling and eventually managed to break one of the locks but one hand was still attached to the wall. I reached for the bench with my free hand to try and get one of the tools. I nearly put my shoulder out of joint, but managed to get my hands on the hatchet. I tried to chop at the remaining cuff without chopping through my own wrist. I was terrified that he’d come in and catch me. I just wanted a chance to get free. A chance to live. I went quiet, but worried that the fact that I had shut up would attract his attention, so I yelled out to cover the sound of the hatchet hitting the metal and ringing out like a fucking church bell.’




  He looked up.




  Chandler nodded for him to go on, intrigued by the man’s vivid recollection, how the words flowed from his mouth like water from a burst dam.




  ‘Somehow I managed to bend the metal, like a superhuman kind-of-thing and got my other hand free. The key for the leg irons was hanging from a nail so in a few seconds I was out. I felt more scared than I had when I was chained up. I remember trying the shed doors but they were padlocked. The only other exit led next door. The one he’d come from. So I opened it. There was a single room filled with supplies.’




  Gabriel exhaled deeply. As if he had been holding his breath.




  ‘And Heath?’ asked Chandler.




  ‘Sat at a desk covered in paper and maps. A big cross on the wall. I tiptoed to the front door but as I opened it, the hinges squeaked. He turned. We stared at each other as if frozen. Then the chase started. I made it outside but it was like I was in the middle of a hollow. Just trees and earth all around. I had no idea what direction to head in so I went right.’




  ‘Why right?’




  ‘I dunno . . . I’m right-handed I guess . . . I can’t tell you why. Each way looked the same. My legs were stiff from being locked in the manacles but I knew I had to move fast, not knowing if he had a gun or not.’




  Chandler could almost see Gabriel’s heart pound under the T-shirt. The memories were flooding back, intense and uncontrolled. After a long breath that seemed to suck the last of the oxygen from the stifling room, he continued.




  ‘I aimed for the ridge. I glanced back and he was about ten metres behind me. I kept running and running until I stumbled on some loose soil and fell into a small clearing. The ground was all dug up.’ Gabriel stared at him. ‘They were graves.’




  The air in the room seemed to grow even more oppressive.




  ‘Graves?’ Chandler frowned. ‘How do you know that?’




  Gabriel shook his head. ‘I don’t . . . not for sure. I only remember thinking at the time they looked like graves. Five, six, seven, maybe . . . rectangular patches.’ He paused and stared at Chandler as if only just realizing just how close he had come to death.




  ‘I got up, kept running and came to a hill. I thought I’d be able to see from the top but there was nothing but a drop on the other side. I shouldn’t have stopped.’




  Another breath. Composing himself. The tendons in his jaw twitched.




  ‘He jumped on me. I tried to throw some punches . . . but none landed. None that stopped him anyway. We rolled over and over . . . then I was falling. Like I was weightless. You ever experienced that?’ Gabriel looked at Chandler.




  ‘No, I haven’t.’




  ‘It was oddly exhilarating. Until the landing. As if I’d been hit by a train. As if I’d left my body entirely. I thought that was it and I’d entered heaven.’ He looked to Chandler seeking understanding.




  Though his parents had instilled the virtues of religion in him and his two kids, Chandler was never what he would call an active participant. Religion to him was like home-grown tomatoes. Easier to consume than nurture. It was also a reminder that Sarah, his oldest, had her First Confession tomorrow. Something he was supposed to help her with tonight, practise what to say, when to kneel, when to stand . . .




  ‘I woke up sometime later and for the second time that day I had to figure out where I was. I saw the ridge above me and realized I’d fallen off. The pain of the landing returned, then I remembered Heath. He was lying beside me. Flat on the ground, the dirt around us splashed with blood.’




  ‘Was he dead?’ A dead suspect would make Chandler’s life easier.




  ‘I dunno.’




  ‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’




  ‘I dunno if he was alive or not. I didn’t go near him in case he was only playing dead. I’ve seen movies, Officer. I had to get away. So I did.’




  ‘And left him there?’




  Gabriel nodded. It meant no confirmation of death. Chandler would have to assume Heath had survived. The lack of clarity was frustrating. He would need to organize a hunt for an injured man; a hunt through that forest. But if Gabriel had made it to town in a few hours it meant that Heath couldn’t be that far in. There was a possibility of finding him, saving him, arresting him.




  ‘How did you make it to town?’ asked Chandler.




  ‘Luck. I stumbled along for a couple of hours before I came across a dirt road. I followed it looking for some help, but nobody passed. That’s when I came across the old bicycle. It was rusted to shit but better than nothing. I made it to the end of the dirt road, saw the town in the distance and aimed for it, cringing in fear at every car that passed, expecting Heath to jump out of one, or to be side-swiped into the ditch and finished off.’




  ‘What road?’ asked Chandler. It would narrow the search down.




  Gabriel shook his head. ‘I dunno. It’s all a blur, Officer. I don’t think there was a name. Just a dirt road. He was after me. That bastard . . . was after me. But I made it.’




  With that Gabriel slumped in the seat, exhausted from relaying his story, the weight temporarily lifted from his shoulders. Chandler studied him. The eyes remained closed, the body language one of cautious relief curdled by ongoing trepidation.




  ‘You’re safe now.’




  The eyes opened. The mouth followed, the smile weary and crooked, a set of perfectly aligned teeth flashed: good genes or excellent orthodontic work.




  ‘I just want to go home,’ said Gabriel.




  ‘I thought you didn’t have one?’




  ‘I don’t.’




  ‘Then where will you go?’




  ‘Anywhere. Far from here.’




  ‘To another farm?’




  ‘No, screw that.’




  ‘I’d like it if you stuck around.’




  Gabriel’s smile turned into a frown. Not the news he wanted to hear.




  ‘Why?’




  His statement taken, Chandler had no authority to hold Gabriel. It was time to invent some reason to keep him around.




  ‘In case we need to identify a body.’




  The stare he received in return made Chandler wonder if Gabriel had seen straight through his ruse. The eyes that had previously desired escape grew still and focused. They seemed to implore Chandler to tell the truth, sitting in judgement on his lies.




  ‘Where would I stay?’




  Chandler immediately thought of the cells but they wouldn’t entice a terrified Gabriel to hang around. But the offer of a night in luxury . . .




  ‘We have an excellent hotel in town.’




  That was a little disingenuous. Ollie Orlander’s place was no palace, but for a farmworker used to sleeping in a twenty-bed dorm it might be luxurious enough.




  ‘Okay,’ said Gabriel, non-committal.




  ‘I’ll post someone outside.’




  He would. Jim would enjoy sitting around all day with his half-completed crosswords.




  ‘Do you have anyone we can call?’ asked Chandler.




  ‘No,’ said Gabriel abruptly. The bonhomie that Chandler had tried to engender between the two of them fled. The subject of family seemed to have touched a nerve.




  ‘No family?’ asked Chandler, plunging in deeper.




  The response was a slow shake of his head.




  ‘Why?’ Chandler was pushing his luck, but identifying pressure points so they could be manipulated under questioning was a skill he had nurtured and was a hard one to switch off. Sometimes it angered not only others, but himself.




  Gabriel offered him the same cold stare. A stare that suggested Chandler should push no further, so he decided not to. The man had been through enough today without having to spell out why he had no family to call on. In the end, Gabriel saved him the trouble.




  ‘They’re dead, Sergeant.’




  The statement was delivered without emotion, all twitching gone, the nervous energy spent. After the frantic escape, the running for his life, the abuse his body had suffered, it seemed Gabriel had finally shut down.




  ‘Sergeant,’ he said slowly, the smoothness of his voice coating everything in silk. ‘The one thing we all have in common when born is the need for our parents and the comfort of religion. I was failed by both.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  Gabriel sighed and closed his eyes. ‘Nothing. A family thing. I’m tired, angry, scared. I just want to sleep.’




  Chandler itched to fire more questions but the strings in the marionette opposite had been cut.




  He led Gabriel back into the office, an unstable roll to his walk as if battling to remain upright. Tanya joined them, her subtle nod informing Chandler that the recording had been successful.




  ‘What have we got clothing-wise?’ he asked her.




  ‘Not much,’ she replied, fishing a shirt from the box of clothes that even the charity shop couldn’t sell. She picked the best of a bad bunch: a stained orange T-shirt with a small fiery logo above the breast.




  ‘What’s this for?’ asked Gabriel when Chandler handed it to him.




  ‘To wear.’




  ‘I have one.’ Gabriel looked at his bloodied top. ‘I don’t want to be an imposition.’




  ‘You can’t go around town like that. You’ll scare our citizens,’ said Chandler as he led them into the sandstone-walled yard adjacent to the station, towards the police cars.




  Gabriel looked at him. Some of the defensiveness had disappeared.




  ‘I don’t have much, sir. I don’t like to give away anything. Even this shirt.’




  Chandler understood the sentiment. As a kid he was fiercely protective of his things. He had even got into a fight with his best friend – long-lost best friend – Mitchell over an old football that had been kicked so many times it was bent out of shape and rolled like Brian East down Prince’s Street on a Saturday night.




  ‘You don’t have to. Just take the shirt and wear it. Call it a gift,’ said Chandler.




  Gabriel took it. ‘I’ll shower first,’ he said as they reached the sparkling white police car.
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  Chandler pulled out of the station and into town. Immediately the afternoon sun set about cooking them from the outside in, the intense heat trying to glue them to the black plastic of the seat and stew them in their own bodily fluids.




  As they drove past the family owned businesses and abandoned shops on the main drag, Chandler glanced across at his passenger. Gabriel was staring back at him, spread out on the seat, a calmness in his manner that matched his body language. Given that now he was under police protection Chandler hoped they wouldn’t let him down.




  ‘Are you sure you don’t need a doctor?’ he asked.




  ‘They’re only bruises I think. There’s nothing he could give me. At least the pain reminds me to stay alert.’




  Chandler offered a smile. ‘Wait ’til you have an ex-wife.’




  There was a stab of a smile from his passenger. ‘When did that happen?’




  Even Gabriel’s voice had relaxed. The jittery squeak had been replaced by the soft, enticing glow of a late-night radio DJ. A warm voice playing doleful tunes to send listeners to sleep. It was like he was in the car with a different person entirely.




  Chandler paused, calculating it in his head. ‘Seven . . . seven and a half years.’




  ‘Long time. You miss her?’




  ‘Not since she threatened to take my kids.’




  ‘Oh.’ Gabriel stared at him. ‘She got any grounds to take ’em?’




  Chandler didn’t really want to get into this with a stranger but the voice was like a shoulder to cry on; Chandler the midnight caller, unable to drift off, sounding off about his fears and woes.




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘How many kids do you have?’




  ‘Two. Maybe the one good thing I’ve done in my life.’ Chandler smiled and looked at his passenger. ‘Two good things.’




  If discussing Teri taxed his nerves, he never wasted a chance to extol the virtues of his children, almost in compensation for not getting to see as much of them as he would have wanted. This job took its toll: long hours, odd hours, paperwork and procedure.




  ‘How old?’




  ‘Sarah’s nearly eleven, Jasper’s getting on towards nine.’




  ‘Sarah and Jasper. Nice names,’ said Gabriel. Chandler noticed little feeling in the declaration. ‘You have no one? Girlfriend? Brothers or sisters? Cousins? Uncles?’




  A shake of the head. ‘No. None.’ The harsh, defensive tone from the station was back.




  ‘Sorry,’ said Chandler. He couldn’t imagine being without his family.




  Gabriel stared at him and said nothing for a few seconds. The stare was unnerving. Finally he spoke, the voice resigned.




  ‘I’m used to it.’




  ‘You said earlier that family and religion let you down . . . ’




  Chandler let the statement float between them as they turned past the statue of Stuart MacAllen, the Scotsman who discovered the iron ore that had breathed life back into the town. For a few decades anyway. Now with the boreholes dry and abandoned, the youth were slowly being lost to more prosperous parts of the earth. He couldn’t blame them. People had to go where the jobs were. And there were few here.




  Though he gave Gabriel time, he got no response. Maybe there was none, just a slip of the tongue in a time of stress, or a family argument, not to be discussed with a stranger. Like an upcoming custody battle, he supposed.




  They drove past the bright orange veranda of the Red Inn, an establishment that proudly stated that it had been in business since the end of the 19th century, despite having moved premises twice, before finally settling into its present location in 1950; the year his mum was born.




  Gabriel interrupted his thoughts. ‘So what’s going to happen next?’




  ‘Procedure.’




  ‘Like what? It’ll ease my mind to know that you know what you’re doing.’




  ‘You don’t trust us?’




  Gabriel’s wavering smile offered no answer.




  ‘We know what we’re doing, Mr Johnson. I’ve been doing this for over ten years.’




  ‘But how many serial killers have you dealt with?’




  It was a fair point.




  ‘After I put you up in the hotel, I’ll put together a KLO4—’




  ‘A what?’ interrupted Gabriel.




  ‘KLO4. Keep a look out for.’




  ‘Oh.’ Gabriel shrugged. ‘Makes sense.’




  ‘I’ll send it out around the state, Northern Territory and the South as well just to be sure. Then we’ll organize a search of the Hill, try and find the guy or his body then locate those graves. Though I have to admit that finding this guy, finding Heath, if he’s adept at surviving out there, won’t be easy given the size of the area.’




  Chandler looked to Gabriel. He could see that his response had made his passenger a little uneasy.




  ‘We’ll send a chopper and plane up to look.’




  ‘Like you’re searching for a missing person?’




  ‘Kinda. We’ll start a ground search too.’




  ‘Seems like needle-in-a-haystack stuff.’




  Chandler shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s all we have, strength in numbers – one man against hundreds.’




  ‘Like Jesus versus the unbelievers.’




  Chandler glanced across. ‘So you’re a religious man?’




  Gabriel blew air out of his nose. ‘I believe, if that’s what you’re asking. You?’




  ‘I go along with it. Moral grounding for the kids, I suppose. They’ll make their own decisions when they’re older. It’s not as if God forced anyone to follow him.’




  ‘No . . . if only his followers abided by the same edict.’




  The conversation stopped abruptly. It didn’t matter. They’d arrived at the Gardner’s Palace, a squat, three-storey building that looked chipped out of a single block of sandstone, bright red, brighter even than the dust that scarred the landscape. It was perfunctory, the black tar on the roof painted white to reflect back some of the vicious heat, the wooden shutters guarding each window, protecting it further.




  The pair of patched armchairs in the narrow reception area welcomed them. It wasn’t the Ritz but good enough for the rare occasions they needed to keep someone around.




  The owner, Ollie Orlander, greeted them, his stomach bubbling over his trousers like an overheated pot of misshapen pasta. Ollie was more than happy to take their strays. The government always paid its bills and he could lease out his most expensive room, the misnomer known as the Presidential Suite, at full price.




  Ollie eyed up his new guest to make sure that he understood who owned the place. An unnecessary attempt at intimidation and part of the reason Ollie got very few repeat visitors. In Chandler’s experience, guests favoured a hearty welcome rather than obvious suspicion.




  Ollie’s beady eyes turned to Chandler. ‘He’s not going to cause any damage is he?’




  ‘He’s not a criminal,’ said Chandler.




  ‘Then what’s he doing with you?’




  ‘He provided us with some information. We need to put him up for the night.’




  ‘The usual suite?’




  Chandler nodded wearily. ‘The usual suite will do.’




  ‘Very good, sir.’ A lopsided smile passed over the rotund face. He waddled off to ready a few things as Chandler led Gabriel upstairs.




  ‘Don’t expect too much,’ warned Chandler.




  ‘If it’s got a warm bath and a soft bed that’s good enough for me.’




  Chandler studied his face. Some of the nervousness had returned, eyes that darted around as if expecting Heath to appear from behind every corner.




  ‘I’ll stick an officer outside.’




  ‘I don’t need one, Sergeant.’




  They reached the door of the Presidential Suite.




  ‘I insist,’ said Chandler. He was not about to let Gabriel become a victim of his own bravery.
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  Constable Jim Fall arrived, book of crosswords in tow, extricating his lanky frame from the police car in stages; right leg, then left, then his arms gripped the roof before hauling his torso into the late afternoon. How he had survived down the cramped mineshafts Chandler still didn’t know. Though they had joined only a couple of years apart, Jim had refused to rise above the rank of constable, happy with the minimal level of responsibility it brought. He was reliable to a tee.




  ‘What’s the job?’ asked Jim, elongating the last vowel while scratching his unruly bush of greying hair.




  ‘Watch the hotel. Make sure that our guest is okay.’




  ‘He likely to run?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’




  Gabriel’s wits seemed to have recovered enough to have the sense to get out of town – possibly why he had originally baulked at the offer of police protection.




  ‘Just keep an eye out,’ added Chandler as he left Jim sitting under the awning outside Annie’s Cafe across the street.




  Returning to the station, Tanya had already called in the final member of the team. Luka Grgić was wiping the sleep from his eyes. This was supposed to be his day off and he let Chandler know as much via his glare alone. He might have been young and occasionally reckless but he knew better than to question the orders of a superior, even if he was frustrated at being stuck behind Chandler and Tanya in the chain. The flashes of blind ambition reminded Chandler a little of Mitch. He chased the ghoulish presence of his former partner from his head. It was time to concentrate.




  ‘So what’s this about, boss?’ asked Luka, yawning.




  ‘We have a situation.’




  Luka’s jet-black eyebrows furrowed, shadowing a pair of smouldering eyes that much of the female population of the town had taken quite a liking to. If Wilbrook ran a most eligible bachelor competition then Chandler was dead in the water. Luka would win hands down.




  Chandler continued, ‘We have the statement of a man who claims to have been attacked and held captive out on Gardner’s Hill by a man he’s named as Heath. Heath, according to the description, is thirty, five foot six or seven, of stocky build, with brown hair and a beard. Tanned too. As in a working-outdoors tan. We’re to consider him dangerous, possibly armed.’




  ‘And he’s wanted for? Assault? Kidnapping?’ asked Luka.




  ‘Attempted murder.’ Chandler looked around his team. ‘And we have reason to suspect he may have killed before.’




  ‘Yes!’




  Chandler turned to the source of the cry. Embarrassed by the outward show of delight, Nick drifted back to his desk and pretended to scribble on some paper. Chandler had known that this detail would spark him. His fascination with serial killers was such that Chandler believed there wasn’t one he couldn’t relay the entire history of.




  Chandler looked at Tanya. She was the only one not listening to him, working on the KLO4.




  ‘How long ’til we can send—’




  ‘Ready,’ she announced.




  Chandler quickly scanned the details. ‘Send it.’




  With a click of a button the KLO4 winged its way to all stations in the Pilbara, Western Australia, Northern Territory and South Australia. The state police would get a copy too. Wilbrook would soon become the focus of much attention.




  Seeking to get ahead of the game, Chandler brought up computer-generated maps to get an idea of the area they needed to cover. On the screen it looked viable for a small team, contour lines and markings scattered sparsely over the map, but the dog-eared paper copies spread across the meeting table confirmed the sheer size and expanse of the region. There might be nothing up there, but there was an awful lot of nothing.




  ‘You’re going to have to call HQ,’ said Tanya.




  Chandler knew that. He also knew what it would entail. HQ meant Port Hedland. And Port Hedland meant Mitch.




  ‘I know.’




  ‘We’ll need at least . . . twenty, don’t you think?’ said Luka, immediately making it obvious that he had never set foot on the Hill.




  ‘Triple that unless we strike lucky,’ said Chandler. He looked to Tanya. ‘See if we can get a chopper or a set of wings up today. Get them to eyeball for anything unusual, maybe narrow the area down.’ He turned to Luka. ‘Luka . . . check up on the name Heath, any criminals with that forename. Or surname. Focus on anyone charged or convicted for murder or assault. Get me all the info you can.’




  Orders given, the officers went. That left Chandler with a task he was dreading. Involving Mitch. A task that would reduce his role from leader to assistant. But if Gabriel was correct, then they had a serious criminal on the loose. He needed support to surround the area, erect roadblocks to contain the suspect, as well as organize a search of the Hill and nearby farms. It was too much for five officers on their own.




  He reached for the phone but was interrupted by a cry from the main office. Nick’s Melbourne drawl swooped through the air like a foreign language.




  ‘Zero-zero-one, Sarge.’




  An inside joke, code for a call from his mum. Chandler was her personal emergency service. Most likely Dad attempting something she didn’t like. Given it was summer he was probably trying to haul the large rubber pool from the garage to the backyard. Another of Chandler’s jobs. In exchange for free babysitting.




  ‘What’s it about, Nick?’ asked Chandler. He could do without the distraction right now. The stifled chuckle might have been imagined but it was enough to irritate him.




  ‘Something to do with Sarah.’




  ‘Right, put her through.’




  Chandler answered halfway through the first ring.




  ‘Chandler?’




  ‘Yes, it’s me, Mum.’ He sighed.




  ‘What’s with your new boy’s accent, I thought I’d phoned the wrong place.’




  ‘You phone twice a day, Mum.’




  ‘No, I don’t.’




  Though her voice was soft, she stated everything with the confidence of a woman who knew her standing in the world and was content with it. Chandler decided to back down. He didn’t need to get into a pointless argument.




  ‘What’s wrong with Sarah?’




  ‘Oh yes, Sarah. I think you need to come chat to her. She’s worried about First Confession tomorrow.’




  ‘What’s she worried about? She just needs to say the words, kneel down, stand up.’




  ‘She’s ten.’




  ‘I know what age she is, Mum.’




  ‘At that age you didn’t like sleeping without the light on.’




  Having heard this before Chandler cut in. ‘Can’t you deal with it? Can’t Dad?’
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