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To Ella and Neve
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Must be just before seven when he finds him. He sees the birds first. Lots of ’em circling and diving and rising again. He’s seen plenty of strange things out here on the mud lately, but he’s never seen this. It’s like they’re waterbirds feeding on fish, only there’s no water left no more, and all the fish are dead now. And anyways, them birds aren’t waterbirds – they’re crows. They’re picking at the body – makin’ a real mess. The man’s guts are out but the weird thing is he still has his eyes. Those eyes. They don’t look like dead eyes at all – or what he thought a dead man’s eyes would look like. It’s like they’re looking into the distance and looking right at him at the same time. He’s seen how fish look when you’ve killed ’em. Fish don’t close their eyes but you know they’re dead once they’re gone. This guy doesn’t look like that. He is dead though. Dead and gone. Just another death on the vast dying lake. But this is different. A turning point. One of those moments. Aaron has the feeling in him; he knows when that happens nothing is ever going to be quite the same again. He’s been here before – when his mother left.
The day is hot already. It has been a long time since there’s been any rain but this morning it seems like the air is a sun-bleached bone and the world has finally just given up trying. Totally still, nothing moving except a heat shimmer already on the horizon and them birds lifting, circling, calling and squawking. And the colours – washed-out greys, faded whites, everything a flat monochrome, everything except the man’s eyes – blue. Bluer than any sky.
The body can’t have been here long. No smell about him. Just the overwhelming stink of the lakebed, drying and cracking and steaming, like something Jurassic that hasn’t seen the sun in thousands of years. Aaron thinks of all the fish, all the birds, even the weird dinosaurs millions of years ago that came to rest on the lakebed to rot away slowly and sink into time. And now here is this fella, lying on the cracked earth with all that evolution underneath him but no water to give him cover. Just the other day, the guy came knocking on the van door, said he wanted to ask a few questions. Said he was a reporter – flashed some sort of ID – as if that was all it took to get someone to talk. Charles Goodman, he said his name was. Wanted to know about Aaron’s father, Tobias. Wanted to know if he’d seen him since he’d disappeared. Tobias Love disappeared two years ago; they said he’d drowned. They found his ute and his boat but they never found a body.
Aaron came out on the lake looking for answers too. Or at least looking for some evidence. Bones maybe, or them old gumboots Tobias used to wear, maybe some small remnants of his father’s corpse – withered, shrunken, eaten away by fish and time. He certainly never expected to find a fresh body.
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When the reporter fella came knocking at the van Aaron told him he hadn’t seen his father since the day he disappeared, hadn’t heard nothin’. Far as Aaron was concerned the old fucker was dead – and good riddance. But he never really believed it.
‘What’s it to you?’ Aaron asked.
The journo said something about how he was writing a story about Feingold Transport – the trucking company Dog used to drive for.
Aaron has never seen a dead human before. Not for real anyways. The sight of it, the body and the birds. He isn’t shocked or sad or scared by it, which sort of surprises him. What it does do is make him angry and a little nervous. He shouts at the cloudless sky, at the birds, at the mud and dust beneath his feet, but there is no answer. The realisation that nothing he can do will change anything makes it worse. It makes him feel so helpless, makes him feel small, insignificant, powerless. The world is spinning in weird ways. The long, slow draining of the water. The ground still mud in parts, cracked and dry in others: the transformation from lake to dust. The death of everything in it sucking the life out of everything around it. And now this.
The reporter lying there dead.
There’s a bag – a leather satchel – next to him. The contents have spilled out. The usual things you’d expect: a wallet, a comb, some pills – Panadol – a few pens. He thinks, seeing the fella was a reporter, there might be a notebook or something but the only thing he sees is a hard drive, one of them flat ones about the size of a small phone. So he takes it.
When he gets back to the van he puts it in the old laptop. He never uses the laptop now, not since he got the new Xbox – doesn’t really need it for much, other than paying bills. It’s an old Apple – one of them all-white ones – must be more than ten years old and takes forever to power up, but he hooks up the drive and, sure enough, there’s a folder on it called Feingold. Inside is a lot of stuff he doesn’t really understand: trucking receipts, accounts, stuff like that. And there’s a document marked People of interest. A list of names – none of them he knows.
And then he finds the folder with the photos, opens it and nearly chokes. He’s in a suit, but Aaron recognises him straight up. It hits him in the chest, feels like he’s run into a wall and had the air punched out of him. The man looks a bit older, but it’s him for sure. Tobias Love, his father. Known to most as ‘Dog’. The sight of him makes Aaron’s stomach turn. Dog staring straight into the camera – that mean mouth, the cord of hard muscle in his neck like he’s leaning forward, fighting a headwind, trying to keep the rage under control. The rage was always a thing. Aaron can’t remember a time when it wasn’t. Dog was always on the cusp, ready to explode. They just never knew when it was coming. He knows that’s why she left. What he’s never understood is why she didn’t take him with her. He’s angry about it, hurt; it left a hole, a deep one.
Aaron was only twelve when his mother walked out. He had so many questions. Did she have a choice? We all have choices… what made her make that one? He used to think maybe she was still out there, that she thought of him sometimes. That one day she might send a postcard or a birthday card – anything. He pictures her in places he can only dream of: Sydney, Adelaide, Byron Bay. Paris, maybe. When he thinks of her the first thing he remembers is her smell – cigarette smoke and Imperial Leather soap.
Every so often, he gets out the few photos he has. Her old albums with pictures from before anyone had mobile phones. Pictures of her when she was young. At the beach, at the footy, eating on picnic rugs, walking along cliffs, out at big music gigs somewhere, always with groups of smiling, happy people. He takes from this that his mother was at one point a happy person.
There was never a picture of her with Dog. Dog hated it if he found Aaron looking at those photos. He would go dark, take it out on him. He always said Aaron looked like her, which was true in a way – and he would never let that go. Dog would hit hard but Aaron wouldn’t give him anything. He wouldn’t give him tears, wouldn’t cry out, nothin’. That made it worse.
Years later, when Dog disappeared as well, Aaron just got on with things as best he could. He got work, cleaned houses for a while, then a few shifts at Kayak World helping tourists with canoes. It wasn’t much. Nothing permanent, and the pay wasn’t too flash, but it was enough. He keeps to himself mostly, pays the rent every month. Lakeside Van Park’s not a bad place – it’s a bit of a dump but it’s his dump – and where else is he gonna go?
So when the lake started really drying up he always had one eye on it, hoping he might find him, to confirm it and finally spit on the old man’s body. But now. Fuck. Here is the news he never wanted to hear. He has no idea why this reporter fella was asking about Dog but there he is in the photos, standing in front of a big rig with the Feingold lion logo.
He’s going through these pictures – there’s a whole lot of people he doesn’t know but every now and then there’s another one with Dog in it. Shots of people standing in a truck lot in front of more Feingold rigs. Another shows a group of people in a motel carpark – one of them older-style ones – one of those places with parking by the front doors of the rooms and plastic chairs on the concrete porch for the smokers. A group of men in suits. And there he is. The photos are dated: all of them taken after he disappeared. So he didn’t drown in the lake. Probably isn’t dead at all.
Fuck. And if Dog is alive, is he going to come back? Should he try and find him?
What for?
Well, because he still has questions. Does he want him to explain? Fuck that. There’s no explanation he could ever give. Aaron never wants to see him again.
But if Dog isn’t dead then he wants him to pay. So he does need to find him. But what’s he going to do if he succeeds? Look him in the eye and say, ‘Hey, Dog. Why did you leave me, you fucker?’ Yeah, he tells himself, I’m gonna get some answers.
And then?
Aaron doesn’t know yet… he thinks he might just kill him.
There’s something else that’s bothering him even more than seeing his old man in those photos – that was a surprise, sure, but then there’s the one that really shook him. Dog has his arm around a girl. She’s smiling for the camera but the smile isn’t real, you can see that, like she’s doing what she’s told to do. Like when people put on that smile for a selfie and they’re only smiling with their mouths. It’s like that. You can tell when that’s genuine. And this girl – Aaron knows that smile. Her hair is a bright red colour and she looks younger than the last time he saw her, but it’s her.
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Martyn Kravets has the laptop on his desk. It’s 9.36. The Zoom meeting is open but he’s still waiting. He takes another sip of coffee from the paper cup. Weak. Lukewarm. Try a different cafe, he thinks. At 9.37 the monitor comes to life. A face too close to the camera fills the screen. A cop face. Sharp, angular, hair shaved and clipped. Must be the sergeant he’s been talking to on the phone. Kravets looks down at his notes, reads the name: Clementine Basko. Memorable. Never heard of a man named Clementine before. Poor guy must have faced hell at school. The face pulls back to one side, and there’s a younger man sitting in a chair – the kid. Kravets looks at his notes again: Aaron Love, twenty-one years old – he looks younger than that. Light from above falls on him in thin strips, defining his fine features, the smooth, sun-reddened skin, long straight nose, high cheekbones. He’s wearing a cap with a logo advertising Stihl Chainsaws; his hair is long, curls out in unruly angles from under the hat. Not your normal country kid. Androgynous. A look that may be fashionable in the city but would probably be considered courageous out there. Lake Heddon, nine hours west: hot, busted-arse sheep country. No room for ambiguity. Basko leans in again. He’s talking but there’s no sound.
‘The microphone. Your mic’s not on,’ Kravets says.
The sergeant hits a button.
‘Okay. You there?’
‘Yep, all good. Got you now,’ Kravets says. ‘Sergeant Basko?’
‘That’s me. Clem Basko. And here’s your boy.’
Basko moves away, stands behind the kid, his face out of the frame but his body still a presence.
‘Okay. I’m hitting record now,’ Kravets says. ‘The time is now nine thirty-nine am. For the record this is a taped video and audio recorded interview, conducted via Zoom link, in relation to the death of Charles Goodman. In Sydney HQ we have myself, Detective Sergeant Martyn Kravets, and present in the interview room in Lake Heddon police station we have Sergeant Clem Basko and Aaron Love. Correct?’
Basko taps the kid’s shoulder. ‘Say your name for the tape, son.’
The kid blinks. Leans forward. ‘Yep, that’s me. Name’s Aaron Love.’
‘Okay. Aaron. Let’s start from the beginning. How did you find the body?’
The boy looks over his shoulder. Basko is still behind him in the frame. He waves his hand – a forward and back motion, as if to say talk to the camera. Aaron clears his throat with a small cough. Starts talking slowly, eyes down.
‘I saw them crows. They were circling above. But you know I’ve seen that before and never thought much of it. There were so many dead fish out there at one time it was like an all you can eat buffet for them birds.’ He shrugs. ‘But I dunno, this was different. Looked like there were hundreds of ’em. I went over and… and the birds were all over it. Guts everywhere. Couldn’t have been there long. Just by looking you could tell that. The guts were fresh. The birds were tearing at his chest. I remember I tried to shoo ’em away – threw rocks at ’em. They lifted off but they didn’t go far – settled back on the ground watching, waiting for me to leave. They’d made a mess but you could see the fella had been shot. The back of his head had exploded off… not picked at by birds, but sort of shattered. Not something a crow could have done. And you know the first thing I noticed?’
The boy waits for Kravets to respond.
‘No, what?’
‘Well.’ The boy looks up now. ‘The birds hadn’t taken out his eyes. I always thought that’s what they went for first. But this – this guy – he had a smart suit on, brand new boots, like expensive hiking boots or something, not a lot of mud on ’em, that’s for sure.’ A soft chuckle. ‘Anyways, his eyes, they were somethin’ else. Bright blue, like so blue, like a sky with no clouds… and they were open. Wide open.’
The boy pauses. Opens his own eyes wide. ‘It was like he was lookin’ at something in the distance, as if he still had somewhere to go, somethin’ urgent to do.’
Aaron looks down at his hands again. They’re clasped in front of him, resting on the desk. Long slender fingers, chipped nail polish on some of them, silver rings. He’s wearing a faded pink T-shirt with a picture of a young Raquel Welch on it, and a collection of leather and plastic bangles on his left wrist.
‘And what were you doing out there on the lakebed, Aaron? You live near there, right?’
‘Yeah – Lakeside Van Park.’
‘Uh-huh. And why were you out on the lake that day?’
‘I was lookin’ to see if I could make a buck. See if anyone needed a tow or if there were any animals stuck ’n that.’ He looks down, then back at the screen. ‘But you know when the lake started to dry up, I always had it in the back of my mind.’
‘What’s that?’
‘That I might find the body. My dad.’
‘Tobias Love, correct?’
‘Yeah. It’s where he used to fish all the time. I always thought he’d drowned out there. That’s what they said anyways, but I was never sure.’ The boy shifts in his seat. Aaron Love speaks so softly Kravets has to lean in across the desk, closer to the laptop, to hear him. ‘They found his ute and his boat back then but they never found him. No one ever had any other explanation.’
The boy sits forward a little, chin up, no eye contact, fine fingers stroking his neck. Kravets can see there’s sweat forming on the kid’s upper lip. He’s looking off camera, beyond somewhere, a thousand miles away.
‘How old were you then, mate?’
The question brings him back. ‘When Dog disappeared?’
‘Dog?’
‘Yeah, Dog. That’s what his mates used to call him. Unfair on dogs, I reckon.’
Kravets nods. ‘So true. More good dogs in the world than good people, I reckon.’
The boy looks up at the screen. A connection. He unclasps his hands, runs one through the fringe cascading across his forehead, and pushes the hair behind his ear with a long delicate finger.
‘He’s been gone two years now. So I would have been nineteen.’
‘Must have been tough.’
‘I get by.’ He rubs his face with both hands. ‘I have somewhere to live. Better than a lot of people round here. I make do.’
The kid shifts. His chin drops again. In the back of the frame, Sergeant Basko pulls in a chair, sits. The boy looks over his shoulder then lowers his voice again. ‘People have been finding all sorts of shit out there,’ he says. ‘Old sunken boats, trailers, rubbish mostly – fridges, washing machines, wheelchairs, lounges, broken TVs and the like. Bodies too – isn’t that right? What I heard anyway.’
Kravets lifts his brow, nods. ‘Bones mostly,’ he says. ‘A few jaw bones, leg bones and the like. No whole skeletons so far. Lake’s been there a long time, lot of people drowned in there over the years.’
The boy takes it in. Confirmation.
‘It’s all over the internet. Shit’s all over YouTube. People been comin’ in from everywhere. Some of ’em are just rubbernecks but most think they’re treasure hunters. Was a bit of a frenzy for a while there. All sorts… homeless, drifters, families in four-wheel drives with their camping gear and coolers, groups of beer-drinking fucktards with their hi-vis vests and their big utes and metal detectors. That’s why there’s been so many people out there lookin’. Different crowd than what used to come out here. Used to be the smart set come up with their jet skis and flash ski-boats, and the campers partying all night, music thumpin’. Summer used to be like that.’
‘Metal detectors?’
‘Yeah. You know. Everyone’s lookin’ for something. Word is there’s even a few people in there had the concrete boots put on ’em by the mafia way back. Is it true?’
‘Is what true?’
‘That it’s an old mafia thing? They say they used to come up from Griffith an’ stuff their bodies in barrels… dump ’em in the lake?’
Kravets laughs. ‘Yeah, that’s what they say. Maybe Donald Mackay’s in there too?’
‘Who?’
‘Never mind. Before your time. Anyway, Griffith – long way from Lake Heddon. Don’t believe everything you see on the TikToks.’
The boy shakes his head. ‘Some reckon they found boxes full of jewellery – gold an’ shit. I have no idea if that’s true either.’ His shoulders drop, like the air is leaking out of him, his head still shifting slowly from side to side. The words come out slowly, through thin lips. He turns, looks away again, off to the right, maybe to the door. Basko moves his chair forward; he’s taking notes.
‘No sign of any treasure hunters now, then?’ Kravets says.
Aaron laughs softly. ‘Ha. Yeah. Mostly just dead sheep stuck in the mud out there now. But you never know, some of ’em might be back. Hope so. Think they can drive their big cars onto the lakebed – the ground looks hard but, you know, it’s just dry on top. Put one of them big utes on it and underneath it’s a horror show. That mud’ll suck your tyres off. Anyway that’s where I come in. There was good money in it for a while. I set up on the hard edge with Dog’s old HiLux and charge ’em a hundred bucks to winch ’em out.’
‘Hundred? Not bad.’
‘Hundred bucks a car. Cheap for most of them. I mostly help the farmers now by, pullin’ the sheep out. They give me a bit of cash.’
Pause – a beat. The kid holds his hand up, puts it to his mouth, chews on a chipped nail.
‘Your father. What was he like?’ Kravets asks.
‘What do you mean? Like everyone else who lives here. When he was here he was – he was hard.’
Kravets nods. Hard fathers. He gets it. ‘When he was here?’
‘Dog drove the interstate routes. Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne – pick-ups along the way. He’d be gone weeks at a time.’
‘He leave you alone when he worked?’
‘Well, after Mum left there was no choice. I had nowhere else to go. No one else to go to. Anyways, I can look after myself.’
‘So you think that’s what happened? He drowned?’
Aaron shrugs. He puts a hand out, starts picking at the nail he’s just chewed, like he’s cleaning the dirt from underneath. He looks over his shoulder at Basko, still sitting behind with his notebook. Brings his eyes back to the camera. ‘Youse two are the cops. You tell me.’
‘You’ve never heard from him?’
The boy shakes his head.
‘And they’ve never found a body. That worry you?’
He looks up now. Eyes straight. He’s trying to be strong, to be convincing, but there’s a fragility there. Kravets can see it, recognises it. The burden of hard fathers, of having to take on too much too young.
The boy juts his chin forward. ‘Should it?’
Kravets doesn’t answer. Truth is, he doesn’t know. All he knows is two years ago the boy’s father disappeared, no one’s ever found the body, and when a reporter comes looking for Tobias Love, he ends up dead.
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‘Kravets. In here.’ The call comes through the glass-walled office before he’s even made it to his desk. Commander Suzanna Singleton runs the show at OC. AFP lifer transferred to the New South Wales force from the Organised Crime task force in Melbourne. Close-cropped greying hair, thin shoulders barely holding up her jacket, the harsh light bouncing off her shiny, well-moisturised skin.
‘Close the door,’ she says without looking up. Her fine features are focused on a newspaper article. A picture on page one of a community blockade in front of a windfarm. Kravets reads the strapline: Windfarm War.
‘War is hell,’ he says, reaching for the famous quote.
Singleton raises a tightly stretched brow. Delivers the whole quote. ‘ “It is only those who have neither fired a shot nor heard the shrieks and groans of the wounded who cry aloud for blood, for vengeance, for desolation. War is hell.” General Sherman – American Civil War.’
‘Long time ago.’
‘Still relevant. Even out west apparently.’
‘They don’t seem quite as enthusiastic about our renewable energy future out there, do they?’
‘One might say they have yet to be sold on the virtues. Or perhaps they’ve been encouraged not to see them.’ Her voice is flat, even. Singleton has a reputation as tough and uncompromising. She is rumoured to have a temper. If so, Kravets hasn’t seen it yet. She puts the newspaper on the desk and places a hand on it. ‘Daily Herald. Always worth a read. If only for the encouragements offered.’
‘Hard copy – old school. Don’t see that much these days,’ Kravets says.
‘Ha, true. Some of us still prefer the real thing.’ She extends an arm – palm up – and gestures to the seat, pushing a couple of folders across the desk: case files.
Kravets sets his own folder on the desk in front of him. The name Charles Goodman is written across the top in thick black marker. He pushes it across the desk. Singleton opens it, starts shuffling through.
‘You spoke to the boy?’
‘Just now.’
‘And?’
‘He doesn’t know anything. Says he was out on the lakebed, saw some birds circling the area. Says it crossed his mind that now there wasn’t any water and there were reports of people finding bones and all sorts of things in there, he might find some evidence of his father’s body.’
The commander pulls a sheet of paper clear of the file. Reads. ‘Tobias Love missing for nearly two years now. Went fishing on the lake one day, never seen again. Presumed drowned. You remember that one?’
Kravets shakes his head. ‘No, can’t say I do. Always been a city cop myself. Small town nowhere isn’t really my jurisdiction.’
‘Mmm.’ Singleton isn’t really listening. She remains standing, hands on the edge of the desk, leaning across. She slides a pair of reading glasses onto the end of her nose, looks down, takes a photo from the file and turns it face up. A skinny kid standing by the lake, holding a long canoe paddle. ‘Lake Heddon Canoe Hire’ written above it. His name typed underneath. Aaron Love. ‘Initial thoughts?’ She lifts her eyes, looks to Kravets over her glasses. ‘The boy was the first to find the body. You think he might have done it? Motive?’
Kravets slides the photo to his side of the desk. Studies it. ‘Initial thoughts? Doesn’t seem to have it in him.’
‘Often the way.’
Singleton pulls another photo from the file. A youngish-looking man, dark hair, fashionable round glasses. She spins it around and slides it towards Kravets. ‘So what else do we know about our young Clark Kent here, then?’
‘Charles Ryan Goodman. Twenty-nine years old. Worked for the Herald for the past five years. Fairly straight-up-and-down reporter. Economics degree from Sydney University. Wrote finance – markets, energy, that sort of thing – for a while. For the last year or so he’s been the environment reporter.’
‘Mmm.’ The commander slides the newspaper towards him. Points to the windfarm wars story. The picture shows a large crowd of red-faced protesters. Stop the Turbines; Get Stuffed, Greta; Not a Fan; Politics is Power – Tell ’em they’re dreaming. The byline says Charles Goodman. The paper’s a few weeks old.
‘Windfarm war. Really? Bit dramatic, isn’t it?’ Kravets asks.
‘Journalism is conflict, Kravets. The media loves a war. War and politics – one and the same. But we don’t do politics here at OC command.’ A slight crack of a smile as she says it.
‘Everything is politics, ma’am.’
Singleton lifts her chin and looks across the desk, an expression on her face like she’s seeing something new in him. ‘So why was an environment reporter investigating Feingold Transport? And why has he ended up in a dried-up lake with a bullet in the back of his head?’
‘I guess that’s where I come in.’
‘Top of the class, Kravets. That’s why you’ve come so far in this game.’ A thin smile crosses the commander’s face.
Kravets searches her eyes, looking for anything that might suggest derision or sarcasm. He doesn’t see it but, considering what’s happened, he can’t be entirely sure.
‘We got his files from the Herald server,’ he says.
‘Oh? They don’t usually hand files over without—’
‘They didn’t. Henderson got ’em. Back channel.’
Singleton’s lips pull back, no smile. ‘I see.’
He lifts a few pages from the folder, slides them over. ‘Just a sample. There’s plenty more – accounts, notes, photos. None of it means much to me. Henderson’s sent it to his forensics team.’
She scans the documents. ‘Thing is, when I was with the feds in Melbourne, we were on to Feingold’s.’
‘Oh. When was that?’
‘Few years now. Tip-off from Interpol. Ever hear about the Sky app?’
‘The messaging app they cracked a few years ago in Europe?’ he asks. ‘The Balkan drug rings?’
‘Uh-huh. Feingold’s gets a mention – a few mentions, in fact.’ Singleton tips her head forward.
‘For what?’
‘Well, we never got to the bottom of it. Fairly low-level stuff, we thought.’ She shrugs. ‘We were aware there were bikies involved somehow. They were using the Feingold Transport network, running a few drugs, tobacco, prostitutes through their truck stops, but—’
‘Lot lizards?’
‘Say again?’
‘Prostitutes – servicing truck parking lots. It’s a thing. “Lot lizards”, they’re called.’
‘Nice. Haven’t heard that one before.’ Singleton blinks, looking disappointed to have discovered this about the world.
‘Is that it?’ Kravets asks.
‘We could have moved on them. I assumed we would at some stage, but—’ She looks around the room, settles her gaze on the glass door. She stands, walks over, checks the doors are firmly closed and turns back to Kravets, her arms folded in front of her. ‘Priorities. Bigger fish. Resources aren’t infinite, they said.’
‘They?’
‘The bosses, Kravets. Sit on it, they said. Anyway, now this reporter’s shown up dead and the big office has changed its mind.’ Singleton walks back to the desk. Doesn’t sit down. She reaches for the newspaper and turns it over. ‘Drying lake reveals secrets.’ She looks up. Thick lips, small mouth, like a fish – the smile is back. ‘The story Goodman didn’t write.’
Kravets meets her eyes. ‘The boy told the local sergeant he had no idea Goodman was looking for Tobias as well and certainly no idea why.’
‘But we do know Tobias Love was a long-haul driver for Feingold.’
‘Yes.’
‘And Goodman was investigating Feingold and now he’s dead. And’ – she looks up at him again over her glasses – ‘Kravets. It’s your job to find out who killed him. They want you back in the field.’
‘Really? I thought I was on desk duties. Serving time.’
‘Yes, but this is a clear-cut homicide with some possibly serious organised criminal involvement and, given you are Homicide on – what shall we say? – on secondment to us here at OC, they figure you would be the ideal person for this one special operation.’
‘They? Who are they?’
‘Special request from Commissioner De Mouer himself. Maybe he wants to give you a chance – redemption – after Carlo. Keep you busy while the inquiry is doing its work. And hey – that’s probably not such a bad idea. Way things have been going for you lately, you should take it.’
‘So they want leverage? They’ve put me on the job because I have a debt?’
‘No. My read is they’ve put you on the job because someone up there’ – Singleton rolls her eyes towards the upper floors – ‘wants to give you the best chance of getting through the shit you’re in. Playing to your strengths might be the best way to do that.’ She leans back in the chair, fixes her eyes on his. ‘Do I need to be any clearer here?’
‘Do I have a choice?’
‘Wouldn’t have thought so, no. Also I’m putting Weldon on it with you.’
‘Ma’am? Really?’
‘Problem with that?’
‘She’s – a bit.’
‘A bit what?’
‘Green. Young. Just starting out. Can’t we put Nestrovsky on it?’
‘He’s on the Wiregrass money-laundering job. Anyway, Weldon’s smart. University smart. Good Melbourne family – parents are important people. She even speaks Russian and Arabic, apparently.’
‘Might be a bit of a difference between reading Anna Karenina at Melbourne Uni and busting open an organised crime racket – not to mention the small thing of a murder. Just saying.’
Singleton looks across the desk. A flash in her eyes. The spark of that famous temper, maybe. Kravets backs off.
‘She’s a cop, like you. Could be good for you. Young mentee. Fresh start. She could learn a lot from someone like you.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Meaning, I hear she wants to learn and is even – dare I say it – not yet overly cynical or burdened by her experience.’
Kravets knows what she’s saying. You stay in the force long enough, the scars build up. He has a few big ones. Everyone knows now about the latest and biggest of them. A full-on integrity inquiry currently underway – all the way to the Conduct Commission.
Kravets and Carlo De Luca busted into the house in Claymore. Everything is clear about that morning except the way it all ended. A razor sharp sky, early, just past dawn, cold, even a frost crunching underfoot as they approached. They thought they had it planned, but plans have a habit of going wrong. Seems someone knew they were coming. Then, bang. The whole thing went to shit. Live firing from everywhere. De Luca ran to the left; he went to the right. When the smoke cleared two goons were dead and so was Carlo. Kravets found the kids shivering in a cage behind a fake wall at the back of the house. Sixteen of them. All the way from Laos. Lured out of their dirt-poor village on a promise, only to end up driven around the Sydney suburbs turning tricks for sad, fat tradies and lonely porn surfers who wanted the real thing but only if it was cheap. They were mostly teenage girls – a few boys too. Shit and vomit everywhere. The place stank. Turned out the bullet that killed Carlo came from Kravets’s gun. That was it. Conduct Commission stepped in – full inquiry.
When things went belly up, shit started flying everywhere. Kravets had no idea where Carlo was but he had to protect himself. It was chaos in that house that day, life or death, and right then, at that moment, Kravets knew he was going to die if he didn’t shoot.
Accidents happen, but there’ll be some who will never forget or forgive. They could have stood him down; instead they took him out of Homicide, put him behind a desk at OC. Do the filing, stay out of the way while the inquiry is underway. Now they’re putting him back in the field? He’s struggling to understand it. Other than him being useful because of his situation. Those higher up have something on him they can use? That must be it. Leverage.
De Luca had a lot of friends. And Kravets will have to carry Carlo’s death with him forever. Another one to add to the pile. Truth be told, he was more than happy to be sent to do the filing. He had always had trouble seeing nuance: life was black and white, and after Carlo’s death he saw even less of the shades of light. It wasn’t healthy. He knew that. He needed a break. Kravets and Carlo had been partners for more than five years. You see a lot in that time; you share a lot. The good and the bad. It either works or it doesn’t. If it works you get close. Closer to your partner than to just about anyone else. They understand the pressures, the rotating shifts, the unpredictable hours; they share the gallows humour, and more often than you’d like your life depends on the trust built from those layers of shared experience. Is your partner prepared to put their life on the line for you? Are you prepared to do the same? You need the relationship to be at the point where you don’t even need to ask those questions. Carlo used to say it was like the ultimate contact sport: ‘If you don’t watch my back there’s no one else I can count on.’
You see plenty of deaths in this business – some hit harder than others. This one was bigger, heavier. Seeing your partner go down – that’s heavy. Finding out it was your bullet – that’s a lifelong lead weight.






  5  
She came to Lake Heddon for a week and ended up staying with him at Lakeside Van Park for the whole summer. Her hair was bright pink when she first arrived but it faded after a month or so to an almost white blonde. She had intense light blue eyes, a slightly crooked smile and a scorpion tattoo that wrapped around her shoulder. The other thing you noticed straight away was the line of soft white downy hair that spread across her upper lip. The same downy white hair stood out against the summer tan on her forearms and, as he later discovered, in a fine ridge on the whiter than white skin below her belly button. Her name was Shona… That summer he was working down at Kayak World. She looked at his name tag – read it out loud:
AARON LOVE
‘Wow, what a name. Nice. Has a sort of tragic air to it – like there’s a lot to live up to, you know?’
She wasn’t the first to say something about his name but no one had ever said anything like that. And the way she said it. The spark in those intense eyes.
‘What’s your name, then?’ he asked her.
‘Shona. Shona Telkova.’
‘And what sort of air does that have about it?’
‘Not enough.’ She laughed. A big smile, but still a bit of a wary look. She said the name – the Telkova part of it – was Polish but that was from a long time ago, grandparents or great-grandparents. Aaron thought it was exotic. He’d never met anyone who even knew where Poland was and geography wasn’t his strong suit – Wagga was the furthest he’d ever been from Lake Heddon and he’d only been there once – but he did check and discovered that Poland was pretty close to Russia and very close to Ukraine – like, right on the border. And this was when the internet was full of stuff about the war.
Shona said she wanted to learn to fish – he said he could do that. Not much about fishing he didn’t know. But even back then it was starting to change. The water was draining out of the lake and no one seemed to know why. It was dry, sure, hadn’t been any rain for months, but it had been dry plenty of years before too. This time was different. The old people said they’d never seen anything like this. They said maybe the farmers were taking too much, the irrigators upstream were getting too greedy. Some blamed the gold mine. Others blamed it on all the new windfarms, reckoned they were somehow drying out the ground, or sucking up the ground water or something. But back then, there were still some fish about. Aaron took her down to the weir at the southern end. There was enough water down there. He taught her to catch redfin and perch, and they even got a couple of Murray cod.
He wanted to learn about certain things, too, and she seemed keen to teach him. To know how it felt to hold someone in that way. Wow, that was new. He was a little unsure at first, and maybe a bit confused. Yes, definitely that. But it was like they were meant to fit together. Every curve of hers filled a corresponding crevice in him. They were like the last pieces of a big puzzle, tight and complete. Shona was confident, gentle. She knew a lot – or seemed to. She didn’t judge him. Not like that anyway.
After a few weeks she moved in to the trailer. She had a laptop computer and she liked games. They played Diablo III and League of Legends, but then they got stuck on WOW – World of Warcraft. They teamed up – spent hours in there with the dragons and elves, the orcs and the zombies. Fair to say Shona taught Aaron a lot that year. She taught him to laugh again, how to play poker, how to drink tequila with the lemon and salt, how to dance close and how to give her what she liked – how to be soft and how to dial it up when it mattered. He’d never experienced anything like that before.
He taught Shona how to catch fish.
Seemed like an unfair deal, but she looked happy, and he was happy for the first time in years.
Shona got a job at the pub in town and they settled into a routine. In the morning they’d go fishing and every night Aaron would meet her at the pub at the end of her shift and drive her back to the van at Lakeside. The perfect summer. Every day pretty much the same as the one before.
Except the one that wasn’t.
He turned up one night and there were half-a-dozen big men pulling up on Harleys outside. Not unusual – bikers were always coming through in summer, sometimes just wannabe bikers: middle-aged corporate types with weekend passes from their families who swapped their chinos and polo shirts for expensive leather jackets and boots as shiny and clean as their complexions. And then there were the others – patched and mean. Motherfuckers, with mullets and beards, bad teeth and boots made for kicking. This group was definitely the mean motherfuckers. The patch said Patriots, which was a new one for Aaron. He waited in the HiLux, watching them dismount. One made a phone call then a couple of them peeled away and went through the front door. He saw Shona come around the side of the pub – must have come out the back way. She got to the corner and waved, like really waved at him – urgent – a come-here wave. So he drove to the corner, pulled into the driveway. When she got in she had that shadow, the dark in her eyes, but her face was white – like it was drained of blood.
‘Let’s get the fuck out of here,’ she said.
So he pulled the HiLux back onto the road. Lakeside Van Park was to the north but he pointed the ute south, saw Shona taking shifty sideways looks out the wing mirror as they drove off. He let the pub fade in the rear-view then doubled back to the highway on a different route. It took a few minutes for her to shake it off, for her shoulders to drop, the dark to shift. Something was up. But she shook her head and just said, ‘Nothing. Don’t worry. Just a bad day, that’s all – that fucker Nelson – the manager. You wouldn’t understand.’
‘Nothin’ to do with those bikers, then?’
‘What? No.’ But he saw she took another quick shifty at the mirror, then looked straight ahead. Nothing.
It took a minute or two before she smiled again, the brightness back in her eyes. She put a hand out, rested it on his thigh, left it there. ‘I don’t want to talk about it, okay?’
She was a bad liar, but he let it go. He didn’t want to pry and he didn’t really care. They all had secrets and this girl with the pink hair, sharp mind and scorpion tattoo had turned his life upside down. She was the best thing that had ever happened to him and there was no doubt it had been the best summer of his life. But, like all summers, it had to end. Shona went back to Cargyle, said her mum had been diagnosed with some sort of cancer. ‘She needs me more than you do.’ He couldn’t argue with that. Cargyle is more than a hundred kays away. A big town – well, big for out here. Has a big river running through it. Aaron’s never been there. He remembers Shona told him once she lived in a van park over there called El Rio – Spanish for ‘the river’ apparently. Not that different to Lakeside Van Park, she’d said, but the only water views were of the rusted-out water tanks next to the highway. She’d laughed when she said it, but it was a hollow laugh. Aaron knew that laugh. In a laugh like that you can hear the screaming domestics and crying babies leaking from the caravans into the hot night air, the roar of the big rigs rolling by on the other side of the fence.
That was a year ago now. Shona didn’t do the socials: no Instagram, Facebook, TikTok. She said she hated those things, people big-noting themselves, and all of it there forever to come back and bite you one day. The only digital messaging she did was through the games. They kept in touch for a while, played Warcraft every now and then. They were both Alliance and in the same guild, but, like the lake, she slowly ebbed away. He still thinks of her every day, so when he saw her in that photo with Dog – woah. What the fuck.

He turns the HiLux onto the highway – points it north-east. He has no plan but he does have a hard drive burning a hole in his pocket. Must be a year now since they’ve spoken. He thinks back – how she seemed to want to know so much, asking about his family, his parents, about Dog specifically. She said she’d heard about Tobias disappearing, it was on the news, she wanted to know if anyone had ever found any trace of him. He caught her once going through an old box of Dog’s papers – she said she was looking for the manual for the refrigerator because the thing was freezing up and she couldn’t find a way to turn it down. Aaron hadn’t noticed, but then he never did look too closely at what happened in the fridge.
Yesterday he logged on to World of Warcraft and tried to find her again but she still wasn’t there. He left her messages but they went unanswered, like all the other times, so he had to shift his focus to the real world.
Cargyle’s El Rio van park doesn’t register on Google Maps but he finds it among the other mobile parks wedged between the smash repair shops and fast food chains out near the airport. Some of them don’t look too bad – they call themselves holiday parks. Nothing about El Rio says holiday. There’s a metal fence at the front. A sign on it says El Rio Waters Tourist and Holiday Park. He drives through the gate, parks the HiLux next to a line of big industrial bins overflowing with garbage bags, broken furniture and old carpets. There are a few rusting car bodies without wheels, a big truck with a smashed windshield. He walks along a dusty drive pockmarked with potholes; the caravans are lined up on either side. They have numbers, some have fences and gates in front of small dead gardens, suggesting appearances may have once been important. Most of the vans are empty, windows covered in particle board, warning notices pinned to the doors.
There’s a prefab with a sign above the door that says Construction Office. Aaron knocks. No answer, so he pushes it open. The air is hot and smells vaguely meaty. There’s a woman sitting side-on at a small desk below the only window. The chair has been pushed back so she can rest her head against the wall. She has shorts on, veins in her legs popping like so many blue worms. She has buds in her ears, looks like she’s asleep. He knocks again, says, ‘’Scuse me?’ The woman doesn’t move so he walks over and gently pokes a finger into her soft shoulder. She wakes with a start.
‘Shit,’ she says. ‘The fuck?’ She takes the buds out of her ears. Runs her hands over her face and smooths the front of her shirt. One of those coloured shirts all the farmers wear. Hers is a dirty lime green colour. ‘You right? Can I help you?’
‘Um. Maybe.’ Aaron doesn’t know where to stand. The room is small and he feels uncomfortable, like he’s too close or something. ‘Lookin’ for someone,’ he says.
‘Aren’t we all, love. Aren’t we all.’
He feels like he’s stuck to the floor. He looks at the desk, a pile of papers, the stained blind on the window, one of those sticky flypapers hanging down next to it covered in dead insects.
‘Go on, then,’ the woman says. ‘Spit it out.’
‘Shona,’ he says.
‘Who?’ The woman waves an arm in the air, shakes her head. ‘No point askin’ me, really. Most of ’em have left and I’m just here with the company. We’re clearing all these vans out.’
‘Right,’ Aaron says, unsure of where to take the conversation now.
‘Anyway, people are still moving stuff. I see someone called Shona, who should I say is calling?’
‘Um, Aaron. Aaron Love.’
The woman pushes a pen and a notebook across the desk.
‘Write your name and number down, hon. But listen, why don’t you try asking over at number six. One of the last left. They’ve been here for years, know everyone.’

Number six has a lean-to attached to the caravan with a window and a flyscreen door at the front. There’s a letterbox with the number on it and a path leading through a weedy attempt at a lawn. Aaron sees movement inside as he approaches. A young man with a toddler on his hip opens the flyscreen. His lank blond hair is tied up in a small bun on the top of his head, there’s heavy ink on his arms and some words in that old-style tattoo writing scroll around his neck. Aaron can’t read what it says without looking closely. He guesses the two of them would be about the same age – the tatts make this guy look older. He’s wearing a dirty singlet and shorts.
Aaron steps up off the path to the door. ‘Hey.’
The toddler lifts her head from the guy’s shoulder, looks over to Aaron and starts to cry. The young man rubs the child’s back, reassuring. ‘Shh… Hope – it’s okay, baby. It’s okay.’ He turns to Aaron. ‘You lookin’ for someone? Probably won’t find ’em if you are. Not many left here now. We all got the eviction notice last month.’
‘Oh yeah? How long you got?’
‘Tomorrow. They’ll be coming tomorrow.’
‘What happened?’ he asks.
The guy shrugs, tilts his head towards an amenities block at the end of the drive. ‘They put a notice up outside the laundromat, thirty-day no-cause notice to quit. They say the place is going to become one of them new energy hubs, big batteries an’ stuff for all the new windfarms.’
‘Right. What about places to live? What are you gonna do?’
Aaron watches as his eyes set hard, and his shoulders push back.
‘No idea,’ he says. ‘We’ll find somewhere.’
On cue from somewhere inside: ‘What is it, Danny?’
Danny turns. ‘It’s okay, Nanna, nothin’ to worry about.’ He shifts the baby from one hip to the other, leans against the doorframe. ‘Don’t suppose you have any smokes?’
Aaron pats his pockets, pulls out a pouch of tobacco. There are a few in the pack he pre-rolled. He finds one and hands it over, pulls out his Zippo, leans in and lights it for him. Danny takes in a big lungful and blows it away from the baby. He doesn’t seem to be in any hurry.
‘Did you say you were looking for someone?’
‘Um, yeah. Girl named Shona. You know her? Bit shorter than me, blonde – well, almost white hair really, but sometimes all the colours, know what I mean? About our age.’
The young man looks blank. Shakes his head.
Aaron takes his phone out and finds a photo from last summer, Shona standing next to the boat ramp, smiling, kayaks lined up behind her. He squeezes the photo larger – blows up her face, turns the phone over so the guy can get a good look.
‘Oh,’ says Danny. ‘Uh, yeah. Shona. She left a while ago, with her mum. Said they were goin’ to find somewhere better.’
‘Oh yeah?’
He nods, turns to baby Hope still sniffling into his shoulder. ‘Shh, honey. It’s okay.’
‘You know where?’
‘Think she said they were gonna try the Blue Angel. It’s a motel but they’ve got vans too. You can’t miss it – there’s a big angel on the roof.’
‘Blue, I’m guessin’,’ Aaron says.
‘Ha, yeah, she’s got a blue dress.’ Danny points towards the highway. ‘Turn left out there and keep goin’ past the new Bunnings.’
‘Thanks.’ Aaron looks from the young man to the baby and beyond into the dark trailer. ‘Good luck with everything, I s’pose.’
‘Ha, we’ll be okay. Thanks for the smoke. And tell Shona Danny says hi – that is, if you find her.’
Danny blows another lungful of smoke off to one side and flicks the butt into the dust below the step.

In the car Aaron pulls up Google Maps, types in the words blue angel. The Blue Angel Motel and Holiday Caravan Park is 3 kilometres further up the highway. He turns left like Danny said and starts heading west. Four in the afternoon. The sun is a vicious ball in front of him in a cloudless sky. Harsh, blinding light hitting the windscreen. Two lanes, no traffic. He drives past the usual array of car yards, tool hire shops and drive-through fast food joints interspersed with dusty vacant blocks waiting for the next one to be built. On the right a cemetery, row after row of gravestones behind a heavy-duty security fence, then a big barn of a building with a cross on the roof – one of those new happy-clapper churches. A sign by the carpark asks him if he’s Shackled by Lust? It says Jesus saves for free and After you die you’ll meet God. Good, he thinks, I might have a few things to say to the old fella.
Aaron passes the Bunnings warehouse on the left. He sees the blue angel beyond the freshly laid carpark. The statue is on the roof of a long flat building. The angel has wings and a full-length dress – bright blue, the colour of the afternoon sky – with a sad smile on her face, head tilted forward, like she knows the magic is long gone and the wand she’s waving won’t change anything now. She’s looking out to the other side of the highway at the Caltex petrol station and the Hungry Jack’s drive-through. Out the front, a sign in the same bright sky blue in a rusted metal frame announces the Blue Angel Motel and Holiday Caravan Park – onsite vans available.
He pulls off into the driveway and parks under the awning. A door to the left says Reception. In front of him is a large square courtyard carpark. The rooms are laid out around it. Blue walls, red doors behind a concrete porch. Each room has a metal chair outside it and an old-style air-con box that takes up the bottom half of the window. A parking space in front of each one with the number painted on the asphalt. In the middle of the square is a fenced-off swimming pool. It’s filled in with gravel. A few dying cactuses lean into the fence. There are some dead trees and a red flowering oleander bush. It’s been a long time since the angels visited this place, Aaron thinks. He steps out of the car into a wall of heat. There’s a sign on a bent metal pole with a picture of a camera: No Trespassing – 24 hour surveillance. A rusty metal sign on the reception door: Permanent van sites. Motel overnight and weekly rates. Kitchenettes. Free wi-fi. A sheet of paper taped underneath it says Back in 15. The paper is curled at the edges and looks like it’s been there a while. He knocks on the door, no answer, walks further along the concrete apron. There’s no one around and the carpark is empty except for an old two-door Holden ute from some time in the 1980s parked in bay number twelve. Gotta start somewhere, he thinks. Outside room twelve there’s a large metal tray lined with empty beer bottles and a mountain of cigarette butts. Next to it is a plastic animal-travel crate big enough for a medium-sized dog. His knock on the door is answered with a frenzy of barking.
‘Chester, shut it.’
The door cracks open. A growling snout appears down low, teeth bared. The door opens wider, revealing a big man – hundred and fifty kilos easy – wearing matted trackpants and a faded Grateful Dead T-shirt, with bleeding tattoos along his thick arms. One of them is holding the dog back by the collar.
‘The fuck do you want?’ the man asks through a mouth full of holes.
Soft music drifts out – piano and trumpet. Nothing Aaron recognises – he assumes it must be jazz. Something else in the air – stewed meat, herbs and baking bread. He hasn’t smelled food that good for a long time. His stomach twists; he realises how hungry he is.
‘I’m lookin’ for someone. Hoping you might be able to help.’ He pulls out his phone with the photo of Shona on it, holds it up.
The man moves his head forward, squints at the picture. The dog is only offering a small low growl now. He says, ‘Hold on a moment,’ and closes the door.
Aaron can hear him walking off, telling the dog to settle. The door cracks open again and the man shuffles out onto the porch, helped by an aluminium crutch under one arm. A pair of cheap plastic reading glasses sits crooked on his nose.
‘Show me one more time,’ he says.
Aaron holds up the phone again.
The man leans forward, squints again, nods. ‘Who’s askin’?’
Aaron shuffles from one foot to the other. He’s not sure what to say. ‘A friend.’
‘Uh-huh.’ The man runs his eyes up and down the unwelcome interruption to his day, then back at the phone. ‘What’s the friend’s name?’
Aaron weighs it up, decides he has nothing much to lose. ‘Aaron. Aaron Love.’
The man nods, takes a mental note, puts out a pudgy hand. ‘Harvey. Harvey Kettle.’ His hand is soft and damp. ‘Number ten. The chick and her mum. They’re in number ten. Won’t be there now but.’
‘You know where I can find them?’
‘Up at the Soldiers, I s’pose.’
Aaron has no idea what he’s talking about. ‘Soldiers?’
‘Returned Services club in town.’ Harvey swipes the air in front of his eyes like he’s swatting a fly. The brown skin on his face has turned a dark red, sweat trickles down his cheeks. ‘They both work there. The mum cleans, does the cooking, the girl works the bar… with a rack like that’ – he wipes his forehead with a dirty handkerchief – ‘good tits, good tips.’ He smiles – a cluster of black holes. The teeth he still has are brown and broken.
‘They been here long?’ Aaron asks.
‘Long enough to know it’s only gonna get worse.’
Harvey chuckles to himself, removes his glasses with stubby fat fingers and turns his gaze to the road. He looks beyond it, runs the handkerchief over his brow. Squeezing his plump lips, he lets out a stream of spit onto the ground.
‘You the only people staying here?’ Aaron asks, looking around the empty carpark.
‘Yeah, for now. Some come and go. There’s a few in the vans out the back. Used to be a good place, this. Not takin’ any more bookings now, far as I know. Hasn’t been the same since they started all them developments out here.’ Harvey looks up to the statue on the roof. ‘Angel was the highest point round here back in the day, everyone could see her, and when the storms come in she would always turn to face them head on. She was our protector. Now?’ He leans forward, pushing harder into the crutch wedged under his arm. ‘She ain’t pointin’ the way no more. Change is comin’, I tell ya.’
Aaron didn’t know what to say. Change was always coming. Nothing anyone could do about it – whether they had the angels on their side or not.
‘Won’t be long they’ll be pushin’ this place over too,’ Harvey says. ‘Then where’ll we all go? Not many places like this left.’
He’s on a roll, as if he has a lot to say now he’s finally found someone to listen. Aaron’s heard enough: he desperately wants to move on. Shona is likely just down the road, but the old fella isn’t about to let him walk off. Big Harvey is clearly just warming up.
‘Lots of people end up on the skids, kid. All sorts of reasons. You should see who we get comin’ round here. Not all of ’em are ice addicts and no hopers either. We have people comin’ in all the time trying to find somewhere. Lots of families, mostly sheilas on their own with a car full of kids. Amazing, hey? What a great country we have.’ He shrugs his heavy shoulders, sends another stream of saliva to the ground between his feet. ‘Housing crisis, they call it. I wouldn’t know, never had a house myself.’

The Returned Services club sits at the low end of town, a brown brick of a building. Characterless. The defining feature being its overwhelming brownness and the semi-industrial looking heat pumps and zinc-coloured, heavy-duty kitchen exhaust pipes protruding from one of the side walls. The whole thing looks like some weird germ research facility. There are no windows apart from the two sliding glass doors at the front entrance. Aaron steps through them into the chill. The temperature change takes his breath away; the cold runs up his arms. To the left is a door leading into the VIP Room. He can see an elderly woman sitting in front of a poker machine on a push walker. She’s rigged up to an oxygen tank and staring into the coloured lights on the screen, mindlessly pushing the button. There’s an air of resignation in her shoulders; it’s been a long, long time between jackpots for that VIP, Aaron guesses. Off to the right a big group of workers wearing hi-vis vests stands around a cluster of high tables. A row of TV screens above them shows horse and dog races. All races except for one screen tuned to Sky News – a man in an expensive suit and an angry face says, ‘Nobody wants to say it like that because it sounds like an attack on immigrants. And that’s how they get you to shut up. They say: “Shut up, racist”.’
At the far end of the room a few old blokes with leather faces are nursing their beers. Aaron knows the type. Seen plenty of ’em. Men who’ve drunk themselves out of a marriage years ago and glued themselves to the bar.
Shona is on a stepladder, cleaning bottles on a high shelf. She’s stretching up, concentrating on the task at hand. She’s wearing a black shirt and tight-fitting black jeans. Her hair is still that luminescent white but it’s longer and tied back off her face. She takes his breath away. After thinking about her every day since she left, he’s not sure how to proceed now. He approaches the bar from the side, nervous about turning up like this, afraid she’ll think he’s stalking her or something, which, when he thinks about it, is exactly what he’s doing, but he doesn’t want it to seem that way, he doesn’t want it to seem creepy. For some reason he remembers the time she taught him how to play poker – Texas hold ’em. It’s about the best chance anyone has of winning in a casino, Shona told him. As if he’d ever set foot in a casino. He had no idea how she actually knew all she did about poker but she was very knowledgeable on the subject. ‘The house still has the advantage – point zero five per cent.’
‘So why does anyone play?’ he’d asked her. He remembered the smile, the little crease between her brows, like she couldn’t believe she had to spell out something so simple.
‘Because percentages lie,’ she’d said. ‘Percentages favour the predictable, the regular, the long game. A player can beat them because a player can be random. Not everything happens because a rule says it will.’ A metaphor. A life lesson if ever there was one. She was way too smart for him.
One of the hi-vis workers walks over to the bar and puts his glass down noisily, looking for attention. That’s when she turns. There’s barely a flicker in her eyes, just a little crease at the corners – the drinkers wouldn’t have noticed. She gives him a slight shake of the head then looks back to the customer, climbs down off the ladder, takes his order and starts pouring beer from the tap into a fresh glass.

He sits in the HiLux smoking, playing Clash of Clans on his phone and listening to a Spotify metal spiral – Brat, Motörhead, Municipal Waste, chunky guitar riffs, tight rhythms, pushing the limits. It’s just gone ten o’clock but he’s tired and trying to stay awake. The Blue Angel carpark is empty. He’s parked at the far corner of the square, rear to the kerb, so he can have a clear view. The traffic on the highway is thin, an occasional big truck rumbling past. Every so often a lift in the breeze pushes a plastic shopping bag into the air. He watches as the bag does little spirals, cruises the currents of small whirlwinds. Nothing else moves. No one comes or goes. There are no lights on in any of the rooms. Even Harvey’s room is dark.
He’s starting to wonder what to do if she doesn’t show. He’s hungry, and thinks of giving up, thinks of his bed, the quiet van, bacon sandwiches… Then a dirty Camry turns in, comes to rest outside number ten. Aaron turns the music off, watches Shona get out, walk around to the passenger door and open it. She helps an older woman climb out of the seat. The woman stands up, holding on to the door frame, then shuffles forward and up the steps to the door.
He feels glued to his seat. It’s been so long and he’s come so far now, physically and mentally, that there’s no turning back, but he can’t quite get himself to move forward. He feels for the hard drive in his pocket, knows there is so much unknown held within it, so many questions that need answers. He’s about to reach for the doorhandle and step out when he sees Shona emerge from the room and head his way. She walks slowly, looking left and right, checking. For what? She stops just a metre short of the driver’s side door, folds her arms in front of her.
‘Aaron? What are you doing here?’
He doesn’t know what to say. He lowers the window, feels the hot night on his cheek, leans forward, can’t look at her. He stares out the windscreen into the distance.
‘Uh,’ he stammers. ‘I need to show you something.’
Shona steps forward, reaches in through the window and touches his face with her fingers, runs them lightly through his hair. ‘What are you doing here, babe? It’s—’ She looks around again. Is she worried about someone? ‘It’s late.’
‘I… I know. But, um, I have some photos and, well, it’s complicated.’
‘Isn’t it always.’ She takes another step. She’s leaning on the car door now, her shoulders and both arms through the window. She takes his head in both hands and kisses him. With her lips against his, he’s overwhelmed by her, by her smell, her softness. He feels tears welling up inside him – pushes them down. He goes to speak. ‘I—’
‘Shh.’ Shona puts a finger on his lips. ‘Move over.’
She opens the door and climbs into the cabin. Aaron shuffles over onto the passenger seat, but Shona keeps coming. Her hands reach to his jeans. She unbuckles his belt, moves her fingers down. He tries to speak again but she puts her lips on his neck, whispers in his ear. ‘Quietly, baby.’ She unbuttons her shirt, puts one of his hands on her breast, then she’s on top of him, sliding him inside her, moving forwards and back. Aaron puts his arms around her now, holds her tight; he feels so alert and alive. He’s overwhelmed, totally under her spell, succumbing to the rhythm, the pleasure. He remembers now how it was often like this. Shona the leader – him the follower. Happily so. They come together, a soft intensity to it. Shona holds him and kisses his closed eyes. She climbs off him, settles into the driver’s seat. Aaron pulls a rolled cigarette from his shirt pocket, lights it and passes it over. He watches as she takes the smoke into her lungs, holding her head back before expelling the breath. It’s like they’ve just picked up where they left off. Like the last year of absence hasn’t happened. But it has. So much has happened.
‘I have something to show you,’ he says.
Shona still has her head tilted back, her eyes closed.
‘Uh-huh. Seein’ it’s nearly midnight and we’re sitting in a motel carpark, I’m guessing it’s important.’
‘Maybe—’
‘Well – okay, spit it out, babe.’
He fishes out his phone, goes to the photos – finds the one of Dog and Shona in front of the eighteen-wheeler. Hands it over. Aaron watches her take it in – the flinch, the bite of the bottom lip – then she looks away, out the window into the dark.
When she speaks it’s soft, barely a whisper. ‘Where did this come from?’
‘Long story.’
She’s waiting. He goes on.
‘I found a body in the lake last week. You hear of that?’
Shona shakes her head, eyes fixed out the window. ‘No.’
‘Dead. On the mud. Crows pickin’ at him. A journalist. Same one that came knocking on my van asking me questions about Dog.’ He pulls the hard drive out of his pocket. ‘I found this. That photo of you and – and him. It was on here. Hundreds more photos in it too, and documents I don’t understand.’
‘It’s not.’
‘Not what?’
‘Leave it, Aaron.’
‘What?’
Shona won’t look at him. The colour drains from her face, the top lip disappears, she looks like she’s about to cry. ‘It’s not me.’
Aaron looks at the phone again. Puts his fingers to the screen, pushes the image close. Focuses in on the girl. He’s a bit confused, surprised by the severity of her reaction and unsure of where to go with it now. He looks back down at the photo.
‘Sure as hell looks like you,’ he says, softly. He turns the phone, goes to hand it over to her but she flinches, shrinks back a little into the seat, won’t take it.
‘I know it does. But it’s not me.’
She shakes her head, looks out into the darkness. Thinking. A few beats then she turns back, and the shock is replaced with something else now – resolve? Determination? Whatever it is Aaron is reminded of why he fell so hard. That inner strength she has. The ability to embrace adversity, think her way through it, to turn and face it. Courage. He’s never met anyone like her.
‘Have you shown this to anyone else?’ she asks.
‘No. I – I wasn’t sure what to do with it. Seemed – I dunno – wanted to talk to you first.’
She points to the hard drive. ‘Did you tell the cops about that? Do they know you have it?’
‘No.’
Shona puts hands on his cheeks, her damp eyes holding his. She kisses him softly. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘That’s my sister.’
‘Your what?’
She cracks open the door. ‘You’d better come inside.’
Inside: faint smells of deodorant, laundry detergent, fried chicken. Shona turns on a small desk lamp near the door. The room is bigger than he expected – pale lilac-coloured walls, a table, four plastic chairs, a couch with cigarette burns on the arms, a small kitchenette, two single beds. The woman Shona ushered inside less than an hour ago is in one of them. Her eyes are closed. She looks younger like that – lying down, not stooped over.
‘Mum?’ Shona says.
The woman lets out a small sigh, turns her head away, pulls the sheet up under her chin. Aaron looks back to Shona.
She answers the unasked question. ‘She can sleep through anything now – she’s had her meds. It’s bone cancer, they say. But that’s not the thing making her sick. Really she has a broken heart.’
Aaron shakes his head. He doesn’t like the sound of bone cancer but he understands a broken heart. Shona doesn’t explain further. She pulls out one of the plastic chairs and sits at the table, a laptop in front of her. He pulls a chair in next to her. She connects the hard drive to a cable, plugs it into the computer and clicks it open. A stream of thumbnail-sized photos fills the screen. She flicks through them – various pictures of people waving flags, standing next to cars with more flags. Trump flags, Eureka flags, Australian flags – the real one and the weird red one. Hand-painted slogans: The truth variant is here, No new world order, Rise up – Wake up, Public health is a legal fiction. There are shots of big protests. Aaron recognises Parliament House in Canberra. But there are others too. A campsite by a lake, a march down a wide street in a city he doesn’t know. And there are a couple of shots of a small group of men standing around drinking beer – maybe before or after one of the events – and one of them is Dog. He’s wearing a camo hunting cap and holding one of those yellow flags with the rattlesnake: Don’t tread on me.
She keeps flicking through until she finds a different grouping – more flags, anti-vaccination placards. There are some big trucks lined up behind the protesters. Parliament House behind them again. In another group of photos, more trucks – this time in a yard with rusting steel sheds in the background, the big rigs lined up with the Feingold red and gold logos. Then there it is – the one with Dog and the girl. Shona stops, lets out a long slow breath. Leans in to look, swallows hard. He sees the tendons move in her slender neck.
‘Her name is Roxanne – Roxy.’
Aaron studies the photo again. The logo on the truck cabin, Dog standing in front of it, smiling for the camera, one arm around the girl who looks almost identical to Shona. The girl is smiling too but she’s a half step back – like she’s shrinking from the lens.
‘We’re twins. Identical twins.’
‘No kidding,’ Aaron says, shaking his head. The likeness is amazing. He doubts he’d be able to pick them apart.
‘We’ve been looking for Roxy for years now.’
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They leave before dawn, drive due west, the night sky turning slowly to pale milk in front of them, the glow of the city receding behind them. Weldon’s driving. Over the mountains, pushing further beyond the bland suburbs, the quaint villages and the half-dead one-industry regional towns, into the sparse, scorched paddocks that seem to stretch on forever. Commander Singleton’s words still ring in Kravets’s ears. Weldon… Melbourne Uni. Policing moves on. Fuck. Just what he needs. He looks up from his phone, watches the country roll by for a while, thinks, Seriously, who could ever live out here? Goes back to the screen.
‘The further west you go the lower the DSE.’ He’s passing the time googling odd bits of information about farming in the far west.
‘The what?’
‘Dry Sheep Equivalent.’
‘Is that a thing?’ Weldon shakes her head, smiles.
‘I thought you were the smart one. DSE determines how many sheep per hectare your land can support,’ he says.
‘Course it does. I knew that.’
‘New South Wales agriculture department website says – fifty-kilo wether is the standard measure. A fifty-kilo wether maintained at a constant weight has a DSE of one. In planning livestock activity it is often valuable to estimate DSE ratings on a—’
His phone pings. A text from Zadie: Mum’s birthday this weekend. You coming? Pleaaaaase.
Sorry Zippy. On a job out of town. Call you soon.
OK –

‘All good?’ Weldon looks across, the raised eyebrow of concern. Kravets sees the gap between them – more than just a degree in languages and politics. Experience? Definitely. But not just that. More like scars. All the years, the bodies, the little victories – putting some of the worst people away – and the times you didn’t or couldn’t, when greed and violence won. The psychs say you can take it all too seriously; you’ve got to find ways to put it behind you and move on. Easy to say. Trouble is, you do that time after time until something cracks. Fiona Weldon has all that ahead of her – that is, if she stays. University-educated idealists don’t tend to stay too long.
‘Yeah, all good. Family. My daughter.’
‘How old is she?’
‘Nineteen, mostly. Sometimes thirty-five.’
Weldon laughs, eyes back on the road. She has dark eyes – penetrating, clever eyes. They remind him of Rita back when clever wasn’t the first thing he noticed about a woman. When they finally broke up, he and Rita had been together nearly seventeen years. Hey, that’s longer than most. They tried. He tried to make it work.
‘You’re not here anymore,’ Rita had said.
‘I’m here now.’
‘No, you’re not. Even when you’re here you’re not really here.’
It was cumulative, as these things always are. They drifted apart, into different worlds. Rita found someone new.
‘He’s in real estate. Predictable hours, no shiftwork, no PTSD.’
‘Yeah, sure, what about the moral injury that comes from manipulating people’s hopes and dreams for a two per cent commission?’
‘Simon is a nice man.’
‘Hard on families isn’t it,’ Weldon says now, ‘being a cop.’
‘Hard on everyone. Not a lot of happy days in our line of work.’ He leaves it hanging between them.
‘Mine don’t like it much. My parents, that is. I don’t have kids or anything myself.’
‘Anything?’
‘Yeah, no one special. But my mum and dad, they don’t think policing is – how can I say it – the right choice.’
‘Really? Smart people alright, your parents.’
Weldon laughs. ‘Yeah. Never put me off though. Way back when I was eight years old we had that conversation. You know the “what do you want to be when you grow up” conversation every kid has. I said, “I want to be a police officer.” My parents laughed it off. Every eight-year-old kid says that, right? Then we have the conversation again and now I’m, like, about fourteen. Same thing: “I want to be a cop.” This time they don’t laugh. “Why?” they say. “I want to help,” I say. “I want to lock up the bad guys, I like solving puzzles, I think I’d be good at it.”
‘Then my mum says, “You don’t want to do that.” ’ Weldon speaks in a formal, clipped mother’s voice. ‘She says, “Believe me, Fi, I spend a lot of time with cops. It’s not much of a life. You’re smarter than that.” Smart. That’s what they’ve always said. And they expect something in return.’
Weldon has two hands on the wheel, eyes on the road. Kravets can see the cogs turning.
‘Don’t get me wrong,’ she says. ‘Not saying I had a tough childhood or anything like that, but there was a certain weight of expectation. You grow up in a gentrified terrace house in the inner city, go to a good school. You learn the cello, you learn to talk about politics and ideas, you think the world is unjust and unfair and you might somehow be able to fix it.’
‘Some might say that’s not a common experience in the police force,’ Kravets says. ‘Not much music in my childhood, didn’t ever talk politics in my family.’
‘No, I get it. It’s privilege that gives you that sort of latitude. In our house, robust discussion and political discourse were encouraged, provided it supported a world view that might be defined as broadly progressive. My parents have no time for narrow-minded zealots – the Trumpers, the Christian moralists, the overt capitalists.’ She blows a stray strand of hair from the side of her mouth, takes one hand off the wheel, flicks it back behind her ear.
‘Dad’s a journalist and Mum’s a human rights lawyer. It’s not that they’re anti-police or anything but they do have issues with – with my choice of career. Being a cop just wasn’t something you talked about over dinner while you were sipping your pinot gris, know what I mean? They think I should put my expensive education to better use.’
‘Uh-huh. Knowing what I know about it now, I’d have issues with it too.’
‘You would?’
‘Without doubt.’
Weldon shakes her head. Eyes on the road, mind somewhere else. ‘Even as a kid you feel the weight of it,’ she says. ‘The family friends who say you’re just like your mother, the assumption, the inevitability of charting a course that will somehow see you making the sort of meaningful contribution to society that your parents understand.’
‘And yet here you are.’
Weldon’s eyes crease. She flashes a smile. ‘Yes, here I am. In a fucking Kafkaesque moment in an unmarked Kia heading into the abyss.’
‘Woah. Don’t get too dramatic.’
‘A circuitous route, you might say.’
‘Circuitous?’
‘I studied literature, politics, languages – Russian and Arabic. I mean that was something they could understand. My parents wanted me to go on and do law. But then the graduate rounds came up and the intel agencies and foreign affairs were keen. And, I don’t know, I just saw that life stretching out in front of me, and I knew it would never be enough, that it would leave me hollow. I love my parents – they mean well and all that, and they’re being true to themselves, I mean they had my future all planned out for me, but there comes a point where you understand there’s a narrowness, and an arrogance to their life. That the world viewed from that window of privilege is not the only answer and that standing above looking down, trying to lift people from a great height, is not the only way.’
‘Comfortable ledge to be on though, isn’t it? I mean you can do a lot of good from a place of privilege like that.’
Weldon shrugs. ‘Maybe. I think I just need something else – it was all too certain – I didn’t feel like I was alive. I know I’m happier with my feet on the ground dealing directly with the people who need the lifting, down in the real world.’
‘So you joined the cops? Are you fucking kidding?’ Kravets thinks of the real world from the cops’ view – the battered women, the lives behind the doors of the housing commission flats. The coke-addled arrogance of the beautiful dead influencer, the moral facade of the preacher caught grooming young boys. ‘The real world – the cop world. It’s a violent place. Only natural they would want to protect you from that.’
‘But that’s it exactly. Their world is black and white. I want the greys. I want the uncertainty. Because here – meeting the reality head on – that’s the place you truly find purpose, forgiveness, gratitude and compassion.’
‘Wow. Okay.’ Kravets pushes a breath out hard. Feels like he’s waded into a therapy session he wasn’t prepared for. ‘Ever wonder if you think too much? That’s a thing, you know. The psychs’ll tell you that. You might want to be a cop but you’ll never be like most of us. You’ll always be a bit of a round peg trying to fit into a square hole.’
‘Yeah, I know. And it’s the men – no offence – like you who seem to have the biggest problem with it. Like they think maybe I’m a threat or a challenge, and probably just not up to it.’
‘Maybe because we’ve seen it before. You know – don’t want to dash your idealism or anything but people like me, we’ve seen how the job can wear down those people who come to it with a highly defined moral compass and think they can somehow change human behaviour, make it different. Policing is not the job for you if you think you can do that.’ Kravets shakes his head. ‘Get out now. You don’t want to end up like me.’ He laughs as he says it but there’s truth to it. He’s lived it.
They drive on in silence, both deep in their own thoughts.
The dusty, scrubby farmland whips by: occasionally a homestead, a few hay sheds, some older stone ruins leaning like the last tombstones in a graveyard, reminders that hard times have come and gone.
‘What about the other day?’ Weldon says eventually. ‘Goodman’s files. Did that worry you? You know, the digi team hacking into the Herald through his laptop?’
‘Meaning?’
‘Well. We did have a warrant to search his apartment but we didn’t have one to use his laptop as a gateway into the entire system.’
‘What can I say? Sometimes things fall our way.’
‘Really? Is that how you see it? It’s that simple?’
‘Not simple, no. It’s never simple. But if they don’t know… If a tree falls and no one sees it, did it happen?’
‘I saw it. We saw what they did. And if we were ever pressed on it in court we’d have to say that, right?’
‘Hey, don’t get ahead of yourself. We didn’t do it, the tech heads did. Plausible deniability.’
‘A grey area? Is that it?’
‘Yep. Not everything’s black and white. You said you were looking for the greys in life.’
‘Ha,’ Weldon scoffs. ‘Low blow, Detective. Guess I’m just trying to keep a moral compass. What’s the word? I don’t know, maybe I want to be at peace with my own conscience.’
‘Aspirational. I get it. We all had aspirations once.’
‘Fuck. Is this what happens? Really? You just stay until you get so cynical that nothing means anything anymore? Doesn’t matter?’
Kravets laughs. ‘Come back to me in twenty years.’
He’s trying to make light of it but she’s right. And he can see it in her. Her enthusiasm, the altruism, the empathy. He’d had that once – the belief that being a cop isn’t just a job. You don’t notice it really, but it slips away, bit by bit. Until – until, yeah, maybe it is true… until you’re prepared to not see things.
‘Hungry?’ he asks.
‘Always.’
‘West Wyalong’s about ten kays up the road. Oasis Cafe – four stars on Tripadvisor. Best burgers in the west, it says.’
Weldon shakes her head, looks over, smiles at him. ‘Internet never lies.’

West Wyalong has the look of a town that, over the years, has had just enough money. The main street is home to discount dollar stores, cut-price chemists, country solicitors and an IGA supermarket. Maybe just too far out of the way for anyone to bother but most of the old buildings seem to have survived developer greed so far. The Oasis Cafe is in one of them. There’s a curtain of plastic fly ribbon behind a screen across the front door. The walls are covered in dozens of small ceramic reliefs, dachshunds, teapots, the Mad Hatter, Alice in Wonderland. The room is empty except for the woman sitting behind the counter watching Sky on a TV mounted on the opposite wall. On the screen a man in a suit with a toilet-brush haircut and an orange tie waves his hands in the air: ‘… the climate crisis scam. So vast. All encompassing, and the sums of money so extreme that it’s not just one scam, its hundreds of them intertwined, all making huge profits for the grifters and the snake oil salesmen. The EV scam, the renewables scam, the farting cows scam… the list goes on and on.’
The woman looks to be in her sixties but could be younger. She has a hard face, the parched skin of a heavy smoker. She pulls her eyes away from the screen, looks at her watch, says, ‘You two wantin’ food?’ She pushes a plastic menu across the counter. ‘We can do you a sandwich, eggs, burgers… but better give it a shake. Kitchen closes at two.’
Kravet eyes the empty cafe. ‘Busy day?’
‘Run off me feet, as always.’
‘Burger with the lot, thanks,’ he says.
‘Pineapple and beetroot?’ the woman asks. ‘We don’t do Big Macs.’
‘Different world,’ Kravets says.
‘Tell me about it.’ The woman coughs. ‘Not a burger without beetroot, is it?’
He nods. ‘Draw the line at pineapple though.’
‘Fair enough.’
‘I’ll have the same,’ says Weldon.
They get Cokes from the fridge and sit at a table at the end of the room, backs to the wall, looking out to the street. A few minutes later the woman comes over with the burgers. Kravets lifts the top bun, checks the contents: egg, onion, beetroot, bacon, thin meat patty, lettuce, tomato. He runs his finger through the sauce, licks it, replaces the bun and takes a bite, Weldon watching.
‘What?’
She lifts her brow, a disapproving look. A mother to a recalcitrant child.
The guy on the TV is ranting about cloud seeding and windmills. ‘Someone’s making big bucks out of this and I’ll bet it isn’t you.’
‘So tell me again,’ Weldon says, still turning things over. ‘Tobias Love was running drugs and girls along Feingold trucking routes and apparently head office knew about that and didn’t move on the company or him.’
Kravets nods, swallows a mouthful. ‘Cynicism goes all the way to the top.’
‘But now we see he’s maybe still alive. He’s got form. Busted once for not keeping his logbook up to date. Busted for hauling a refrigerated container with forty kilos of coke stashed in the back panel walls. Claimed he was just doing the driving, doing his job, thought he was delivering a container of frozen berries. Should have been a person of interest well before all this, maybe a few more questions could have been asked back when he disappeared. And now Goodman, the crusading journalist, comes along with photos of him with all the mad sovereign citizens and the anti-vaxxers and anti-renewables crowd – at the demos, and the campgrounds and the rest – and now suddenly we’re interested?’
‘Small matter of fact that he’s now a dead journo too.’
‘There is that, yes.’
Weldon has taken the bun off her burger and is using a knife and fork to eat the rest.
‘You don’t like bread?’ Kravets asks.
‘Carbs. Trying to stay off them.’
‘Good luck with that out here.’
She transfers a fork full of egg, lettuce and meat into her mouth, chews and swallows. ‘The boy – Aaron – what was he like when you spoke to him?’
‘Surprised. Shocked, I suppose. As you would be if you stumbled across a dead body you weren’t expecting to find in the mud.’
‘But he didn’t have any idea of a connection between Goodman and his father, did he?’ They’ve been over it all before but Weldon keeps stepping through it, trying to find a path.
‘No. Said he’d never heard of Goodman and he hadn’t seen or heard anything from Tobias since he’d disappeared. Like everyone else, he assumed he’d drowned.’
‘But he hasn’t – he didn’t. The photos of Tobias in Goodman’s files suggest he’s still alive. And it’s our job to find him, right?’
‘Those are the orders, yes. And the small matter of a murder.’

After lunch Kravets drives. It takes them another hour and a half to get to Lake Heddon. The sign on the side of the road announces, An oasis in the west. Something for everyone. The perfect place to relax.
They roll in past a large water tower with a mural showing waterbirds and a sunset. They pass the Feingold trucking depot. Impossible to miss. It takes up an entire block on the edge of town. A large fenced-off yard and a warehouse building. The gates are locked, the yard is empty, the sign painted on the side of the building has faded. Beyond that there’s a service station and a motel called the Pelican – the big bird on the sign has slipped; it’s flying upside down. The once-white building is flaking and rust-coloured stains run in rivulets down the walls. Out the front there’s a potholed carpark behind a metal fence. For the next kilometre or so, blocks of mostly fibro houses sit in treeless dusty yards on either side of the road. There are corflutes in some of the front yards – hand-painted signs. No wind. No solar. Big white towers, Big fat lies. Save our farmers. Bugger off.
‘Jesus,’ Kravets says. ‘Welcome to paradise.’
Weldon’s eyes stay glued to the tableau unfolding out the window. No words. A slight shake of the head.
A roundabout marks the centre of town. It has one of those tourist signs in the middle pointing out the distances to far-off destinations: London 18,042 km. NYC 16,100 km. Paris 17,993km, Moscow 15,500km, Sydney 750 km, Cargyle 103km. At the bottom a larger sign says Happiness is Here.
Kravets turns left – towards New York. Drives a block further then pulls up. The Lake Heddon police station looks just like every other low-slung suburban house except it has an Australian flag hanging limp on a pole and a blue and white lightbox out the front: Police. There’s a waist-high cyclone fence with a sign that says CCTV. There are steps and a disability ramp leading up to the front door.
‘His name’s Basko,’ Kravets says. ‘Sergeant Clementine Basko. He’s a grumpy fucker with a big chip on his shoulder. Transferred from Victoria Police to New South Wales fifteen years ago and he’s been here ever since. Doesn’t think much of city cops. Just so you know.’
‘Can’t wait.’ Weldon runs a hand across her hair, smoothing it down and pulling stray wisps of it back into a ponytail. She turns, cracks open the door. ‘Ready when you are.’
They take the steps. Another sign tells them This station is not manned 24 hours a day. The door pushes open into a reception area with armchairs, a small table and a counter with a thick protective window. There’s a TV on the wall. The same guy with the orange tie and the crazy hair has now been joined by two others – a woman with a chiselled nose and a prominent chin, and a red-faced round man. The sound is off. The scroll underneath the screen reassures the viewer, Real News, honest views. There’s a bell on the counter. Kravets is about to press it when Basko comes through the front door. He shuffles lightly across the room, lays his keys on the counter. He has a long leathery face, ice-blue eyes. And he’s tall. So tall he appears to be constantly looking down at the world.
‘So you’re here,’ he says. ‘Haven’t solved it yet?’
‘They told you we were coming?’
‘Yeah, got the email somewhere.’
‘Senior Constable Weldon. Fiona Weldon,’ Kravets says, making the introduction.
Weldon steps forward, hand out, and Basko waits – just a beat but perceptible – a power play. His eyes rake up and down, he shakes the hand – a soft touch. A little ripple of surprise crosses Weldon’s brow. She must have been bracing for the man crush.
‘Basko, Sergeant. My friends call me Clem. Welcome to our little oasis. Not what it once was – not looking its best, I’ll admit – but you’ll find it’s a friendly enough sort of place.’ He smiles, thin cheeks lifting the deep lines on his face.
‘We’ll need somewhere to work,’ Kravets says.
‘There’s room at the back, this way.’ Basko turns. They follow him through the reception area. He’s a tall man but nimble, taking long strides. His steps are light on the floor; he moves like a lean sheepdog. The corridor leads past a holding cell on the left, into a small operation room at the rear. There’s a desk and computer in one corner, another desk on a far wall, a large filing cabinet and a corkboard behind it. The board is pinned with some curled and yellowing notes and a few photos. The room has a small sink, a fridge, a kettle and a cupboard with half-a-dozen cups hanging on hooks underneath it.
‘Reckon we can get another desk in over there,’ Basko says, pointing.
‘Whiteboards?’ Kravets asks. ‘Maybe a monitor? Like to lay things out, put a few things up on the wall if I can.’
‘It’s not fuckin’ Russell Street Homicide here. Country policing’s a bit different, case you hadn’t noticed.’
‘Trouble is, it is homicide, Sergeant. That’s what we’re dealing with.’ A pause. ‘Case you hadn’t noticed.’
Basko’s eyes move slowly from Kravets to Weldon and back again.
‘True enough. Pretty quiet here usually. Specially now since the lake dried up and the tourists fucked off. The occasional highway collision, low-level drug offences, bit of DV. Used to have a few call-outs to boats in trouble on the lake – course, we don’t get any of that at the moment. Someone fired a gun once at the Commercial Hotel but didn’t hit anyone – before my time, that. Hole’s still in the wall but.’ He moves to the desk in the corner, starts picking up files and piling them on top of each other. ‘One-cop town, this, and I’ve got a good clearance rate. Closest thing I get to a debrief is a few beers at the pub on a Friday night if the boys from Cargyle make the drive.’ He casts around the room. ‘Anyway, bring what you like. Knock yourselves out. How long you stayin’?’
‘Till we’re done,’ Kravets says.
Basko turns to Weldon. ‘Your boss always this friendly?’
She laughs. ‘Twixt such friends as thee, few words suffice.’
Basko and Kravets turn to each other.
‘Shakespeare,’ Kravets says.
‘Fuck me.’ Basko exhales slowly. ‘Seen everything now.’
‘New force, Sergeant. Highly educated. You’ll get used to it.’
Basko shakes his head. ‘Might work in North Fitzroy or Newtown – won’t wash out here.’
Kravets walks over to the corkboard. The curling notes are mostly old local announcements: the refurbishing of a boat ramp; a community liaison meeting – August 2011; New South Wales Police picnic day in Cargyle – Australia Day 2019. There are a few photos of highway crash scenes and a missing persons poster – a young man, dark skin, long hair. Kravets reads aloud. ‘Missing since 25 August 2018. William Jack Lonsdale last seen at the Lakeside campground. Hasn’t been seen since. Serious concerns for his welfare.’ He runs a finger along the Crime Stoppers number at the bottom of the page. How many of these has he seen over the years? ‘William Lonsdale. He ever turn up?’
Basko squints, looks up at the poster like it’s the first time he’s seen it.
‘Course not. Probably gone walkabout. Doubt he wants anyone to find him either.’
Weldon coughs. ‘Walkabout?’
Basko turns her way, starts responding. ‘Happens all the—’ Pulls himself up halfway through the sentence.
Kravets cuts in. ‘On other matters,’ he says. ‘The Goodman shooting. We’ll need everything you’ve got. Any photos, statements, witness reports.’
‘Nothin’ you wouldn’t have already seen,’ Basko says. He crosses the room to the filing cabinet, pulls a folder from the front, slides it onto the desk.
‘You’ve got digital copies – sent them already. But here’s the old-school version. We still keep hard copy files here.’
‘Any evidence of anyone else out there with the body?’
‘It’s all in the brief sent to you lot and to Homicide. Nothing but the kid’s footprints. The shot was fired from long range. A .308. Pretty standard hunting gun. Pigs, goats, deer. Plenty of people around here have guns like that. Like I say, everything we know, all the reports so far: in the files.’
‘What do you know about Tobias Love?’
‘Love?’ He shrugs. ‘I dunno. Regular sort of guy. Truck driver, worked for Feingolds. Like the kid said, he went missing out there on the lake nearly two years ago. Found his boat, never found a body. ’
‘It’s like the Bermuda Triangle out there,’ Weldon says.
Basko holds up his hands. ‘Should ask the blackfellas about that. They reckon it’s bad water. Place of conflict or some such, in their lingo.’
‘And why’s that?’
‘Bit of a confrontation with the local constabulary a few hundred years ago.’
‘You mean it’s a massacre site?’
‘If you like.’
Weldon looks away. They only met a few minutes ago and the air between them is already thick. Interesting few days coming up, Kravets thinks. Old-school racist versus gung-ho, over-educated rookie. Something Weldon needs to work on. Again, Kravets brings the conversation back to the job at hand. It’s like he’s wrestling jellyfish.
‘Goodman was looking into Feingold,’ he says. ‘Tobias Love was working for Feingold.’
Basko waves a hand in the air. Dismissive. ‘Almost everyone here worked for Feingold one way or another. You seen how big that depot is? Feingold put Heddon on the map for decades. Nothin’ goin’ on there now but back in the day it was a pretty busy place. They closed that depot after Covid.’
‘About the same time Tobias Love went missing?’ Kravets asks.
‘Mmm. Yep, be right, I suppose. But I wouldn’t go reading too much into that. What do they say? If it’s a toss-up between a conspiracy and a fuck-up, I’ll take fuck-up every time? Anyway, time I went home…’
He picks up his hat and an empty plastic lunchbox. ‘You found your digs yet?’ he asks. ‘Pelican’s not such a bad place. Could do with a lick of paint but hey – there’s nowhere else here in Heddon other than the pub and you don’t want to sleep there. At least the rooms at the Pelican have all the mod cons – running water, electricity.’
‘And we’ll need access to this place. Door codes and the like,’ Kravets says.
Basko pulls a set of keys out of his pocket.
‘Very twentieth century, I know, but you remember these?’
Kravets takes the keys. ‘This all you need?’
‘Like I say, it’s not fuckin’ St Kilda,’ says Basko. ‘We haven’t had a burglary here for more than five years. And the last one was some bloke who broke down on a Sunday and forced his way into the servo to help himself to a new battery.’
Basko shifts his gaze from one to the other. Spends a moment too long on Weldon, runs his eyes up and down. Shrugs his bony shoulders under his loose-fitting shirt. ‘Well, if that’s all the formalities done? I’m sure you’ve got work to do. I’ll get you a desk, couple of chairs. You can worry about the fancy stuff like whiteboards and the rest. Come and go as you like and we’ll all be hunky dory provided you guys stick to your lane and keep out of mine. Not that you’d be that interested. Round here I’m the good cop, the bad cop, the traffic cop, the marriage counsellor, the search-and-rescue and, like it or not, the keeper of the town’s secrets. Bit below your pay grade, I imagine.’
‘So what are the town secrets?’ Weldon asks, a scowl on her face like she’s just sucked on a lemon.
‘Well, if I told you two then they wouldn’t be secrets anymore, would they?’
‘Jesus.’ She almost spits the word out. Kravets gives her a look that says back off, keep it together.
‘What about the kid, Aaron Love? He’s around?’
‘Assume so. You’ll find him down at Lakeside. The van park.’ Basko opens a desk drawer, takes out a tourist map of the Lakeside Van Park. He draws a circle around a spot in the park close to the lake shore, slides it over. ‘Here. His van’s the last in the row.’
‘Thanks, we’ll go and have a word before it gets too late.’ Kravets puts a hand on Weldon’s elbow, turns her towards the hallway.
‘Good. Not wasting any time, then. See ya when I see ya.’ Basko waves – a half salute. Kravets can feel his eyes drilling into their backs.
‘Shakespeare,’ Basko says. ‘Fuck me.’
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Lakeside Holiday Park
Permanent sites available
Call – 0477 625 234
The sign is a cracked and bleached perspex lightbox sitting on a couple of rusty metal poles. The light inside is flickering like the globe is about to die. There’s a small brown brick building to the left of the driveway, Reception. A steel security door at the front, surrounded by rubble and weeds growing out of the concrete.
‘Some resort,’ Weldon says.
‘From a time before,’ Kravets says.
‘Before what? Time itself?’
‘Before Airbnb, before everyone needed Netflix and a dishwasher to feel relaxed.’
‘And flush toilets.’
‘That too.’ Kravets casts his gaze around the mostly empty park. Ten hours now since they left Sydney – too long in a car for him these days, even allowing for the breaks and the weird interaction with Basko.
Weldon is leaning over the steering wheel navigating like she can’t quite see the road clearly. They drive over a speed bump, past another sign with a picture of children crossing – 10km slow down. Kravets can feel the muscles in his back contracting.
The road is broken blacktop and dirt. They pass a few long-dead car bodies and a pile of old bricks with a stunted wattle tree growing from the middle. The park is laid out in a grid, like a couple of suburban blocks, with street signs and intersections. The streets are all named after explorers: Flinders, Mitchell, Sturt, Dampier. The vast expanse of what was once the lake stretches out ahead of them, a pancake of cracked brown. There’s a ute on its side, bogged in the mud about 100 metres away, a few beached and stranded dinghies a little further out. The horizon seems miles away. Heat waves shimmer in the distance even in the last of the daylight.
Kravets looks down at the map Basko gave them, traces the road to the lake shore with his finger. He directs Weldon to the right, pointing towards the far end where a half-dozen permanent trailers once would have had water views. ‘Down there.’
‘Macquarie Drive,’ she says. ‘Saved the dress circle for the worst of them, then.’
‘Worst?’
‘Massacres. Lachlan Macquarie was no humanitarian. All the statues, the public buildings, the universities… even a fucking bank.’
The boy’s van is at the far end of the road. The last, or the first, in the row of about eight. There’s a dusty turning circle out the front, a tinny on a trailer – the hitch resting on an old petrol tin – and a smaller dinghy turned over on the ground, another decaying car body and a pyramid of old wooden transport crates. There’s a gate on broken hinges next to a post-and-rail fence on one side and what’s left of a post-and-rail fence on the other. A letterbox that looks like a small rusted water tank sits on a column of besser bricks, with a painted sign beneath it: The Love Shack.
‘Kid’s got a sense of humour, then,’ Weldon says.
Kravets opens the car door. A wall of dry heat, air thick with the smell of dead lake. A fierce hot wind blows through a stand of scrubby acacias by what was once the shoreline, with a stink of mud and sheep shit.
‘B52s,’ he says.
‘What?’
‘Musical reference, 1980s. Before music got lost. Before your time.’
Weldon shakes her head. ‘How old are you? Forty-five or seventy?’
‘I’m an old soul, what can I say?’
All the windows on the van are closed, smeared with dust and grease. They look like they’ve been that way for years. Kravets tries the door. It’s not locked. He steps up into the small space. Fine sparkles of dust dance in the light. The van is crammed with boxes, plastic milk crates, old faded lifejackets, fishing bags and boat gear. A path snakes through it all from the door to the small formica kitchen table. There are wear holes in the vinyl floor here and there. The air is hot and stuffy, heavy with stale cigarette smoke and old socks. There’s a chemical top note as well, fruity and metallic, something like WD-40 and the tang of stale vape. On the table there’s a plate with hard balls of bacon fat and pools of yellow eggs, a roll-your-own cigarette butt squashed into the middle of it, a plastic bread bag, margarine.
‘Probably not gone for long,’ Weldon says.
‘Why’s that?’
‘He’s left the butter out.’
‘He’s a kid.’
Weldon steps back outside. ‘I’ll take a look around.’
Kravets thinks back to the Zoom call, the boy sitting there looking nervous and uncomfortable, the painted nails and rings on his fingers. A fragility to him, a loneliness. It made him think of his own childhood. Lonely was the word, even with a father and a brother. The three of them in the little two-bedroom fibro on a block of weeds in the hot flat suburbs. Dane always the favourite. Dane the altar boy. The Orthodox Sundays. The incense and the chants, everyone speaking Ukrainian or Russian. The old man, Lyusha, standing to one side after the service with the other men, smoking and laughing. Lyusha a full-throated bear of a man – he could turn it on, become the life of the party, but rarely laughed at home.
The time Lyusha first met Rita, he looked her up and down, said, ‘Where you from?’
Rita, anxious and uneasy, in a summer dress, her hair pulled back, wanted to make a good impression. ‘Green Valley.’
‘No, where you from originally. Your family.’
‘Oh. Ireland, I guess. Way back.’
And that was it. Lyusha had nothing more to say. He and Rita just circled each other after that, even years later when Zadie came along.
The phone interrupts his melancholy. A text from Rita – like there’s some spirit in the wind.
hey have you heard from Zadie?
He texts back. She sent me a message earlier today.
Okay – maybe she’s late.
Happy birthday
Thanks
He puts the phone back in his pocket. Wonders what they’re up to tonight. Rita, Zadie and the real estate agent in their nice house in the nice neighbourhood, with the nice neighbours. A solid house on the high side of the street. Close to the beach. North-facing backyard with a private lawn and established garden. Excellent opportunity in a tightly held location. More than he could give them – Kravets knows that much.
Zadie when she was young: ‘How come you’re a cop, Dad?’
‘Someone’s got to do it. Keep us all safe. Lock up the bad guys.’
Zadie now, nineteen, attitude: ‘Don’t you think cops can be part of the problem? Just locking people up doesn’t solve the fundamental issues. Maybe we should defund the police.’
‘It’s not America, Zippy.’
‘Not yet.’
‘Anyway, defund me any more and I’ll have no choice but to turn to crime.’
‘Subvert the dominant paradigm, Dad,’ she says, wrapping her arms around him and giving him the hundred-watt smile. ‘Seriously though. We are proud of you.’
Smart. Funny. He doesn’t know where she gets it from. Certainly not from him.
How come you’re a cop, Dad?
He’s never really had a good answer. He could trot out the usual – to make a difference, to give back. To serve and protect the community. To be a part of something greater than himself. Those are the things you routinely reach for when people ask that question. But Kravets was never that high-minded about it. He needed purpose. He needed a job and cop seemed like a good fit. Might have been soldier or paramedic or firefighter. It was never going to be doctor or lawyer or CEO – or real estate agent, for that matter. Kravets was a first-responder personality type apparently – and a mediocre student with not too many options. He could have gone into construction, or built himself a small business, made a life on the road selling photocopiers, learnt a trade even. But he saw that life – stable, predictable – year after year, always the same, pushing the same buttons, knocking on the same doors, building the same walls, forever and ever. He wanted more. He needed more. Needed something to get the adrenalin pumping, something that made him feel alive. It helped there was a good super scheme and he could get a good credit rating. So he goes to the academy with all the others he thinks are just like him. He swears the oath, gets the badge, and feels the weight of the pistol he straps onto his belt, a weight that over the years will drag him down like fate itself. And here he is, more than twenty years later, still a cop and now with the cop baggage. He never talks to Zadie about that. About how sometimes he just wants to wrap her up in cotton wool and keep her away from the world. The essential selfishness of knowing too much.
Weldon circumnavigates the van, comes back to the door.
‘Anything?’ he asks.
‘Nothing out of the ordinary, I s’pose. Could do with a general clean-up but I guess it’s been this way for a while. We’ve spooked him, I’d say.’ Weldon takes a few steps towards the drying lake, stops there for a while, puts a hand up above her eyes. ‘Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?’
‘What’s that?’
‘The water. Why it disappears.’
‘Because it hasn’t rained?’
‘Mmm.’ She shakes her head, shivers despite the heat. ‘Bad water. Place gives me the creeps.’
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Tobias Love puts a fist into his palm, cracks his knuckles hard, feels the bones grate, the tension in his hands release. He wishes he could do the same with the other aching joints in his body. His elbows, shoulders, knees. All of them stiff and sore – a pain that keeps him from sleeping more than a few hours at a time, a pain he bears like his own personal cross.
Pain brings him closer to God.
He looks at the time, too early. Eight hours between shots. He takes spearmint-flavoured gum from the little green packet, squeezes it from the wax-paper wrapper, puts it in his mouth and bites down. The flavour burst and the chewing motion give him a small but necessary distraction.
His joints have been bad for years but in the last few the arthritis has been crippling him. The ketamine shots are the only thing keeping him going now. He knows that’s a slippery slope. The K will take a toll. Just a matter of time. Why has it got so bad? He can pinpoint the turn – it was just after the vaccine. He got sick – sure, a lot of people got sick – but it hit him harder than most. He should never have had it. He should have listened to the others. All he knows is he’s never felt worse, as if something’s warped his DNA. They lied. Of course they did. The government, big pharma, the UN and the one world government. They’ll do anything.
It was much better to be underground, way better now he’d disappeared himself. He no longer wanted any contact with this so-called system – the illuminati, as some call it. He just refers to it as ‘the beast’. He keeps to himself now, stays low. They can try to control him, they can try to make him play by their rules, but not if they can’t find him. He went dark so he could feel the centre of gravity and be an even more effective part of the resistance. To see the fault line up close and at least be nearer to the solution. He felt like he was part of something big, something important. But then they hit back. The damn virus hoax shut everyone down. A deliberate move? Of course it was. They knew we were coming. But shutting down everything just gave us more purpose, drew more people to the cause. We can wait. Be patient. Keep an eye on the future. But how long? He can feel himself getting older every day. Age. It gnaws away at him. He hates getting old. Who doesn’t?
He knows the world is going to shit but business is back and business is good. At least there’s that. That’s what keeps him going. There are new shipments rolling in all the time now. There’s money to be made. Good money. He still has a job to do.
The heat is bouncing off the hot tarmac, sweat is beading on his forehead and running down his back; the shirt sticks to his skin. The unscratchable itch, the stabbing pain, there’s still three hours to go. He pops two Nurofen from the little foil pack, swallows them down, lifts his head, lifts a nose into the air. There’s a storm coming. Two hundred metres away the highway is a constant rumble. It’s nearly changeover and there’ll be plenty of action tonight. He needs a drink and some air con.
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A horn blast on the highway, a truck shifting down, enough to wake him. Aaron squints against the sunlight beaming in through the brown-stained nylon curtains. The smell of his own sweat, traces of petrol, burnt rubber, old chicken. His hip is sore. The couch has two cushions and he’s been sinking into the gap between them. He closes his eyes, rolls onto his back, recalls the night. Seeing Shona again, feeling her body next to his, the softness in her. How he’s missed it. He feels the heat in his groin and an overwhelming ache inside his chest – his heart or his soul or whatever the fuck it is. He’s found her again but he’s confused. What was it they had? What do they have now? The photos of Dog and the girl who looks just like her – her sister Roxy.
We’ve been looking for her for years.
Was Shona using him? Is that why she came to Lakeside? Was that all it was about? Yes. He wasn’t stupid. She didn’t need to spell it out and he didn’t care really. He’d never felt anything like it before. He liked the sex, of course, loved it, but mostly he liked just having her arms wrapped around him. He’d never been held that close by anyone except maybe his mother… but he wasn’t even sure of that anymore. He remembers how she smelled, the soap and the cigarettes, but he can barely picture her face now after all the years – all the years with Dog.
Dog was the shadow that blocked out the maternal light. The drink and the thrashings. Those memories tended to crowd out almost everything before it. Then, at some point, the beatings stopped and Aaron could never figure out why. The last few years before he disappeared, Dog slipped into a malevolent silence. When he wasn’t on the road driving he was online in chat rooms, talking politics, ranting about the leftists and the deep state. Submerged. Watching all them weird American evangelical preachers on YouTube. Convinced the world was being taken over by a cabal of satanic paedophiles. He even started reading the Bible – for fuck’s sake. Aaron couldn’t remember him ever reading a book before he did that. And then Donald Trump – how he was going to save the world and everything. Aaron kept out of his way. He could see what was happening. He didn’t care for politics but he’d read about all the conspiracy shit, the QAnons and the like, wanted nothing to do with any of it.
Sometimes the trucks would come and park out the front of their van. Aaron would wake in the night to the gears crunching down and the hiss of the air brakes as they came to a shuddering halt in the dust. Trucks driven by big men, fattened by a lifetime of long hours and rubbish food, guts that strained stained singlets, skinny legs in shorts and boots, their trailers loaded up with sheep – nose to arse, hot and stinking and bleating into the black night – or shiny new cars stacked one on top of the other. Or the rigs with big containers with foreign writing on them – Chinese or some such – containers from the other side of the world that ended up parked in the dirt at Lakeside Van Park, Lake Heddon. Aaron would lie on his bed listening to the men talk late into the night – ranting about the government, the international elite and the bankers and what they called the climate fraud. On and on about freedom and China, and communists, how the Asians were taking over – how white people would be run out of the country, ‘our country’. The great replacement theory, they called it. Didn’t hear them mentioning shape-shifting lizards though. Would’ve remembered that.
That’s what Shona told him about last night. What Roxy was into before she disappeared. Shona showed him some of her blog posts from all those years ago. ‘The Great Awakening’ and ‘The Coming Storm’. How ‘humans are being treated as a commodity and human energy is being harvested without our permission’.
‘Crazy shit. She said the Queen was some sort of shape-shifting lizard – seriously. Mum tried to intervene,’ Shona said. ‘I mean, we all did but Mum took Roxy’s laptop and her phone, tried to force her into a detox from it all, but she would always find a way around it, always. It was a whole network. Her world wasn’t just her, there were all these other people talking to her all the time, filling her head with poison. And in the end that world meant more to her than anything in this one and so we became the problem. She started threatening us, threatening Mum. It was a weird time. We just didn’t know what to do about it. And then she just disappeared.’
Aaron knew all about the weird and how quickly it could all seem so normal. He thought about himself lying there, listening to those bloated angry truck drivers. About the space between perceptions and reality. Those men – and Roxy too, maybe – they believed what they believed. All that bullshit about one world government and the UN and everything. Whose truth was the real truth? The only truth he knew was the emptiness and pain he felt. He still had it even after all these years since she’d left and now, looking at those images and knowing that Dog was still alive… shit, that hurt bad.
He and Shona sat up late going through the hard drive. The reporter – Goodman – he was onto something to do with the company Dog used to work for – Feingold Transport. There were loads of files in there. Receipts for shipments and containers, truck movement logs, shipping timetables. So much stuff that really meant nothing to either of them. And most of it was recent – from the last few years anyway. Goodman had made notes next to some of the receipts. Some he highlighted in different colours. Shipment dates. Sometimes it’s what the shipment is – like a load of computer printers or electric vehicle batteries. Sometimes it’s a port of origin – BKK or KH KOS – that he’d coloured over.
The photos. So many of them. Groups of men and a few women standing around holding flags and QAnon signs. A lot of them wearing camo hunting vests and body armour, a few carrying guns. Australian flags – the red one not the blue one – hand-painted signs: Welcome to the new world order, End the Lockdown, Government overreach, Lying media, I do not consent. Even a Trump flag – Make America Great Again – underneath the Eureka Southern Cross, on the same pole. Except for that, the scene could almost have been something out of America. Aaron had seen those pictures of the crowds on January sixth. This could have been there, but clearly wasn’t. Look hard enough, they’re drinking VB and Great Northern. Aaron’s pretty sure they don’t drink that in America. And the cars, all the drivers on the right-hand side. Dog is there, scowling under a red MAGA hat. And then the photo of Dog with Roxy – the shocking realisation that somehow they had both ended up in the same rabbit hole. Together. That photo – there’s Roxy and Dog and another man about the same age as him. They’re standing in the Feingold truck yard in Heddon in front of a big rig, Feingold Transport
written across it. Aaron knows the yard well. Little more than a dusty, oil-stained paddock of flattened earth. The old Feingold warehouse, with its peeling weatherboard walls and corroded iron roof. More pictures from the yard – Dog and other drivers standing beside their rigs. And then the background changes. There’s another location. A new yard, bigger, cleaner, busy with trucks of different sizes, not just a Feingold depot – Transworld, Toll Holdings, Linfox. A container crane. The apron is a vast expanse of concrete, and the buildings behind are clean, besser brick, one of them has a row of windows covered with cyclone wire and a steel door with the word OFFICE painted above it. Shona did what she called a reverse image search. Aaron had never seen that done before. Google gave them the answer.
The Tarcutta Truck Changeover Facility is where trucks come to change trailers and drivers. Tarcutta is on the Hume Highway, the most heavily used freight route in Australia. The Tarcutta changeover is the busiest in the country.
Shona’s mother shuffles to the bench, coughing. She pulls a tissue from a box, blows her nose. If she’s surprised to see Aaron on the couch she doesn’t say it. Doesn’t even look at him. As if having a strange young man in the room when she wakes is nothing out of the ordinary. Aaron can’t help hoping that’s not the case. Her movements are deliberate and jerky. Her left arm hangs a little limp by her side and the hand twists every now and then. She has a scarf over her head and is wearing a faded dressing-gown made from fluffy synthetic fleece. There’s something odd about her face, like one side of it has slipped a bit.
‘You want something to eat, hon?’ she asks. ‘We’ve got cereal in here, I think, and some bread but I got some bacon past its use-by date from the club last night so we can have a real breakfast this morning.’ She pulls a plastic packet of bacon from the little fridge. ‘Shona? You going to get up and introduce me to your friend?’
Shona is on the small trundle bed under the sheet. She groans. ‘His name’s Aaron.’
‘Aaron? That’s a nice name, hon. Aaron who?’
Aaron straightens himself up, rubs his face. ‘Love. Aaron Love.’
There’s a pause. The mother freezes mid-shuffle – is it an intake of breath or just the way she moves? He’s not sure. The moment passes.
From the trundle bed Shona says, ‘Juniper. Her name’s Juniper.’
‘You can call me June, hon, everyone else does. You from around here, Aaron?’
‘Lake Heddon.’
‘Oh, that’s nice. Been there long?’
‘Yep. All my life.’
‘Long time, then.’
‘Twenty-one years.’
‘You have family there?’
‘No, just me. I live at Lakeside.’
‘In the park? You have a van?’
‘Yep.’ Aaron nods.
Another pause. June shakes her head, grips the side of the small kitchenette counter. ‘Ooh, that’s a nice place, love.’ She has a little chuckle. ‘See what happened there? Love – love.’ She starts coughing. When she recovers she says, ‘Went there once. Always thought having a van by the water would be nice – water views and everything – though suppose that’s not the case at the moment.’
‘No. Lake’s all gone for now.’
‘Nice to have a home though, hey. Not have to move around all the time like us. Guess we’ll find somewhere we can stay for a while soon enough.’
Shona is up now. She moves to the bench and rubs a hand up and down her mother’s back. ‘We’ll be okay, Mum.’
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They roll in off the Hume around 4pm on Sunday. Tarcutta. Four streets. A hard little town, mean squat houses, rusting metal roofs, twin cab utes parked in driveways, trailers resting on oil tins, dogs on chains in front yards. No people around, everyone inside shrinking from the heat and last night’s booze from behind Colorbond window shutters. Google Maps tells them the truck changeover yard is on the south end of the main street.
They drive past the Halfway Motel. Vacancy. A farm supplies building promises Ag solutions… Stihl Chainsaws.
‘I need to pee,’ Shona says.
Aaron pulls over beside a small park with neatly trimmed dry grass, public toilets, a barbecue and a children’s play area. They crack the car doors, the air outside a dry sledgehammer to the head. The highway is a murmur in the distance, and somewhere further off cicadas sing the song of a long hot summer. The toilets smell like they always do, stale piss seeping through pungent urinal deodoriser blocks. Outside, waiting for Shona, Aaron rolls a cigarette, lights it, walks over to a curved brick memorial on a square of hot concrete at the edge of the park. At first glance it looks like any other small town war memorial but the plaque tells him it’s a shrine to a different war. Names of dead truck drivers cover the red-brick walls, faded plastic flowers beside some of them.
Ian Warburton ‘Dooly’. Aged 28
David Few ‘Fewey’. Aged 51
Robert Evans ‘Brains’. Aged 45
Daryl Douch. Aged 37
Aaron scans them, half thinking he might find names he recognises. Porky, Ricky the Rat, Big Max. They all had nicknames – road names that would crackle across the CB radio channel. A bigger plaque on a block of granite shows a man in a cattleman’s hat holding a guitar.
The legendary Slim Dusty and Joy McKean. Eternally honoured for their dedication to country music enjoyed by truckies and their unselfish commitment to this memorial.
He’s thinking of the music Dog and his mates used to play. Occasionally one of his road mates would swing by with a guitar. The men sitting on camp chairs drinking beer and singing songs about love and loss, then railing against feminists, leftists and immigrants. The man might have been hard but he liked music with no sharp edges – old stuff like the Eagles, Doobie Brothers, Steely Dan. Even now Aaron can’t listen to that song ‘Hotel California’ without breaking into a sweat. Dog used to sing it in that sweet high voice of his. And God and the Bible and shit – they’d bang on about all that. The Bible and the whole religious thing was an affliction – or maybe an addiction – that grew over time. Dog read the Bible but he never went to church. Said he didn’t need to. All the fire and brimstone anyone needed was online now. Even then Aaron could sense it was off-key somehow. Those angry men with their hard, inflexible views, playing soft rock from back in the hippy age. The men would sing and drink and Aaron would fight to keep himself awake. He knew he needed to stay alert for the inevitable descent. The melancholy in the man that often turned to rage.
Is he really here? Part of him feels like he should let it rest, never see Dog again. But another part of him still wants answers. He wants to confront him, to make him see what he’s done, to see how hard it’s been. And he wants him to pay. He knows the stakes are higher for Shona. She has questions too – about Roxy, for a start, but also now she knows he’s alive and that Goodman had all that stuff on Feingold and the weird political shit, she seems driven by something else. Fear? Maybe. She wants to find her sister… but what is she going to find? Does Roxy want to be found? Is she even alive? Shona said she had to know even if part of her didn’t want to confront the truth.
He feels Shona’s hand slip around his waist. She rests her cheek against the back of his neck. ‘We’ll find him. He’s here somewhere close. I can feel it,’ she says softly. It’s like she knows exactly what’s churning through his mind.
‘And then what do we do?’
She shrugs. ‘I need to see him first.’
They haven’t talked about what they’ll do if they do find him. They’ve just been driven by the fact that he is still on this earth, still out here somewhere. They haven’t gone through the process of joining the dots.

They get back into the HiLux. The truck changeover yard is another kilometre or so down the road. Aaron drives past slowly. Cautious. The yard is nothing more than an expanse of concrete with a large warehouse at one end and two smaller buildings at the other. A besser brick shower block and another about the same size. The building has the small windows covered in the cyclone fencing wire. On one side there’s a heavy-duty metal door. Above it the word Office.
‘That’s it,’ Shona says. ‘That’s the building from the back of one of the photos.’
She’s pointing at the warehouse block. Aaron recognises it too.
Shona casts her eyes around the empty lot. ‘Maybe it’s not working anymore? I mean, where are the trucks? Where is everyone?’
A large yellow and black billboard tells drivers, Immobilise your vehicle and apply the park brake. There’s one rig parked – otherwise the place is completely empty. There’s a petrol station at one end that shares access from the yard and from the highway. On the town side of the truck park there’s an opportunistically placed RSL club and a small IGA next to a plain brick house. No one on the street. Aaron drives another kilometre or so, U-turns and drives past again. There’s no sign of life.
He heads back to the highway and pulls into the service station. Fills up. Inside there’s a large woman behind a glassed-in counter putting pies into a warmer. ‘Be right with you,’ she says without looking up. When she’s finished with the pies she comes over to the register. ‘Number four, love?’
Aaron is the only customer. He puts two packets of chips and two bottles of drink onto the counter. ‘Not too busy at the moment,’ he says. ‘Not too many trucks, hey?’
The woman lifts her eyes for the first time, looks him up and down. She has thick glasses that make her eyes appear smaller than they are.
‘A bit early yet, darlin’. You should see it here around midnight, one in the morning. The place is jumping then.’
‘Really?’
‘Changeover time. Drivers from Melbourne, drivers from Sydney – they swap out. Saves the companies money.’
‘How’s that?’
The woman looks at him, sums him up. He sees the cogs turn, watches her decide if he’s worth the effort, decides he is and says, ‘The drivers, they head home with a new load and the companies don’t have to put them up anywhere along the way. But, yeah, that place turns into a circus over there. Say you can get anything you want – should you want it.’
‘Oh yeah? Like what?’
The woman shakes her head. Her chins wobble. She’s given him enough of her time. ‘I wouldn’t know, love. Just what they tell me. All sorts come and go over there.’
She runs the chips and drinks over the scanner and pushes the card reader towards him. ‘That’s a hundred and two dollars sixty-three, love. Not gettin’ any cheaper, is it?’
Aaron runs on cash. The cash he’s made pulling cars and animals from the mud. He pulls out three fifty-dollar notes from his wallet. ‘Don’t use a card. This okay?’
‘Money’s still money, love. That’ll work for me.’
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They sit in the HiLux at the end of the slip road – 200 metres or so from the changeover park. They’re on a slight rise with a good view of the empty concrete apron and the park entrance. They eat the chips – salt and vinegar – smoke, listen to music. Aaron puts on the Sad Girl mix that he hasn’t really played since the summer Shona came to Lakeside. He’s tried a few times but, well – Mazzy Star, Quinnie, Lana Del Rey – they just did what it said, made him sad. Now it seemed right. Shona was here and the two of them could be sad together. He feels close and strangely calm. They’re on a mission, the two of them, that’s good in itself, but there’s so much he doesn’t know. Like, for instance, anything about Roxy. Shona never mentioned her when she was at Lakeside. Not once. Never mentioned her mother either until she was leaving. Mind you, he never asked. He looks back now at the summer she came into his life and how little she actually told him. How easy it was for him to just roll with it, roll with her. How naive he was – how naive he still is. So easily led. Dog would agree with that. Aaron has never fitted in, never had friends really and certainly not a girlfriend. That’s why Shona was such a surprise. And he sees it now: he didn’t want to do anything that might change the atmosphere, that might somehow disrupt the magic.
So here they are sitting by a highway in the dark, watching an empty truck yard and he has so many questions. He knows, if he was true to himself, he should be more wary. She came to Lakeside and stayed but maybe only to find out about Dog. She used him. Why should he trust her now? There’s so much he doesn’t know about her. Why should he throw himself so completely into her world? But he knows the answer to that. He knows it’s sort of pathetic, hopeless even, but he loves her and he’s never felt anything quite like it before. He has questions, lots of them, but even if he doesn’t like the answers, it probably won’t change anything. He never wants it to end.
‘How did we get here?’ he says, speaking some of his thoughts aloud.
‘What?’
‘Um, I mean. You and me. Here. Sittin’ here, watching this… looking for a man the whole world thought was dead. And I – I don’t really know anything about you or what this is and—’
‘Oh, babe.’ Shona strokes his cheek. ‘You want the story?’
He’s worked up to it now, found the courage. ‘I guess. I mean I’ve never asked. I don’t really know.’
Silence. She twirls the end of her hair with her fingers, starts talking quietly. ‘I’m sorry. I – I – How far back do you want me to go? Mum, she had us – me and Roxy – to some guy we’ve never met and she never wants to talk about. That was in Melbourne, then she moved us back to Cargyle, to her mother. It’s where she’s from… but then, well, we get here and Grandma dies not long after that and then it’s just us… me and Roxy and Mum against the world, you know? That’s how it’s always felt anyway. And then she hooks up with Ringo. He wasn’t a bad man, became a father figure sort of, much as he could, I s’pose.’
‘Father figures. Overrated in my opinion,’ Aaron says.
Shona reaches over, touches his hand. She understands. She gets him. Aaron has never felt so alive. He loves this story. How close she was to her sister Roxy, how sad it is that she hasn’t seen her for so long and has no idea what happened to her. He loves hearing about Shona’s world. He wants her to keep talking, wants it to be like this forever.
‘We all stayed close, you know, us against the world. Then Roxy went off the rails.’
‘How’s that?’
‘Roxy got lost. She got lost in the internet and we never got her back.’
And so she lays it out. There in the dark.
‘Every day we’d come home from school and get on the computer. We started playing games… all the ones you’d expect.’
‘What, like World of Warcraft?’
‘Yeah, but before that Diablo, League of Legends… others. Then Roxy started to switch on YouTube. Cat videos and funny shit. She loved it. You know how it is – Roxy didn’t fit in, but she felt at home on YouTube. It was her escape. She wasn’t really political but she was always a bit anti-authoritarian. I guess her politics came from music Ringo had put her on to. She was right into stuff like the Dead Kennedys and punk. Old stuff. A sort of punk rock throwback. And so she got interested in politics – anarchist stuff – and through that somehow she got to watching old Michael Moore videos.’
‘Who?’
‘Michael Moore, he’s some big dude in America who goes on about how the mainstream media is hiding the truth. From there she started watching people like Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins.’
Now he’s lost. Richard Dawkins? Name rings a bell, sort of, but really Shona is talking way above a level he’s used to. She takes the packet of tobacco off the dash and starts rolling a cigarette, keeps talking while she does it.
‘It felt, you know, subversive, I guess. All these people saying uncomfortable shit. She thought she was edgy or something. Then she left school and she just slept a lot and got depressed and down… and all she did was watch YouTube. I remember when she found this doco called God Is in the Neurons… she was so excited. All about cognitive dissonance and how you fall into patterns of behaviour, and she was really blown away by it. How our brains are just like plastic that can be moulded by anyone and anything… After that she got into self-help videos and stuff about success and potential… she even tried Zen Buddhism, consciousness and stuff. And, you know, one thing leads to another. But really that’s all she would do – YouTube videos. Ten, twelve, fourteen hours a day.’
Aaron is just listening, watching her talk. He’s amazed, humbled, slightly awestruck by the way she thinks, the way she can take something and run with it, even her own sister’s descent into online madness. She’s rolled the thinnest cigarette – a bare whiff of tobacco in the paper. She lights it and takes a deep lungful, lets it out slowly. He watches the smoke rise in front of her beautiful face. Says nothing. He doesn’t want to disturb the flow of the moment. Doesn’t want to let it go.
She tilts her head back, blows more smoke. ‘It’s like there was a force on the other side of the screen pulling her in. She starts watching this weird anti-feminism YouTuber, Lauren Southern… there was this counterculture element to it but from the other side, you know. Lauren Southern saying the same thing about mainstream media as the old dude and talking about the dying old media gatekeepers and this restrictive PC culture. All this shit about the west and Islam and the great replacement theory. So now Roxy’s gone from anarchy all the way to tradwives. And then QAnon comes into the picture, and she finds there’s this real community there. Any time of day or night there’s always someone to talk to. She’s connecting with people from all over the world and all of it leads back to this big global cabal and how the rich control everything. I mean, you can see how that might be attractive. The financial system is rigged against people like us. You know that, right? It’s really not that different from the message Mum gave us, not that different from our own lived experience. I mean, I can see how it was attractive.’
‘Yeah. I guess. Never really thought about it much myself.’ Aaron looks down at his hands. ‘I manage… could be worse.’
‘Really? Could it?’
‘Got somewhere to live. Be worse if I didn’t have that. I get by.’
‘Sure, for now. You see what’s happened to us? To me and Mum? We’re on the edge, Aaron – all of us, we’re nothing. Who’s going to help us? One minute you think you’re okay and then out of the blue they come in and tell you the place you’ve lived for years is going to be turned into a Macca’s drive-through. Don’t you want more than that, Aaron?’
He shrugged, didn’t have an answer for her.
‘You want it but you know you’ll never get it.’ The words come out the side of her mouth as she tries to relight the tiny cigarette. ‘The rich people, they go to the good schools, get the good jobs, live in the big cities with all the opportunities. That’s how you get ahead in this world. You get ahead by being born ahead.’
‘Yeah, they’ve got a good start, I’ll give you that.’ Aaron takes the tobacco, starts to roll one for himself. ‘Way the world is,’ he says. ‘No point fighting it. Plenty of people around like us too.’
He licks the paper, looks at his handiwork. Not bad. He doesn’t want to admit it to Shona but he actually feels like he’s winning again. The financial system and all them rich people, they can go fuck themselves. Having her back in his life is worth more to him than money. He doesn’t care if the rich world leaves the two of them behind, provided they’re together. That’s what he thinks even though he knows that’s not enough for Shona. He knows there’s a gap between them. Shona sees the big picture – always.
‘So what happened?’
‘Happened?’
‘To Roxy. She just disappeared one day?’
Shona cradles her forehead in her left hand then looks away, out the window at the fading light. ‘Roxy and Ringo – they went to work for Feingold.’
He tastes the salt and vinegar and the Coke rise in his throat. It’s all they’ve eaten all day. You’d think there’d be plenty of room down there.
‘Oh yeah? Feingold? With Dog?’
‘Uh-huh. Well, I don’t know if it was with him exactly but they went to work for the company at the depot. They both disappeared about the same time Tobias did. So, you know – put all that together and…’
Aaron has to breathe a bit harder, like the air just got thin. ‘And that’s why you came to Lakeside?’ he asks, his speech too quick.
Shona’s still fixed on something out the window. Then she turns, locks those piercing, beautiful, watery blue eyes on his. Her gaze is almost too intense for him to hold.
‘She left an old laptop. There were weird chats saved on it. Chats with him – and others too. The whole QAnon thing, the other mad stuff. And obviously he worked for Feingold. I was trying to find a lead – anything – and it was easy enough to search the hard drive and scrape the internet with Wayback. Once I had a name – Tobias Love – it kept popping up everywhere. I think she was groomed.’
Shona broke her gaze. Put her palms out, looked into them as if she was trying to read the future. She spoke into her hands. ‘I didn’t want to hurt you, babe. I just needed to know.’
‘Know? Know what?’
‘If there was anything… any clues.’

They don’t talk much after that. Shona doesn’t give any more and Aaron doesn’t know what to say. He’s thinking about Roxy, if she was groomed by Dog. Doesn’t surprise him. Dog never seemed that interested in girls – women. Never had a girlfriend, as far as he knew, after Aaron’s mother left. But nothing surprises him much about Dog anymore.
They watch the day come to its glowering, reluctant end. A fiery red sky, thin streaks of high cloud. An angry wind springs up from nowhere that lifts whirlpools of dust and highway rubbish into the air. Night comes creeping through eventually. The wind drops. They sit in the dark with the windows down, the traffic on the highway a constant swoosh behind them, the air heavy with diesel and eucalyptus. There’s a bit of movement outside the RSL club, a few cars park out the front. A family looking for dinner, some tradies in for a drink. Still nothing happening in the truck park. Around eleven o’clock the lights come on.
Shona is sleeping when the first truck comes in. Aaron wakes her – a gentle shake. They watch it stop near the office block. A small single cab – 6 metres maybe – a Pantech with an aluminium cargo hold. Two men get out and lift the side panels. It’s a food truck of some sort. They put a high table up against it, turn on some lights above. Aaron is hungry – he can feel his stomach turning, it’s been a long time since the chips.
Then, as if someone’s given a signal, the rigs start rolling in. By midnight it’s just as the woman at the servo said. The place is transformed. There are dozens and dozens of big rigs. They watch as drivers check loads, stand around in clusters talking and smoking; some make their way to and from the toilet block and the showers. Some buy food from the van, others go across the road to the club. No one hangs around long. The trucks come and go, come and go. There’s no light on in the office building and they haven’t seen anyone approach it. It’s gone one in the morning.
‘What do we do?’ Aaron asks.
‘I dunno. Walk around? Have a look?’
‘What if he’s there?’
‘Well, we have come to find him, Aaron.’
‘I know, but—’ He shakes his head. Doesn’t feel ready for this.

Shona has her hair up underneath a baseball cap, she’s put on a men’s plaid shirt that hides almost all of her. She could pass for a teenage boy. Other than his own cap, Aaron doesn’t have any way of hiding who he is.
They leave the HiLux where it is, walk down to the park entrance ramp. There’s a pedestrian gate. A sign says Drivers Only. Behind the cyclone wire fencing trucks are parking, reversing, grinding – hissing like caged beasts. The drivers feed and water them. It’s loud and dirty, and bright and dark at the same time. They see two men in the shadows of one cab helping each other fix needles into veins. Music leaks from some of the truck cabins, country and something else – Indian music. Around the toilet block and the food van it’s fluorescent bright. Men emerge showered and damp, arms and legs squeezed into shorts and singlets. Some of the younger ones are dark, maybe South Asian. The older drivers are white, their skin blotched and Spam-like under the harsh light. Aaron hears snatches of their mumbled conversations.
‘Only thirty-three, mate, come off the highway with a load of caustic soda – driving for Knights.’
‘Mountain Express… cunts don’t pay like they used to.’
‘… hours.’
‘How many?’
‘Thirty-seven. Had a few breaks but.’
The air is heavy with testosterone. A man’s world until it’s interrupted by a girl who stumbles out of one of the trucks – she is small, Asian looking, young – maybe late teens, although it is hard to tell. The girl yells something back at the cabin in another language. She’s dressed in a short skirt, skimpy top, heels. They follow as she weaves a path through the parked rigs to the food truck. She has dark lashes that stand out against light skin, bruises on her arms. She orders a kebab. Men nearby rake her up and down with their eyes. She gives them nothing, doesn’t engage. The smell of the meat and onion is making Aaron dizzy. He’s so hungry. The office is behind the food truck. The door is still closed.
The girl takes her food and starts heading back towards the herd of trucks.
‘Come on,’ Shona says, pulling Aaron by the shirt.
They follow the girl, and Shona calls out, ‘Hey, wait.’
Another female voice among the masculine spitting and grunting. The girl stops. She turns, stares daggers at them. Looks from one to the other.
‘What?’ she says.
Shona has her phone out now and takes a few steps forward. The girl shrinks back. She waves a hand in the air in front of her face, goes to turn back.
‘No, wait, please. I just want to talk.’ Something in Shona’s tone works. The girl stops. The picture of Dog and Roxy is on the screen. Shona holds it up and takes another step forward. ‘I just want to know if you can help me find someone.’
The girl shakes her head. ‘I don’t know anyone here.’
Shona moves closer, holds the phone up so the girl can see the screen properly. ‘Here,’ she says. ‘I’m looking for these people. This man. Do you know him? Have you seen him?
Shona is enlarging the image now. Aaron watches as the girl looks at it, watches her pale face become ash.
She shakes her head. ‘No. I don’t know.’ The girl turns and moves fast, dodging between the trucks – gone.
Aaron looks at Shona. She’s still holding the phone out in front of her.
‘That went well,’ he says.
They try a few of the older drivers as well. No one admits knowing anything about Dog or Roxy. Most are just quietly dismissive, show no real interest. One older man, in his sixties – bow-legged, with a drinker’s nose – looks at the picture for a long time, then looks from Aaron to Shona and back again. He leans in to Aaron. ‘I never said this but if I was you I wouldn’t be askin’ too many questions round here.’
‘Why’s that?’ Aaron says.
The man just looks at him, holds his gaze for a long few seconds, turns and spits on the ground. Walks off.
As they leave the truck yard and start walking back up the slip road to the HiLux a pack of motorcycles approaches them. A line of single lights in the night, the low thump of big engines – Harley-Davidsons. They roll past, black silhouettes. Shona keeps her head down. She moves as far as she can to the side of the road. Aaron sees her shoulders tense. He watches them pass. Big men on big bikes. Leather and patches he can’t read.
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Tobias Love is tired. His head aches, his bones ache, his neck is giving him grief. The clock on the wall says 12.10 – too early for another hit of the really good stuff but long enough between pills. He pops two from their foil wrap, swallows them down without water.
It was around 1.30 in the morning, they told him. He starts looking from 1.15 but doesn’t find anything. Goes back to one o’clock and spools through the recording at triple speed – then he sees it. Two of them come through at 1.12. The fuck. It’s Aaron, for sure – he recognises the walk more than the boy. He’s bigger, still skinny but shuffles the same as he always did. There’s another kid with him but he can’t get a good look from this angle. He’s looking at the overhead wide shot. There’s another camera that shoots straight at the gate at head height. He finds the same time on that feed and there it is. A clear view. At first it looks like another boy, in a cap and an oversized shirt. He zooms in on the image and knows then. He has a problem.

They were putting the dozers through the El Rio van park when he got there. The woman in the construction site office said she didn’t know anyone called Telkova, said it was just a day since the last of the permanents had moved on, and told him to try the Commercial Hotel over at Lake Heddon. ‘The young bloke from number six – Danny. He and his family were the last. Don’t know where they’ve gone but he works there, least he used to.’

He drives the hour and a half to Lake Heddon, to the Lakeside Van Park. Just like he left it only worse. The same collection of busted-arse trailers and busted-arse people, and now it doesn’t even have the lake. The fuck is happening in this crazy world? He pushes his cap down and shrinks a little into the seat. The chances of seeing anyone who might recognise him are small but the complications of having to explain how he disappeared, why he’s back – too much to entertain. Keep a low profile. Just clock Aaron, then think of what to do next. The Commodore is fifteen years old, nothing fancy, not the sort of car that attracts attention. He parks 100 metres or so from the van. Turns the engine off, waits. Nothing. Five minutes. Ten minutes. No one. The boy’s not home. If he was he would have spotted the car, would’ve come out to see who it was. People don’t come down here without a reason. He cracks the window, listens. A crow calls, a truck on the highway – faint, far off. Nothing else. Tobias walks up to the path, through the gate, approaches the van from the side. He looks through the window: a few dirty dishes on the table, no other signs of life. He opens the door, steps inside, hears his knee crack. The smell, the light, the torn foam cushions… all so familiar. Like he left just yesterday. Two single beds up the back, a chest of drawers, a cupboard – he kicks it. ‘You in there, kid?’ He laughs – course he’s not. The chuckle hurts, the pain in his chest stretches across to his back. He sits at the table. Life was so much simpler back then, he thinks. He cracks his knuckles, feels the sharp edge of the calcified bone reverberate up his arms, knows it’s too early. The first few hours of the ketamine are such a sweet relief, but something about the return to normality makes the descent harder every time, the comedown, the creeping currents of pain, like small pulses of static that grow into fierce lightning that can only be calmed by the next fix. It’s a fine line between relief and dependence. Use too much and the effects will diminish, but the temptation… the sweet solace. How long can he keep doing it? He shakes his head, puts his aching hands on the formica, regards the twisted and distorted bones in front of him, thinks of how it used to be, the life before. He reaches for the gum, takes a stick from the packet, unfurls it from the wax paper with grizzled fingers and pops the tab in his mouth. He places the wrapper on the table, smooths it out flat, and pushes it into the centre, where it will be seen. The boy will be back and he needs to know.

In town. The sign above the door says Lake Heddon’s Friendliest Pub. Far as he’s aware it’s still Lake Heddon’s only pub, unless someone’s built another in this godforsaken hole of a town. Two years since he ‘disappeared’. He’s driven through a few times since then, checked on the kid, out of interest – just the once, watched him from a distance. He seemed to be doing okay. Kid could always look after himself. If it hadn’t been for that journalist sniffing around, Tobias would’ve never set foot in the place again. Orders – Deal with it, they said. And now the girl. Tobias has to cauterise this developing situation before it gets out of hand. She’s smart, the girl, hooking up with Aaron. He’d never underestimated her, but still he should have done something about it earlier. It’s like a butterfly has flapped its wings and set off a storm. Only thing to do now is find the butterfly and squash it.
The main street is deserted – just as well. He pushes through the pub door into the large dark bar: still that same tang of industrial cleaner, stale beer and cheap spirits. The floor is sticky underfoot. Two dudes, heads down, staring at their drinks. He doesn’t recognise them and they don’t look up. The young guy behind the bar has his hair up in a bun. No wonder there’s a masculinity crisis. The kids are confused. This one has tattoos snaking up his arms and around his neck. Celebrity Jeopardy is playing on the wall TV. The host reads a question. ‘This colony was the first established by the British on the Australian continent.’
The barman looks up. ‘New South Wales,’ he says. He turns away from the screen and addresses his customer. ‘Hey, mate. What can I get you?’
‘Beer,’ Tobias says. ‘Schooner of Reschs.’
From the TV: ‘In 1924 this American composer wrote Rhapsody in Blue in about five weeks to beat a deadline.’
Tobias answers. ‘George Gershwin.’
The barman puts the beer on the counter in front of him. ‘Half-price. Happy hour till eight pm.’
‘It’s three in the afternoon.’
‘Plenty of time, then.’
Tobias looks up at the screen. ‘They s’posed to be celebrities? I don’t recognise any of them.’
‘Half-price celebrities.’ The barman says. He wipes the trail of water left by the cold beer.
‘The Roman poet Horace wrote this – carpe diem.’
The kid answers, ‘Seize the day.’
Tobias looks down the bar at the two men still watching their beers. ‘Doesn’t seem to be working.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Happy hour. They don’t look too happy.’
‘Hey, it’s only three o’clock.’
‘Seize the day,’ Tobias says.
‘Touché.’ The kid laughs. A good brain on him.
‘What’s a smart-arse kid like you doing serving drinks to losers in a place like this?’ Tobias asks.
‘Everyone needs a purpose,’ the kid says.
‘Ha. Touché.’ Tobias puts out a hand. ‘Henry.’
The kid surveys the gnarled fingers and arthritic knuckles. Looks at first like he won’t take the hand. Just a second of indecision but so much said. Tobias can see the cogs turning. The boy shakes.
‘Hi. Daniel, Danny.’ His hand is soft and cool.
Tobias drains his beer.
‘You want another?’ he asks.
‘Sure, why not. Happy hour’s tickin’ away.’
Danny puts another schooner on the bar, wipes up the liquid trail.
Tobias has always liked pubs. Country pubs especially. They remind him of his father – on the road – happy times. The man could sell anything to anyone. He could sell swimming pools to people in drought-stricken towns with water restrictions. Tobias remembers the time they toured western New South Wales, towns like Bourke and Brewarrina, selling time shares in waterfront properties on the Gold Coast to slaughtermen and station hands who in their whole lives had never been east of Moree let alone seen the sea. He knew they’d never get to ride the waves but he sold them a dream.
He was good at selling dreams. He was good at drinking beer. He’d do a lot of business in country pubs. Tobias would stay in the car reading his favourite comic books – Tintin, Asterix, The Phantom – while the old man went to work, buying rounds of drinks, talking the talk, selling the dreams. Tobias could sit in that car for hours. His father would bring out glasses of raspberry lemonade and packets of chips. If he made a sale, signed a deal, they’d get a good motel room and eat steak for dinner. If he didn’t he’d be drunk and angry and they’d sleep in the car. It seemed pretty simple to Tobias. Life was like that. You made a sale, life was good. You didn’t, life was shit. Black and white. He never saw all the different shades that were behind the man though. Never knew about the work he did when he wasn’t on the road. The money he made dealing with other people’s problems. His father was a big man. Good with his fists and good with a gun. The shadows were what got him in the end – running the money for the bookies, making sure people paid their debts, organising the sex tours to Angeles and Olongapo, fencing all that stuff that came off the waterfront. Tobias was twelve when they found his father’s body in the dumpster in the lane between Woolworths and the Criterion Hotel in the city. He never knew his mother. There was life before and life after. Life after was in and out of foster homes and juvey.
The kid comes back with another beer. Tobias reaches for his phone, pulls up a photo. He and the girl standing in front of his rig.
‘You might be able to help me,’ he says. ‘I’m lookin’ for someone.’
Danny waves an arm at the almost empty bar. ‘Suppose you’ve got to start somewhere.’ He leans over to look at the phone. A little flinch of the shoulders, a short intake of breath. In the light Tobias can read the tattoo scrolling around his neck. The words to a song he recognises. A song about ships and bridges and love and morality. Dark and powerful. The kid’s got something, inking that around his neck.
‘Nick Cave,’ Tobias says. ‘Fine song.’
The kid looks at him, surprised. ‘Yeah.’ He looks back at the phone. ‘She your daughter or something?’
‘Daughter, no. Something, yeah. You seen her around?’
The kid shakes his head. ‘Nah, no one I know.’ He turns away, doesn’t want to make eye contact, but Tobias can see it. The kid is shaken.
There’s a cough from the far end of the bar. One of the old blokes holds up his now empty glass. The kid moves away, and doesn’t look back – focuses on the job, pours the beer.
Tobias knows he’s close, he can smell it. He’s there, in the moment, a drop in the atmospheric pressure, the moment before everything changes. The still. The calm. That point just before you pull the trigger.
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Seven thirty in the morning. The day already hot. Kravets inserts the key in the lock on the station door – no resistance. They walk down the hall to the back room, where Basko sits at his desk, his hair slick, the smell of a fresh shave. He raises a remote, points it at the TV.
‘Mornin’. They look after you alright over at the Pelican? Good place that, eh?’
A suit on the screen in front of a state map says, ‘The mid-west and the far west of the state can expect temperatures close to forty degrees by the afternoon. Hopefully there’s some cooler conditions coming by the end of the week. For now though take care out there, stay hydrated and keep—’
Basko hits mute. ‘Stay indoors, I say. Good day to be gettin’ on top of the paperwork.’ He looks across, stops at Weldon, gives her the up and down. ‘If you have to go out, take a hat. Pretty-lookin’ girl like you…’
Weldon looks across to Kravets. ‘Really?’
Uncomfortable silence. Kravets wonders how the fuck he’s going to manage the developing HR issue.
‘Diversity and inclusion training – ever seen any of that, Sergeant Basko?’
Basko waves him off. ‘I get the emails from head office but somehow I’ve missed the workshops. No problems with diversity out here. Anyway, just lookin’ out for you. Country hospitality – take it or leave it.’
Weldon stares at the man, ripples of frustration and anger spreading across her face. ‘I’ll leave it, then,’ she says.
Let it go, Kravets thinks. Basko’s playing with you and winning on day one.
The sergeant turns, a benign smile on his face. His skinny cheeks lift. ‘Got something for you.’ He manoeuvres a large whiteboard out from behind the counter. ‘Had it in the garage for years. Was the wife’s.’ He waves his hand. Dismissive. ‘Not sure why she never used it. She left a few years ago now – put her stuff in boxes and – yeah. No use for it. All yours.’ He puts a palm up in mock protest. ‘No, no need to thank me but don’t say we don’t throw out the welcome mat for our important big city visitors. Hate word to get back to the big office that we weren’t being cooperative.’
A phone on the desk rings. A landline, yellow with a numbered dial on the front, like something from another world, another universe.
‘Lake Heddon Police, Sergeant Basko—’ He raises his brow, looks across the room, waits. A raised voice comes through from the other end of the line. ‘Woah. Slow down. Slow down.’ He picks up a pen. ‘What is it exactly?’ A pause. More frantic speaking leaks through the earpiece. ‘Okay, okay. And where are you? No, slowly. Say it again slowly. O’Riordan Street? Behind the old bakery? Yep, alright. Just wait there. I’ll be right down. Okay? Don’t touch anything – understood?’
He puts the phone down. Shakes his head. ‘Jeez, things have got interesting around here since you two turned up.’

The body is in an old lean-to off the back of the building: dirt floor, windows boarded over. Light streams in through cracks in the weatherboard, and there’s a metallic tang and dust dancing in the air. The boy is facedown, blood in a wide arc around his head. Kravets runs his phone torch around the room, over the ground, over the contours of the corpse. A small entry wound, lots of tatts. A scroll of words around his neck. The boy’s head is turned sideways. One arm is stretched out on the floor, his forefinger pointing towards the wall, as if – even in his last moment – he was trying to show someone the way to something, to somewhere.
‘Bullet?’ Weldon asks.
Kravets shakes his head. Feels his stomach turn.
‘No. Something blunt, I’d say. Heavy blow to the head, but he took a beating first.’
The torchlight picks up a trickle of spit and bile at the edge of an open mouth. There are cuts and bruises all over the face, one eye is swollen, blood around the ear.
‘He didn’t die fast, did he,’ Weldon says.
Basko behind them in the doorway. Soft voice. ‘Jesus H Christ.’
Kravets can hear the strain and the emotion in him. He’s a bit surprised by it – some humanity in the man after all. Basko would have seen his fair share over the years. Maybe not too many like this but there’s a lot of highway out there and any cop knows you don’t spend fifteen years in a one-man station without having to meet death head-on.
Every death is different, but the bodies pile up. Every cop has their bodies to deal with, the ones who have died but will never leave.
Weldon is quiet. Maybe this is her first. Kravets makes a mental note. He knows how that runs; it’ll stay with her now forever.
Greenacre housing commission block. Kravets a probationary constable, first month on the job. Three flights up a stinking internal staircase. In his dreams he always sees the door first: it’s cracked open, listing on its hinges. They run up, out of breath, push through to the lounge room. An open window, a dirty curtain fluttering, a half-eaten sandwich on the coffee table. The smell is unbelievable: rotting flesh, decay and mould. The young woman with the spike in her arm dead and bloated on the floor. He thinks about her a lot. Some you never forget. Most of the bodies have a family, a spouse, a partner, a parent. It’s always hard.
Every cop is different too. Kravets looks across at Weldon. How long will it take for her? Will she reach a breaking point or does she have whatever it is that allows some people to put the bodies to one side? What do the shrinks say? ‘Compartmentalising.’ Everything in a box. The violence, the blood, the drug wars, the senseless waste of life. It’s a constant dance. The full-frontal trauma is hard enough but the moral injury is harder. The cops on the take. The fried kids sleeping on the street, buying their gear from the drug gangs who pay protection money to the guys in the squad car every week. The battered women in the housing commission flats, the Asian girls crammed in a room behind a false wall waiting to be dispatched to a fat, greasy-haired truck driver in a dirty motel room… or maybe the bullet that goes astray. They are all marked by experience. It’s a cruel and uneven world.
Carlo De Luca’s mother was the hardest. Kravets insisted he do it himself. Punishment, atonement, maybe? No. He’d never find that.
Rosa De Luca was in the garden out the front of the house when he arrived. She was watering flowers, petunias. Dropped the hose when she saw him coming. A mother’s intuition.
‘He’s all I have,’ she said. ‘He’s the good one.’
Carlo’s brother Mario was in the big house. Break and enter, armed robbery, drugs. Wouldn’t be getting out for years. Funny how often that happens: two brothers – different paths.
Rosa didn’t blame Kravets. She could have, easily. It was his bullet after all.
‘He should never have been a cop. What sort of job is that? Should have been a doctor, or an engineer. I should have encouraged him, made him study harder. He had the brains, you know. He could have really made something of himself.’
‘He was a good cop,’ Kravets told her. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘He’s a dead cop,’ she said.
He couldn’t argue with that.

They back out into the bright daylight. The woman who called in the body is sitting in the shade on the seat of a mobility walker. She’s holding a cattle dog on a lead. The dog’s head is resting on its paws – ears twitching, eyes on the action. Basko goes to her, rests a hand on her shoulder.
‘Marge? You okay, love?’
The woman nods. Then the words start flowing. She’s in shock but she’s like an uncorked bottle.
‘I was just taking Pebbles here for her morning walk and she went nuts at the door over there. Never seen her do anything like that before. I couldn’t hold her, you know, she broke free and started barking at the door. That’s when I found him. I couldn’t really see much at first but then—’ The woman stops, touches her lower lip with her finger, looks up at the policeman with damp eyes. ‘You know who he is, don’t you, Clem? Oh my. You recognise him, don’t you? He’s the barman down at the Commercial.’
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Weldon has the whiteboard divided into three. In the first section there are two photos – above one she’s written Charles Goodman in thick black marker, the other Daniel Green – the dead kid.
In the next there’s a photo of Tobias Love – flabby cheeks, red MAGA hat. Under that she’s written Aaron Love. In the third column there’s simply a heading – Feingold.
‘Haven’t got much, have we?’ Kravets says.
Weldon looks at the otherwise empty board. Head tilted slightly. ‘No,’ she says, ‘but it makes me feel better. Need to start somewhere. And it’s always good to lay it out, connect the dots where we can.’
His pocket vibrates. Singleton. ‘The boss. Wants a debrief tonight. Guess we’d better have something to give her.’
‘All we’ve got is one more dead body,’ Weldon says.
‘Not the development she would have been hoping for.’
The phone again. Another message. Rita this time.
Zadie hasn’t come home. Call me.
A question mark on Weldon’s face. ‘Trouble?’
‘Family,’ he says. ‘Give me a minute.’ He walks up the hall into the empty reception area. Makes the call. ‘Rita? What’s going on?’
On the other end Rita’s going a mile a minute, words tripping over each other. ‘Zadie. She didn’t come home last night. She’s not answering her phone. I’ve tried calling, texting – nothing, Marty. Nothing. And where are you? Have you heard from her?’
‘Yesterday. Everything seemed good. Wanted to know if I was coming to the birthday dinner.’
‘I know. We had dinner. It was nice but after, Zadie said she was going out with some friends. And—’
Kravets felt the shiver on the back of his neck. ‘I’m sure she’ll be okay, Reet. She’s nineteen.’
‘She’s a baby, Marty. And you haven’t seen what’s been going on lately.’
‘Been going on? What does that mean?’
‘She’s been working at that steak place. What’s it called – the Whitehorse or something? You know the one. There’s been all these articles in the news about it lately. How some of the women have been harassed, the drugs and the drinking culture. How they’ve encouraged it. She told me to stop being a controlling helicopter parent. But I can tell there’s been a change, Mart.’
‘Woah, Rita – calm down. Maybe she’s just—’
‘No. No. Don’t. Marty, you’re not here. You haven’t seen any of it and you probably wouldn’t notice anyway. You never see what’s going on in your own family. You’re out of touch with us – with her. Haven’t you seen how political she’s become? No, of course you haven’t. She’s getting involved in all these green protests, she’s been talking about the climate catastrophe and participating in weird direct action rallies. Extinction Rebellion, I think it’s called. I worry she’s going to do something she’ll regret – or worse.’
‘She’s got a point, Rita.’
‘Oh, come on, Mart. Don’t give me the bleeding heart now after all these years. When has a cop ever been all in with the ferals and the activists?’
He wants to say Just because you and the real estate man don’t want to be embarrassed at the next local conservative forum cocktail party. Always easier to see the world from the eastern suburbs through Negroni-coloured glasses. Of course he doesn’t.
‘She’s always cared,’ he says. ‘You say it yourself all the time – she’s empathetic. You can’t change her politics, Rita, even if you don’t like them.’
‘You know it’s not about whether I like them or not. I’m worried, that’s all. And she thinks you’re the good guy – the easy one. She’s right. You’re the yes man. You always were. I’m the gatekeeper. I’m the one who sets the rules.’
Families. Rita set a high bar. Wanted to make something better than her own parents had. But maybe she didn’t fully appreciate what it was going to be like, married to a cop. Maybe neither of them did at first. It was them against the world. They were inseparable. Rita turned heads; she was good-looking, elegant, smart. Heads turned for Kravets too, but for different reasons. Back then he looked like the football player he once was, like he could play second row for the Wallabies, intimidating to some.
In the beginning he was just glad to have found her. Martyn and Rita. They were quite a couple. He had a beautiful wife, a baby daughter, was confident for the first time in his life, like he could hold up the world. Then the cop life got tough. The years of never-ending shift work, the things a cop sees and can’t forget. And Rita, she got a big job in a law firm – property law, conveyancing – in an office with other property lawyers. One thing led to another, she said, and he hadn’t been paying attention to what was in front of him. She blamed him for their failure and she was probably right. She always said she was afraid she’d have her parents’ marriage. Her father, a mid-level exec his whole working life, married to the business. A corporate job that provided a good excuse for not being at home and a lot of after-hours work with the secretary. Her mother, Anne, spent her working life answering phones, taking the bookings and filling the calendar for a local chiropractor. She was there for nearly twenty years until the business was forced to close due to malpractice. She moved on to a local suburban solicitors office. Always had a chip on her shoulder, said she could have done more but never got the chance, had big aspirations for her own daughter and failed to hide her disappointment when Martyn came along. She’d be happy Rita chose a new partner in real estate. A real job.
‘Just wait. She’s a good kid. Trust her,’ Kravets says.
‘She’s not even posting on Insta. Fuck.’ A breath then silence.
‘I’m out of town. I’ll make some calls.’
He checks Zadie’s Instagram feed. Rita’s right, nothing for the past twenty-four hours. Zadie barely goes a couple of hours without posting something. He makes the calls. Just to be sure. Rings in some favours, gets her on all the alert lists, but it’s a big city and no one called Zadie Kravets has crossed anyone’s radar. He still feels it though – the shiver.
Hey Zippy. Call. Me.
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Basko’s on the phone.
‘Uh-huh. Yep, they’re still here. Alright, thanks, Jim.’ A slight shake of the head as he puts the mobile down and turns to the computer. ‘Hasn’t been this much action around here for years.’ There’s a notebook on the desk in front of him and a new tone to his voice. Serious cop voice as he reads his notes out. ‘Daniel Green, twenty-six years old. According to Mackenzie over at Cargyle station, last known address was the El Rio van park.’ He looks at his notes. ‘No priors. Lives with his grandmother, Sally Anne, sixty-nine years old, and daughter, Hope, aged two. Mackenzie reckons they cleared the last of the vans off the El Rio site a few days ago. New industrial zone goin’ in over there. Gonna be a new regional renewable energy hub apparently.’ Shakes his head again – a what-would-they-know exasperation spreading across his brow. Serious cop voice back in the box; cynical country-town cop back in full force. ‘Fuckin’ good luck with that,’ he says.
‘Yep. Wouldn’t want any new industry out here. The old ways are working so well.’ Weldon can barely keep the contempt from her voice.
Basko turns his hand, looks at his fingernails. ‘City views. Want my advice? Best to keep them to yourself.’
‘Thanks, think I’m all full up on the advice front.’
Kravets wonders again if the whole Basko and Weldon situation will really be trouble. Weldon’s smart enough – good with the books obviously – maybe not so good with people… and Basko? Small-town cop who spends too much time on his own. Doesn’t know when, or how, to go easy.
‘You need to know people round here don’t like it. Bloody windmills are everywhere. They’re gonna build big battery stations over at Cargyle, another one here planned for the old Feingold site, all run by computers, of course. Barely a job in it. And massive powerlines ripping across the country is what they say. No wonder people are angry.’
Weldon gives him her back and steps over to the whiteboard – her arms crossed, looking at her notes, as if there’s an answer in the few scribbles she’s made so far. Kravets can feel a flicker of an ache starting at the back of his head. He stretches – the pressure releases along his spine – maybe that’ll help. He’s thinking the dead boy, Daniel Green – sad as it is – is maybe not their core business.
Then Basko says, ‘Mackenzie and Bryant went down there and spoke with the construction manager on site – says she doesn’t know much about the Green family but there’s been people comin’ in asking about someone else – a Shona Telkova. The young fella left his name – it was Aaron Love.’
Weldon turns and Kravets sits up. He has their full attention now.
‘Your mate have any ideas where the Greens might have gone?’ Kravets asks.

They find them in the campground down by the Cargyle River. Not so much a river anymore, more a collection of stagnant ponds and wilting casuarinas searching for something to give them strength, much like the people scattered in the tents and cars parked under their branches.
The grandmother is hanging out washing on a line strung between a tree and the door of an old Toyota troopy. The little girl is playing in the dirt with a toy truck.
‘Mrs Green?’ Basko says.
The woman turns. She has deep hollows around her eyes and her cheeks sag. She looks them up and down. Wary. Three people she doesn’t know, one in uniform. Cops have never been her friends, they can see that.
‘Who’s askin’?’ A thin scratchy voice, flat, without any noticeable cadence. Tired.
Basko makes the introductions. The woman looks past them – squints into the harsh sky, like she’s looking for an answer in the wisps of the faraway jet trails. ‘What am I supposed to do now?’ she says, still focused on the heavens.
Weldon steps forward, reaches out, touches an arm.
The woman shifts her gaze. She looks at the hand resting on her forearm then to the toddler now clutching her leg. ‘Danny,’ she says. ‘What did he ever do to anyone?’
Kravets wonders how it is they don’t have any answers for her. Sally Anne Green tells them she remembers the kid who came round the day before they left. Danny said he was asking about the Telkovas but they’d left El Rio weeks before. That was all she had. She didn’t know about anyone else.

There is basically nothing left of the El Rio van park that anyone would recognise except the sign out the front advertising permanent and holiday sites. A newer sign boasts that the property will be an energy hub – part of the government’s Renewable Energy Zone. ‘Powering the nation’s energy transition.’
A grader is levelling the ground, kicking up plumes of dust. There’s a large metal donga at the front gate. Site Manager. They can see a woman sitting at a desk inside. Kravets knocks. The door cracks open.
‘Yup?’
‘Police, can we come in? We have a few questions.’
‘Sure, come on in. Name’s Murphy, Fran Murphy. I’m the site manager here.’
The air con is pumping hard and the lights are turned up bright. It’s like walking into a butcher’s coolroom. Kravets feels his headache coming back. Despite the cold Fran Murphy has beads of sweat resting on her forehead. Her upper body is sausaged into a cotton polo shirt with the company logo emblazoned on the breast – Tenterfield Constructions. Deeply veined legs poke through tight polyester shorts. She has Blundstone boots on. Weldon hands her a card. They do the introductions.
‘Jesus H,’ Murphy says, air puffing through her cheeks. ‘More people with more questions. If I had a dollar for everyone coming in with questions over the last few weeks I’d be a wealthy woman. What can I do for you lot? You asking about that poor dead boy?’
‘News travels fast,’ Kravets says.
The woman shrugs. ‘Small town. What can I say.’
Weldon says, ‘Local police say he had a visitor in the days before they left.’
‘True. He did that. Another kid about the same age, but he wasn’t looking for Danny – kid was looking for a girl. Family that left a few weeks before. I’ve got his name here somewhere.’ She looks in a notebook, flips a few pages. ‘Yeah, here it is. Aaron Love. Here’s his number.’ She hands the book over. Kravets takes a photo of the note.
‘There were more? More people asking questions? Looking for people?’ Kravets asks.
Murphy lowers herself heavily onto a padded office chair and rolls in under the desk in front of her.
‘Sure. Well, only one really. An older fella. I don’t have a name. He had a photo of himself and the girl he was lookin’ for. I told him to try Danny at the pub. He didn’t want to leave a name but—’ The realisation crosses her face. ‘Oh. You don’t think—’
‘What did he look like?’ asks Kravets.
‘Well, he was big, well built, tall, a bit – well – looked like he’d spent a bit of time in the good paddock, I s’pose you’d say, but he definitely had an arthritis problem. I’d recognise that on anyone, his walk was stiff and his hands – swollen knuckles, finger joints all bent.’
Kravets pulls up the photo of Tobias Love on his phone. Passes it over. ‘Is this him?’
‘Yeah, that’s him, alright. Same photo what he had too.’

In the car Kravets dials Aaron’s number. The call goes through to voicemail. He doesn’t leave a message.
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They’re waiting for Commander Singleton to call. Weldon’s on her phone, scrolling. On the TV a cat-faced woman with straight dark hair bangs on about the government: ‘… because of this emissions obsession, the country is stuck with a renewable energy supply that can’t run a modern industrial economy on a grid held together with superglue… A recipe for economic disaster.’
‘Hey, Clem. Think you can kill the sound on that thing?’
Basko hits the button. ‘She knows what she’s talking about, that one. Country’s going to shit. Soon enough we’ll have solar farms and wind turbines as far as you can see and if the sun don’t shine and the wind don’t blow we won’t be able to so much as cook a piece of toast.’
Kravets looks at the woman on the TV, her pauses heavy with intent, the stern look to the camera. ‘How do you get a job that pays you to give the world the benefit of your own opinions?’ he asks.
‘Gotta be a bit better-lookin’ than us, I guess,’ Basko says. ‘Professor Weldon could probably give it a crack though.’
Weldon doesn’t bite. Maybe she’s getting his measure.
‘The world has a few problems, but talking nonstop on the TV won’t solve them,’ Kravets says. The woman has something though, he can see that: a certain TV-ness – if that’s a thing.
His phone vibrates on the desk in front of him. Singleton.
‘Commander. You’re on speaker. Constable Weldon is here too. And Lake Heddon sergeant Clem Basko also present at the minute.’
He lays the phone back on the desk.
‘Kravets? This is in house. Our ears only.’
Basko puts his hands up – pink palms pressed in front. He turns and leaves the room.
‘Sergeant Basko’s just leaving.’ Kravets gives it a couple of beats. ‘All clear, ma’am.’
On the other end of the line there’s a keyboard clattering. ‘Hang on a moment.’ More keyboard. ‘Right. There it is. You there, Kravets?’
‘Ma’am.’
‘Arkady Feingold. He’s dead.’
Silence.
‘Kravets. You hear me? Feingold. Arkady. Dead.’
‘Ma’am. We heard you. Just processing it – a bit of a development, then.’
‘Could say that, yes.’
Weldon whistles air through her teeth. Her eyes light up, a sparkle in them. Excited. ‘Shit’s getting real,’ she says, sotto voce… not sotto enough.
‘Constable?’
‘No, ma’am. I mean, yes, like Detective Sergeant Kravets said. Big development.’
She pulls her seat in closer to the desk, leans in. Kravets watches the muscles in her cheeks flex. Someone’s dead, he thinks. Another one.
‘How?’ he asks.
‘Bullet to the head. His own bullet. Cleaner found him in his car in the underground carpark. Bit of a mess. Coke in his system. Says here he’d given a talk to a board meeting a few hours earlier.’
Kravets pictures Singleton sitting at her desk reading the file off the screen, glasses perched on the end of that long, elegant nose. He hears a few more keystrokes in the background.
The Commander says, ‘According to those who were there he seemed in good form. Told them the last year had seen a big profit increase. Said he’d extended the company’s reach, diversified the service, his grandfather would be proud of where he’s taken the business, blah blah. You get the picture. Then he gets into his Mercedes and pops himself.’
‘Got to be a bigger story in there,’ Kravets says.
‘Always, Kravets. Always.’ A pause. Dead air. ‘Kravets?’
‘Ma’am.’
‘I see Feingold’s not the only fresh body.’
He fills her in on the death of Danny Green.
‘Both Tobias and Aaron Love came looking for the girl?’
‘So it would seem.’
‘And you can’t find either of them?’
‘Well, not yet, ma’am.’
‘Phone records, card transactions, cameras? Don’t tell me the boy’s gone down the rabbit hole with his old man. Hard to disappear these days.’
‘We’re working on it.’
‘And the girl? Who is she?’
‘We’re working on it.’
‘My advice?’
‘Ma’am?’
‘Work harder, Kravets.’
‘Ma’am.’
‘Also seems there’s increasing interest and, dare I say it, pressure from head office.’
‘Meaning?’
‘Politics, Kravets. Politics. Someone is pushing for a quick resolution of all this. Intel briefings, the pointy heads at the top of forensics, suddenly everyone at the sharp end is interested in Feingold. Just so you know.’
Singleton ends the call. Kravets and Weldon sit in the dead air, with the background hum of the air con, the sound of a light plane far off in the distance.
On the laptop Kravets sends Henderson a request for a track on Aaron Love’s phone and for an identity search on Shona Telkova. Weldon steps up to the mostly empty whiteboard. Under Feingold she writes, Lake Heddon terminal. Under Aaron Love she writes, Shona Telkova?

The woman on Sky News smiles. Seems like such a reasonable smile – comforting, practised, beautiful even – but she has mean Cruella eyes and there’s anger behind the mask.
A news ticker scrolls across the bottom of the screen as she talks.
BREAKING – Arakady Feingold – CEO of Feingold Transport found dead. Police say there are no suspicious circumstances.
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The screen says Zadie. He feels his pulse rise, the thump at his temple. Is this the call? Every lost kid, every grieving parent, he sees his own reflection. What if it happened to him? What if it was her? What if—? Everyone has a weak spot, a vulnerable place. The person who, if it came to it, they’d give anything up for. Kravets has Zadie. She is the reason he is. The reason for his being.
‘Zipps?’
‘Hey, Dad.’ Her tone relaxed, the surge of relief.
‘Where have you been?’
‘What do you mean, where have I been?’
‘You haven’t been answering your phone. Your mum’s been worried about you.’
‘She worries too much. I’ve been out, away. I worked a late shift and stayed over at Mandy’s.’
‘She thinks you’re on the gear – partying too much with all those people at the Whitehorse – been in the news apparently, harassment. That, and all the political stuff. She’s worried. You know how she is.’
A pause. He can hear the eye roll.
‘She thinks too much too. Come on, Dad, that’s old news. History. Hospo’s had its Me Too moment. It’s not like that anymore. Don’t believe everything you read in the papers – didn’t you tell me that?’
‘True.’
She sounds older than her years. He hears himself in her response.
‘And as for politics, if I don’t stand up for the future, who will? Mum and her Conservative Club mates certainly won’t.’
‘But you’re not—’
‘What – taking drugs? Dad, don’t—’
A door opens – a car door. Then it shuts. There’s traffic in the background, voices, laughter.
‘Call your mother.’
‘Stop playing the cop.’
‘I’m not playing, Zipps. It’s who I am. Call your mother.’
‘Okay. Okay. She needs to stop worrying.’
‘You need to communicate better.’
‘Bye, love you.’ The line goes dead.

Weldon has her head in the laptop and a notebook, a legal pad, off to one side. She’s making handwritten notes. She looks across the room. ‘Trouble?’
‘Family. It’s complicated.’
‘Nineteen. I get it.’
Kravets waves her off but the conversation echoes through him. Rita’s right. He should be there, close, reliable for once, not out here in some busted-arse boganville, kicking up dust.
He’s still staring at the phone when the text from Singleton comes in.
Check your emails.
He opens up the laptop, logs in to the system.
From: Forensics – financial dept
Subject: Feingold
Attention Detective Sergeant Martyn Kravets
Hi Marty,
Attached you’ll find everything we could find so far on Feingold. There’s a heap of clippings in the attached folder but here’s a brief outline.
Feingold, as I’m sure you know, has been around for decades. Started by Grandaddy Feingold.
Three generations of a very successful transport company – until it wasn’t. Went into a big dive some years ago after the GFC, struggled for a long time until the young Feingold took over about five years ago and started to turn it around. Not sure yet how he did it so fast but certainly in the last few years they’ve been making good money despite the general slowdown and what appears to be a fairly minor market share of the overall transport business. Feingold is not Toll Holdings, but they’ve reported more earnings than any of the big movers. I think you know already there are suggestions that they may have been doing a bit of off-the-books business – drugs, trafficking etc through their routes. We’ve put the money people in Melbourne on it. Avani Khatir – best there is. She’s going through the books and will get back to you asap with whatever we find. Good luck out there.
Roger
Henry ‘Roger’ Henderson. The man in the padded room. The head of the forensics teams and the digital surveillance teams and, according to some, the keeper of the closed files. Kravets and Henderson go way back. Henderson’s old school, some say too old school, like graduate of the Roger Rogerson school of old school, the shooting in self-defence old school, the verballing years old school. Henry Henderson – Roger Rogerson. So close the name has stuck to him like shit to a blanket. Most people just call him Roger. After the royal commission in the 90s he was taken off the streets for the last time. Spent the past thirty years in filing. But not just any old filing – Henry ‘Roger’ Henderson was given the big files, the important ones, the sensitive ones. And he’s still there. One thing he does know is how to work the system. Henderson has survived more integrity investigations than anyone. No one ever pinned anything on him and they never got rid of him. They say that’s because Roger knows where all the bodies are buried. He knows the ropes. Not much slips past Roger Henderson and what he doesn’t know he can find out fast.
The laptop pings with an internal message. Something more from Henderson. Surveillance has located Aaron’s phone at a town called Tarcutta. No calls made on it now for over twenty-four hours.
In the front station reception room the landline chirps like a childhood memory. They hear Basko take the call – a faint conversation in the distance. Steps. A knock on the door.
‘You two spooks finished your secret business yet?’ he asks. ‘We’ve got work to do.’
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Harvey Kettle is sitting in a fraying cane chair, his aluminium crutch resting against the wall beside him, his dog at his feet, alert, growling softly.
‘Shh. Chester. Calm.’ He runs a hand across the dog’s head, bends its ears back. He looks up. ‘He’s on edge. Can’t blame him. Must have been goin’ insane inside there while this was goin’ on.’ He points to the debris spilling out of the room on the other side of the concrete walkway.
‘What a mess.’ Basko has his notebook out, pen in hand. ‘Mr Kettle, is it?’
‘Yep, Harvey Kettle – as in pot.’
‘Yeah, pot – Kettle – black. I get it. Away you go – what happened?’
‘You tell me. Youse are the fuckin’ investigators.’
‘That’s what we’re here to do, Mr Kettle. Investigate.’
‘Yeah, well, like I told them other two coppers, I knew somethin’ wasn’t right even before I got into the carpark.’
‘How’s that?’
‘The angel.’
‘Angel?’
‘Up there. Always been there lookin’ after us, showin’ the way.’ Harvey points a finger skyward. ‘I’m drivin’ up the road and I see she’s on a lean, come off her base, can’t spin no more. Wasn’t like that when I left this morning. Not a good omen, I’m thinkin’. Then I drive in and find all this. Place is messed up bad, Chester goin’ off his nut. He’s locked up in my place, here.’ Harvey gestures with his thumb to the door behind him. ‘And I just seen all this, but there’s no one around. June’s not here, I’m supposed to pick her up from the club at twelve, and the girl Shona, she’s not home either. So I don’t know what to do. Ring you guys and bang – your two mates come out—’
‘Sergeant Mackenzie and Constable Bryant.’
‘Ha, yeah, Laurel and Hardy. Itchy and Scratchy. Whatever. Anyway, job’s obviously too big for them ’cause here youse are now.’
Basko closes his notebook. ‘Okay, Harvey, thanks for that. We’ll take a look inside and get a formal statement from you in a bit. Don’t go running off anywhere, will you.’
‘I look like I’m gonna do a runner?’
‘No. Guess not,’ Basko says, bending down to pat the dog. Chester lets out a deep growl.
‘Yeah, wouldn’t do that if I was you,’ Harvey says. ‘Chester’s not too fond of other people, ’specially cops. Wonder why that is?’ He points across to the door hanging by a hinge over at number ten. ‘Anyway, the dog’s probably the only reason no one’s tried somethin’ like that on me for a while.’
‘Any reason why they would?’
‘Any reason why they wouldn’t? Us blackfellas have copped it for generations. No one’s gonna stop now.’
Kravets swivels his gaze and takes in the swimming pool of landfill, the crumbling potholed blacktop, a rusting Camry, one arch on the windscreen where the only working wiper has cleared the dust, a beaten-up Holden ute from the 90s sagging to one side, the tray full of junk – fencing wire, an old mower, a few fuel tins and oily tarps.
‘That ute yours, Harvey? Still going strong?’ he asks.
‘Never better,’ Harvey says. ‘A reminder of when this country used to make things.’
Kravets nods. ‘Yeah, those were the days, eh?’ He looks back to the scene of destruction spilling out of number ten. ‘Any ideas? Who might have done this? What they might have been looking for?’
‘Nah…’ A stream of spit hits the ground. He looks up, face scrunched, eyes shut: his thinking face. ‘Well, now you mention it, maybe. Some kid come round the other day, lookin’ for Shona. He stayed a night, I know that. Seen his HiLux parked over there. Maybe he has somethin’ to do with it?’ Harvey swipes a hand across his broad nose. Spits another stream through his teeth onto the ground. ‘Funny name he had – Simon? Somethin’ like that.’ He taps a finger to the side of his head. ‘Can’t remember… but his last name he said was Love. Who has a name like that? Even I don’t forget a name like that.’
Kravets and Weldon walk across to the mess spilling out the door of number ten. The main window has been smashed. They step carefully over the glass, crunch their way into the room. Inside everything’s been turned upside down or inside out. The kitchen cupboards are hanging open, the contents strewn across the floor. The beds are turned over, the couch has been slashed, the fridge has been emptied onto the floor. Kravets calls Aaron’s phone again. It rings for a few seconds then goes to voicemail.
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Fiona Weldon sits at the computer, logs in to the system.
Everything they found in Goodman’s personal files and everything Henderson’s digi team scraped off the newspaper’s system is now in one place, in front of her. There’s so much information and none of it seems in any particular order. Folders within folders, random notes, invoices and accounts, a folder marked protests full of clippings of reports on anti-renewables rallies around the country. Some of the names are highlighted, some she recognises – politicians and celebrity climate deniers. There’s the politician in the big hat ranting about the climate cult, another calling on the government to ‘get out’ of everyone’s lives, and the shock jock bloviator: It’s all a UN conspiracy – a one world government plan to redistribute wealth. One folder just has several pictures of a whiteboard with names and places and themes – Politicians, Fossil Fuel companies, lockdowns, vaccines, Sovereign Citizens, Feingold, Tobias Love – and lines and arrows connecting subject headings and individuals. None of it means anything to her yet but it must all connect somehow.
She feels the rush of blood, the thump in her chest, the pulse. This is the pointy end, the bit she was born to do. She’s clicking through the folders, taking notes, trying to make sense of it all – put it in some sort of order. Down the screen she clicks on a folder marked FIENGOLDS TRANSPORT. There are more folders inside. Spreadsheets. Loan applications to the Commonwealth Bank for millions of dollars directed to Corporate loans – receivable finance facilities.
There are hundreds, thousands of invoices. The business looks like it’s thriving. There are invoices attached to loan applications for millions of dollars. There are notes Goodman has made next to the loan amounts. Where did this go? Purchase of 5 new haulers – where is it? There are cargo manifests that have certain items blacked out. Others that are indecipherable. Others simply baffling. Goodman’s scribbled notes: What does ‘Camgirls’ mean? Follow the money. Goodman writes at one point like he’s Bob Woodward in All the President’s Men. There’s a folder of what look like ledgers and accounts, money in – money out.
This is not Weldon’s home ground, but it is Avani Khatir’s turf.
She can picture Avani in the bunker sifting through it all, or thinks she can. She’s never actually met the woman or been to the forensics bunker. Avani is the money guru. She was the one who busted open the big cheque cashing fraud last year run by the Chinese crime syndicate, which washed a billion dollars’ worth of fake invoices through retail currency exchange outlets. When it came time for the busts Weldon was with the team in Sydney that was sent in to interrupt dinner at the Strathfield mansion of one of the syndicate leaders. They didn’t come without a fight. It was big news: plenty of TV, praise and publicity from the commissioner. No mention of the unassuming woman in the back room who cracked it all open. Way it should be, of course. Weldon was just one of three hundred officers around the country involved and Avani sent every one of them a card congratulating them on a job well done.
Hey Avani,
How are you going with this? Looks like Feingold has been applying to some of the big banks for millions of dollars in business loans but I can’t see where any of it has gone. As the old cliché goes – something doesn’t add up. Check Goodman’s notes on some of the paperwork. Fine comb over the payment destinations? Plenty of names here I don’t recognise too.
Also – good to be working with you again.
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He’s thinking back to the night they just had. How they waited, hoping there might be some clue – hoping Dog might just appear. They sat in the HiLux watching the trucks come and go, in and out. Watching them load and unload, the air thick with the shouts of the men, the rattle of diesel engines and the sound of air brakes letting go. And then the yard emptying, the trucks retreating like some belching, groaning, toxic tide. In his mind Aaron kept picturing Dog walking in through the gate, maybe greeting some of the last of the drivers, his ownership of the situation and his authority undeniable. But it was just his imagination, wishful thinking, his brain running on. Dog never appears. No one goes near the office building. By about three in morning the last truck leaves the park, the gates are closed. Shona sleeps. Aaron tries but can’t get his mind to slow down enough. Dawn comes; he watches the shadows creep. He must have fallen asleep at some point. When he wakes the sun is pounding through the window onto his face, the car is hot and sticky. Shona is drinking water from the bottle.
‘What do we do now?’ he asks.
She’s staring out the windscreen, her eyes burning into the concrete of the parking apron. ‘I – I don’t know. I thought – I still think – I can feel him. He’s like a shiver or a shadow I can’t shake.’ She stretches, swivels her head from side to side, stretching her neck, eyes closed. Aaron watches the movement, the pale translucence of her. He knows he would do anything she asked of him.
‘We could wait. Another day, two?’
Shona leans the crown of her head on the head rest. Presses the bottle of water against her neck. A heavy breath releases through her lips. Aaron sits quiet. He wants to reach out and wrap her hand in his, but he waits. Doesn’t shift his gaze.
Shona talks to the roof, eyes closed. ‘I can’t leave Mum much longer. She needs me.’
He turns on the radio – there’s a song he recognises but can’t quite place. Something from the 1980s. He hits scan, lands on a woman with a posh-sounding voice reading the news.
‘… record heatwave is likely to extend for at least the next week with temperatures in the low to mid-forties in much of the west of the state.
In Sydney police have been forced to intervene between angry motorists and climate protesters who blocked Macquarie Street in front of Parliament House. Amy Banding reports: “The protesters parked two small trucks across all four lanes of Macquarie Street and then locked themselves to the vehicles with heavy-duty bicycle locks. The action created traffic chaos during the morning peak hour and angry retaliation from some motorists. After a stand-off lasting several hours the protesters were cut free and arrested. A fifty-four-year-old man was also arrested at the scene for threatening behaviour. The protest was live-streamed. At the same time at least three hundred other people participated in an unauthorised march in the city centre, blocking traffic and pedestrian access to Pitt Street. Police made twenty-three arrests. The protesters say their intention was to bring Australia’s largest city to a standstill and raise awareness of the continuing climate crisis.”
In other news, the Prime Minister is this morning travelling to the site of Australia’s first planned nuclear reactor. The Mount Piper reactor is the first of the new breed of reactors due to be operational by 2040…’
He turns it off, switches to music. Lana Del Rey and Mitski leak from the sound system. Angsty songs about love and loss. Aaron is truly over the Sad Girl vibes now. It’s just not his sort of driving music. He could use some thrash metal, maybe something from Municipal Waste or Testament, but he doesn’t want to break the mood or whatever it is they have going. The sad girls are like the soundtrack to a dream.
He starts the car, heads back to the highway – points the HiLux towards Lake Heddon. The road is a black vein, a pulsing, living artery. Trucks, cars, families in SUVs with bike racks and holiday pods. He thinks of the Tarcutta trucking memorial, all the names. He thinks of all the hours those drivers spend on the road, of the two men shooting up in the dark now sitting in forty tonnes of steel and rubber, driving to an impossible schedule. They pass a convoy of four-wheel drives sporting flags and hand-painted slogans. The virus is a hoax. Trump – never surrender. The truth Variant is here. Canberra or bust – Bust Canberra.
Ahead of them a grey sky stretches out, teasing the possibility of rain, but the cracked dry paddocks to either side of the road know different. The hills roll on in a relentless straw-coloured wave; they shimmer in the heat. Occasionally a burnt patch appears like a dark scar where fire has scorched up a ravine or across a flat plain, turning dry tussocks and thistles to charcoal and dust.
Aaron is tired, so tired, but his mind is whirring. And he’s hungry. They’ve had nothing but water and a warm can of Solo since the chips they ate last night. Shona doesn’t seem to notice, never seems to get hungry. How is it he’s hungry half an hour after he’s eaten? It’s been a lot longer than half an hour. She’s asleep again in the seat beside him. He envies her ability to switch off, knows there’s no way he could do that.
A phone rattles and chirps in the cup holder between them. Shona’s this time, not his. The cop has called twice but Aaron has nothing to say to the guy. Shona’s phone rings out. He looks at the screen. Mum. There’s a ping – a voicemail message.
Shona doesn’t move, she’s deep in sleep. A minute later it’s chirping again.
Aaron prods her. ‘Hey,’ he says, ‘it’s your mother.’
She rubs her eyes and wipes a hand across her mouth, pushes her bottom lip. She picks up, stares at the screen, hits redial.
‘Mum?’ Her voice is dry and still thick with the fog of sleep. There’s a pause. She sits up, forward. ‘Mum, wait. Slow down.’ Aaron hears the tension in her voice. She’s fully awake now, squeezing the phone so tight he can see the white bones of her knuckles bleeding through the skin.
‘Where are you now?’ she asks. ‘Okay. Stay there. Stay calm, okay. We’re—’ She turns to Aaron, wide-eyed. ‘How far are we?’
‘Um… an hour – bit more, maybe.’
‘We’ll be there soon, Mum. Have you got your meds? Okay. Is Harvey there? Good. Okay. Wait. Stay at his place. Don’t go outside.’ Another pause. Shona bends forward in the seat, rests her head in her free hand. She speaks slowly, softly into the phone. ‘We’re coming, Mum.’
She cuts the call, puts the phone back in the cup holder, shivers, shakes her shoulders a little. She looks out the window at the world whirring by. The bare burnt ground. A line of dead trees.
‘It’s him,’ she says.
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In the car outside the station.
The ping of an incoming message.
‘Problem child again?’ Weldon asks. She doesn’t wait for the answer. Opens the door to a blast furnace of heat. Kravets keeps the engine running and the air con pumping.
Rita’s message.
Have you seen this!!!
There’s a video attached. He clicks. The vision whirls around – a blur of light, city windows, tall buildings, a wide road, a structure – recognisable – the sandstone facade of Parliament House. When the camera stops whirling it comes to rest on half a face, slightly blurred, to one side of the screen. At first he doesn’t recognise her: she’s cut her hair and dyed half of it blue. But then she comes into focus, the familiar nose rings. The button nose, the wide eyes. Zadie. Zadie in front of what looks like a truck with something around her neck attached to the bull bar – it’s a lock of some sort, like a bike lock. Zadie addressing the camera.
‘Hi, I’m Zadie. I’m nineteen years old and I’m currently locked on to a truck parked in the middle of Macquarie Street outside Parliament House. We are here to protest the climate crisis that is happening on this continent right now. Climate change is here, it’s happening right now and we have to take a stand. I cannot remain silent.’
To the left of the frame there’s a line of other protesters – not locked down – holding placards. Beyond them car horns are barking, angry shouts rise. A man approaches the protesters from the side. He’s wearing a blue and white flannel shirt, with a three-day growth and fury written across his face. Zadie turns the camera back on herself. She lets out a long breath, a frightened but determined look on her face.
‘There’s obviously a lot of anger out there. I get it. Have to admit I’m a bit afraid right now, but I know this is the right thing to do.’
She turns the camera back to the protesters, and the man breaks through the picket line. He rushes towards the truck and slams a fist onto the metal body just behind Zadie’s head. He is beside himself with rage. ‘You fuckin’ selfish cunt. Get the fuck out of the way. You’re fucking up everyone’s life. Get out of the way now.’ He presses his face close to the camera, red capillaries pulsing on fat cheeks. Spit flying. He’s pulled away by four or five protesters.
Zadie is wide-eyed, obviously scared but resolute. She focuses – speaks direct to camera. ‘To this man I say I’m doing this for you. I’m doing this for you and your family.’ She looks out to the protest and beyond to parliament, then back to the camera. ‘I will not be silent.’
‘You fuckin’ selfish piece of shit, you selfish cunt.’ The man breaks through the line again, hurtles forward, again plants a fist hard on the truck body, this time just inches from Zadie’s face. He climbs onto the truck. Starts slamming his boot down on the metal. ‘Get out of the fuckin’ way, you selfish fucker.’
Kravets watches the scene unfolding, his pulse racing. Zadie locked to the bull bar – a rampaging nutter threatening to stomp on her head. And here he is, sitting in a car outside the Lake Heddon police station. He feels a long way away, helpless, useless. On the video, the boot lands on the windscreen, then another stomp close to Zadie’s face. Protesters are climbing on the truck now too, trying to pull the man down.
Zadie looks at the camera again. The fear is gone now. She’s composed, serene. ‘I understand this man’s frustration but I will not be silenced.’
The kicking stops. The man is dragged off the bonnet. But he’s still prowling around the protesters, shouting obscenities at them and at her. ‘You selfish little cunt.’
Zadie is twisting the camera around, trying to follow him, but she’s restrained by the bike lock around her neck. ‘Sorry, just trying to see what’s going on here.’
Kravets realises thousands of people must have already watched this unfold. This is a recording but clearly she was live-streaming. The big guy with the anger issues isn’t giving up.
‘Get out of the fuckin’ way, bitch. Or I’m goin’ to pull you off myself and you won’t want that to happen.’
Zadie talks to the camera again. ‘The police are coming. I know they have a job to do – I have nothing against the police, believe me, I come from a family – um, my dad’s a cop – but I’ve made my point.’
The angry man is jumping up and down behind the protest line. His face is livid red, his eyes bulging and bloodshot. He starts smacking his forehead with the palm of his hand, bang, bang, bang. A sneering smile shows a mouth of yellow teeth; the guy is foaming mad.
‘Guess what, fuckwit, you’re going to jail,’ he shouts again and gives the finger-through-a-hole fucking motion with his hands. ‘They’re going to love you and your sweet little arse in there, you piece of shit. Have fun.’
The cops have arrived now. A policeman moves the man away.
Zadie turns her eyes to the camera again. ‘To everyone watching, thanks for the solidarity. Please stand up. Find your voice.’
The police are pulling the protest line apart, taking them away one by one – a siren in the distance, horns, shouts. A loud hailer – police telling the protesters to move on, to clear the road. Zadie has the camera turned to the scene in front of her. A young-looking cop steps forward.
‘Sergeant Finbar, Surry Hills police. Young lady, you need to move out of the way. This is an unauthorised protest and you lot are causing mayhem. Oh, wait—’ His hand moves forward, grips the bike lock. ‘Pretty. Have you got any identification?’
Zadie remains silent.
‘Just keep your hands where I can see them and answer the question. Do you have any identification?’
Kravets is staring at his phone screen. He still can’t believe what he’s seeing. He’s shocked, amazed, stunned. He wants to shout at the screen – Zadie, what the fuck? What are you doing? – every bit of his police instinct is reacting to the stand-off. The anger from the drivers, the pressure on the cops from the brass and the politicians and the media – to clean this up and get the city moving again – will be intense. He knows how this will play out now. They’ll have to cut the lock somehow, carefully. She’ll be taken to the station, there’ll be hours of interviews, they’ll keep her there as long as they can. They’ll put her under pressure, try to make her crack. They’ll be looking for anything they can throw at her, testing her reactions. They’ll search her, of course, and if they find anything they’ll throw that at her too. And Kravets knows all too well they could find anything they want. Depends who’s calling the shots back at head office. He’s struck by how calm Zadie’s been, how determined and composed under pressure. He’s alarmed, disturbed, worried. All the emotions running through him. But part of him is also just a little bit proud. Where did the courage come from? The conviction? Zadie, his own daughter, defying authority, standing for something bigger than herself, something he knows he’d never have been able to do.
Another message from Rita – Call me!!
He dials. Rita doesn’t wait.
‘What the fuck, Mart? What is happening? Have you seen that video? She’s—’
‘It’s okay, Reet. She’ll be—’
‘No. No, it’s not okay. They’ve taken her to the station, and they still haven’t let me even speak to her. Is she under arrest or not? They can’t hold her indefinitely.’
‘No, but you know they can hold her for six hours – twelve with a warrant, put a few bells and whistles on it and they can even extend it a few more hours, but that’s it.’
‘You need to do something, Martyn.’
‘And you know that’s not how this works. I’ll try – but Reet?’ Silence. Rita’s heavy breaths. ‘You’re the lawyer,’ Kravets says. ‘She’ll be released on bail, surely.’
‘Sure, but then what? We need to make sure she’s not charged. You know they jailed that other girl a few years ago – fifteen months, she got – the one who blocked the bridge. Remember that? Jesus. What have I – we – what have we done to deserve this?’ Silence again. More heavy breathing. He hears the sniffle, realises she’s crying. ‘You just don’t know – you just’ – Rita’s speaking softly – ‘how hard it’s been. How hard it is.’
Kravets starts to reply. ‘No—’ But he stops. Realises now might be the right time just to listen. He lets her continue.
‘Whatever sway you still have – whatever little bit of influence – you need to use it now, Marty. You need to call in every favour, with everyone you can think of. We can’t let Zadie get any sort of sentence. We also need to talk some sense into her. I’ve tried. Lord, have I tried. But you need to be here. You need to take some responsibility for this. Anyway – where the fuck are you?’
‘Lake Heddon.’
‘Where?’
‘Far west – eight, nine hours’ drive. Long story.’
‘It always is. Call it in, Martyn.’ The line goes dead.
Kravets watches the video again, still can’t believe it. He doesn’t recognise any of the cops. No surprise there – it’s been years now since he was on the beat. The constable at the scene is a kid too, barely older than Zadie. A different generation already.
The short walk from the car to the station is a febrile blur. Damp with sweat in just 50 metres, then from furnace to Kelvinator cold again in the reception. Can’t be good for you, he thinks. Basko is at the counter, angular face addressing some paperwork, head tipped forward. Sky News on the TV as usual. Cruella de Vil back on the screen.
‘And, of course, they’re using a truck probably run on diesel to hold up city traffic and inconvenience ordinary people, all the while just adding to greenhouse gas emissions. It’s just nonsensical… The arrogance, selfishness, stupidity, its mind-numbing, isn’t it? The constant alarmism and exaggerated rhetoric around global warming only fuel the idiocy of these people.’
Basko tilts his chin up. ‘Throw away the fuckin’ key, I say.’
Kravets has an urge to lean over the counter and grab the man’s skinny neck, stop the veins pulsing. He checks himself.
‘Showing your age, Basko. The Jurassic police era’s over.’
‘Some of us dinosaurs survive despite it all. Anyways, I’m off home. Been quite a day. Leave you to lock up.’ He nods towards the corridor. ‘If you’re lookin’ for Shakespeare she’s down the back writing sonnets on the whiteboard.’
‘She’ll be your boss one day.’
‘God help us, we’ll spend all our time on our tippy-toes tryin’ not to upset anyone. Anyway, I’ll be long gone before she unscrews the training wheels.’
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The light is fading as they pull up: Aaron and Shona in the HiLux, Harvey and June in the old ute. When the dust settles they help June and Harvey down from the Holden.
‘You okay, Mum?’
June holds on to the side of the car, catching her breath. ‘I’ll be right. Just a bit tired, love.’
She’s pale and exhausted and has barely spoken since they got back. Shona rubs her mother’s shoulders.
They all agreed: June and Shona couldn’t stay at the Blue Angel any longer. But if not there, then where? Lakeside was really the only option they had. There are plenty of empty sites and no manager has been here now for months. New campers are supposed to ring the company number when they arrive but no one takes any notice of that anymore. Occasionally the weekend treasure hunters will set up tents for a few days but they’re never interested in the permanent vans. There is still a group of permanents down his end of the park, older people scraping by on the pension, but most of the others left more than a year ago. The two vans at the end of Flinders Street have been empty for months. They’re a block back from the lakefront. Aaron figured if they could convince Harvey and Chester to come along, they could all stay at the far end of the park – far enough away, but still within sight of his own van. They’d be better off all together, and they might at least be out of the way if Dog came looking.
The two vans sit side by side, propped up on brick piers, wheels suspended, the tyres hanging limp from their metal rims. There are locks on the doors but they’re easy enough to prise open. A small crowbar does it. One of the vans has a faded tarp strapped across the roof.
‘It’s not much but no one’ll know you’re here,’ Aaron says. Is that true? he wonders. No one will see you here? Was it Dog who trashed the Blue Angel? Shona is convinced it was. So much has happened in the last few days he’s struggling to keep a grip on it all. But something fundamental has changed, he can feel it. It’s like the sky just before a big storm: the pressure in the air is different.
Harvey stands leaning on his crutch and looking out towards the lake, Chester on a lead beside him. He nods at the van with the tarp.
‘What’s up with that one? Got a hole in the roof?’
Aaron shrugs. ‘Dunno. Been like that for as long as I can remember.’
‘S’pose it’s not gonna rain anytime soon.’ He bends down, lets Chester go. The dog starts moving, nose to the ground. It lifts a leg on a stump, scratches the dirt.
‘Used to be a waiting list for these,’ Aaron says. ‘Back when the lake was full.’
Harvey directs a stream of saliva south. ‘Used to be a lot of things back when the lake was full.’
‘I remember,’ Shona says. ‘That summer I was here there were kids everywhere, people laughing, music. What happened?’
Aaron trousers his hands, looks out in the direction of the town. ‘When the depot closed most people moved on. the drivers and packers, their families. Then the lake was the only thing left but when it started to dry up so did the rest of the jobs and just about everyone else packed up too.’
‘Where to?’
Aaron’s shoulders lift. ‘Dunno. Some said they were gonna try the Gold Coast. One family said they were off to Lightning Ridge, somethin’ about an opal lease. Some went off down the Riverland to pick.’
‘They never came back?’
‘Why would they?’
A flock of birds – cockatoos – comes screeching past through the acacia trees, shadows against a dying, bruised sky. Harvey shivers. ‘Home sweet home,’ he says. ‘Fuckin’ place. The aunties were right about it, you know. Always did give me the jeebers. Now look at it. Karma’s got it by the neck.’
‘Thanks for staying, Harvey,’ Shona says, still rubbing her mother’s back.
‘Truth be told, I’m not sure I’m happy bein’ here, but then not too sure I’d be that good on me own over at the Blue Angel. Reckon karma might have that old girl too.’ He leans forward, calls the dog. ‘Chester. Come.’
Chester pads over, pink tongue hanging low, back swaying, dust rising behind.
‘Home sweet home.’ Harvey shakes his head, sends another stream of spit snaking towards the dry earth.

Aaron crosses the park, points the HiLux west down Flinders Street. He stops at the crossing, windows down, and waits, listens. Nothing. He’s as convinced as he can be that he’s not being watched. He edges into the potholed road and heads for the lakefront, stops again at the line of casuarinas, the wind rustling through the needles. A bird calls in the distance. He’s listening so hard he thinks he can hear the lakebed cracking and groaning, but nothing appears out of place. He rolls forward, turns right, moves slowly on towards his own van. At the gate he stops again. There are fresh tracks in the dust. They haven’t been made by his gnarly all-terrain tyres, they’re regular road tyres. He casts around but there’s no sign of another car. Whoever it was is long gone. He parks. Steps down from the cabin, stops to listen again. Nothing. He walks to the van door. Again, nothing out of place. He feels a shiver, like a drop of water on the back of his neck: rain? He looks up. The sky is a cloudless dark blue. He shakes it off, opens the door and braces for – what? How it was. Years ago. You never knew what you’d come home to.
He hits the switch and the fluorescent light flickers on. Everything looks just as it had when he left. A wave of relief and fatigue washes over him. Relief, fatigue and hunger. How long has it been since he ate? Feels like twenty-four hours at least. He’s so hungry. He looks in the fridge. There’s some old cheese, an open tin of tuna that’s well past it. A plate crusted in hard egg yolk from the last decent breakfast he had sits on the table next to a plastic bread bag and a tub of margarine. The bread is stale and dry but he puts two slices in the toaster and spreads the margarine and peanut butter on another. He eats that while he waits for the toast. He eats so fast the bread sticks in his throat and he has to swallow hard to get it down. It doesn’t taste great but it takes the edge off his hunger. He drinks a glass of water. The toast pops and he butters it. The smell is crunchy and salty and comforting. His stomach is growling. He’s about to take a bite when he sees it. Stops. His stomach turns, the hunger suddenly gone now. He puts the toast back down, feels like he’s been punched in the guts. In the middle of the table there’s a small wax-paper chewing gum wrapper.
He stands up. Breathing hard.
He can see through the grime on the van window all the way across the park. The light is fading fast now. There are lights, red tail-lights heading east on Flinders Street.

The phone. Call Shona. Warn them. He stabs at the phone but there are no bars. The signal’s so weak out here sometimes it disappears completely if the wind blows the wrong way. He hits redial on Shona’s last call anyway, hoping the neurons, or particles, or whatever magic it is that makes phones talk to each other, will somehow find a way. Nothing. There’s a fucking car driving straight for the vans. Lock the doors, he wants to yell. Run. But he knows that’s not going to happen. Harvey and June can hardly run. They must have seen it by now. He bolts out of the caravan, into the HiLux, lights off, back along the road, hoping not to be noticed. He turns down Flinders Street. He has no idea what he’s going to do when he gets there but he needs to find out who it is. They’ve only just arrived, he thinks. Who could it be? Who would know?
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The painted sign hanging above the double-height roller doors says Feing d Tran ort – H don Depot in faded paint, the letters peeling off. It’s been a few years now since he’s been here. The loading yard is empty, the windows of the main storage warehouse are covered in dust and spider webs, but his keys still work in the door. It was a lively place once. Back before the Covid hoax and the lockdown madness changed everything. Everyone swallowing the propaganda, watching everything shut. The sheep following orders, lemmings to their own destruction. He knew he had to do something. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, sit by and let the globalists win. And anyway, the Feingolds’ business would never have survived if it didn’t diversify. Would never have survived without him.
The old man had been cooking the books for years. A 3 per cent annual profit was never going be enough to satisfy the shareholders, and even that was a mirage. The years of deception, the false accounts and fake invoices used to secure the bank loans. Truth was, Feingold was 400 mill in the red before the lockdowns. He had a Ponzi scheme going. Borrowing money from one bank to pay another. It was always going to catch up with him.
Reg Feingold, barely in the grave, and Arkady, the son, in the big shoes now, face like a five-year-old on a sugar high. If he wanted to rescue the business, the kid had to do something pretty radical. Tobias had the answers. He had the connections. Most importantly he had the skills and the drive. What Arkady had was a chip on his shoulder and more than a few demons and insecurities. He also had a serious habit, and too much of a liking for young flesh. He liked to dip his dick in the dark side. But Tobias was in trouble as well. He’d been too careless online. After the Christchurch shooting there was a fair bit of hubris in the air. The feds were circling. And Feingold – the little fat fuck – he knew it. Arkady Feingold and Tobias Love. They needed each other.
The first approach all those years ago now. Tobias testing the ground. ‘I have a proposition for you,’ he’d said.
Drugs and sex: the world can go to shit, recessions come and go, but those two things remain constant. They defy political fashions, currency crises, natural disasters. Nothing gets in the way. People might be buying the cheap meat and home-brand cereal, but there’s never a cost-of-living equation in his game.
In the end it was a meeting of minds. And a union of convenience, for both of them. As long as the century-long reputation of Feingold business leadership was secure and the money kept rolling, in the little fat fuck was happy. Tobias Love was the one keeping the company afloat, down in the dirty world of bitumen and diesel, of violence and addiction, overseeing the drug deliveries and the money laundering and trafficking. Dealing with buzzed-out bikies and drivers hyped on Adderall, or Modafinil, or jacked on meth. It was Tobias who came up with the idea to use the Patriots. They were looking for a network, for supply routes across state lines, an infrastructure sophisticated enough… Feingold Transport was a perfect partner. The Patriots outsourced as well – black routes, underground, all over the country. Drugs, people, bodies even. Tobias didn’t ask too many questions. No one did as long as the money kept flowing. It did. The money flowed good. And Feingold just kept drinking champagne and sniffing coke with the movers and shakers, the pneumatic influencers and the spivs. In his boardroom full of silverbacks. The meetings with politicians, the dinners and the cocktail parties in the fancy hotels. All of them patting themselves on the back – how good they were at business, the captains of industry, masters of the universe, the one percenters.
Arkady Feingold didn’t care about the movement, didn’t want to know. He had no interest in the politics or what Tobias did with his cut as long as the money kept moving his way. Tobias kept the two sides of the business in separate compartments. He was good with the enforcement, good with the talk, good with the violence required, but even he recognised he needed help with the numbers. Then the Telkovas came along at just the right time.
A beautiful synergy, he thought back then.
They came as a package deal. June and Ringo. They had the fervour. True believers. Had answers for everything. Good with words, June was, an organiser. Someone others would follow. Like him, she wanted to change this fucked-up world. She was canny, meticulous, different from so many of the dickheads and mentally deficient blowhards who sink into the movement – the mostly angry, lonely men with nothing to their name but a drinking problem and a twenty-year-old Toyota Prado. The movement needed more people with a brain like hers. People who knew the history, who had context. She certainly had it. Knew all about the redemption theory, the chemtrails and the globalists and the Boogaloo. She coached others – told them what to say if they got pulled over. She handed out the scripts. How to argue the laws don’t apply. How to challenge the cops, bind them in their own red tape. Demand a name and a rank and a station. She’d be at the camps late at night coaching the dumb fucks, and up early organising the protest itinerary, making the signs, always pushing for more. Tobias and June. They both had the fire. A belief that individuals can force change and that small acts could deliver real power. The knowledge that most people were looking for something and it wasn’t until they were shown the way that they really knew what it was. June understood that, and Tobias understood there was good money to be made along the way as well. They would have made a great team. If only Ringo hadn’t been in the way. He should have moved on him earlier. It might have all been so different. Then the virus came – the fucking bullshit virus. It gave them all new energy, led to the convoys and the freedom rallies. Suddenly there were new followers everywhere. But, really, June’s idea of using the trucks was a stroke of genius. The ‘convoy to Canberra’. The drivers were being squeezed, border restrictions forcing them off the road. They were angry. There’s so much to be angry about.
And, of course, he had access to the Feingold infrastructure. Together, June and Tobias created the great thunder that went rolling around parliament. All that horsepower and muscle. The smell of diesel and rubber and blacktop tar. Of freedom.
At last he felt something was happening; a change was coming. He had June to thank for that – and the girl too. To start, he thought she was just an added bonus but she became a vital part of the operation. Good with the internet. ‘Exploiting the algorithms’ was how she explained it. In a short time she became central to all the public and private communications needed to make these things work. Making the videos for Facebook and Telegram, using the Discord servers, and the games – Call of Duty, Fortnite, World of Warcraft even. The reach was incredible. Maximum impact.
The daughter – she sure knew her way around the numbers. It was good – and then it wasn’t. People see that much money, they get greedy. Everyone: the suppliers, the couriers, the enforcers, the users – and finally the Telkovas.
So they had to deal with it. Had no choice. Cut the snake off at the head. Set an example. There’s a war going on for the hearts and minds and everyone needs to play their part. If they won’t, they have to go. He should have dealt with the others back then too. June and the girl. At the time, though, June was starting to get sick and he allowed himself to believe the problem would solve itself. But no. Big mistake. Now they’re out to get him and if he doesn’t get them first they’re going to bring the whole house of cards down around him.
And the pesky journalist. The fucker was going to blow it all wide open. Some very powerful people were getting very worried. Goodman was going to lift the lid, name names. Until then Tobias Love had been told to stay in the dark. But no one can stay hidden forever. Tobias was given the job; he got the message. Goodman already knew too much and he was looking in all the right places. The grub said he might be interested in a trade – wanted an ‘open dialogue’.
‘I’ll know it’s you if you turn up at the right spot,’ Goodman said.
So Tobias went back to the lake that day, ready to kill.
Now he needs to finish the job.

The warehouse is dark, dusty. It smells of oil and rat shit. He uses his phone to find the light switch. Is the power still on? No, of course it’s not. It’s been years. He scans the space with his torch. Old wooden pallets are piled in one corner, and a steel shipping container sits up the other end, its door hanging open. Tobias casts his gaze around. A familiar space, so much time he spent here, so much energy in the old place, back when there was life. Now it’s dead, empty, soulless. He almost laughs at his own pathetic romanticising of what once was. Apart from all that, he thinks, nothing’s changed. To the right, wooden stairs lead up to a mezzanine and the old office. He climbs them, feeling every step, every creak of his knees, every grind of his hip. Each step is bone on bone, nerve ends stretched to breaking point, like hot lead is leaking through his marrow.
He opens the office door, breathless and sweating. Windows line one side of the room; the ones that still have glass are greasy and grey. Some are smashed. Pale moonlight reflects off a mirrored dresser. Rats, startled, scurry off a filthy dust-covered couch. A couple of pigeons coo in the rafters. A filing cabinet, with a lamp on top. A desk, a monitor, an old Touch-Tone phone. A small coffee table to one side, with two armchairs, and a TV on the wall.
He sits on the couch, catching his breath. He thinks about the kid from the pub. All he wanted was an address. Where was she? He didn’t give it up easy. Kid could have saved them both a lot of pain and time and effort. The girl must have had some hold on him. She had that about her, he knew that – a presence, a force. But Tobias got what he needed in the end, as he was always going to. And once he did get the kid to talk he had no choice but to make sure he didn’t talk to anyone else. He shakes his head. It wasn’t a neat death. He likes order, likes things to fall into place.
Now his bones are killing him. He checks the time. Close enough. He works fast, well practised at the whole procedure. Holds the small glass vial in one hand, plunges the needle through the rubber seal, extracts the clear liquid. He takes a moment, preparing himself for what’s to come. The breathless drug rush, followed by the faint.
There’s a TV remote on the coffee table. He hits the red button. Nothing. Of course. No power. He needs a distraction. News. Guaranteed to distract. On his phone he hits the TV app. It’s a bald presenter he knows well, a regular and familiar face.
‘So the climate nutters created chaos in Sydney today – a bunch of ill-informed ferals running amok in our largest city showing no regard for other people or other people’s property, no respect for our laws, our police or for the rights of our fellow citizens. Take a look at this… this is nineteen-year-old Zadie Kravets. Locked herself on to a truck bull bar with a bike lock and parked across Macquarie Street in peak hour. Nineteen years old! What is the world coming to—’
He finds the vein on the second attempt. These days the ketamine is the only thing that really works. Over the years he’s tried them all. Tylenol, lidocaine patches, cannabis oil, tramadol, benzodiazepine, pethidine, oxycodone – oxys – slippery slope he didn’t want to go down for long. Every one of them had problems and none of them were effective for long. They made you sleepy, they kept you awake, they blocked you up, made you lose weight or bloat, or they left you craving more, always on the chase. Then he found the K. That fucker from the Patriots turned him on to it. Not much those guys didn’t know about drugs. Nothing works like ketamine. That first shot: nothing like it. First time in years he could feel his legs again. He felt the fog of pain pull back, like someone had opened up a window and let the light and air back into a darkened room. He could feel his blood pumping. Like someone had knocked twenty years off him. And he could sleep. Proper sleep. How he’d missed that. Before the ket gave him its dreamless fall, he would struggle to find any peace, any place, any position where the pain wouldn’t seep through. He’d lie on his back, then his side, then try sleeping sitting up – sometimes that worked for a while, but always the pain would wake him again. Months, years like that. It takes a toll.
He looks down at the needle, pushes the plunger down, feels the surge, the first wave of nausea then the calm, the relief washing through his system. He feels the tainted blood penetrate his aching bones. He closes his eyes, savours the moment and braces for the rush of confusion and dissociation, the dislocation, like floating free from his own body, unsure of where he is, a momentary welcome disconnect. And then sometimes the visions that have been coming lately – hallucinations, they are, he supposes – but they don’t last long and they’re not unpleasant. Or mostly not. And the result is worth it. Everything now is a trade-off. No pain is alike. No drug is the same.
Makes him wonder. Is what he’s seeing now real? On the screen, a man’s face, red and bloated with rage, frustration. The girl in front of the truck, her frightened eyes.
‘To this man I say I’m doing this for you. I’m doing this for you and your family. I will not be silent.’
Tobias puts his head back, waits for the fog of ket confusion to lift, for the clarity to return. He watches as the girl turns to the camera.
‘The police are coming. I know they have a job to do – I have nothing against the police, believe me, I come from a family – um, my dad’s a cop – but I’ve made my point.’
My dad’s a cop? Did she say that?
The bald presenter back on the screen.
‘The arrogance… selfishness… stupidity… it’s mind-numbing, isn’t it?’
Tobias can’t disagree. Mind-numbing. His head clears, the fog lifts, the pain is gone. These are the moments he feels whole again. The short few hours of relief. On his phone he checks all the usual sites and the activists he follows. The girl and the truck are getting some traction. The sov cit sites are posting. He follows them for a while down some internet tunnels. Bite-sized commentary from Sky. YouTubers piling on. There are already copycat videos, people taking the piss. He’s scrolling. Doing it as a distraction – you can spend a lot of time in the online sewer. He sees more posts from the same girl. A video shot before the protest. A room with faded pink walls covered in posters: Extinction Rebellion – The Climate Is Changing, Why Aren’t We? She’s looking at the camera, explaining how they’re going to do it, how she’s going to lock herself to the truck bull bar, how the protest is going to disrupt the morning commute, bring the city to a standstill. ‘Someone has to do something,’ she says. ‘Someone has to stand up. If not now, when, if not us – if not me – then who? I will face the consequences – happy to face the consequences – I’m doing this for all of us, but above all I’m doing this for Charles Goodman, a courageous journalist and a friend.’
Did he hear that right? Charles Goodman?
Tobias reaches for his phone, makes the call he should have made days ago.
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Aaron pulls the HiLux off the track, behind a grove of scraggy black wattles about 400 metres out from the two vans. He sprints forward then sticks to the side, hoping the scrub will provide some cover. He’s close now, only 50 metres out, when he sees it – the patrol car. The cop. The fuck is the cop doing here? His fear dispelled by confusion. He stops, sucks in air, trying to catch his breath. He watches as the sergeant levers himself out of the car and walks towards the vans. The local sergeant – Basko. The lanky frame, light steps like he’s walking on his toes. How did he know they were here? Is he alone? There’s no one else in the car; no one else gets out. He watches as Basko opens the van door without knocking. Lets himself in.
Did one of them tell Basko that this is where they’d come? Was it Harvey? Basko must have known somehow.
Aaron creeps forward. There’s a soft light coming from the van window. A candelabra – four candles. He moves closer. He’s on a slight rise, obscured a little by a scraggy grevillea bush, but he has a clear line of sight inside. Three of them, Shona, June and Basko, are sitting around the central kitchen table. Harvey isn’t there. The faces flicker in the candlelight. This doesn’t look like a cop visit, he thinks. Basko is rocking back and forth slightly. Shona is still; her mother looks like she’s crying.
Aaron sits, transfixed. So many questions racing through his head. So much he doesn’t understand. They seem to know each other pretty well, that much is clear. He waits for over an hour, watches as Shona gets up from the table, makes tea. He sees Basko reach across and take her mother’s hand in his. Their heads bow down. What are they doing? Are they praying? Yes, that’s what they’re doing, it looks like they’re praying.
God? Religion? He and Shona have never talked about anything like that. It’s not something Aaron ever thought she was into and he was more than happy not to have to talk about it ever again. The whole God thing – once Dog disappeared Aaron was glad to have it out of his life. But maybe he’s got it wrong. Maybe that’s not what they’re doing. Should he go to the door? No. The ground is still warm. He pushes his back up against the bush. He waits.
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Kravets is looking at the video again. Zadie. The wide eyes. The determination. The fear and courage. He’s stunned but he just can’t shake the fact that he’s also weirdly proud. His own daughter prepared to put herself out like that. Something he would never have been able to do – even now, let alone at nineteen.
His head throbs.
He calls Surry Hills station, gets through to some numbskull constable who won’t give him any answers.
‘I’m her father,’ Kravets says. He thinks back to the video – what was his name? Finbar? ‘Put me on to Finbar, son.’
‘Who’s asking?’
‘Name’s Kravets. Martyn Kravets. Detective Sergeant Martyn Kravets, Organised Crime task force.’
A pause on the line. The policeman thinking. ‘Sir, I can’t give out any information over the phone, you’ll have to contact police services.’
‘Who shall I tell them sent me? What’s your name, son?’
‘Constable Ian Cotton.’
‘Cotton. Like wool?’
‘If you like.’
‘Good name for a desk cop.’
Constable Cotton doesn’t respond. Kravets gives up. He dials Roger Henderson.
The call goes through to voicemail. He doesn’t leave a message. His number will be enough.
It comes back within a minute.
‘Hey, buddy, was wondering when you were going to call. How’s things? You cleaned up organised crime in this country yet? God knows we need someone to do it.’
‘Need a favour.’
‘Give me a dollar for every time I’ve heard that one, I’d be a rich man.’
‘Heard you’ve been tempted by the fast ways to riches in the past. How did that turn out for you?’
‘Don’t believe everything you hear.’ A pause, a change in the background noise. Henderson walking. ‘The accounting team are still going through all that digi stuff we got from Goodman. Also checking the body. No drugs in him. A .308 did him in. But we’ll get the full report to you as soon as we can.’
‘Yeah, thanks, but that’s not why I’m calling.’
‘Oh? I am, as ever, at your service. How can I help, mate?’
‘The girl, the truck on Macquarie Street today. You know where she is?’
‘The ferals who chocked up the city?’
‘Yes. The ferals. One of them in particular. The girl locked to the truck. She’s my daughter.’
A whistle through his teeth. ‘Holy shit. Hang on a sec.’ A rattle and a thump, like he’s put the phone down. Water running, the clink of cups. A distant voice. ‘Hang on. Ah, fuck. Fuckin’ thing.’ The voice back again now. ‘Just makin’ a cuppa. Let me log on and have a look.’ A wait. Keyboard in the background now. ‘Oh, yeah. Kravets. Zadie Kravets. She’s your daughter?’
‘Yeah, and she hasn’t called. Me or her mother.’
‘It’s only been a few hours. You know how it is.’
‘Exactly, that’s what I’m doing here. I don’t want anyone giving her the usual treatment.’
‘Banging up the city like that? Don’t need to tell you but that’s a big deal. All sorts of potential there. Just saying – you know how jumpy everyone is now.’ Another pause. Henderson taking a drink. More keyboard. ‘Area Command. Goulburn Street. As you’d expect. They’re holding her.’
‘Jesus H. She’s a kid, a protester, not a fucking terrorist.’ He hears himself saying it. How many times has he heard it from others? Just another pleading parent who can’t believe his own child could do any wrong. ‘Mate, I just need to get her out… without charge.’
‘Leave it with me. They’ll know who she is – who you are. Might help. Might not.’
Kravets hangs up. Calls Rita and tells her Zadie’s being held at Surry Hills but to sit tight for a bit before she rouses the legal cavalry. ‘Don’t want to spook them.’
‘Spook them? Marty, Zadie’s disappeared into a police black hole. And you know as well as I do what that could mean.’
‘She’ll be okay. Process, Reet. She’s still my daughter.’
‘Yes, I know, that’s what worries me.’
‘Just give it another hour or two. I have people on it.’
‘Jesus,’ she says softly. A big breath. He can hear the frustration and the edge of panic. Lawyers and cops – they deal with the law all the time, know it inside out, but don’t really feel the impact until it hits one of their own. Different story then.
‘Reet?’
She doesn’t answer. Just the breathing.
‘It’ll be okay,’ he says.
On the other side of the room, Weldon sits at a desk, laptop open. ‘You want to talk about it?’
Kravets hesitates. He’s all the way out here in fuck-knuckle nowhere chasing the dead and the disappeared down a dusty dead end with a Rhodes scholar and a time-serving racist country cop. He should be in the city protecting his family.
‘It’s Zadie. She’s… They’re holding her at Surry Hills.’
‘Surry Hills station? She’s been arrested?’
He presses on the link in Rita’s message, pushes it across the table. Weldon plays the video. Zadie in the car, the angry man… the arrest.
‘That was her? Woah. Hard to keep your mind on the job out here with that going on.’
‘Tell me about it.’
‘She live-streamed?’
‘Guess so, yes.’
‘Oh, man.’ Weldon looks like she is almost enjoying herself. She’s shaking her head. ‘That’s too much. Let’s see. Have you looked at her socials? Checked what’s happening online?’
She pulls her computer close, starts tapping at the keyboard. Kravets knows his way around the internet like a fish in a paddock. He checks in on Instagram every now and then, has a Facebook account with twenty-seven friends. The rest of it’s a waste of time and space filled with narcissists and blowhards. Wouldn’t know a TikTok if he fell over one.
Weldon leans into the screen. ‘It’s – oh – well, it’s everywhere, for one thing. The video on the street with the truck. And others. She’s in deep, isn’t she? Here, look. She posted another video earlier in the day.’
Weldon plays the video. He recognises Zadie’s voice, can’t quite hear it, but Weldon’s face tells a story. Her jaw drops, she leans in again. Looks across the room, eyes wide.
‘What?’ he asks.
‘Um.’ She looks back at the laptop screen, turns the volume up. ‘You need to hear this.’
‘… stand up. If not now, when, if not us – if not me – then who? I will face the consequences – happy to face the consequences – I’m doing this for all of us, but above all I’m doing this for Charles Goodman, a courageous journalist and a friend.’
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Above all I’m doing this for Charles Goodman.
Fuck.
The laptop pings. Weldon checks, waves Kravets over.
‘Forensics – Avani.’
Kravets opens his own laptop. They both read.
From: Avani Khatir – Senior Forensics Research
To: Senior Constable Fiona Weldon/Detective Sergeant Martyn Kravets
Hey Fiona,
We’ve done a deep dive here. It’s clear Feingold was faking up invoices – in part to convince banks to give them multi-million-dollar loans. Some of it went back to the business for legitimate activities but there are two sets of books. One for the shareholders and the ATO – business looks like it’s going gangbusters to anyone who might come looking. And there’s another set of accounts likely seen by only a few. Seems this is what Goodman was onto. Someone has given him access to the black books. Not only that, there are what the courts would call ‘real and substantial links’ to the Patriots motorcycle gang. The black books are revealing a sophisticated drugs, prostitution and people-smuggling operation using the Feingold infrastructure and trucking routes. The Patriots are the distributors beyond the trucking routes and they are the enforcers and the protectors. Nice little earner for them. But there’s something else in there too. Money is going all over the place, some of it – substantial sums – has gone to a far-right activist alliance that supports anti-vaxxers and sovereign citizen movements. We’re still looking. More soon.
We’ve done a run on the photos as well.
You’ll see he’s collated quite a lot of pictures to do with all the far-right protests over recent years. Plenty of the Covid-era vaxxer stuff, also quite a bit on the anti-renewables. Amazing how those groups seem to be some of the same people. Plenty of recognisable faces in there too. Have fun.
A
The first folder is simply marked parties. Folders with photos at various Feingold functions. A few prominent political and business figures cutting ribbons, drinking champagne. Arkady Feingold shaking hands with the Prime Minister. Standing on the stage at an industry group function. On the barricades with the drivers at a trucking rally at Hyde Park in Sydney and outside Parliament House in Canberra.
‘Well connected, then,’ Weldon says.
‘Not unusual. Big swinging dicks. The politicians love the business heavies. The barons love to feel they’re close to power. He’s not the first.’
Weldon moves to the next folder – bikies/no vaxxers etc.
Inside are images that don’t seem to connect to the company at all: groups of bikies – the patch says Patriots; random pictures of sovereign citizen camps, flags and slogans. Freedom rallies, anti-vaxxer placards, trucks and motorcycles in the background. Leather biker vests and stretched polo shirts over large bellies. Middle-aged women in sleeveless dresses spitting venom, red sovereign flags, the Southern Cross, a grey-haired couple with matching T-shirts – Fuck the United Nations. A red-faced politician and a microphone, an angry woman yelling into a bullhorn.
‘Guess this is what she meant by money going to the alt right groups, then.’ Weldon moves closer to the screen. ‘Who’s that? Wasn’t he in some of those other pics as well?’
Kravets leans in, needs to squint a bit to see what she’s pointing at. In the back, behind the first line of protesters. ‘A politician. Can’t remember who exactly.’
Weldon does an image search. ‘Gary Kerdling. Shadow minister for resources and energy. Wasn’t he the one they found rolled up drunk in the gutter last Anzac Day? The one with the reputation as a bit of a sleaze?’
‘Working on his image.’
‘Not Robinson Crusoe,’ Weldon says.
The pictures are repetitive. Protest after protest. Some from the encampments that sprang up in Covid times.
‘Cooker camps,’ Kravets says. ‘They were a real thing there for a while. Nice company. Would probably be a good thing to try and identify as many of these people as possible.’
And then there are more disturbing images. Young women in various pornographic poses, mostly young Asian women, some Caucasian girls. Pictures of girls with fat hairy men, tatts and greasy mullets. There are bikie posters on the walls, beer stubbies and spirit bottles on a bar. A club house, maybe?
Weldon keeps scrolling – more folders, more photos, they seem to be getting more graphic and degrading. In one there’s a room, with low light and a line-up of naked girls wearing numbers around their necks.
‘Jesus.’ Weldon turns her head away. ‘They’re moving all these girls around the country too?’ She stands, stretches her back and her shoulders. Sits again.
‘The world spins, nothing changes,’ Kravets says.
‘Woah.’
‘Too cynical?’
‘Your word not mine.’ She pushes back from the desk, stands. The clock on the wall says it’s just gone eight. Her stomach has settled but the churn has been replaced by a growl of hunger. Kravets is still sitting at the computer, the last video paused on the screen: men on a lounge, arms spread wide, resting on the shoulders of half-dressed women. Not bikies, these guys. Well dressed, or perhaps well half-dressed. Rulers of the universe. Weldon has seen enough.
‘Don’t know about you,’ she says, ‘but I need a drink and maybe a good country steak, and, to be honest, you look like you could do with some carbs.’
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The Commercial Hotel is surrounded by dust-covered utes and four-wheel drives. Every spot on the street out front is taken and more are parked up off the road in the empty lot next door.
A loud hubbub hits as they reach the door. When they push it open it’s like a barometric change. Like a cold front moving through after a scorching day, a wind that forces everyone to run for cover. The whole room turns. Weather-beaten men mostly, a few women. They eye the intruders, warily. Eventually a few nods come their way, the conversation gradually picks up and finds a place to rest at the previous volume, somewhere between half cut and naturally boisterous.
Weldon and Kravets approach the bar, and the crowd parts to let them through. The air is a thick mix of beer, meat, sweat and the acrid tang of farm chemicals. The barman is a huge nugget of a man, face like a parched paddock, cracked and sun scarred, with hair growing from his ears. He’s trying to keep up with the demanding crowd and acknowledges the two outsiders with a wave. ‘With you in a sec.’ He carries on expertly filling a line of schooners with beer. Beyond him on the bar there’s a small pile of flowers in paper-wrapped bunches underneath a large photo of the dead boy.
Daniel Green
RIP
Post-it notes stuck to the wall carry personal messages of condolence.
The barman dispatches the beers, makes his way over. ‘You want somethin’ to eat, you’d better hurry. Kitchen closes at eight thirty sharp.’
‘Menu?’ Weldon asks.
‘Not tonight, love. We’ve got steak and we’ve got chips. One or the other or both.’
She laughs. ‘Guess we’re having steak and chips, then.’
The barman looks to Kravets. ‘Same for you, mate?’
‘Why not?’ Kravets says. ‘Live large for once. Make mine medium rare.’
The barman looks at him like he’s just ordered a goat cheese soufflé, a little tip of the head. ‘Drinks?’
He delivers a schooner of beer and a glass of white wine. Sweat beads on his forehead, his face red and blotched.
‘Busy night?’ Kravets says, reaching for his beer.
The barman nods. ‘Meeting of the local action group. The Reckless Renewables Coalition. Bloody government wants to turn this whole area into a power hub for solar and wind, a great bloody battery at the edge of town and fuckin’ transmission lines through all the good grazing country. What are we gonna eat if they cover all the farms with solar panels? Taken us for mugs, they have.’ He picks up a small towel from under the bar, wipes it across his face. He tilts his head towards the shrine.
‘Bit of a wake on for young Danny too. Terrible what happened to him. Hope you lot can find who did it. I mean, jeez, we’re not used to that sort of thing round here. First that reporter found by the lakebed, now Danny. Tell ya, we’ve fuckin’ lost it in this town. Lake’s dried up, jobs have gone. Bloody government’s doin’ nothin’.’
His rant is interrupted by a shout.
‘Hey, Bluey. Few thirsty locals down here.’
Kravets and Weldon take their drinks to a table at the back of the room. Most of the drinkers are standing at the bar or gathered at the other end, next to a small stage. A banner stretches across the wall behind it. It’s a crude painted sheet with a windmill in a circle, a crossed line through it.
RENEWABLES OR FOOD
NO WIND FARMS FOR LAKE HEDDON
YOU CAN’T EAT POWERLINES
SOLAR – NO SUN = NO POWER
Within minutes Bluey the barman comes through the crowd with the plates of steak and chips, cutlery tucked firmly in one armpit. ‘Here you go. Sauce if you want it up on the bar. Both sorts, tomato and barbecue.’
The steaks are huge, the plates piled with chips.
‘Best steak you’ve ever eaten or your money back. Local meat. Country’s not gonna run on fuckin’ solar-powered lentils.’ He lays down the plates and the cutlery then retreats to the bar amid shouts for more service.
‘He’s got a point,’ Weldon says. ‘They’d starve out here without cattle and a freezer full of potato.’
Kravets cuts into his steak. He holds a piece up in the air, examines it. Not a hint of colour.
‘Country medium rare. Just as well they don’t run to salad. They’d overcook that too, for sure.’
From the stage in the corner: ‘One, two. One, two. Can youse hear me out there?’ A woman in blue overalls, hair tied back under a meat and livestock cap. Sharp features, good-looking. She’s an indeterminate age, could be fifty. Another rugged, sun-kissed face losing the battle against nature.
Someone shouts. ‘Tell ’em to stick their big battery up their fuckin’ big arse.’
The crowd roars its approval. The woman on the stage laughs, waves her hand up and down in a quiet-down gesture. The crowd settles.
‘Youse all know who I am. Leanne Bergen. Head of the Rational Energy Group, and youse all know my story by now too, would probably have followed me on Facebook, seen me speak at the rallies and the like and know what I stand for.’ She pauses. Fixes the crowd with intense blue eyes, a hard mouth. She points her finger at them. ‘I stand for you.’
The crowd cheers.
‘This whole idea of net zero is a sellout to the globalists. A transfer of wealth direct from us to the communist party of China. A deception run from Canberra, from deep inside Parliament House – they’re rotten to the core, I tell ya.’
More cheers.
The woman on stage puts her hands out in front of her – looking for quiet again.
‘I don’t need to tell youse all that the consequences for us and for this country are huge. Where are we goin’ to be in ten years if there are no farms left? Rural towns like this will be wiped off the map. Mince’ll be sixty dollars a kilo, if you can even find it.’
Another voice from the floor. ‘We’re gonna bloody starve.’
Leanne looks out at the sea of beer-soaked anger. ‘No, we’re not,’ she says. ‘We’re going to fight.’
Raucous agreement. ‘Too fuckin’ right we are,’ someone shouts. The crowd is loving it.
A big man with a shaved head and bull neck makes a megaphone with his hands in front of his mouth. ‘They’re comin’ for us,’ he yells. ‘It’s the great reset.’
The woman waits for them to settle again. She pushes her cap back, wipes back wisps of blonde hair. Her face is in the light now. She looks tired, hollow black rings under her eyes. She points to the man with the bull neck.
‘I didn’t used to buy into all them conspiracies, but really the more I learn the more frightened I am. I was in the New South Wales police force for nearly twenty years. I’ve seen the deep state up close and I’m tellin’ you it’s not pretty. Now I have nothin’ against our serving police officers. They do a great job in difficult circumstances, and I believe there’s a few here with us tonight.’
She looks over all their heads, directly at Kravets and Weldon. The crowd turns.
‘Thanks to you for your service, officers. I know there’s been some incidents here over the last couple of days that have thrust this place into the headlines for all the wrong reasons.’ She turns her attention back to the faces directly in front of her. ‘Honestly, crime is gettin’ out of control in this country, but if youse think it’s bad now just wait till we’re fightin’ each other for the last litre of milk in the supermarket. Your Chinese-made electric car isn’t gonna save you.’
From the crowd:
‘No way.’
‘Tell ’em they’re dreamin’.’
Leanne adjusts her cap again. Struts to the front of the stage like she’s fronting a rock band, leans over the mosh pit of Akubras and the sweat- and shit-stained cotton shirts. She holds the microphone close to her mouth and says in a loud, guttural whisper, ‘They’ll take my diesel from me over my cold dead body.’
A fist pumps in the air. The crowd roars.
‘Just let ’em try,’ someone yells.
Leanne steps back, smiling. Job done. ‘Like I say, your BYD isn’t gonna be much help but this man just might. Ladies and gentlemen, youse all know who I’m talkin’ about. Your local protector and my good friend, Sergeant Clem Basko.’
Applause. Shouts of approval.
‘On ya, Clem.’
Weldon and Kravets exchange a look. Really? Weldon groans, shakes her head like she can’t quite believe it. ‘Fuck. This is all we need,’ she says.
Basko takes the three steps up onto the stage in one. He strides over to Leanne, and they give each other a quick embrace, a kiss on the cheek. He takes the microphone. A big grin splits his face.
‘At home with his people,’ Weldon says. ‘First time I’ve seen him smile.’
‘Important community outreach,’ Kravets says. ‘Country policing’s a bit different apparently.’
‘One way of describing it.’
On the stage Basko clears his throat in the microphone. The sergeant is clearly not as comfortable with public speaking.
‘Um. Aaah.’ He wipes a hand across his brow. ‘Good to see you all here. I know these past few days have been unsettling for everyone. It does sometimes feel like we can’t win a trick out here at Heddon at the moment and, like Leanne says, I do fear we are in for the fight of our lives. The fight for our lives, perhaps. We will, of course, do that peacefully. I’m here to say I am with you all the way but please let us get on with the job of finding out who was responsible for the recent spate of violence. Violence that we’ve honestly not seen in our town before—’
‘It’s the fuckin’ deep state,’ someone shouts from the floor.
‘Yeah. We need to take our country back.’ Another voice.
A great crash shatters the air. A cheer sweeps through the bar. Bluey the barman is looking at what’s left of the tower of dirty glasses he was carrying. Basko is struggling to keep the crowd focused.
‘Now, now. I know you’re all concerned about what’s been happening but we’ve got the big guns here from the city on the case now. Organised Crime squad no less.’ He points to the back of the room to Kravets and Weldon. ‘Detective Sergeant Martyn Kravets and Senior Constable Fiona Weldon. Make them welcome, folks, you’re certain to see them around for the next little while.’
The crowd turns. Plenty of murmured responses. A few deliberately loud enough for them to hear.
‘Yeah, right, big guns – bet they’ve never shot ’em.’
‘Teach ’em a few things about guns out here, we could.’
A shout from somewhere deep in the throng. ‘Fuck off back where you came from.’
A few less-than-discreet obscenities follow in quick succession.
The two cops are caught like rabbits in a spotlight. Kravets lifts his nearly empty schooner in acknowledgement. Weldon looks like she wants to be swallowed up and disappear.
His phone vibrates. A welcome distraction. The screen says Zadie. He raises a hand with the phone in it by way of apology and heads for the door. The clean night air washes over him like cool water, respite from the swampy atmosphere of the bar. He’s missed the call. Presses redial. She answers before it even rings.
‘Zipps?’
‘Dad?’
‘Are you okay?’
‘Yes. I’m good. I’m out. Bailed. Charges pending.’
‘Okay. Jesus.’
‘You organised that, I suppose?’
‘Might have had something to do with it. Yes. What were you thinking was going to happen?’
‘I know. I know. But I can’t just stand by and – we, all of us, can’t just stand by and—’
‘There are other ways. You don’t have to go and get yourself arrested, plastered all over the news. There are other ways.’
‘Are there? Because I don’t see many of the other ways getting much attention. That’s the point of protest, isn’t it? To get all over the news. Everyone’s talking about it and they’re talking about it because of something we did, something I did.’
‘Yeah, well, not much you can do if you’re banged up in a cell. This could be serious, Zipps. They’ll want to make an example out of you.’
‘Good. Dad, that’s what I want. The more they try and throw the book at me the more the story stays alive.’
‘And what about your mum? She’s—’ A pause. ‘She’s a lawyer and you know how—’
‘She’s a conveyancing lawyer, Dad. She does real estate. She’s obsessed with harbour views and golden triangles and two car garages. Me getting arrested protesting for climate action isn’t going to prevent her from making sure one rich person can sell an overpriced property to another rich person.’
‘Okay, but still – have you called her?’
‘Not yet. She’s next. Look, I know this is going to affect you two but what’s happening is going to affect everyone. I have to do something.’
‘And Zadie? What’s the connection with Charles Goodman?’
‘Charlie?’ A pause. ‘He’s a reporter, with the Herald. Or he was.’
‘I know. But I saw the video – you said, “I’m doing it for Charles Goodman.” What did you mean by that?’
‘He – he’s an environment reporter and he was doing some work looking at the funding of the right-wing sovereign citizen movements and the connection they have with all these anti-renewables groups springing up all over the country. And—’
‘And?’
‘And I was seeing him.’
‘Seeing him?’
‘Dad. I was sleeping with him.’
‘Shit.’
‘Really? Shit? I thought Mum might think like that but I didn’t think you’d be the same. I’m actually all grown-up now, you know? You don’t have to protect me. And now – now he’s dead. Fuck. He’s dead. Like someone actually killed him. They found his body in some dried-up lake way out west somewhere.’
‘I know – Lake Heddon.’ He pauses. Lowers his voice a little. Like he’s worried there’s someone else in the room who might hear something they shouldn’t. ‘Zippy. I’m at Lake Heddon… on the Goodman case.’
‘Oh, shit.’
‘Yeah. Oh, shit.’
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Kravets could easily have stayed at the pub, would’ve downed a few more beers, maybe a whisky or two. Too easy. But then again the thought of sitting through more rants about the dangers of the radical electrification of the country was enough to drive a man to drink way more than he should. He went back to the office armed with a sixpack, put it in the fridge for later. He had to tell Weldon about Zadie’s connection to Goodman. Needed to stay tidy for that.
‘You might have to recuse yourself,’ Weldon says once he’s filled her in.
‘Recuse? That a university word?’
‘Maybe, but it’s the right one. You don’t think there’s a conflict of interest here?’
‘I’m still trying to decide.’
‘Won’t be long before someone else decides for you. Zadie’s video is everywhere.’
Kravets sits at the desk, lifts his laptop screen and pushes back in his chair. He feels like he’s in a fog. Is it fatigue or just frustration?
‘Until that happens, I’m still here,’ he says. ‘Zadie’s out on bail and we’ve still got a case to solve.’
Weldon sniffs. ‘Yeah, a bit more complicated than we might have thought.’
On the computer Kravets goes back to the Goodman files, the mess of accounts, the forensics assessments. The tentacles of the Feingold business – drugs, prostitution, trafficking, money flying everywhere. Nothing’s making much sense.
He looks across to Weldon – she has a whiteboard marker in one hand, contemplating the spaghetti junction in front of her. There are lines connecting the various people of interest. Tobias Love. Aaron Love. Shona Telkova. Daniel Green. Charles Goodman. Arkady Feingold.
‘Magic board giving up any secrets?’
Weldon draws a large circle around Tobias Love. ‘Tobias Love,’ she says. ‘Goodman was looking for him – clearly didn’t believe he was dead. The girl, Shona – and her mother – just can’t figure out where they fit into it all.’
‘We know Tobias Love is asking questions, trying to find her. Why?’
Weldon waves a hand. ‘Park it. We don’t know why yet.’
‘So magic board says no?’
‘That’s really not helping.’
Kravets lifts his palms up. ‘Okay, okay. Joke. I’m actually impressed. This is good.’
‘University education.’
‘Good old-school police grunt work, I’d say.’
‘Whatever.’
Weldon takes a step to the left and considers the board. Continues talking it through.
‘Aaron Love was looking for her and we know now that Tobias Love is looking for the girl too. The manager at the El Rio told Tobias to go and ask Danny Green and then Green ends up dead. So’ – she pauses, cogs turning, sorting through the maze, following the lines – ‘Love is here somewhere trying to cauterise the situation. He’s killed Danny Green. He’s looking for the girl. And presumably he killed Goodman too.’
‘Because Goodman was about to blow the Feingold operation open?’
‘Exactly. Goodman is investigating Feingold.’ She draws a line connecting the two names. ‘Tobias Love was last known to be working for Feingold here in Lake Heddon before he disappeared’ She connects them with another line. ‘The photos show Tobias Love surfaces sometime later – he appears at various anti-vaxxer and anti-lockdown rallies with the Nazis and the cookers from the sovereign citizens – and the accounts show some of Feingold’s money is being directed to them. So—’
Kravets pushes back on his chair rollers. A little clarity starting to form. ‘So Tobias Love is handling the money – or at least some of it. He disappears and runs the dark accounts?’
Weldon has Arkady Feingold off to one side of the board. She draws a circle around the name. ‘And the company is making most of its money using the Patriot bikies, who distribute drugs and prostitution along its trucking routes.’
‘Well, that’s enough motive there to kill Goodman if he was going to expose it all, but what’s the interest in the girl?’
‘And who is she?’ Weldon asks.
Kravets looks to the clock on the wall. It’s gone 9pm. ‘We need to talk to Roger.’ He picks up his phone, presses the contact, then slides the handset onto the table.
‘Kravets?’
‘Not too late?’
‘You’re kidding, aren’t you? I live for these work calls in the middle of the night.’
‘You’re on speaker. Constable Weldon is with me too.’
‘Heady stuff you two are dealing with.’
Kravets moves his chair closer to the desk. ‘One way of putting it.’
‘How can I help – I mean, at this particular juncture.’
Kravets looks to Weldon.
‘All the photos, the pictures, the video that your people have sent us,’ she says. ‘Can we get a list of names? Important figures and not so important. And anything identifying dates they may have been taken? We need to make sense of who’s who in the zoo.’ She pulls the laptop closer. Clicks through a few files. Comes to rest on the picture of the girl and the two men – Tobias love and another – standing in front of the Feingold truck. She sends the picture through. ‘This one is a priority… We know that’s Tobias Love on the right, we don’t have an ID for the other guy, and the girl we think is Shona Telkova. Anything on her yet?’
‘Hang on.’ Tapping in the background. ‘The check on Telkova. Yep, there it is. Shona Telkova – twenty-three years old. Resident of Cargyle, New South Wales… well, you knew that.’ A beat. Henderson reading. ‘Yeah, this is interesting. Step father was Brian Telkova, known as Ringo. A driver for—’
‘Feingold?’ Weldon cuts in.
‘Yes, how did you guess.’
‘Must be my university education coming to the fore.’
A pause. ‘She’s a keeper, this one, Marty. Don’t scare her off.’
Kravets grunts. ‘New generation. We’ll never keep up.’
‘Ringo was found dead in his rig a few years ago, suspected heart attack. Tox report showed he was loaded – ketamine.’
‘Ketamine?’
‘Yep. Special K.’
Weldon adjusts the screen on her laptop, moves her head a little closer. ‘Just a guess – call it an educated guess, if you like – but what’s the chance that the other man in the photo is Ringo?’
‘Wait.’ A cough through the speaker. More clacking and typing in the background. ‘Top of the class. Not confirmed officially, of course, but yeah… that sure looks like our missing Beatle.’

Kravets goes to the fridge – a half block of Bega cheese, a withered tomato, milk past its use-by date, cut sandwiches in plastic wrap that look like they could have been there for weeks, a few cans of soft drink, the sixpack of beer. He pulls out two beers and holds one up.
‘Drink?’
‘Don’t s’pose the bar runs to a glass of sauv blanc?’
‘Sergeant Basko look like your regular wine drinker?’
Weldon laughs, a small laugh, a scoff. ‘Given what they serve at the pub I’m surprised anyone around here would think that was a good idea.’ She puts a hand up, a stop sign with her palm. ‘I’m good.’
‘You don’t like beer? You are a police officer, aren’t you?’
‘It’s like drinking bread and I’m still struggling to digest all those chips.’
Kravets cocks an eyebrow, cracks the beer and holds it up, admiring it. ‘Carbophobia. Like I said, not a good place for it out here in the bush. Still, I guess it could be worse.’
‘Worse?’
‘You could be a vegetarian as well. You’d bloody starve.’
He takes a drink. A big one. Half the can in one go. Feels the fizz flow over his tongue, work its magic. It tastes way too good. There’s a line he knows well and he can see it coming. The line that comes into sight when you need to forget. He’s been there before. The big jobs, the bodies, the anger and the fear, the addicts, the mentally disturbed. The accidents and the deliberate killings. That moment you first realise everything you thought you knew about bullets was wrong. They don’t leave clean holes most of the time. Bullets rip and tear, bones burst and splinter, the jagged ends punch through skin, gravity pulls the flesh down. Bullets tumble, they roll off and away at strange angles in the body; they bust out leaving fist-sized holes. All the things you can’t unsee, the kids cowering in the cage – wide, panicked eyes – no English.
Carlo De Luca, the pool of blood, steam rising off the body.
He’s seen what the job can do, what it’s done to too many good people, knows how it can get on top of you. Cops – the protectors and too often the targets. Sometimes the fear takes over. How many times has he seen that? The cops who carry it with them out into the street. They react too fast, without thinking, the self-preservation taking over. Others let the fear get them another way: they shrink. Truth is, cops carry deadly force with them all the time strapped to their hips. But if they use it, what happens? You fire that gun you set off a whole chain of potential problems. It’s a no-win.
Carlo De Luca dead in the shit and vomit, the stinking flophouse in Claymore.
Do you make the right decision? Shoot the wrong person by mistake and your whole career could be gone – a dismissal or a criminal charge, even. Shoot the right person and you’ll still suffer. Right or wrong there’ll inevitably be an investigation, you’ll likely be suspended from active duty and put on a desk to wait it out. The media will be all over it too. And if the criminal survives there’ll be legal action. No one really talks about deadly force until it’s used. And no one talks about the damage to the humanity of the one who uses it – ever. Is it any wonder some break, any wonder the booze takes too many? The booze – he can take it or leave it, but, yeah, sometimes it does taste fucking good.
Zadie and Charles Goodman.
Fuck.
‘Basko,’ Weldon says. ‘We need to talk about that? What was it back there?’
‘Meaning?’
‘All the deep state stuff. Him on stage telling them he’s going to defend them. The fight for our lives.’
Kravets shrugs. ‘Yeah. I don’t know. He’s the only cop in town. Country policing. Like he said – it’s different.’
‘C’mon, boss, they’re all there talking about how they’re going to get wiped off the map and how they’re going to fight. The globalists and the great reset? Fuck’s sake. And there he is on stage with them all, promising to protect them?’
‘The windfarm wars.’
‘The what?’
‘Just something I read in the paper. People don’t like change I s’pose.’
‘Politics,’ Weldon says, eyes back on the screen in front of her.
‘We don’t do politics in the New South Wales force.’
‘Oh yeah?’
‘Commander Singleton told me that.’
‘Maybe someone should tell Sergeant Basko.’
Kravets drains the rest of his beer.
‘I can’t keep staring at the screen or at your majestic work of art on the whiteboard. No offence, but I’ll be a better cop in the morning and there’s a very uncomfortable bed in a stinking, dusty little motel room calling my name.’

In the car. Weldon driving.
They pass the pub. Just a few utes parked out the front now.
‘S’pose Clem Basko won’t be setting up the roadside Random Breath Test tonight, then.’ As he says it they spot Basko’s patrol car crossing the road a few blocks further up.
Weldon turns left. In the distance the patrol car makes a right into a driveway. Her eyes flick to Kravets.
‘Kill the lights,’ he says. Houses line the road on the left, silvery moonlight reflecting off shattered windows. On the right they pass a service station and mechanics shop, shuttered and dark, then an agribusiness with tractors and farm equipment behind tall cyclone fencing. Beyond that – at the point they lost sight of Basko – is another yard behind wire, this one empty. They cruise slowly past the gate. The faded sign with half the letters missing tells them the driveway leads to the Feingolds depot.
Weldon’s eyes meet Kravets’s again. ‘What the—?’
She turns in. Crosses the empty concrete yard, following the drive past the warehouse on the left, and turns again. No sign of Basko’s vehicle. Two big roller doors, windows above – mostly boarded over or fractured black holes. The building stretches on for about 250 metres. Kravets signals a stop. Weldon brakes and kills the engine.
Any element of surprise they might have had is gone. Kravets cracks the door. He looks up at the line of windows, checking for any movement, bracing instinctively for anything unexpected. Nothing moves. Why would Basko detour in here? Where is he now? Kravets lifts a nose to the air – dirt, oil, concrete. He steps outside the car with one hand on the roof, and listens. A dog barks somewhere far off. Nothing else. A shiver, a flex, runs up the back of his scalp. They’ve stopped out in the open – not smart, no cover, nowhere to hide. He reaches into the glovebox and removes his service-issue Glock.
‘Let’s have a look.’
‘Where’s the car?’ she asks.
He gives a shake of the head, a twist of the neck. A sense – something. ‘We should have pulled in over there,’ he says, pointing at the other dark corner of the building. ‘Too late now.’ His eyes take another circuit around the empty truck yard. ‘You’re on watch.’ He moves towards the roller doors at the warehouse entry.
Weldon follows, turning from side to side, scouring the yard, the roof of the warehouse and the perimeter fence. The two figures cast long soft moon shadows as they walk.
The roller doors are padlocked. There’s a metal entry door to one side. Kravets pushes against it. It doesn’t move. He can still feel the shiver, the presence, a slight shift in the wind, like they’re being watched. He looks up again at the row of busted windows, the stalactites of broken glass. Nothing. He pulls out his phone – hits the torch and studies the door. There’s a smudge in the dust and dirt around the lock. he casts the light towards the roller doors. Fine spider webs cover the gap where the edge meets the wall. It’s been a while since they moved. There are no webs on the door in front of him. He pushes it again. It’s shut tight.
Then they hear it. From the other side of the building, a car door closes and an engine starts. A vehicle in no hurry, moving away – not coming back towards them.
Kravets runs left. If he’s fast enough he might make it around the warehouse in time. Weldon takes to the car, heads off along the building in the other direction. Kravets’s legs are pumping. He reaches the corner of the building and turns – the path is obstructed by a pile of old pallets and a few oil tins, moonlight and rust. He leaps over them, landing badly on the cracked concrete and rolling forward. Sharp pain crackles through an ankle. He pulls himself up – pushes on. His legs burn, and his chest pounds, faster. He can hear the car pulling further away. The beer doesn’t seem like such a good idea now. At the far end of the building the path is blocked again, this time by a metal skip. He clambers over it, bangs a shin on the way up. ‘Fuck.’ He hears Weldon screech to a halt. By the time he’s made it around to the back of the building she’s out of the car, eyes up, looking to the exit ramp. Nothing. Whoever it was is gone.
Kravets folds over, hands on his knees, sucking in great lungfuls of air. Tries to speak but can’t finish a sentence. ‘Did you… Was it…’
‘No. Didn’t see. But who else could it have been? Only one way in and one way out.’
‘Fuck.’ He’s still doubled over, an acid taste of steak and beer in his mouth.
‘You okay, old man?’ Weldon asks.
He waves her off. Waits for his breathing to settle. Watches her walk back to the warehouse. Two heavy wooden doors, one slightly ajar. She draws her gun, pushes the door carefully, lets it swing back.
His breathing settles. His ankle is screaming but he can walk on it. He leans against the wall of the warehouse, puts both hands around the Glock, tips his head towards the open door. Weldon takes a cautious step inside, gun first, swirling one way then the next.
‘Clear.’
Kravets shuffles in behind her. It’s a bare warehouse floor – a shipping container, stairs to a mezzanine in one corner. He moves towards the steel container, stepping carefully, back to the wall, eyes mopping the ground, searching the shadows for movement. The door is shut, he swings it open, waits. Nothing. He steps in, gun forward.
‘Clear.’
He looks to Weldon, tips his head again, this time towards the stairs. Weldon takes the steps slowly, Kravets pulling in two behind. There’s a door at the top, ajar, the sign above says Office. Weldon approaches.
The door comes at her fast. Slams hard into her outstretched hands, sends the pistol flying, and continues the forward momentum into her head. She staggers, reels backwards, takes Kravets out with her on the way down. They roll together to the bottom of the stairs, coming to rest there in a tangled mess.
‘Fuck. Fuck,’ Weldon groans.
A trickle of blood is beginning to ooze above her brow. Kravets hauls himself up, takes the steps two at a time, adrenalin pumping. He lifts his good foot to the door and slams it open. He swivels inside in a crouch, ready to fire. The room is empty. Another door at the far end: he pushes forward. Beyond it are more stairs leading down and out to the front roller doors and the first steel door, open now. A long, glimmering strip of silver light streams through it. Dust dances in the air. Beyond, in the yard, nothing moves.
Kravets makes his way back up the stairs. Weldon is on the other side of the room, leaning against the wall, holding a hand up to her forehead. Even in the half-light leaking in from the broken windows he can see the blood.
‘You good?’
‘Flesh wound.’ She pads her forehead, looks at her hand, fingers sticky. ‘Fucker. Did you see—’
‘No. Gone.’
His phone torch is a finger of light picking out the scene in front of them. A standard office. A desk, a phone, a monitor. Nothing else on it. To the right there’s a couch, a coffee table, a television on the wall. The light scans the floor, across to the walls, along the side of the room, back to the couch. There’s a glint of reflection on the ground to the left. He steps forward. A syringe and a small vial. He steps closer, bends down, reads the label. ‘Ketamine.’
‘Ketamine?’
‘Looks fresh.’
He snaps a few photos, steps back, regards the couch. There’s an indent in the middle, and he places a hand on it. Still warm. On the coffee table there’s a TV remote and, next to it, a small piece of waxy-looking paper. He leans in closer. It’s a chewing gum wrapper. He takes a photo of that too.
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Sometime in the night he hears them, motorcycles passing like a wave through his semi-consciousness. A low rumble of exhaust and power, rolling thunder reverberating through the Pelican’s thin walls. He wakes, watches the lights dance on the ceiling – then they fade off into the distance.
In the morning he has to reach back. Did it happen? Did he dream it? The ceiling fan is no longer centred properly and makes a low thud as it churns the air. Was that it? The light breaks through the grime on the window; the room is bright and hot. A new day. He checks his phone. No calls. Just gone 6am.
There’s a half-empty whisky bottle on the dresser. His temples pulse, a pain at the front of his head like he’s been headbutting the bottle. His mouth is gravel and dust and his ankle is black and swollen. He pads to the bathroom, testing it as he goes. It still works. He splashes cool water on his face and across the back of his neck, recalls the night before. The altercation at the Feingold depot. Weldon’s wound wasn’t too bad. Back at the motel, in the harsh strip lights of what passed for a bathroom, Kravets applied his best rudimentary first aid. A hot towel and a plaster strip, nothing much he could do for the black eye and the bruising. The Pelican didn’t run to ice.
Weldon’s head wound didn’t stop the cogs turning. ‘Ketamine?’ She was fixating on the drugs. ‘Didn’t Henderson say Ringo Telkova was found dead with a toxic load of ketamine in his system?’
Kravets left her scouring the internet for information on the drug, retreating to his room to administer his own emergency care. Several hours later, the bottle of Ireland’s finest, tide well out, reproaches him from across the room.
He thinks about Zadie. Jesus. Zadie and Charles Goodman. His little girl not so little now. How much of the teenage years he missed, how much he didn’t see. Because he didn’t want to see? Or maybe just a lack of focus. Something in his own upbringing that made it difficult to keep close. It’s not as if his own father didn’t like him – but his affections, the hugs and compliments, were always reserved for his younger brother. Lyusha idolised Dane. He was the target for all the love. But when Dane crucified himself on the needle the lights went out for Lyusha. Dane was the centrifugal force of his life, and without it Lyusha had no axis, or at least he could no longer find it. The last time Martyn saw the old man he was standing on that patch of sun-bleached, cracked concrete at his back door wearing a stretched blue singlet and stubbie shorts, squinting into a harsh blue sky. The memory was like yesterday and like a foreign country at the same time. He saw the paling fence, gaps in it like a busted mouth; the Hills hoist, sitting in the middle of the dry yard mown so short it was scraped clean in places to patches of bare earth; and the shed covered in some malignant vine that was gradually pulling off the broken asbestos sheeting. Lyusha let the yard go just like he let himself go. The great bear became stooped and withered. His body shrank. He barely left the house. Spent his days obsessively reading the local Ukrainian paper, Vilna Dumka – The Free Thought – and watching the news on SBS, swearing at the TV, transfixed by the war. Other than that he only lived for Sundays and for church, for the cold dark stone of the cathedral, the elegiac Orthodox harmonies and the waves of incense. The sounds of home. Lyusha almost completely stopped speaking – when he did speak, he wouldn’t use English, reverted to the mother tongue – his guttural Ukrainian spilling out in short staccato bursts.
Lyusha still had family – he had Martyn, he had Zadie – but with Dane gone it was like he couldn’t be bothered. It worried Kravets that it might be hereditary. That Rita might be right, he might be displaying the same indifference.
You’re not here anymore.
I’m here now.
No, you’re not. Even when you’re here you’re not really here.
Kravets thinks of Rita and her real estate man and their comfortable suburban life. It could have been his if he’d wanted it enough. Keeping the hedges clipped and the pool clean. Collecting art they both liked, the barbecues, the dinner parties and the holidays to the Gold Coast or Italy. Nights in, watching Netflix with takeaway Thai food and a bottle of wine. No, he’s kidding himself, that could never have been his. Everything he’d lost. Whose fault was it? Rita would say he changed and maybe she was right. Of course, she was right. Maybe you can’t expect people to remain the same. Life is a river. Change is inevitable.

They meet, as agreed, at seven in what passes for a dining room. Half-a-dozen trestle tables, windows with thin net curtains and an insect zapper on the floor in one corner. A fan toils slowly on the ceiling above them. On a table at the end of the room there are small cardboard packets of cereal: Corn Flakes, Coco Pops, Sultana Bran. A bottle of milk. Bread in a plastic bag. A toaster. Single-serve Vegemite and strawberry jam. An urn with hot water, tea bags and instant coffee.
Kravets’s head feels like it’s been in a mortar mixer. He’s got a stonking headache. He fixes three spoonfuls of International Roast into a plastic cup with two sugars, hot water.
‘Coffee?’
Weldon holds up a full cup. ‘I’m good.’
The left side of her face is a purple and grey thunderstorm. The eye is half closed and puffy, but the bandage above her brow is holding and the cut under it doesn’t look serious.
‘Wouldn’t want too much of a good thing,’ Kravets says.
Weldon squints, shields her eyes with the other hand. The morning light is beaming in through the curtains, the room stuffy already. The toaster pops. They sit sipping coffee, not talking. Weldon starts putting jam on top of peanut butter with obsessive precision, making sure the thin layer of strawberry covers every bit of the toast. She holds it up close to examine it. Takes a careful bite.
‘Basko,’ she says eventually, still eyeing the toast.
Kravets sets his cup down. ‘Might be a problem there.’
‘You think?’
‘I’m a detective. Trained observer.’
‘Still think we should have followed him home last night, had a word.’
‘Not sure either of us was up to it. Anyway, memories of events are still fresh and Basko’s not going anywhere.’ He takes a sip of the coffee. A faint chemical tang, almost tasteless. What he wouldn’t give for a double espresso right now.
Weldon puts the toast down, brushes crumbs from the table and opens her laptop. She reads aloud: ‘Ketamine is sometimes injected or administered as an infusion for legitimate therapeutic purposes. Including: pain relief, post-operative pain and complex issues like severe arthritis, especially where other pain relief, such as opioids, is ineffective. In recent years ketamine has also been used as a non-label treatment for severe depression and has become an in-demand illicit painkiller. At higher doses it can lead to an intense dissociative state often referred to as a “K-hole”, where users experience a profound detachment from reality, which some find appealing despite its risks.’
‘K-hole. That sounds like fun,’ Kravets says.
Weldon looks up. ‘Presumably at even higher doses ketamine could kill a man.’
‘So could too much International Roast.’ He pushes his cup away. ‘Whoever is responsible for your headache either has severe arthritis, severe depression or is somewhat detached from reality. On that last measure it could be almost anyone around here.’
Weldon empties a packet of cereal into a plastic bowl.
‘First toast, now Rice Bubbles. Stretches the definition of low carb, doesn’t it?’
‘We should buy some eggs.’ She reaches for the milk.
Kravets pictures greasy fried eggs and bacon. The runny yolks and strips of flesh and fat. His stomach turns.
‘Basko,’ he says. ‘Motherfucker.’ He reaches for his phone.
Henderson answers before the first ring.
‘Marty? Back so soon?’
‘Roger, your charm is irresistible.’
‘Mmm. That’s what they all say. What do you want?’
‘Clem Basko. Sergeant Clementine Basko. He’s the local cop out here. Everything you can find. His backstory. Internet search history, phone records. Clubs. Associations. Political groups – we think he might be mixed up with some of the whack jobs. You know the drill.’
‘We talking Nazis? Accelerationists? Or just your regular cookers?’
‘Who knows. Might be nothing – just a hunch. But Rog – lift every rock. Has he ever been somewhere he shouldn’t have been? Anything in his past that might interest other people?’
‘Compromised?’
‘Don’t know. We need to look at everything. But keep it between us.’
‘Between us? You asking me to freelance for you?’
‘Asking for a favour. Just in case.’
‘Can’t be too careful, hey?’
‘Tell me about it.’
The sun shifts across the room, fingers of bright, hard light stretching across the floor and reflecting off the dirty white walls. A couple of blowflies do noisy somersaults on a windowsill. Kravets pats his pocket, looking for his sunglasses. Another scorcher looming. He can already feel himself starting to sweat.
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The road between Heddon and Cargyle is empty. A snaking streak of blacktop, splitting flat dry plains that stretch out on either side. What few trees there are cast long shadows. An occasional mob of kangaroos graze on the dry grass. A tractor working in the distance sends dust rising into the air – a gossamer cloud – iridescent against the pale morning sky.
‘Almost beautiful,’ Weldon says, eyes scanning the horizon.
‘Eye of the beholder.’
‘There’s a beauty to everything if you choose to see it.’
‘Poetic this morning. You sure you’re alright? That was a big knock.’
Weldon laughs. Puts two fingers to her bruised cheek. A wince.
They’re driving west. The sun’s behind them, fierce and bright, reflecting off the rear-view mirror straight into Kravets’s eyes. He reaches up to adjust it, stops. Something in the distance. Small black silhouettes moving fast towards them. Motorcycles. He thinks of the night before. Of waking to the heavy thumping sound. The deep menacing growl that came and went, weaving through his dreaming.
‘Company,’ he says.
Weldon turns, looks back. ‘Friends of yours?’
Kravets keeps his eyes on the mirror. Watches as the bikes approach. Four of them. Big men, big machines, their hands in the easy rider position. No one else on the road, no reason not to pass, but they sit close, drift from side to side, barely a car length behind them.
‘The fuck are you doing?’ Kravets says, thinking out loud. He thinks of tapping the brakes, giving them a scare, or pulling them over and playing bad cop, but he knows how complicated that could get, how much time and effort would go into winning that pissing competition. And for what? Just to chest-bump a fat meth-head bikie? Plus there are four of them and only two of us on an empty road, he thinks. Could get more than complicated.
The leader pulls out, the others follow. They slide in next to the car, two abreast, ride there with them like that for a few hundred metres, eyes on the road, beards flying from half-face helmets, leather vests over biker bellies. Eventually they pull forward, with the low thumping rumble of Harley-Davidsons turning over. The sun catches their backs as they pass. The patch says Patriots. The highway stretches on before them through the scorched open land. Kravets and Weldon watch the bikes slowly disappear into the haze.
‘Think they were trying to tell us something?’ Weldon asks.
On the outskirts of Cargyle, the plains succumb to small changes in geography. The few hills become a jagged rift in the ground – a small gorge created by some ancient tectonic shift. The Cargyle River, little more than a scar in the landscape, carves through it. The brown earth either side is peppered with low scrub, saltbush, tussock and mulga.
A sign says Cargyle – Jewel of the mid-west. Population 2,3—’
The exact number of residents has been obscured by gunshot. They pass car yards – Isuzu, Toyota, used and new. Acres of new ag machinery sitting idle in their concrete lots. On through the town centre. The grand old buildings, stone and wood. Reflections of long-lost prosperity. Sunday morning: the streets are virtually empty. At least half the shops are boarded up, their windows covered in construction ply or heavy-gauge security screens and roller shutters. Two old pubs face off in the centre of town, with large bull-nosed verandas and rusting iron lacework that’s fallen in on itself in places. They’re like gap-toothed old matrons dressed for a royal visit that never arrived. Cargyle’s fading grandeur quickly gives way to standard squat, low-rise suburbia and semi-industrial franchise development. Fast food and pet supplies. Smash repairs and machinery. They pass the flat-roofed church – a big cross on top of it. JESUS IS THE ANSWER painted across the front in bold letters. A perspex sign by the carpark addresses its message to the road: An idol is nothing at all in the world – There is no God but one. There are half-a-dozen farm utes and a few town cars parked with their bonnets pointing towards the cross, searching for salvation. A large sign in the rear window of an SUV says, PRAY.
Beyond that the graveyard, then the spanking new Bunnings warehouse, which sits like another, more modern, house of worship. It has three times as many cars out the front. A few hundred metres further on, the Blue Angel tilts precariously from her plinth on the motel roof – the wand that once promised a way forward now points to the ground, aiming at the vacant lot next door.
They pull into the entrance. There’s a new sign on the office door. Closed for good. Demolition pending. Kravets kills the engine. The carpark is empty. The door to the Telkovas’ unit at number ten is still hanging loose, busted off its top hinge.
‘Doesn’t look like anyone’s home,’ he says.
Weldon casts her eyes around the empty forecourt, a dumpster bin in once corner, the pool full of gravel. ‘Not much to come home to, I guess.’
Outside of the air-conditioned car the heat is a hammer. They step up onto the concrete porch and cross the threshold of number ten. They’re met with the same chaos as the last time they were here. No one’s made any attempt to clean up and there’s no other sign that anyone has been living there. Further on, the door to Harvey’s unit is also open. Inside there are a few full garbage bags leaning against a wall; one of them has been ripped open, its contents spilling forward, and plastic plates, old food cartons and pizza boxes strewn across the floor. The room smells of composting vegetables and rotting meat. There are empty cereal boxes next to the sink, plastic milk bottles and a few old tea bags, an empty bag of dog kibble. A few old blankets are in a pile on the floor.
‘Harvey’s gone, then. No dog bed. No food,’ Kravets says.
Weldon has a hand across her nose. She steps back onto the concrete porch. ‘Looks like he left in a hurry.’
He follows her out, casts his eyes around at the mess, the busted doors, the armchair with the deep hollow where the springs once were, the cigarette butts squashed into the stained concrete, a few empty bottles in an old tin ashtray. He looks up at the angel, her blue dress the colour of the cloudless sky, her face looking down. Always been there, always lookin’ after us, Harvey had said. Kravets looks into the Blue Angel’s big round eyes, her smiling red lips.
‘Where have they gone?’ he asks her.

They drive back to Heddon none the wiser. When they pull up outside the station Basko is waiting for them, leaning against his patrol car, holding a brown paper bag in one hand, carefully wiping the side of his mouth with the other. He’s wearing a baseball cap with the Polair Police Aviation command logo. He chews and swallows, still has pastry sticking to the side of his mouth.
‘Sorry. We interrupting breakfast?’ Kravets asks.
‘Breakfast of champions. Sausage roll and sauce. Local servo special.’
‘You should talk to Weldon. She’s good with dietary advice.’
Basko looks across to Weldon as she’s getting out of the car. The dark glasses cover her eyes but there’s no hiding the swelling and the purple bruise on the side of her face.
‘Woah. What do you need to eat for breakfast to look like that? You get hit in the head by a veggie burger? Put the wrong soy milk on the gluten-free muesli?’
Weldon makes no effort to respond.
Kravets says, ‘Mystery assaulter. Something we need to raise with you.’
‘Assault?’
‘Collision with a malignant door. Last night in the old Feingold depot. Someone behind it but we don’t know who.’
Bakso lifts his thin frame off the side of the patrol car. ‘The fuck were you doing in there?’
‘Following you, actually. Saw you turn in. What were you doing there?’
‘What? Really?’
‘Saw you drive in there. Wondered why.’
‘Jesus. Haven’t you two got murders to solve?’ Basko slips a finger between his neck and his shirt collar, tilts his head from side to side like he’s letting out steam. ‘Just part of the routine. I drive by there every now and then, check everything’s in order, make sure there’s no squatters or druggies or illegal immigrants thinking they might like to occupy an empty building. Part of the job. Can’t be too careful. Bit of a housing crisis out here as you’ve seen, and the country’s being overrun with illegals.’
Weldon, hands in her pockets, surveys the otherwise empty street. ‘Yep. Can’t move for ’em out here. Come all this way on a leaky boat, looking for a new life. No better place to find it than Lake Heddon. Welcoming community, plenty of opportunities.’ She shakes her head. ‘Ever think the town could use a few enterprising immigrants? Let’s face it, what you’ve got now isn’t working too well.’
Basko casts his eyes the same way, down the street, past the row of dusty front yards, towards the roundabout with the tourist sign and the directions pointing the way to somewhere else.
‘You two should stick to your side of the aisle,’ he says.
‘Feingold,’ says Kravets. ‘If you haven’t noticed already, that is in our aisle.’
The lanky cop opens the car door, levers himself into the seat. There’s a bobblehead figurine of Donald Trump on the dash, and the head bounces left and right, forward and back. He lowers the window, puts on a pair of aviator sunglasses, rests an elbow on the doorframe.
‘Well, I’m here to help you however I can but this is my patch and these are my people. How I go about my work is my business.’
‘There’s someone in there,’ Kravets says. ‘Don’t know if they’re an immigrant but they definitely meet your description of druggie.’
‘Oh?’
‘Fresh syringe, all the makings.’
‘Jeez. You two should be careful. Creeping around warehouses in the dark can be dangerous – just sayin’. I haven’t been inside myself for a while, guess I should go back and check it out.’ He rests both hands on the steering wheel, pushes back into the seat, looks up. ‘That place was a real mess inside last time I was in there. Should be condemned but then – hey – there’s a lot of buildings in this town showing more than a bit of wear and tear. Sure you didn’t just slip, hit your head on the door by accident? Can’t tell you how many times I’ve come across busted-up sheilas with that story.’
Basko leans forward, turns the key, and the patrol car emits a low growl. He turns towards them. Kravets can see himself and Weldon reflected in the big lenses of his sunglasses. Their slightly distorted faces framed by a few high jetstream clouds.
‘Sorry you took a wrong turn in there,’ says Basko. ‘Druggies. Can’t be too careful, eh? Hope that hasn’t given you the wrong impression of Heddon. Really, we’re good people. As you would have seen last night at the pub. Hope you enjoyed the local hospitality. Good crowd. Good people.’
Weldon coughs. ‘The great reset? What’s that about?’
‘Can’t be responsible for what some people think.’
‘Can’t be held responsible for anything much, it seems.’
‘Listen, they have grievances. It’s different out here, case you hadn’t already noticed.’
‘So you keep saying.’
Basko pushes his cap back off his forehead. Fixes the aviators firmly on Weldon. ‘You city folk wouldn’t understand. There’s been a lot of pressure. People here have been through a lot. They don’t like the world the way it is – no news in that.’
Weldon looks around. ‘Guess there’s not a lot to like about the way it is, hey?’ She points a finger. ‘You may not be responsible for what they think but you are employed by the same government they seem to think is out to get them. Might be best not to take sides given you are the law enforcement officer. You know, the one who upholds the rules and regulations?’
‘I’ll take that on board, Constable, next time I get a call out to a local farm to confirm a self-administered gunshot wound to the head. I’m sure the family’ll be wondering how they went from viable to bankrupt in a generation but I bet they won’t be talkin’ about how we need to reach net zero.’
Basko powers the window up, gives them a wave with the back of his hand, moves on.
Not for the first time, Kravets thinks, Weldon and Basko – oil and water.
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The cockatoos screech and shriek on their fly past. The calls cut through the thin metal of the van – the sharp edges of a soft new dawn bleed through the curtains. When the lake had water, it was a full orchestra out here; now there are only the cockies and the crows – sometimes an occasional wattle bird. The smaller parrots don’t come anymore and of course the waterbirds are long gone. Aaron lies on the bed wondering if he’d even slept. How long had it been since he saw Basko leave Shona and June? He’d sat there, glued to his spot behind the grevillea bush, and followed the patrol car lights as they bounced along the track and out of the park. He watched through the windows as Shona eased her mother up from the table, walked her across to the kitchen sink, helped her clean her teeth, and gave her pills and a glass of water to wash them down. He watched until the candles went out but he stayed stuck to his spot in the dirt with this own confusion for a long time, paralysed by what he’d seen and feeling completely out of his depth and alone. Eventually he made his way back to his own van.
Dog. The chewing gum. Dog had been here? What was he doing? Nothing had been touched, just the wrapper left on the table. Was it a message? Yes, of course it was. He was showing Aaron. Telling him, I’m back. Aaron turned both locks on the door – tried to sleep but tossed and turned all night, stewing in his doubts and uncertainties.
Now he needs – what exactly? Reassurance? Clarity? He needs to do something. Part of him wants to keep the door shut, stay inside, curl into a ball and forget about it all. Forget about Shona and Dog and Sergeant Basko. But there’s too much happening. His mind is turning too fast. He’s in deep in something that he doesn’t understand and he has no control over it. Is Dog really alive? What’s going on with Basko? How did the local cop know they were here so fast? And what was the praying all about? They obviously knew each other well but Shona had never mentioned being close to Basko. How did he – Aaron – get mixed up in it all? And what exactly is it he’s mixed up in? And Shona? He feels like he’s just floated into her world – or she’s floated into his – and he hasn’t even asked the questions. He knows he hasn’t. There’s so much she hasn’t told him. She’s used him. She came to Lakeside to look for Dog, but then she stayed the whole summer. She only left when her mother got cancer. She stayed because she wanted to be with him. Aaron has never had anything like that happen to him before. So he’s just gone along for the ride, the beautiful ride.
Shona’s touch, her kiss, her smile, the platinum-white wisps of hair on her neck, and the black outline of the scorpion – the tail and the sting – running across her right shoulder. Aaron resists the urge burning between his legs. He shakes himself free of the half-conscious state he’s been in for hours now. The air is so hot already it feels like it’s about to bend. He throws off the sheet and stands up, his head spinning, and he has to wait for the dizziness to settle. He goes to the sink, pumps the tap: nothing comes out. He’s forgotten to fill the water tank. There’s a half-empty plastic bottle on the table. He takes a long drink; the water is warm.
Outside it’s fresher. Cooler. A smell of dry grass and sheep and the dying trees. He cocks an ear, listening for any signs of animals in distress. There might still be money to be made if he can be bothered pulling sheep out of the mud, but he hears nothing. He walks along the lakeshore behind the acacia trees. The cracked earth stretches out to where the lake was once deep enough to dive in headfirst. There are still a few stranded boats out there, the Nissan patrol that they never got out, stuck fast and leaning sideways, but no other cars or trailers or treasure hunters have shown up for a while now. He walks past the canoe hire, the kayaks lying there like so many beached carp, optimistically tied to their moorings like they are still in danger of floating away. The little wooden office with the sign Canoes for hire, its metal shutter closed and locked. Would it ever rain again? He wonders if anything will ever be the same. The water, the travellers, the tourists – will they ever come back? And Shona? That first time he met Shona here on the shore… when he told her his name. ‘A tragic air to it,’ she’d said. ‘Like there’s a lot to live up to.’ He knew right then she was special. So smart, so beautiful, and she was interested in him. Why? He didn’t really care but he knew at that moment his life had changed.
On past the Flinders Street turn-off he takes the path along the old shoreline. A kangaroo lying under a wilting red gum barely lifts its head as he passes. The roo is big but looks old and weak. A cast-off from the mob. The lake has always been a refuge for the old bucks. They spend their days grazing and scavenging around the campsites. Alone.
Yeah, he gets it. That’s how he feels now too.
He walks on through the last of the shoreline vans, all empty. They’re clustered around a large open space, a communal barbecue area. A stained concrete table, a structure of old besser blocks with a sheet of heavy iron on top, a few empty stubbies in the bottom resting on the spent coals. Sun-weathered plastic water drums lie in the dust, alongside a broken canoe, an upturned boat and the bottom half of an esky. He’s about to turn, start heading up to confront Shona and all the questions he has about last night, when he sees the thin waft of smoke rising into the sky about 500 metres further on. The smoke is coming from beyond the van park, on the other side of the perimeter fence. It’s just a line of posts and sagging wire, easy to step over. The scrub is thick and high but there’s a clear path running through it. Tea-tree, woody weeds and black box spring defiant from the hard-packed rocky ground. A red termite mound rises from the earth. Aaron is well past the lake now. The wind shifts slightly, bringing a waft of burnt wood with it, and – is it bacon? Someone’s cooking? His stomach turns. There’s been so much going on he hasn’t had time to think about food. It’s been – what? – a day since he’s eaten? He follows the smoke and the smell, hunger now tearing at him. The path continues up a small rise. At the top, the scrub thins and there he is in a clearing below – Harvey – squatting in front of a fire. Chester barks, and Harvey levers himself up, leaning on his crutch and turning. He lifts a hand above his brow.
‘Sit, Chester. Back.’ Harvey waves. ‘Come on down, young fella. You want a feed?’
Aaron makes his way forward. There’s a sheet of old corrugated roofing iron on top of the coals, and a billy beside it. He pushes his hair off his face, behind his ears, stares at the fire and the meat and eggs.
‘Looks great,’ he says. He gives Chester a rub under his chin and between his ears. The dog pants and pushes his head forward for more.
‘Plenty here.’ Harvey hacks up something from his throat, spits it to the left into the dirt, puts a couple of extra strips of bacon on the roofing iron, where it sizzles and spits. Then he rests a few bigger hunks of unidentified meat in the dents of the roof tin. The meat pops and crackles and slides in the fat, sweet smoke rising off it.
‘Lamb flap,’ says Harvey. ‘Best there is.’ His smile is pitted with black holes and broken teeth but it’s warm and genuine. Aaron feels good to be in the big man’s company and his hunger is almost painful.
Harvey places a pile of bacon and six fried eggs on a plastic plate. He passes Aaron a fork. ‘Tuck in, son.’
He pours sugar from a packet into the cups, fills them with strong black tea. Aaron thinks he hasn’t tasted anything better in his life, and then the lamb flaps come off – thick, salty, juicy strips of fragrant meat and fat – and he knows this is the best meal he’s ever had.
‘So good,’ he murmurs through a mouth of food.
Harvey takes a piece of lamb, chews and swallows, licks his fingers. Looks across to Aaron.
‘Anyone’d think you hadn’t eaten for a week. What are you doin’ wandering about out here on your own, anyway?’
Aaron’s eyes are still on the meat. He sticks his fork into another bit of flap. ‘Way I like it,’ he says. ‘Been on my own for a long time.’ He chews, and the meat melts in his mouth. He’s eaten half-a-dozen eggs, a pile of bacon and lamb and he’s still got room for more. ‘Could ask the same about you, couldn’t I?’ he says. ‘How come you’re out here sittin’ in the scrub, cooking on your own?’
Harvey lifts the back of his hand to his mouth, licks fat off the side of it with his tongue, and looks back towards the van park. ‘Yep. Fair enough. Not too good with people, me. And that place’ – he waves an arm – ‘gives me the shivers. Can’t help feeling like the world’s gone and shifted off its axis. The Blue Angel’s fallen off her plinth, all this – campin’ alongside the bad water. Feels like maybe there’s a lot more to come yet.’
The fire’s burnt down low. Harvey pushes another bit of meat around the roofing iron with his fork. Chester whimpers beside him. He feeds the dog a fried egg.
‘You think that’s true?’ Aaron asks. ‘Not just superstition?’
Harvey nods. ‘Been on the planet as long as I have, been around my people. We know everything is connected. Things happen for a reason and the country tells you why.’
‘Like spirits or something?’
‘That’s it. Something like that. Bad things happened here.’
Aaron thinks about it. He’s never felt the spirits but he’s seen enough bad things happen out here. He pulls out a small pouch, takes the makings – paper, tobacco.
‘Don’t mind if I do,’ Harvey says.
They roll cigarettes and light the ends on coals from the dying fire. Aaron feels the welcome rush of nicotine as he sucks in the smoke.
‘You know Basko was around last night?’ he asks.
Harvey nods, spits tobacco from his lip. ‘I seen him.’
‘Know what he was doin’? How come he found you all so fast?’
‘No idea. Guess someone must have told him we were here.’ Harvey takes a full lungful, won’t look to Aaron, keeps his eyes glued to the distance.
‘Something you’re not sayin’, Harvey?’
He shrugs. ‘Maybe not my place to tell. Maybe somethin’ you’re not askin’ right, son.’
Aaron ponders the riddle. ‘So who would have told him, then?’
‘Well, put two and two together. It wasn’t me, so ipso facto – as they say – it had to be someone else.’
‘Shona?’
Harvey shrugs again.
‘Her mum? June?’
The big man still has his eyes fixed on the horizon. ‘Say that’d be it.’ He nods, scratches under his chin.
Aaron doesn’t get it. ‘Why? Why would she do that? After what happened back there at the Blue Angel. You all were supposed to be tryin’ to keep out of the way. Someone’s…’ He leaves the sentence hanging, looks at the cigarette between his fingers, the chips in his multicoloured nails – a layer of dirt underneath them. He feels adrift, unsure, out of his depth. So much he doesn’t understand.
‘Saw ’em,’ Aaron says. ‘Basko and June. Last night after the cop drove in I come up and watched in through the window. Like they were prayin’ or something.’
‘Uh-huh.’
‘Is that it? Is that what they were doing?’ His head feels light. Harvey’s not giving much away. Because he’s not asking the right questions? Fuck. What’s the right question? ‘C’mon, Harvey. Give me something. Feel like I’m drownin’ out here.’
‘Might be the best way to be, son.’ He coughs up a deep lungful of phlegm, spits it into the coals, takes another suck on the roll-your-own, turns it over in his hand; most of it has burnt down. He flicks the butt into the fire. ‘I don’t know much more than you, only I do know when Covid hit they left.’
‘Left?’
‘Uh-huh. Disappeared. Got caught up in all them conspiracies. One world government or something. The – what’s it called? – sovereign citizens an’ that. But, yeah, they were into it big time. Weren’t the only ones. Plenty of people here got mixed up in all that. Mixed-up time it was, wasn’t it? Have to admit us blackfellas have been sayin’ the government’s illegitimate for a couple of hundred years, but whatever.’ Harvey laughs, lets rip another phlegmy cough. ‘Don’t need to tell you, son, people are angry. They got nothin’ much and what they do have they think the government is comin’ to take it away. Shame they can’t see how that’s played out for us lot but, hey.’ Harvey pushes a small stick into the coals, watches it flare up. Puts a finger in his nose, and picks. ‘There’s a lot she’s not tellin’ you, boy.’
No kidding. Does he want to know? Yes. No. He’s not sure.
‘The cop and the mum,’ Harvey says. ‘They’re related. Brother and sister. Mum’s name is Basko. June Basko.’
Aaron opens his mouth but he has no words. He feels the ground beneath him shifting.
‘Somethin’ else you should know. They worked out at the truck depot – Feingold. And if I remember right they were all in thick with your old man before he fell out of that boat.’
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June is standing at the sink. He can see her through the open door, head hanging low, her left arm flipping backwards – small sharp movements, like a dying fish on the end of a spear. No other part of her body is moving. It’s like she’s frozen to the spot. He watches the old lady for a while, frail and stooped, gaunt, slack-jawed, grey hair scraped back. He takes out his phone and looks at the picture again. Dog and Roxy and the other bloke. He’s looked at it so many times now he can recall every tiny detail. The truck behind them with the big red Feingold logo, the old timber warehouse, the looks on their faces. Dog smiling – the smile Aaron recognises – not a happy smile, not a good smile, a meanness to it, contempt. Roxy, standing back slightly like she’s trying to wriggle away, her eyes unsure, and the mystery man to the left. He still has no idea who that is.
He’s thinking about what to say, trying to organise his thoughts. Nothing comes. He can’t really figure out a plan – he doesn’t like confrontation, never has, but he knows he needs to keep moving, so he steps forward, knocks on the side of the van, next to the door. June turns her head slowly. She looks distressed, tries to smile but her mouth doesn’t move. She holds on to the sink with her good arm, the other is still twisting in spasms behind her back. She mumbles a few words Aaron doesn’t catch, coughs a bit then straightens up, gives her shoulders a shake, nods towards the end of the van.
‘Shona?’ she calls, her voice stronger now. ‘Your Love boy is here.’
A groan comes from somewhere deep in the van. ‘What time is it?’
‘Time enough,’ June says. She shuffles across to the small kitchen table, eases herself into a chair. Points across the van. ‘Take a seat, boy. Takes a while to wake the princess.’
She reaches for a plastic jug on the table, tries to pick it up with both hands but they’re shaking too much. ‘Pour me a cup of water, will you, love? I’ll be okay soon. Once the pills kick in.’
Aaron pours the water. June takes the cup in both hands and raises it to her mouth, her hands still moving backwards and forwards. Some of the water hits the mark, most spills down her chin. Shona crawls out of the recess at the end of the van, a platform with a mattress. She’s wearing black knickers and a faded pink T-shirt with Taylor Swift on the front. Her hair is sticking up from her head at different angles, eyes barely open. Aaron thinks she’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. She walks to the sink, dips her hands into the plastic bucket on the bench and splashes water over her face, then puts a saucepan on the stove and teabags in three mugs.
Aaron watches the silent morning ritual. Shona hasn’t even acknowledged he’s there. June says nothing, just sits there staring out through the door, a vacant look in her eyes. The water boils. Shona brings the tea to the table. She sits, blows across the top of the cup, takes a sip, finally looks up.
‘Aaron?’
‘I…’ He can’t look at her. What to say? ‘Saw you last night. The cop was here. How did he—’
‘Mum called him.’
‘She has a phone?’
‘Of course she does.’
June turns to look at them. She seems more composed now. The pills must be starting to work, Aaron guesses. Her arm is steadier. She can hold her hot cup of tea.
‘I am here, you know?’ June says. ‘Clem needed to know.’
‘I thought you didn’t want anyone to know. That was the whole point.’
‘Clem’s family.’
‘Her brother,’ Shona says. ‘My uncle.’
‘Yeah, Harvey told me. Told me a few things.’
Shona looks down into her cup. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘Should have told you. I know.’
Aaron looks from June to Shona and back. Part of him wants to shout, part of him wants to cry. He’s angry, afraid, tired and confused. So confused.
‘Go on, then,’ he says.
Shona pushes her cup into the middle of the table. Looks across at her mother. ‘Go on?’
‘Tell me something. Everything.’
‘I don’t really know where to start, Aaron.’
‘How about how you were all working at Feingold – with Dog.’
‘Okay.’ She takes a small sip of her tea. ‘We were working for Feingold. Then Covid hit and Tobias was all over it. The deep state and all that. And Ringo, my stepfather, he—’
‘Your stepfather?’
‘Yeah. The photo with Tobias and him and—’
Aaron pulls the photo up on his phone. ‘That dude? With Roxy.’
June turns her head to the conversation. For all her feigned disinterest she’s listening close.
‘Yes. And no. Aaron, it’s complicated. But—’
‘But?’
‘Yes, that’s my – my stepfather Ringo. But… I lied. There’s no one called Roxy.’
‘No?’ Aaron feels embarrassed now, feels the heat rise in his cheeks, ashamed that he was so easily led. It’s always the same. He is always so easily led. ‘So the whole story about falling down the rabbit hole? About getting lost to Lauren what’s-her-name, the Neurons doco, QAnon and everything. That was you?’
‘Uh-huh. We all went there with him. Mum, Ringo, me. We needed something. I don’t know, something to make us feel worthwhile, worthy. I needed to at least think there was a future… I needed hope and strength, a way to fight back. I mean. Look at this’ – Shona casts her arm around the caravan – ‘look at it. Look at our lives, Aaron. Who’s helping us? Don’t you sometimes want more?’
‘Sure. But—’ Aaron can’t find the words. More what? It’s not that he doesn’t get it. He understands the system is skewed against people like him, like them. He knows his life is hard, that it’ll be that way forever. He’s never gonna own a big house or drive a flash car or go on a proper holiday to Bali. But he’s happy enough. He doesn’t really know how it is he doesn’t have the rage Shona has – maybe it’s just like Dog used to say, just a lack of ambition.
‘The whole Covid time amplified everything. You think there are these unnamed people controlling it all, controlling the world. And Tobias – he really wouldn’t let up about it. All about the vaccine and how that was a way to track us all. I don’t know, it’s so hard to explain. There’s an echo chamber in there and we were all captured by it. It took us a long time to come out of that hole.’
‘How? How did you?’
‘Ringo.’ She turns away, runs a hand across her eyes, rubs them. ‘Tobias killed him.’
‘Shona. Shona.’ June looks at her daughter, something in the look, Aaron can see it: fear. ‘Please.’
‘Too late, Mum.’ She looks up, but Aaron won’t meet her gaze, wants to keep the confessional going. Shona puts a hand on her mother’s arm, smooths her fingers along the nylon sleeve. ‘We thought we were working for a greater cause, we went to the rallies and the camps, we were all in. But the scales started to come off – slowly. Ringo was the first. He saw it, how the company runs on two levels – two speeds. And—’ She wipes her eyes again. ‘Once we started to look – to really look – all the other stuff started to fall away. Bit by bit, like someone chipping away at ice. We were used, Aaron. Used by Tobias and by Arkady Feingold. We came to understand we were just part of this huge network – a criminal network. The truck routes – they use them to run drugs, and money – so much money – and people – human trafficking, they call it.’
‘Human trafficking?’
She nods. ‘Prostitutes – young girls – and some boys – from other countries.’
‘Like the girl down at Tarcutta?’
‘Uh-huh… and men with no papers – cheap labour for the farms and the meat processors… running them backwards and forwards across the country, and then the Patriots distribute – drugs, people, cash – and the money gets laundered through the business and… Ringo – he spent months gathering the proof, receipts, the dodgy invoices. Threatened to blow it up, go to the media – the real media – unless—’
‘Unless?’
‘Unless they gave us money. Enough to break free and start something of our own.’
‘Oh.’ Aaron is trying to keep up. He thinks of the last few years with Dog. The drivers coming round to Lakeside, the weird conversations. He knows the madness. How it took hold. He saw it up close. He didn’t know about all the other stuff but he’s not surprised.
‘And did they – give you money?’
Shona’s eyes roll. ‘You kidding? Their answer was to kill Ringo. We found him slumped in his truck cab with a needle in his arm, ketamine. Ringo never touched drugs.’
From the other side of the table: ‘Never.’ June’s quiet, hard voice, forcing the word through her lips.
‘Ketamine?’
‘Yeah. Same shit that Tobias uses. He could have used anything but he did it with ket so we would know it was him. No one else would use ketamine like that. He wanted us to know.’ She pauses. ‘He took everything. He took Ringo and he took everything else we had. It’s a cult, and we left it with nothing.’
‘That’s why you came to me? You didn’t believe he was dead?’
Shona puts a hand across the table. Touches his fingers. ‘We knew he wasn’t dead. Someone was still running the Feingold underground operation. The Patriots were still on the road, doing what they’d always done.’ She looks down at her hands. ‘I didn’t want to hurt you, Aaron, but I did want to find him. I wanted to kill him. And we had—’
June groans, like she’s in pain. ‘Shona.’
‘We had more. Or we thought we did,’ Shona says.
‘More?’
‘Material—’
‘What sort of material?’
Aaron follows her eyes as they rake the van’s ceiling. Strands of electrical wiring poke through. Faded, stained strips of grey fabric hang down; there are holes and burn marks in places, the raw metal of the roof underneath, dead bugs hanging in old webs. She looks back at her mother.
‘I – I’m not proud of it. I did what I had to do. We did what we had to do. The material is – it’s compromising. Videos Ringo downloaded from the Feingold security system and a few others – we – parties, drugs —’ She pauses. Looks across to her mother. ‘Sex.’
‘Oh.’ Aaron still isn’t sure.
‘Arkady Feingold liked a party. And not just him – a whole lot of others too. Businesspeople. Politicians. Feingold is like an octopus and there are a lot of people who wouldn’t want any of it to get out. We weren’t necessarily going to use it. It was backup.’ She pauses, lets out a long breath, her damp eyes looking away. ‘Oh, fuck.’ A little shake of the head. ‘I knew the reporter was digging around. We set up a chat on World of Warcraft – but then they killed Ringo and we knew they were coming for us next. So we gave all of it to him – to Charles Goodman. We hear nothing back for months and months and then you turn up with the hard drive and Goodman’s dead. And – and obviously, he’d been doing a lot of work because there’s photos of us – of me and mum and Ringo. That was stuff we didn’t give him. He must have found that himself. All those pictures of the protests.’ She pushes a hand through her hair. ‘But the videos…’
Aaron’s head is spinning. ‘The videos?’
‘They weren’t there. We gave Goodman the videos but—’
‘You didn’t make copies?’
She flushes. ‘No.’ Looks up at her mother again. ‘I deleted them. All of them – we didn’t want there to be any connection back to us.’
‘And Dog?’
Shona shakes her head. ‘We still didn’t know where he was. Not until I saw those other shots that Goodman had that were taken at Tarcutta. That’s when it clicked. The Tarcutta exchange. Dog must have been working out of there all along. And I still want to kill him but now I also need to know what happened to the videos – where are they?’
June groans in the background.
‘And then Arkady Feingold takes a bullet, so it’s obvious they’re still worried.’
‘And now Dog’s coming looking for you?’
Shona nods, bites her lower lip. Aaron realises this is the first time he’s seen her look vulnerable. Not afraid exactly, but sort of uncertain.
‘Don’t you think someone should tell the cops?’ he asks.
‘Basko is the cops.’
‘No, the real cops… the Sydney cops. Them ones that are here lookin’ into the Goodman murder.’
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On TV the man on Sky with the toilet-brush hair is turning himself inside out. ‘The renewables plan simply can’t work. I tell you, this is one of the most crucial policy battles we will ever face in this country. The future of our country is at stake.’
‘Jesus, is Basko deaf? Not only do we have to put up with these morons but he has to turn the dial up to eleven so the whole town can hear it.’ Weldon finds the remote on the reception counter and kills it, but toilet-brush man is still ranting.
‘… and those who are most ignorant are so often the loudest. Take your Greta Thunbergs or your university types or your Extinction Rebellion activists who go out of their way to inconvenience everyone just because they’ve got a brain full of distorted misinformation that they want to shove down your throat. They’re happy to pretend they’re saving the planet. Most of these protesters have no idea of the facts…’
‘Fuck,’ Weldon says. ‘The other TV as well?’ They make their way down the hall to the operations room. She searches through the notes and files on Basko’s desk. ‘Facts. What would he know—’
‘Basko’s just trying to wind you up,’ Kravets says.
‘Yeah, it’s working.’ Weldon finds a remote under a pile of papers, pushes a button. Nothing happens. ‘Shit.’ She puts it down. It’s for the air con, not the TV. She finds another remote under another pile. Hits the right button and the man finally disappears.
The room is stinking hot already. Kravets is feeling sweaty, drained. He reaches for the air con remote and steps to the side of the room while it kicks in. It takes ages for the air to turn from hot to cold.
The TV rant makes him think of Zadie. He can’t get the picture out of his head: her locked to the bull bar while the fat man prowls around, raging.
The flow from the air con is finally cool. He sits at the desk, opens his laptop. Weldon does the same. He hears her suck in a large breath.
‘Incoming,’ she says.
An email from Avani Khatir.
… bit of digging around Shona Telkova and Juniper Telkova. Turns out both worked for Feingold. Juniper was a bookkeeper there for nearly twenty years. The daughter came on in some sort of IT role a few years ago. They both worked at the Lake Heddon depot. Also we’ve done a dive through the photos. Goodman had thousands them. But you might find folders 4.1 and 5.1 helpful.
The photos in the folders are mostly from the early Covid era – 2021 to 2022. Folders 4.1 and 5.1 are from the anti-lockdown demonstrations. Shona, June, Ringo and Tobias are among the angry crowds, holding signs; Tobias addressing the crowd through a bull horn; Ringo in his truck cab – flags flying. Australian flags, Eureka flags, Trump flags. We Will Not Comply, Fake News.
‘Okay, then,’ Weldon says. ‘Starting to add up here.’
‘Complicated maths. But yeah.’
His pocket rings. Rita.
‘Have you heard from her?’ She gets straight to the point.
‘Who, Zadie? No. Not since yesterday.’
‘She didn’t turn up at the station.’
‘What?’
‘Her bail conditions. She’s supposed to report to the Surry Hills station at nine every day. She hasn’t shown up.’
Kravets looks up. The clock on the wall says it’s 9.40.
‘Maybe she’s just late. Have you tried to ring her?’
‘Course I have. The whole world’s trying to find her. She knows she has to be on time. And now—’
‘Reet. Calm down. She’s probably—’
‘Don’t tell me to calm down, Marty. You know how serious this is. She’s out on bail. You’re a cop. You know what that means.’
Kravets feels his pulse quicken. Weldon looks across the room at him, eyebrows raised. He raises a hand, speaks into the phone. ‘She’s a big girl, Rita. She’ll work it out.’ His words come out soft, without any real conviction. He wants to reassure her but he doesn’t even believe it himself, and he knows she can hear it.
‘Marty.’ There’s an edge in her voice, a waver, like she’s on the edge of tears, her usual confidence and control fraying. ‘I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where she is. She didn’t come home last night. She’s not talking to me anymore and she’s definitely not listening. Mart. I’m worried.’
Kravets is about to say again that everything will be alright, that Zadie will be fine. Just give it a bit of time. He’s on a job. He can’t come back to the city. Zadie will show up. She’s a responsible girl. But even he isn’t convinced anymore. How could he even tell? He hasn’t been around. He hasn’t seen firsthand the awakening of Zadie Kravets. The transformation, the transition from serious high school student to political activist. For some reason he thinks of Carlo De Luca and his mother, Rosa. De Luca was no political activist, unless you were talking football politics. He thinks of Rosa, holding the hose over the straggly rose bushes. He’s all I have. Kravets knows he has no choice.
‘I’ll come,’ he says. ‘I’ll need to clear it but I’ll be back by tonight.’
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Henderson on the line.
‘We’ll get a trace on her phone. Give me an hour or two.’
Kravets calls Commander Singleton. She answers first ring. ‘Can’t quite compute that the sweet little girl I met all those years ago has turned out to be so newsworthy,’ she says.
‘Interesting turn of phrase, ma’am. She’s still sweet, just a bit more grown-up. Weldon’s on the case here. I’ll only need a day… two at the most.’
‘Two days max, Kravets. I’ve got pressure coming from everywhere. People want this Goodman case wrapped up as soon as possible.’
‘People.’
‘Above your pay grade. My concern. Let’s just say young Arkady Feingold had a lot of friends in high places.’
He sits at the desk, closes his eyes, wonders what he’s going to do if he can’t find her. Where is she? Has she freaked out completely and decided to run? The worst possible option. And, no, he just doesn’t believe she’d do that. She’s braver than that. Always has been. The memories come to him – Zadie begging for the training wheels to come off; pushing into the waves, totally unafraid, but also knowing there’d be someone there to catch her or swim out to get her. No caution. Always testing the boundaries. By the time she was twelve she’d broken more bones, had more hospital visits, been in more ambulances than any of them. A recurring image comes to him of Rita and Zadie curled up in bed, Zadie’s arm in a cast, slung over her mother. The two of them fast asleep. He couldn’t have felt more love. As parents, they provided the safety net. So different from his own childhood. There was never anyone ready to catch Martyn. You’re on your own, son was the message he got from Lyusha. Did they – he and Rita – give Zadie too much confidence? Is that a thing you can have too much of? Can you love someone too much? Yes, he knows you can. He’s seen that before too. He feels the unease creeping up on him, his stomach churns and his head starts to throb.
Where did she get it from? That urge to save the world, where did the activist come from? When did it come? He’s in awe of it. The power of it, the self-assuredness. His own little law breaker, standing up for something bigger than herself. Courage of her own convictions. Something he always wished he’d had. He understood the motivation but he never would have had the bottle to do anything like that. What is he going to say to Rita? She’ll blame him, of course, and she’d probably be right. Surely he could have done something.
Weldon is at the whiteboard. ‘She’s a lively kid,’ she says. ‘We were all like that once, weren’t we?’
‘Speak for yourself.’
‘My bet is she won’t have gone far. In the meantime we have a job to do.’ Weldon’s printed out maps of the lake and the district, pictures of the crime scene – the dead body on the lakebed, the contents of his satchel splayed out on the ground. Photos of the various people now at the centre of the investigation. Tobias Love. Aaron Love. June and Shona Telkova. She points. ‘They’ve all got motive. Goodman had stuff implicating all of them in Feingold operations.’
Kravets checks the clock – 10.15. The air con’s pumping at DEFCON 1 – room’s gone from oven to meat fridge in just over an hour. It’s making his headache worse.
The phone rings.
Henderson on the line.
‘Your girl…’
‘Go on.’
‘She hasn’t used her mobile now for over twelve hours. Last pinged at an address in Marrickville.’
Kravets doesn’t respond – he’s trying to think of people he knows in Marrickville, people she might know. No one comes to mind. Uni lecturers, students, writers, the odd bohemian barrister, a few bankers in denial. Not his crowd.
‘Mart – did you hear me?’
‘Marrickville?’
‘Yeah. Extinction Rebellion HQ. The phone’s still on but she hasn’t made any calls. I’ve got the local uniforms going round now to check. Even if she’s not there we might be able to get one of the ferals there to give us a lead. The lads’ll have fun trying either way.’
‘Policing’s not what it was, Roger.’
‘Now, now. Don’t be like that. Sometimes people need a bit of gentle persuasion and to be reminded of things they may have forgotten they’ve already said.’
‘Should be a social worker.’
He can hear Henderson laugh, a smoker’s wheeze. He’s tapping away on his keyboard.
‘If we find her, Marty? What do you want us to do? She’s skipped her bail conditions. We’ll have to take her in.’
‘If you find her, put her onto me. I’ll talk to her.’
‘You know that’s not enough.’
‘She’s not a criminal.’
‘Funny way to act.’
‘She’s a kid.’
‘Says here she’s nineteen. When I was that age I had two kids of my own and a well-developed drinking habit.’
‘Yeah, and look how that worked out for you. Nineteen today isn’t the same as nineteen in the dinosaur age. Nineteen-year-olds don’t drink like that anymore for a start and they certainly can’t afford to have kids.’
‘No kidding.’
‘Anyway, just keep her but let her know I’m on my way.’
‘Call you back as soon as I know.’
More keyboard tapping, then the phone goes dead.
Kravets turns to the forensics file on his laptop. Looks closely at the photos. Standard intel surveillance. Shona, June and Ringo are recognisable immediately. Tobias, when he appears, is usually wearing a baseball cap, dark glasses and a full beard. Never the centre of the action, like he’s trying not to be noticed. Sometimes they’re the focus of the camera but mostly they’re just people in the crowd. Their faces have been circled and highlighted now by Henderson and Khatir’s team. The photos are from the end of 2022 and the beginning of 2023. A few months later Ringo will be dead and Tobias will disappear.
He writes a quick message to Henderson.
Anything yet on Clementine Basko?
On cue, Basko comes through the door, aviator glasses resting on top of his head. Kravets closes the laptop.
‘You two sleuths still hard at it, I see.’ His eyes dance from the whiteboard to the desks. ‘So you know – I went back to the Feingold warehouse just now. Not sure how you got your busted face, Constable, but I can tell you if there was someone in there last night they are definitely not in there now.’
Weldon touches the side of her face. Runs a hand over the bruise. ‘Doors don’t attack people on their own.’
‘My experience of nearly thirty years of policing would suggest plenty of people run into doors. Happens all the time.’
‘Meaning?’
Basko slides his long frame onto the chair behind his desk, makes an arch with his fingers, veins like thick electrical wires pulse across the back of his hands.
‘Meaning, what you two get up to in your own time is really none of my business. And what I get up to on my rounds, in my town – well…’ He lays his hands on the desk, eyes from Weldon to Kravets. ‘Fact is, you’re here, we have a job to do and we need to work together, so you need to keep me in the loop.’
A rash is rising underneath the bruising on Weldon’s face. She’s about to say something that might not be useful. Kravets puts a hand up. She’s too easily riled.
‘You two need to cool down.’ He turns to Basko. ‘Your instructions – far as I’m aware – are to give us all the assistance you can so we can investigate and hopefully solve this Goodman case and then we can both leave, and you and your small town, your strange resentments and prejudices, can pretend we were never here.’
‘Good,’ Basko says. He looks over to the photos on the wall. ‘You still looking for them?’
‘Any ideas?’
‘Can’t say I have.’
Weldon shelves her anger. ‘We drove over to the motel this morning – the Blue Angel – no one there. Even the old bloke and his dog have gone. Doors are open but there’s no one home. Where could they go?’
‘Beats me. Cargyle’s a bigger town than Heddon, that’s for sure, but it’s not fuckin’ Melbourne. I’ll get Mackenzie and Bryant to chase it up.’
Kravets looks at the time again. Eleven o’clock. If he’s going to make it back to Sydney by tonight he’ll have to get going. He packs his laptop into the carry case. Rolls up the power cord. Basko watching him closely.
‘Something I said?’ Basko asks.
‘Back to Sydney. Just a day or two. Family business.’ Kravets’s instinct is to keep it private but he knows it won’t stay that way long. He tries closing the bag, but the zip sticks halfway. ‘The girl at the protest on Macquarie Street.’ He says, not looking up.
‘Huh? The girl who locked herself to the truck? Hear she’s skipped bail.’
‘She’s – she’s my daughter.’
A pause. Like that precise point when wind changes direction or the tide turns.
Basko lets out a long whistle, rocks back in his chair until the back of it hits the wall, then starts to laugh. A chuckle that comes from somewhere deep and turns into something full-throated.
‘Oh, my. That is too good. She’s your daughter?’ He rocks forward again, stands. ‘Oh, fuck. Families, eh?’
‘Yeah, families.’
‘They’re going to throw the book at her, aren’t they? When they find her, of course.’ He hits the side of his thigh with a hand and turns to leave. ‘Leave you to your packing, then. I’ve got paperwork to finish. Oh, boy. This is too good.’ They follow his laughter as it recedes up the hall.
Henderson on the phone again. ‘Boys tell me your Zadie hasn’t been seen since about ten o’clock last night. She left her phone and vanished. No trace.’
‘What, no one knows anything? Thought your boys were good at persuading.’
‘Marrickville – seems you were right – policing’s not what it once was. Rainbow flag in the window and a full-time cultural affairs officer down there these days, I’m told. Fair dinkum. What’s the world become?’

Five minutes later Kravets is checking his pockets for wallet and keys. He’s about to leave when Basko comes back to the door.
‘Someone here to see you,’ he says.
‘See me?’
‘Seriously, you’re not going to believe this.’ He’s shaking his head.
Kravets follows him to reception. She’s sitting in one of the vinyl chairs, picking at her nails. She’s pale and tired-looking, dark circles under red eyes.
‘Zadie? What are you doing here?’
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Kravets hands Zadie his phone. ‘You need to call your mother.’ Watches her make the call. She looks exhausted but determined. Empowered. Not taking a backward step.
‘No. Mum, I’m okay. I’m with Dad…’ A pause. Rita talking. He can’t hear what she’s saying. ‘Because I have something he needs to see… yes, I know… don’t worry, it’ll all work out. I know. Love you.’
She passes the phone back, delivers a small but recognisably defiant eye roll, like she’s twelve not nineteen.
Kravets points to the chair. ‘Don’t move.’ He presses the phone to his ear, leaves the room and walks outside.
‘Rita?’
‘The fuck, Marty? What is she doing there?’
‘I don’t know yet. She just turned up.’
‘She’s skipped out. On her bail conditions, Mart. That’s – that’s not good.’
‘No kidding.’
‘And it’s put you in a difficult position. I assume there are others – other cops who’ve seen her now?’
‘Rita. I’ll sort it, okay.’
‘They’ll throw the book at her, Marty. Oh shit.’
‘I’ll sort it. We’ve still got time. She hasn’t gone on the run.’
‘What? That’s not how the law will see it.’
‘She’s here – in a police station. They’ll take that into account.’
‘Listen, Marty, it’s the law. You know it and I certainly know it. You’ll have to arrest your own daughter and get her back in front of a court. That’s what the law says.’
‘Not before I find out why she came all this way to find me.’

Inside the station.
Zadie back in one of the visitors chairs. Basko pretending to address the computer screen on the counter in front of him and trying to hide his look of amazement. Weldon is at the hallway door, leaning on the doorjamb, arms crossed in front of her. No one talks. All eyes turn to Kravets when he enters the room. Then everyone speaks at once.
He puts his hands up in front of him. ‘Wait.’
‘We’re going to have to call this in,’ says Basko.
‘Just give me a bit. I need to think and I need to talk to her.’
‘She’s skipped her bail, Kravets.’
‘Yeah, and she’s my daughter. I think country policing can afford to give us some flexibility. Turn a blind eye. You’re good at that out here, I believe.’
‘Pretend I didn’t hear that.’ Basko pushes air through his thin lips, shakes his head.
Weldon steps forward. Extends a hand. ‘Hi Zadie. Senior Constable Fiona Weldon.’
Zadie looks up. ‘Your face. You okay?’
Weldon waves her hand in front of her. ‘Little fall. I’m good.’
Zadie crosses her arms. ‘I need to speak to my dad.’
‘Weldon’s working this case with me, Zipps,’ Kravets says.
She looks to Basko. ‘What about him?’
‘My station,’ Basko says. ‘My rules.’
‘What you have to show us is related to the Goodman case, Zadie?’ Weldon asks.
‘Yes… I mean, I think it is.’
‘Then let’s take you out the back and we can do this in private.’
‘Knock yourselves out.’ Basko looks up at the clock on the wall. ‘Midday I’m calling her in. That gives you just under an hour.’

In the ops room.
Zadie stands in front of Weldon’s investigations whiteboard, examining the spaghetti-like connections, the pictures on the wall and all of her Post-it notes stuck here and there with scribbled thoughts and questions.
‘I really had no idea you were working on this. I—’
She reaches out to the picture of Charles Goodman, runs her finger down it. Kravets puts an arm around her, pulls her close. It feels like another world. She’s a kid and he’s a father. He’s acting on instinct, wants to shield and protect. He so badly wants it to be that way, wants the issue to be something small, a lost dog or a broken vase. But there are two murders they have in front of them and his little girl is nineteen and she’s not so little anymore and she’s skipped out on her bail conditions – and she was sleeping with the main victim.
‘How long?’ he asks.
‘About a year,’ she says. ‘He was doing a feature story on climate activist groups. How the fight looks from the inside. He wanted to show that there are people who care, who are prepared to stand up. We were happy to work with him. I was happy to work with him. And, well, one thing led to another. We—’ She shrugs it off, runs a hand across her eyes. The tears are gone. ‘He was passionate, committed, sort of grown-up – certainly compared to all the other men hanging around in my life. He made me feel like what I was doing was important, valuable. And he was doing good work, deep work. Not just about us but he was also looking at who was funding the anti-renewables protests – “Follow the money,” he said.’ Zadie laughs. A spark in her that Kravets recognises but hasn’t seen recently, or maybe just hasn’t been around enough to notice. ‘You know, all the connections. How they were all related – the sovereign citizen groups and the anti-renewables groups and the anti-vax crowd… where they were getting their money from, that sort of thing. And then he locked on to the Feingold operation.’
‘How?’
‘Feingold?’ She shrugs. ‘I don’t know exactly. Someone was leaking to him. He’d done a few stories on the lockdown protests, got close to a few people.’ She’s still looking at the investigations wall, shakes her head. ‘He was a gamer, started getting these weird messages. They were communicating with him online through a game.’
‘A gamer?’
‘Yeah. You know. World of Warcraft, I think it was. I don’t know how it works, I’m not really into the games but World of Warcraft has been around forever. I just know he had a lot of information. Someone was leaking him stuff. He said he was really getting somewhere but he had to try and meet whoever it was he was talking to in person.’
‘Stuff?’ Weldon is sitting at her desk.
Zadie looks across at her, then up at Kravets. ‘Dad?’
‘It’s okay, Zipps. This isn’t a formal statement. What have you got to tell us?’
‘Stuff about Feingold. Their network, the funding. And—’ She blinks, looks from one to the other. She puts her backpack on the desk, opens the zip at the top and takes out a USB thumb drive.
‘He gave me this just last week. Said hold on to it. “If anything happens.” ’ She puts the USB on the table, looks down at her hands. She has fine fingers, silver rings. The polish on her nails is chipped, the edges chewed. ‘If anything happens.’
Kravets puts a hand on hers. She looks up again. It’s a roller-coaster in there but there’s steel in her eyes.
‘He said this was the only copy and that he wanted me to keep it in case – he was coming out here to meet his contact. I assume it was whoever he’d been communicating with. Whoever was giving him the information.’
‘Zadie?’ Weldon steps forward. ‘What’s on the drive?’
‘Charles said whoever it was who gave it to him wanted more time. He’d promised not to use it unless, or until, he was given the word. It’s – it’s wild – oh, fuck.’ Zadie pushes the drive across the table. ‘Just look at it. No copies though. I promised.’
Weldon connects it to the laptop. Clicks the file open. She turns the computer around so they can all see the screen.
This one isn’t like the jumble of trucking accounts, payments in and out, that forensics have been struggling with. This one is a clear record of money transferred directly into accounts. Big amounts, hundreds of thousands of dollars in some cases, less in others. And the names. Kravets recognises some of them. The politicians, some prominent business leaders. Weldon runs the cursor down the list, stops at one – Kenneth De Mouer.
‘This?’
‘Woah.’ Kravets almost reels back.
‘The commissioner?’ Weldon asks, her voice barely a whisper.
‘Unusual name. How many prominent Kenneth De Mouers would there be in this country?’
There’s another folder marked vids., with a column of thumbnail videos inside. She clicks on the first. A camera pans across a large boat deck. The people are well dressed: suits and polished brogues, pressed pastel-coloured shorts and boat shoes. There are plenty of easily identifiable faces – media and business types. The social pages on display. A few politicians – including a prominent member of the opposition, the one from the images they’d seen, who was screaming into the microphone at the rally. And there’s another well-known member of the government, Minister for the Arts, usually seen on the political programs arguing the case, taking up the fight. Always seen at galleries and concerts. Would go to the opening of an envelope, they say. Good-looking and articulate. One of the government’s best communicators. His name’s on the payments list too. In the video he’s wrapping his arm and his charm around the waist of a young woman. A champagne flute in the other hand.
‘Bipartisan representation, then,’ Kravets says. ‘Good to see they can agree on something.’
‘Notice anything else?’ Weldon asks. ‘The guests. The important ones. They’re all men. Middle-aged men. The women are young but they’re not guests. They look like they’re working.’
The camera lingers on groups of people standing on the decks, glasses in hand; waitresses in short skirts carry trays of glasses and nibbles. The shot pans across to the water – Sydney Harbour, a sparkling day. They glide under the bridge towards the Opera House. The camera pans. Stops at the minister again, lingers there as he throws his head back and laughs through a mouthful of expensive teeth. The smooth haircut, body lean as a whippet squeezed into a well-cut suit. A young woman either side of him now, laughing along. The women are like him, tall and thin and expensively dressed.
‘Fun party,’ says Kravets.
The shot spins into the air, goes to black.
Weldon pulls in a breath, sets a hand on the desk and leans in for a closer look. ‘Hard to believe this shit still happens, isn’t it?’
She clicks on another clip. The view is inside now, the men with their suit jackets off, women in various stages of undress, sitting in the men’s laps or dancing in pairs in front of them.
‘Who are these people?’ Zadie says.
‘The rich and the powerful. Rulers of the universe. Or they think they are anyway,’ Weldon says.
Kravets looks to Zadie. Sees the contempt written across her face.
‘Fuck them,’ she says. The words come slowly. He hasn’t seen her so hard before. So angry. She’s surprising him in so many ways, on so many levels.
They watch through more clips. The rich, powerful men, laughing, dancing, drinking. There’s a sameness, a monotony to the videos – until there isn’t. The last one is more grainy: the camera moves from a window to a darker, smaller room. The aperture takes a few seconds to adjust. The shot wavers then comes to rest on a glass-topped coffee table, a hand and a blade chopping a white line. A man leans forward, the shot is of the back of his head but they can see he sucks in the line of white powder through a straw. Another clip, the same man, a bed, his head thrown back, arms wide. A different camera now, from the ceiling. The shot reveals the head and back of a naked woman.
‘Holy hell.’ Weldon whistles.
The woman is young, very young. She has snow-white skin, a fine delicate frame and a tattoo wrapped around one shoulder. Weldon moves closer to the screen. She hits pause and rolls back, plays it again. The vision is still grainy and dark but the tattoo is fresh and sharp, a tail and a sting waving across a bare back.
Weldon hits pause. Points to the tattoo. ‘What is it? On her shoulder.’
They all lean in close.
‘It’s a scorpion,’ Zadie says.
‘Okay.’ Weldon hits the space bar again. The video rolls on. The light is low; the man in the image is bald and fat but other than that has so far been hard to identify. Now he throws his head forward and the young woman’s back moves to one side. They see the moment of ecstasy ripple across his face.
‘Shit.’ Kravets turns.
‘Feingold,’ Weldon says. ‘It’s Arkady Feingold.’
‘What is this? Was someone trying to blackmail the guy?’ Kravets turns to Zadie. ‘Zipps? Did Goodman say anything else about this to you?’
‘No. Nothing. He gave it to me, said look after it – put it somewhere safe. Don’t make a copy. But then – then he was killed and so I looked – only yesterday – and I realised that —’ She looks back at Kravets. ‘Dad? This is important, right? Whoever killed him knew he had this.’
There’s movement behind them. Basko standing at the door, watching, listening.
‘Fuck.’ Weldon turns the screen away, a bit too obviously trying to hide it.
‘Woah. Don’t jump.’ Basko steps into the room. He’s holding a coffee cup. ‘Way past morning teatime. Just need to get some hot water.’
How long has he been there? Kravets wonders. What did he see? What did he hear?
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Aaron is sitting in the HiLux, looking across at the station. He’s parked at forty-five degrees – tail to the kerb – outside the public toilet block and under the shade of a big eucalypt. There are no other cars on his side of the street. He’s a little nervous, he’s tired and confused about so much but he knows he has to do something. Dog is out there and he can feel him coming – for Shona, for June and maybe even for him. He knows he has to tell someone but he’s worried about the local cop, Sergeant Basko. Something’s not right there. He doesn’t trust him, and the news that he’s related to Shona’s mum doesn’t make him any more inclined to. If he’s so close to Shona and June he already knows about Dog and Feingold and everything, and he doesn’t seem to be doing anything much about it.
He has to tell the city cops.
The car they’ve been driving is parked out the front and there’s no sign of Basko’s patrol car. Now’s the time. He reaches for the door just as the patrol car turns the corner and pulls in. Fuck. Too late? Aaron sits there watching as the sergeant makes his way inside. The other cops will have to leave at some point, he thinks, and maybe he can bail them up then, tell them everything he knows. About Dog. About Basko and how he came to Lakeside last night. About the video that Shona told him about. About all the strange tyre tracks that were outside his van. And the chewy wrapper left on the table. He should tell them how scared he really is.
So he sits in the ute, pulls his metal playlist up and waits.
He can’t afford to run the engine to keep the air con on so he’s had to open the windows. The smell from the toilet block is making his stomach turn but it’s too hot to move out from under the tree. Finally, there’s some movement at the station door. Basko steps out and puts sunglasses on, surveys the street. Is he about to leave again? This could be his chance. Aaron watches the tall cop walk down the ramp. He’s an old fella for sure – maybe fifty? – but he walks like a twenty-year-old: his feet seem to glide, his movements fluid and effortless. Aaron’s expecting him to walk to the patrol car but the man keeps coming; he’s crossing the road. He’s coming his way, straight towards him. Aaron shifts in the seat, kills the music. He didn’t expect this. Doesn’t want this. The last person he wants to speak to is Sergeant Basko.
Basko steps up to the window, leans forward, delivers a waft of deodorant or aftershave that Aaron recognises. The one in the green tube, same one Dog used to use. Must be the only one on special at the IGA, he thinks.
‘What are you doin’ out here in the heat, son?’ Basko asks, a rise in the corner of his lips. His eyes are still hidden by his glasses but his head gives the HiLux a once-over, like he’s looking at issuing it a defect notice.
Aaron feels his pulse rush. He runs a hand through his hair, keeps his eyes forward to the windscreen.
‘I want to talk to the cops,’ he says. ‘The Sydney cops.’
‘What about?’
Aaron shakes his head. He doesn’t want to keep engaging with Basko. That wasn’t his plan at all. But he’s stuck now and he can’t see how he can back out.
‘Nothin’.’ He leans forward and grips the key in the ignition. ‘Don’t worry about it.’
Basko nods, leans to one side. His eyes make another sweep of the car, outside, then in the back. He peers through the window in the back, steps forward again, rests an arm on the roof and leans.
‘You come all this way into town, ask to speak to the Sydney cops, and it’s about “nothin’ ”? Anything you want to say to them that you can’t say to me?’ he says. ‘Spit it out, son.’
‘I want to speak to them on my own, if that’s okay.’
‘What if I tell you it’s not okay. What if I tell you, if you have information relevant to a crime – any crime – you should not be withholding that information and you should be telling the police, any police. And son’ – Basko bends his face towards the window – ‘in case you hadn’t noticed already, I am the police around here.’
‘All the same,’ Aaron says, trying to keep calm, ‘I’d like to speak to them first.’
‘Well.’ Basko pulls back, stands straight, looking up the street one way and back down the other. ‘If that’s the way you see it, you’ll be waitin’ a while. Best you just tell me and I can pass it on.’
‘Nah, if it’s all the same I’ll just leave it for now.’
‘We’re not really getting anywhere with this, are we.’ The sergeant taps his nose, exhales. ‘Tell you what, we can’t have you just parkin’ like this outside the station – loitering, we call it. Why don’t you head on back home and I’ll get them to come and pay you a visit a bit later on.’
Aaron can’t look at him. He grips the steering wheel with both hands. ‘Maybe I’ll just leave it. It’s not important.’
‘Son, I’ll tell you one more time. You have information that might pertain to a crime you need to tell someone about it. And when you’re ready, I’m all ears.’
Aaron shifts in the seat. He’s not going to give this fucker anything more.
‘Righto, Sarg. Just don’t worry about it, okay.’ He starts the ute. Pulls out into the street and drives. He looks back in the rear-view mirror. Basko standing by the kerb, watching him leave, hands on his hips. Aaron feels the shiver run up his back. His breathing is heavy. His hands are shaking.
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Aaron is lying on his bed in the van, wondering what he’s going to do next. Somehow he’s got to work around Sergeant Basko and talk to the other cops. He suddenly feels alone again, vulnerable. He can feel Dog out there. He can hear him breathing, panting, hunting. He wants to shut it out, to shut the thoughts down. He closes his eyes, tries to picture Shona, sees the curve of her neck, the light downy fluff on her upper lip, the way she laughs, the light in her eyes. He should be doing more to protect her. Shouldn’t he?
When the door bursts open that’s what he’s thinking.
The thin aluminium caves in like it’s an empty Coke can, and the whole van rocks violently; tins and kitchen pots fly off shelves, and heavy steps run towards him – a tall figure with a balaclava. A foul-smelling greasy cotton bag is shoved over his head; rough hands turn him over. Someone strong. He screams, but his head is pushed hard into the mattress. The pain rips up his arm and into his left shoulder. Whoever it is says nothing. Just a grunt every now and then. Getting on with the work.
Aarons yells again, kicks out. He’s struggling to breathe. The stink of the bag is awful but there’s an underlying note of something else in the air he just can’t put a finger on. Something vaguely recognisable. There’s a warm leak between his legs and he feels ashamed that even in the middle of an assault he feels embarrassed about pissing himself. His arms are twisted behind his back and tied tight. He’s still kicking out but there’s a knee pushing hard into his back. The heat, the pain, the lack of oxygen, the stink. He feels himself fade. The darkness comes.
He wakes, hot and damp with sweat, his head pounding. He dry-retches, nothing but acid in the back of his throat. The air is thick and fetid. It’s as if he’s wrestling with a flyblown sheep carcass. His body is being thrown about by movement underneath him. Is he in a car? He kicks out, hits metal. Something’s cutting into his wrists. The pain surges up his arms, and the pain in his left shoulder feels like something’s broken or dislocated. He pushes forward and his head hits something else. He realises: he’s in a car boot. The heat is so overwhelming he might pass out again – he’s struggling to suck in enough oxygen and the more he kicks and fights the more he struggles to breathe. He can feel the suffocation wrap around him, can feel himself slipping into unconsciousness again. His instinct is to fight it, to try to stay alert, but there’s no escape, nowhere to run. He succumbs.
When the fog lifts the world is quiet. There’s no movement underneath him. He kicks out. This time he meets no resistance. It’s still pitch black but the bag on his head is gone and his hands are free. His face is resting on the ground; it’s cool – metal. He feels the back of his head, a lump, then crusty skin on his neck. Is it blood?
‘Hey.’ He tries to shout. But his mouth is so dry he can barely open it and his voice comes out as little more than a croak. He tries again. The pain in the back of his head pulls him up. He reaches out with his hands, feels the ground. It’s so dark, almost completely black other than a small pin of dull light, like a weak yellowish laser. He puts a hand up to the hole. It’s tiny. A nail width, maybe. Other than that it’s impossible to see anything. He has to orient himself by touch. It’s clear he’s in a locked box of some sort. He runs a hand across the wall – smooth metal. He puts a hand to the ground. The floor is metal too but rough with loose dirt. The air smells of old engine oil and sawdust. He kicks the wall, sending a sharp pain up his leg. No one answers. He stands and paces the interior out. Six big steps in length – just over two steps wide. He can’t reach the ceiling. Six metres by three. He knows now: he’s locked inside one of the steel cargo boxes the long haulers carry. He traces the edges of the floor along the walls, eventually comes to a join, realises it’s a door. A standard container has two doors at one end. He finds the joint where the two doors meet. If there was ever going to be a weak spot, this would be it. He kicks again. Nothing moves. Of course. Who’s he kidding? He’s seen so many of them loaded on trucks. The doors almost always have heavy crossbar locks. If someone’s locked you inside a steel shipping container, no amount of kicking will get you out. He tries calling again, but his throat is raw and there’s nothing there. He can feel a panic start to surge but he has to beat it down. Panic will do him no good in here.
For what feels like hours he drifts in and out of consciousness. He tries staring at the thin yellow laser of light to give him something to focus on, something to keep him awake or maybe even alive. Is that too dramatic? Nothing’s too dramatic, surely. The laser never changes, suggesting the box must be somewhere near a light source other than daylight. Is he inside a building? A warehouse, or outside in a well-lit truck yard, maybe? If it’s outside it’s dead quiet. He can’t hear any movement. What the fuck is he doing here? He’s losing all sense of reality and time. How long has he been in this box now? His throat hurts and his head pounds. He wants to cry and scream – if only he could. He feels hot, then cold, then he starts thinking about how he’ll die here in this dark box and nobody will know. And who’s put him here? Is it Dog?
He starts muttering to himself. ‘Dog. Dog. Why?’
His tongue sticks to the roof of his mouth. He tries to swallow but there’s nothing there. The dehydration. He’s losing focus, losing consciousness again. How long now? How long has he been here?
He stares at the sharp beam of light. It starts to dance in front of him, turns into a galaxy of stars that stretches into the darkness above. It’s like looking at the sky at Lakeside on a cloudless night. Then the stars wave at him. He raises a hand and waves back. The pain in his head: he can’t swallow, he can’t open his mouth. He wants it to end now. He closes his eyes, hopes the darkness takes him.
A crack. The door starts to open. Is it true? Is he seeing that too? He tries to get up but he’s too weak, can’t pull himself to his feet. He crawls instead. Hands and knees. The door opens; the light is blinding. He can’t look. Something is thrown through the gap and lands with a thud on the ground in front of him. The door slams shut again. The darkness returns. That’s it. What? That’s it? No. He tries to call out but again he can’t find the voice and he’s so weak now. Any exertion leaves him winded and gasping for breath.
What was it that was thrown inside?
He pushes himself forward. Hand over hand, knee over knee. The pain ricocheting up his legs and arms. His left hand hits something hard. Plastic? Yes. Plastic bottles. Plastic bottles shrink-wrapped in a supermarket six pack. He tears one away, rips the lid off and sucks in the liquid, the sweet, sweet water. He can feel it slide down his throat and into every crevice in his body. The relief, the warm embrace of life. He’s not gone yet. He’s alive. He’s still alive. He’s not gone yet.
And there it is again. Just a whiff of it lingering in the air that’s come through the door. He’s trying to remember. Then he gets it. He’s trying to picture it, he can see it where it used to sit on the shelf above the sink, next to Dog’s toothbrush and his disposable razors. He just can’t remember the brand… the deodorant in the green tube.
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They watch the videos over and over. It’s clear there are two separate events or occasions. The boat party is one. Weldon makes a list of recognisable faces. So many movers and shakers on board. It’s a rat’s nest of power and privilege. The second is somewhere else entirely, just the woman with Feingold – a party for two in a private room. Arkady Feingold doing most of the partying. The only thing the camera shows of the woman is her back and the back of her head. The scorpion tattoo, platinum blonde hair. The room is a soft beige, with a large television on one wall, the cocaine on the glass coffee table, a bottle of spirits, cognac – two glasses, empty bookshelves and a mirror, an open closet – no clothes hanging in it.
‘Hotel room?’ Weldon asks.
‘Three cameras. Someone would have had to spend a bit of time setting that up.’ There’s a quick pan across a large window, thin gauze curtains, lights behind it. ‘Stop,’ Kravets says.
Weldon hits pause. The lights rise in a blurry arc across the frame.
‘Harbour Bridge. Looking west,’ he says. ‘They’re in the toaster.’
‘The toaster?’ Zadie asks.
‘That building down at Circular Quay. Fancy apartments. The super-rich.’
‘Oh.’ Zadie bites her bottom lip. Kravets still can’t quite get a hold on the fact that she’s here, the two of them together in whatever this is. The clock on the wall says 12.15. Basko would have made good on his threat to call her in by now. Just as he’s thinking he should pre-empt it somehow, his phone starts buzzing. Too late. Commander Singleton.
‘The fuck is happening there, Kravets?’
‘Ma’am.’
He steps out of the room, walks up the corridor, through the reception area and out the front door of the station, into the privacy of a wall of heat and blinding light.
‘Your daughter? Really?’
‘It’s complicated.’
‘You don’t say. Kravets, it’s a fucking mess. She’s skipped bail. You’ll have to bring her in.’
‘She has information that might be – is – relevant to the Goodman murder.’
‘What?’
‘Like I say, it’s complicated. She was sleeping with him, with Goodman, a boyfriend. He gave her something for safekeeping. It’s relevant. We need a bit of time.’
Kravets lays it out.
‘Jesus.’ Singleton says, then nothing.
‘Ma’am?’
‘Hold on. Can’t quite believe I have to do this.’ He hears her tapping away on a keyboard. Eventually she comes back to the phone.
‘There’s a flight from Dubbo at five thirty pm. I don’t care how you get her there but she’s on that plane. I’ll make sure there’s someone to meet her this end. This gets into the media, we’re all fucked. You especially. This’ll make that De Luca inquiry look like a barbecue at the beach. You hear me, Kravets?’
‘Ma’am.’
The line is dead. He turns, blinking into the harsh daylight, and heads back up the ramp. He feels the twinge in his ankle, still weak and sore. He’s near the front door when he hears them: the low percussive thud of big motorcycles. A deep growl in the distance. He stops, turns and scans the street. The bikes are some way off and heading away. He steps back into the station, shivering, the cool air sucking the sweat off his forehead. Basko is at the counter, head down in paperwork, with the TV back on. Cruella de Vil giving viewers the benefit of her wisdom. ‘As you know I believe in reliable baseload power…’
‘Didn’t waste any time, then,’ Kravets says.
Basko looks up, face split by a thin-lipped smile. ‘Got enough trouble around here already. On top of all the bones that dry lake keeps tossing up, now we’ve got two murders to deal with. Don’t need any more attention is what I’m sayin’. And when they come askin’, like they will, I need to be able to say all the dots were crossed.’
‘Sure. Stickler for the rule book.’
‘Got me right. She’ll be with you or the professor over there, or with me. And if none of us is available she’ll be in the cell here. Those are my orders.’
‘Orders are orders, I s’pose.’
Kravets makes his way back down the hall and into the ops room. In the fridge he finds a can of soft drink – orange Fanta. He lifts the ring pull, takes a long swig of the sweet chemical-flavoured bubbles. The taste takes him back, to him and Dane, the two of them in the kitchen early on hot summer mornings, drinking straight from the bottle. He walks to the window, looks up at the relentless blue sky and thinks again about his fitful sleep the night before. The motorbikes. They’re like shadows.
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They stop for lunch. The cafe promises Burgers like they used to be. The second place in a week to offer a culinary rejection of franchised fast food. The kid behind the counter can’t be more than twenty. He has one of those too-short haircuts shaved at the sides, and tatts crawling up his arms. He’s bouncing on the balls of his feet. Skinny. Looks like he hasn’t eaten in weeks. He talks way too fast, runs words together. Doesn’t make much sense. Drug eyes. Kravets knows the look. He’s seen it so many times. It doesn’t end well.
He orders a burger with the lot.
The kid looks to the left. Won’t make eye contact. A woman comes through the door. Older, with striking red hair, a light dusting of freckles across the tops of her cheeks.
‘You want beetroot with that?’ she says.
‘Thanks. Extra beetroot. Hold the pineapple. Thought you make ’em like they used to be made?’
The woman smiles. ‘Yeah, well, never can tell. Some don’t remember that far back.’
Zadie says, ‘I’ll have the same but no meat. Just the bun, all the salad, egg.’
‘No meat?’
‘Vegetarian.’
‘Okay, darlin’. I can do that. Cheese?’
‘Sure. Thanks.’
They take their food back to the car, start eating in silence. Sitting there reminds Kravets of how it was years ago with Rita. With Zadie just a little kid. They took the coast road mostly. The Pacific Highway south. Burgers and fish and chips.
‘Remember those holidays? The road trips we used to have?’ He wipes sauce off the corner of his lip, sucks his finger. ‘Camping in the national park at that beach. What was it called? Depot Beach? And the little motel we used to stay at in Merimbula.’
‘I remember the kangaroos.’ Zadie looks down at the meal in her lap. The half-eaten bun, the egg yolk oozing onto the paper. She wipes a finger through it, licks it off. Chip off the old block. ‘And the fights. You and Mum.’
‘Yeah, well, that too.’ Kravets wants to ask her about her life, to make up for whatever it is he’s missed. The things he hasn’t seen, the woman she’s grown into. But he can’t get past the image of the little girl he used to know. He’s still trying to adjust to the complex, confident young woman sitting next to him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says.
‘Sorry?’
‘Haven’t been around much. I feel I don’t really know you – who you’ve become.’
‘Dad, really? We don’t need to do this now.’
‘No, I think we should. We should talk about it. I didn’t even know you were involved in—’
‘In what? Politics? The fight for the future? The fight for humanity? If we don’t do this now we won’t have anything left to fight for.’
The youthful enthusiasm, unblemished and undimmed by the years. How quickly that naiveté turns to cynicism, he thinks. It’s almost refreshing to see it again before that happens. ‘There are other ways, Zipps.’
‘So you keep saying.’
‘You don’t want to get a record. You don’t need to ruin the rest of your life.’
‘Stop.’ She holds a hand up, palm out. ‘I don’t want to talk about this with you, okay? You’re a cop and you see things your way.’
‘You talk to Mum?’
‘No.’ She takes a bite of the bun, chews and swallows. ‘She’s a lawyer, she sees things her way. Neither of you see it my way and you probably never will. I’m cool with that. It’s just how it is.’
‘She’s worried. She’s your mother.’
‘Oh, fuck.’ Zadie puts what’s left of her lunch back into the paper bag. ‘Seriously, I can’t believe we’re having this conversation now. You want me to talk to you but neither of you have made much of an effort to talk to me. You’re never around, and she’s so focused on herself, on who’s buying the biggest house, which European city is this year’s go-to destination and who’s up who at the golf club.’ She shakes her head. ‘Like I say, that’s fine. I’m cool with it, but just—’
‘Just?’
‘You have to let me go now. Both of you.’

They drive on in silence through flat, dry, grassy plains. The occasional ancient eucalypt leans over the road in defiance of the water-starved environment. Here and there a few sheep grub at the ground, small plumes of dust trailing behind them. In some places paddocks have been tractor-turned into optimistic neat regular furrows, even as the topsoil blows off. The wind is lifting wisps of red dirt against the blue sky. Thin white clouds sit on the horizon like so many crumpled bedsheets.
They turn in to Dubbo Airport at 4.30pm, park by the terminal, air con pumping cool air. Outside there’s a statue of two rhinos standing in the middle of vibrant, well-watered and very green grass. A few other people walk past, pulling bags behind them into the terminal, passengers arriving for the daily flight to Sydney. A white cargo van pulls in front, and a big, red-faced guy with a mullet and hi-vis gets out: no luggage, looks like an airport worker or a tradie. Further on, a taxi drops off an older couple – the man in pressed shorts and long socks, the woman wearing a large floral dress. Kravets and Zadie sit in the car watching them as they pull their bags into the terminal.
‘There’ll be someone to meet you at the other end,’ he says.
‘Someone?’
‘Your mother. And cops.’ He reaches across and puts a hand on her arm. ‘Zipps? Thanks for coming. I know you meant to do the right thing and, for what it’s worth, I think you did. But you have to play this by the rules now. Okay?’
‘Rules.’ Zadie repeats the word, eyes out the window. ‘It’s okay, Dad. Trust me.’ She takes his hand, squeezes it, gets out of the car. No kiss. He wonders when that stopped. When was the last time she kissed him goodbye? He watches her walk into the terminal.
Kravets checks the time: 4.40pm. He has a three-hour drive back to Lake Heddon ahead of him. He calls Weldon. She tells him she’s been fine-combing through the files sent by the forensics team, cross-referencing the faces in the still shots with the men in the boat video.
‘A few politicians, the ones you’d expect. That’s about it. The others on the boat don’t seem to be connected in any way to the protests or the Fiengold trucking business.’
‘Basko been around?’
‘No idea. Haven’t seen him for a while now. Must be doing his rounds. Country policing, you know how it is.’
‘Bit different,’ he says.
‘Case you hadn’t noticed.’ Weldon finishes the sentence. They laugh. She might be a bit stuck-up, head in the clouds, Kravets thinks, but at least she’s got a sense of humour.
He considers listening to one of the American political podcasts he’s been into lately but he doesn’t need any more outrage. He picks the Spotify mix some computer has made for him instead. The algorithm throws up the Teskey Brothers. He’s happy enough with that. By the time he’s pulling through Condobolin, he’s been through a long, deep soul dive – Etta James, Aaron Neville, Amy Winehouse. He decides he’s had enough major key blues and minor key angst. Chooses silence. He checks the clock again: 6.40pm. Still an hour of driving to come.
Somewhere on the road he must have lost reception. His phone pings at him 30 kilometres out of Heddon. Not once, but four times. One after the other. Rapid-fire urgent pings. He looks at the phone. Messages from Rita, from Singleton, and a number he doesn’t recognise. He hits the name at the top of the voicemail list. Rita.
‘Marty? Where are you? What the fuck is happening out there? Zadie – is she still with you? Oh, Jesus. Call me please. We’re here at the airport. Me… cops. Three of them. Mart, Zadie’s not here. She didn’t get on the plane.’
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In the car he makes calls. The commander starts screaming at him. Instant anger.
‘What the fuck, Kravets? I mean, what the actual fuck? Your job was to make sure she got on that plane. No soft-glove treatment. I don’t give a damn if she’s your daughter or not, she’s a fugitive. She’s skipped her bail. The whole state is looking for her. I’ve got brass and politicians breathing down my neck, want to make an example of her, and I’m telling you it’s not going to be as easy as it might have been to fend them off. She’s gone fucking AWOL – again. I mean, I just can’t fucking believe it.’
Kravets can’t believe it either. His pulse is racing, blood pumping at his temples. His head is pounding.
He calls Rita. Almost the same one-way conversation he had with Singleton. It’s all his fault – and maybe she’s right. He should have gone into the terminal, should have waited and watched the plane take off with Zadie on board, definitely on the plane. No. He should have taken her home himself. He should have driven her back to Sydney. He should have been there as her father. Shit father, shit husband, crap cop. The trifecta. It just didn’t occur to him Zadie might do another runner. She seemed so together. Promised him she’d do the right thing. She was ready to face whatever it was that was coming her way. It wasn’t as if she ran from the bail last time, she just wanted to get the video evidence to him. Needed to do it herself, in person.
He dials up Roger Henderson. Gets voicemail, the thin smoker’s voice. Leave a message, I’ll get back to you whenever. It takes less than a minute.
‘Woah,’ Henderson says, starts laughing, the wheeze coming at Kravets down the line like the bloke’s got bones grating together in his chest. ‘Got to give it to her, pal, your daughter has some balls.’
‘Mate. We don’t know what’s happened to her. I don’t think she did run. She wasn’t in that frame of mind. She wasn’t scared to face the music. She wanted to face it. She wanted it to be a media story.’
‘Well, it’s fucking going to be now. Oh boy. It’s going to be a shitshow. I don’t know where to start. She hasn’t got a phone on her, has she? No, she hasn’t… the boys at Marrickville found that.’
‘What about the CCTV from the terminal?’
‘Yeah, we can get it. Won’t take too long. You did see her walk into the terminal, right?’
‘Yes. Definitely.’
‘Okay, good. There’ll be something. Give me half an hour or so.’
His phone pings as he pulls up outside the Lake Heddon station. A message from Henderson.
Arranged for you to be sent the camera footage for 4pm to 6pm. Haven’t looked at it myself yet but if she went into the terminal like you said she’ll be on it somewhere. Also – shit’s hitting the fan back here big time. Just FYI.
Kravets walks fast up the ramp into the station. Pushes the door too hard – it bounces off the wall and flings back at him.
‘Oh boy. There you are.’ Basko’s behind the counter. He’s almost laughing, like this is the funniest thing he’s seen in years. ‘Don’t take it out on the furniture. Whole fuckin’ world’s been lookin’ for you.’
‘You.’ Kravets points a finger. ‘Shut the fuck up for once.’ He almost runs down the hall to the ops room. Weldon is sitting behind her desk, a pale, worried look on her face.
‘She didn’t get on the plane? What happened?’
‘Well, if I knew that…’ He sits. Pulls the laptop close. Checks his emails. The message from Dubbo Airport security is sitting at the top of the list. He clicks it open. There are three different camera angles. One on the main terminal door, one on the baggage carousel at arrivals – not much use – and another a wide shot of inside the departures hall.
Weldon steps over. ‘The airport?’
‘Four thirty when we got there, maybe four forty when she went inside.’ He’s breathing hard, angry, scared, but his hands are steady. He clicks on the terminal door camera. There’s a time stamp on the corner. He slides the tracking bar to 4.28pm. They watch it at double speed. People come and go. The big mullet with the vest walks through the frame. Then the older couple. Zadie should be next.
‘There she is.’
She’s walking straight ahead, right of frame. The time stamp says 4.41pm.
He clicks on the wide camera. Moves the bar to 4.40pm. The entrance door is on the far right of the screen. They watch Zadie enter, follow her as she walks further right for about 20 metres, then they see it.
‘Stop,’ Weldon says.
The vision is grey and dark and grainy, but there’s no mistaking what happens. The big man – the hi-vis with the mullet – grabs Zadie by the arm, leads her off camera, further to the right. Kravets pushes the bar back. They watch it again, watch it unfold. They see Zadie look up at the man as he grabs her arm. She tries to pull free but he grips her hard, puts his arm around her neck, seems to drag her. It’s hard to see too much.
‘Has he got a hand over her mouth?’ Weldon reels back slightly. She grabs a chair, sits. ‘Holy shit.’
They watch as Zadie struggles. No one else in the building seems to notice anything. Certainly no one comes to help. The big man drags her off screen, out of the range of the camera.
‘Fuck.’ Kravets exhales. He grips the top of his forehead, puts his head down, feels the sweat running cold down his back. He needs to think.
‘There must be another camera. Surely they wouldn’t allow a black spot like this?’
There’s a name at the bottom of the email and a number. He calls it but it rings out. Then he calls Henderson.
‘Someone’s taken her. Swiped her off the floor.’
‘You sure?’
‘Am I sure? Jesus H. I’m telling you what I’m seeing. But the camera doesn’t cover the whole area and he’s taken her off camera. There must be another one.’
‘Okay, mate, don’t panic. I’ll get back to you.’
He and Weldon sit watching the footage over and over again. It’s obvious Zadie doesn’t know the guy. She is totally surprised, and resists. A clear abduction.
The laptop starts ringing. FaceTime. Henderson’s long, pale greyhound face fills the screen. Thin, long nose, deep jowls.
‘Sorry, mate, no other cameras operating inside.’
‘What? They have other cameras but they weren’t working?’
‘Not sure. Just told there was no other camera in operation at the time – inside the departures hall. But there are cameras outside. He took her out the side service door. Here.’
The screen fills with CCTV vision. More grey footage, lines of static interference striping through it every twenty seconds or so. The camera is positioned above a door on a service road. They watch mullet man exit, dragging Zadie behind him. She looks limp. Kravets recognises the van. The same one that dropped him off at the front of the terminal. Another man emerges from the van. The two of them lift her in through the side door.
‘Unconscious?’ Weldon leans in.
‘Drugged, maybe?’ Kravets says. ‘If so, it was quick. Must be something strong.’ They watch them manhandle Zadie into the van and slide the door closed. He stops the footage. The camera angle is wide enough to get a reasonable shot of the rear of the van. ‘The number plates. Have a trace on that?’
‘Checked. Stolen Hyundai, six months ago.’
‘Course.’
A long silence. Kravets is trying to get a grip on it, wrap his brain around it. Zadie drugged, kidnapped and taken who knows where.
‘Every fucking list, Roger. She’s on top of every list, alright. Not just the “keep a lookout” list but the fucking “find her now” list. I want every station in the state to have her picture as their screensaver. Every highway camera looking for that van.’
‘Leave it with me. I’ll throw out the driftnet.’
Kravets looks to Weldon. She’s staring at the screen, shell-shocked. Opens her mouth, starts to speak. Can’t find the words. He has nothing either. He’s empty. Stumped. Feels completely useless and unable to decide on the next move.
Zadie.
You have to let me go now.
He keeps replaying it in his mind. The big man with the mullet. Was there anything about him he should have noticed? Then Zadie leaving the car, watching her walk into the terminal. She didn’t get on the plane – but whoever was behind the abduction must have known she was going to be there. Who knew?
Basko in the doorway again. A sideways lean, shoulder on the doorjamb. Kravets wants to step across the room and thump him. Wouldn’t change anything, he knows, but it might make him feel better.
‘You knew.’
He looks puzzled. ‘Knew what?’
‘Knew Zadie was heading for Dubbo to get on that plane.’
‘And?’ Basko’s cheeks flush. No smirk on his face now. ‘What is it you’re saying, Detective? You accusing me of having something to do with your little girl running off?’
‘She didn’t run. Someone took her.’
‘What?’
‘Took her. Snatched. Taken, stolen, abducted. And whoever it was knew she was going to be there. How?’
‘Woah there, fella. Taken? What are you talking about?’
‘Some fucker at the airport. Two fuckers. Snatched her off the terminal floor, into a van and gone. Gone who knows where.’
‘Jesus.’ Basko steps into the room. ‘Seriously, there would have been dozens of people who knew she was on her way.’ He looks across to Weldon. ‘Everyone back at HQ in Sydney. All the cops that were sent out to meet her. The professor here. Who else? The airline booking staff. Your own family.’
‘My own family? What is it you’re saying exactly?’
‘Think hard before you start making accusations, all I’m sayin’. Plenty of people knew she was supposed to be getting on that plane.’
Kravets says nothing. Basko’s right. There’s a leak but it could have been anyone.
‘Anyway,’ Basko says. ‘I was about to clock off but—’
‘Hey! Any cops about?’ A shout from the front of the station. Someone in reception.
Basko turns, smacks his thin lips together. ‘Fair dinkum,’ he says, ‘busier than a St Kilda knock shop in here tonight.’
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There’s a young woman standing at the reception counter clutching a laptop to her chest with both arms. She’s slight, birdlike, with straight platinum blonde hair, cold blue eyes.
‘What are you doing here?’ Basko asks.
The young woman shakes her head. ‘Don’t want to talk to you. I’ve come to see them.’ She points to Kravets and Weldon.
‘Now wait. You have somethin’ to say you can say it to me in the first instance. I’m the—’
She shakes her head again. Takes a step forward, looks past him. ‘Okay if I talk to you two on your own? Or do we have to follow his rules?’
Basko opens his mouth to respond but Kravets gets there first.
‘Sure. I’m Detective Sergeant Martyn Kravets and this —’
Weldon, soft voice. Woman to woman. ‘Hi. Constable Fiona Weldon. You are?’
Basko gets in first. A low growl. ‘Shona Telkova.’
Shona Telkova.
‘Shona? You’re Shona Telkova?’ Weldon asks.
She nods. She looks different from the photos. The hair is a striking blonde, no longer red. She looks smaller, thinner.
Weldon turns to Basko, then to Kravets. ‘Follow me,’ she says, pointing down the hall.
‘Righto,’ says Basko. ‘Have it your way. But I’ll have to put it in the log. On the record.’
Kravets is coming up last as they walk down the hall. Shona’s in a dark blue singlet top. She must be cold, he thinks. It’s freezing in here. She has a fleece tied around her waist. He’s thinking she should probably put it on. That’s when he sees it. The dark outline running across the back of her left shoulder, the tail of the scorpion flicking out from underneath the singlet strap.
In the ops room they give Shona a chair. She sits, still clutching the laptop to her chest like it’s the last thing she owns.
‘Have you seen him?’ she asks.
‘Seen who?’
Shona is studying Weldon’s face. ‘Tobias Love. Or did Basko do that to you?’
Weldon puts a hand to her bruised cheek. ‘Looks worse than it is. Just a bruise really. Collision with a door.’
‘Oh.’
Weldon keeps talking. Soft voice. Tippy-toes. ‘What is it you want to tell us, Shona?’
The young woman looks nervous. She bites her lip, looks to Weldon then to Kravets, then down at her hands holding the computer. ‘It’s Aaron,’ she says. ‘He’s gone. I went to his van and the door’s busted wide open. He’s not there – I think he’s in big trouble. I think someone’s taken him… and I know who it is.’
‘Something in that you want to show us?’ Kravets points to the laptop.
Shona unfolds her arms, puts the computer on the desk. Her eyes drift to the whiteboard, to the pictures. ‘You’re here looking into the Goodman murder, right?’
‘Uh-huh,’ Weldon says. ‘That’s right.’
‘I – I knew Charles Goodman.’
‘Oh?’
‘Yes. I was helping him. I mean, he was helping me.’
Shona lays her story out. The journey down the conspiracy rabbit hole. How they realised they were being used. How they were part of the Feingold operation. How it worked: the webs of the network, the dodgy accounting. How they collected the evidence, threatened to go public. How Ringo was killed. And then how they started sending the information they had to Charles Goodman.
‘He promised to help. He was finally going to blow it all open and then—’
‘Then he was killed.’
Shona bites her bottom lip. Nods. ‘Yes. Then he was killed.’
‘And?’ Weldon says. ‘Do you know who did it?’
Shona looks up, from Weldon to Kravets. Her pale eyebrows crease. There’s fear, and anger, in her eyes. ‘Tobias. Tobias Love would have done it.’
‘How do you know that? You said yourself you haven’t seen him for two years now.’
Shona puts the laptop on the desk. Lifts the screen. A world of demons, dragons and axe-wielding fantasy fighters unfolds before them. Kravets has no idea what it is. Weldon says, ‘World of Warcraft. Classic Hardcore edition.’
‘Not just Shakespeare, then,’ Kravets says.
Shona clicks the side of the screen. A list of messages unfold.
‘I haven’t seen him, but I have heard from him. Today. Around midday.’
The message is from a handle called Amor.
‘Amor?’ Kravets asks.
‘Latin. For love.’ Weldon’s shoulders shrug. ‘University education, what can I say.’
Shona reads the screen aloud. ‘Get your friends to back off. You have no idea who you’re playing with. This won’t end well. Do it or the boy gets it. More to come.’ She looks up. ‘It’s what we call a whisper—’
‘Whisper?’ Kravets asks.
‘Private chat between members of the same guild. That’s how we used to communicate.’ She points to a list of names with flashing indicators beside them. ‘Look, he’s still online. Anyway, this is the first time I’ve heard anything from him since – since he tried to contact me a few times when we first left. “The boy gets it,” he says. I didn’t know what he was talking about but I go down to Aaron’s van and—’
‘And?’
‘He’s gone. The door’s been kicked in. Here.’ She pulls a photo up on her phone. The door of the caravan is still hanging on its hinges but it’s broken and bent.
Kravets can feel the hairs rise on the back of his neck. The shiver of intuition. ‘More to come? What does that mean?’
No one answers. No one knows.
‘Ask him.’ Kravets tips his head towards the laptop. Eyes fixed on the screen. ‘Do it.’
Shona types. More to come? What are you saying?
They watch the corner of the screen. To the right, dragons swirl, mountains explode, mythical fantasy creatures fight and roll across a fiery alien landscape.
‘He’s there,’ Shona says. ‘He’ll see it.’
They watch the screen. The message comes back.
The boy gets out first… if I’m satisfied the files have been destroyed.
‘Fuck. The boy gets out first? Does he have the girl?’
‘The girl?’ Shona says.
‘Just ask. Do it.’
She types: Do you have the girl?
Amor logs off.
‘Shit.’ Kravets feels the acid at the back of his throat. The pressure in his ears, the anger, the fear. He sees the toddler pushing the wooden toy train, the eight-year-old kicking the ball, the kid in front of the school assembly, the teenager in the surf, the two of them taking the waves. Zadie. He looks at Shona. She’s about the same age but she’s from a different world.
‘You haven’t told us everything here, have you?’ he says.
‘Everything?’
‘Turn around.’
‘Turn around?’
‘I want to see your back. The tattoo.’
Shona turns her head towards her left shoulder. Her face drops. She brings her shoulder forward.
Weldon reaches out, touches the bare skin. ‘Jesus.’ Exhales hard. ‘It’s you.’
Shona chews her lip. Turns back. The blue eyes widen – more of the fear in them now, less of the anger. She runs her right hand across her shoulder, like she’s trying to cover up.
‘You’ve seen it? The video?’
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There are two of them this time. They have no problem showing themselves either. Big meaty guys, beards, arms like hams. One puts him on the floor, the other zip-ties his hands again. Aaron tries to struggle, kicks out into the air. There’s no point. The bag goes over his head. He’s weak and sore all over. They lift him up, carry him. It’s dark inside the bag but not totally black. There’s a transition, from dark to light. A temperature shift too. He can feel the heat, the sun on his back. Another hard floor, cool metal. A sliding door. An engine. Movement. He’s in a van this time. Every bump in the road ricochets through his body. He shuffles along until he finds the edge, pulls himself up, back to the side wall.
They drive for a while. An hour? Hard to tell. The van stops and nothing happens for some time. He hears traffic, and planes. Even through the stinking bag he can smell aviation fuel. He hears the door slide open, feels the heat, but it’s brief. Then there’s a rush, more movement.
A voice. ‘Get her in.’
A crash, and a thud. Another body. The door slides shut. The van moves on.
He tries to say something, tries to find his voice. He croaks.
‘Hey? Hello?’
No reply. The body doesn’t move. Maybe it’s a dead body? What the fuck is going on? He struggles again, tearing at the ties binding his hands. It’s pointless. The plastic cuts into his wrists, pain rips through him.
They drive on. Hours? Feels like forever, could be twenty minutes.
They’re on a freeway now. The road is smooth; he can hear other cars. He can hear the trucks they pass. He tries to figure out which direction they’re travelling. One wall of the van is warmer than the other. The right side. Aaron guesses it’s afternoon by now. It’s been some time since he was pulled from the caravan. They’re travelling south.
There’s movement on the other side of the van. A groan. ‘Where are we?’ A voice.
‘Hello?’ He’s talking to the inside of the bag.
‘The fuck is this?’ he hears her say. It’s a woman or a girl.
He doesn’t know how to respond. Starts with, ‘Are you okay?’
‘Who are you?’
‘Name’s Aaron. Aaron Love.’
‘Oh, shit.’ He hears her retching.
They turn off the freeway. A slip road, still smooth but they’re travelling slower. Then another turn. He hears air brakes. Trucks. Big engines. Muffled voices. A rumble passes them, the low thud of motorcycles. Two of them. The atmosphere changes. The echoey sound of a large empty building. Voices. He can’t hear what they’re saying. A roller door being lifted – a metal clang. The van door opens. Big hands lift him under his shoulders, carry then dump him on the ground again. The bag is ripped off and his face is squashed into the concrete floor by a bony hand pushing on the back of his head. His hands are cut free. Another body is dropped beside him. It’s the girl. A big man, knee in her back. He cuts her hands free. She kicks out hard. ‘Get the fuck off me.’ Spits the words out.
‘Woah. Lively little cat,’ the man says. He thumps her on the side of the head and her face smashes into the concrete floor. Aaron hears a wheeze escape from her lungs, then nothing. She lies still.
He watches the men leave, lumbering fat-arse bodies, leather biker vests, their patch saying Patriots. He remembers it. He’s seen it before. With Shona that summer outside the pub. And again when they left Tarcutta. Were they Patriots too? He guesses they were. In the brief moment the door is open he sees through to a large space. Two motorcycles side by side, a couple of trucks on the other side, empty space in between. The door closes. The air smells of shit and piss and sweat.
The body lying next to him isn’t moving. The last fingers of daylight are filtering through a long thin window high up on the wall. Everything has happened so fast and, after all the time in the semi-darkness of the bag, Aaron’s eyes are taking time to adjust. From somewhere behind him there’s a sound like a whimper, someone crying softly. He turns towards it, then he sees them. Against the far wall. They’re not alone. There are other people in here with them. A small group huddled together, holding each other close, staring at him with wide frightened eyes.
He tries to stand, but the pain sits him back down fast. His leg throbs but his shoulder and chest are worse. He counts seven people. They look Asian, young – not kids but not really adults either – and they fall back further, pressing against the wall, trying to make themselves even smaller than they are.
‘It’s okay. I—’ Aaron tries to speak but it comes out as a whisper. He tries again, louder, clearer this time. ‘I don’t want to hurt you.’
Again, they reel back, pressing against the wall. They say nothing. One of them starts to cry, a quiet sniffle.
‘What are you doing here?’ Aaron asks.
No one answers. Nothing but the soft anguish of the crying girl. In the dead atmosphere of the room it’s like a small stream breaking on rocks.
‘Do you speak English?’
There’s a cough. A woman breaks free from the huddle, a half step. She’s young-looking, maybe in her late teens. She has short, bobbed hair and she’s wearing trackpants and a synthetic T-shirt, Just do it written in big white letters across the front. Aaron sees there are bags on the floor next to them. The sort of plastic tartan zip-up bags you get from the two-dollar shop. They all wear rubber thongs on their feet.
‘I speak English,’ the woman says.
Aaron has so many questions. ‘Where are you from?’
‘We are from Cambodia.’
‘Oh.’ He’s not even sure he knows where that is. ‘Hi. My name is Aaron. You?’
‘Samnang. My name is Samnang.’ The way she says it, she swallows the last syllable, so it sounds like she’s talking through her nose.
He tries it. ‘Some – nan.’
There’s laughter from one of them. The crying has stopped.
She repeats her name again slowly – emphasising each syllable. ‘Sum – nang.’
It still sounds strange to Aaron. He tries again but only manages to trigger more chittering.
‘You can call me Sum. Okay?’
‘Yes. Sum. Much easier for me. What are you doin’ here, Sum?’
‘We came to work. We have been promised jobs. But we don’t know where we are or where we are going. And our passports – they take them away.’
‘How long have you been here?’
‘Here? Not long. Maybe a few hours.’
‘No, I mean in Australia. In this country.’
‘We came just yesterday. They take us from the airport, into a truck, then to here.’ The woman looks across the floor to the body, seemingly lifeless on the floor. ‘Your friend. Is she okay?’ She takes a step forward then bends down, puts a hand on the young woman’s neck. Leans in closer. Listens. ‘Not dead,’ she says. ‘We have water.’ Sum goes to the group and comes back with a bottle of water, starts washing the side of the girl’s face. She groans, moves an arm, touches her cheek.
‘Here.’ Sum pours a little water into the girl’s mouth. The girl spits then swallows. The water starts to revive her; even in the half-light they can see some colour coming back to her cheeks. She lifts her head, then levers herself up.
‘Where—’ She tries to talk, it’s a croak. Sum hands her the bottle of water. She drinks half of it down, then throws it up again all over herself. ‘Ugh.’
‘Try again,’ Sum says.
The girl drinks more, holds it down this time. Her right eye is puffy and closed where her head made contact with the floor. A trail of dried blood comes from her hairline down the right side of her face. She looks up at Sum, then around the darkening room, the huddle of others still against the far wall.
‘Where am I?’ she says. ‘Who are you?’
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They’re watching the video again.
‘Oh, please.’ Shona squirming in her seat. ‘You’ve seen it enough already. Like I told you I’m not proud of it but we needed leverage.’
‘To find Tobias Love?’ Kravets asks.
‘Yes. To find Tobias but also to bring down the whole pack of cards. They all need to pay. All of them. Feingold and all the others. You saw them, all the politicians, the businesspeople. That’s the deep state right there – all those people. They turn a blind eye when it suits them. We thought we were working against them, turns out they were using us all along, like they always have. They own the world, I know that. They have everything they could ever want but they keep coming for more.’
Weldon puts a hand on the girl’s shoulder. Shona lifts her eyes.
‘It wasn’t right what he was doing,’ Shona says. ‘What Feingold was doing.’
‘No, it wasn’t. But we need to do everything we can now to find Aaron and Zadie.’
Shona slumps, drops her head forward. ‘It also wasn’t right that we got caught up in it. Ringo, Mum – me. Something had to change.’
From the computer, a ping. A message. Shona straightens, lunges forward. She pulls the World of Warcraft screen to the front.
Amor.
‘He’s back.’
I assume your top friends are watching this. Yes, of course I have the girl too. Tell them to guarantee immunity from prosecution. No charges for me… and we can resolve this. Feingold is finished. We all walk away.
‘Immunity? You can do that?’ Shona asks.
‘Happens,’ Kravets says. ‘Various reasons. If someone goes state witness the Attorney General can grant indemnity from prosecution. It’s been done.’
‘So he wants to do a deal?’ Weldon says. ‘Is that what this is about?’
‘Where are they?’ Kravets says. ‘Ask him. Where are they?’
Shona types.
Amor replies immediately. You kidding? You really have no idea. This is bigger than any of you could imagine.
Kravets says, ‘Here, give it to me.’ He takes the computer. Types: We need to meet.
Not without the indemnity.
We need time.
The cursor blinks. Amor is still online – watching, thinking… waiting.
Eight hours then. You have until 6am… but only with the guarantee. Otherwise…
‘Can we trace him?’
‘You can try,’ Shona says. ‘But he’ll be using a VPN. A good one.’
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‘The answer is no.’ Singleton’s voice is firm.
‘What do you mean no?’ Kravets says.
‘No indemnity. They won’t give him an inch. It’s not going to happen.’
‘That’s my daughter. Love has my daughter, they know that, right?’
‘Uh-huh.’ Silence on the end of the line. ‘They know. Went up the chain. Way beyond my link in it. And the answer is no, sorry.’
‘I don’t understand. You’re telling me they would rather my daughter die?’
‘Didn’t say that.’
‘You’ve seen who is in those pictures? All those important people on that boat partying with Arkady Feingold. The politicians, the businessmen. The commissioner.’
‘What are you saying?’
‘Not saying. Asking. You think that might have something to do with a reluctance to give the man who has my daughter what he wants?’
‘I’d be very careful where you’re going with that, Kravets. There is the small matter of the still outstanding inquiry into your own unfortunate activities and you really wouldn’t want what you do now to have any impact on how the investigators view your commitment, would you?’
Silence. Kravets swallows.
‘Ma’am. What exactly are you saying?’
‘Surely I don’t need to spell it out.’ Singleton doesn’t wait for a response. ‘Okay, then. Maybe I do. You have a problem, Kravets, a big one. There’s an inquiry into the death of your former colleague and it involves you, your gun and your bullet. Now, I’ve been around long enough to know how these things can play out. And I can tell you I’ve seen them go either way. But here’s the thing. The commissioner and his friends in high places also have a problem. No, let’s not be naive about this. Their problem could also go both ways and could also be a big one for them. The two of you are in a position to help each other out here. I’m sure you know how these things go. All they are telling me is they would like us – you – to find a solution to the problem.’
‘The problem?’
‘You know what I’m saying. They want you to solve this and finish it. If you don’t, I’ve been told to send in the tactical response boys and call it terrorism. That won’t be pretty for anyone. And when the big boys from the response team are involved you know how that plays out too. They have a lot of – well, shall we just say they have a lot of leeway.’
‘They’ll need to find them first. At this point we still have no idea where they are.’
‘They’re working on it.’
‘He’s given us eight hours – that was nearly half an hour ago.’
‘Better get cracking, then.’

Kravets calls Henderson.
‘Who are we talking about here?’
‘Have you seen who’s in those photos, Marty? Have you seen who was on that boat? That’s who you’re playing with. I don’t need to spell it out for you, do I?’
‘Jesus, would everyone stop saying that.’
‘Don’t be naive, son.’
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The third call from Rita in the past hour. He answers this one.
‘The fuck, Marty? What is happening out there? Why haven’t you found her?’
‘Rita, calm down. Calm down. We’re doing what we can.’ Kravets hears himself say it, even if he doesn’t quite believe it himself.
‘You don’t know where she is, do you? You have no fucking idea?’
‘No I—’
A pause. Rita breathing hard, someone talking in the background. The real estate agent off mic.
Give me the phone. Let me talk to him.
Simon. No. That won’t help right now.
‘Fuck, Marty. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Why didn’t you stay with her?’
Kravets has no answer. He’s been asking himself the same question. Why didn’t he stay until he was sure she was safely on the plane?
‘Rita – I’ll call you as soon as we know anything. We’ll find her.’
‘Okay, Mart. Please.’ A long pause. Rita crying now, soft sobs. ‘Find her, please.’
The phone goes dead.
Kravets looks at the clock: 10.45pm. He can feel the time ticking on. Seven hours and fifteen minutes. They don’t have long. Is Tobias Love going to make good on his threat? Maybe not – probably not, hopefully not. How would he know?
‘Where the fuck is he?’ Kravets says out loud.
Weldon and Shona are still sitting in front of the laptop.
‘Well, he’s not in Narnia anymore,’ Weldon says.
‘He’ll be back.’ Shona picks up her phone. ‘Not much point sitting in front of the computer waiting. I’ll get an alert on here as soon as he sends a new message.’
‘Thank god for you two digital natives,’ Kravets says. ‘Trouble is, for all the magic of the internet it’s actually not getting us anywhere. We need to go back to basics. Try some good old analogue police work. Where was the last place he was known to have been?’
Weldon stands. ‘The Feingold depot.’
‘Exactly. Let’s go.’
Shona closes the laptop, slides it into a carry bag. ‘I’m coming.’
‘What? No way.’ Kravets shakes his head, pats his right side, checks the Glock is still in place. He pulls it from the holster, gives it a once-over, puts it back. Habit. A little reassurance. He feels his temples pulse, puts two fingers to his neck, a little squeeze to ease the pressure. More reassurance. He needs to stay clear-headed within all the white noise.
‘This is a police operation,’ he says. ‘We’re not babysitting. This is the real deal, with a real nutcase, with real guns. You stay here.’
Shona stands firm. Folds her arms in front of her. ‘You two don’t know your way around in there. If Tobias is hiding somewhere, you wouldn’t even know where to look. I know the place like the back of my hand. Look at the time. Eight hours, he said, and we’ve nearly lost the first one of them. You need me. You know you do.’
‘She’s got a point,’ Weldon says.

They take the rear entrance this time, retracing their steps from the previous night. The same drill. Weldon sweeps and clears through the doorway, Kravets gives it a few seconds then follows and, when he’s sure, he waves Shona forward. They stand by the door. Silence. Silver shards of moonlight beam in from the high broken windows, enough light to clearly make out the warehouse floor, the stairs to the mezzanine office, the shipping container; at first glance it looks much as it did, apart from one thing. In the far corner. A tarpaulin covering something that wasn’t there last night.
Kravets cocks his head towards it, gives Shona the signal to stay where she is, and steps over slowly, approaching from the side. He reaches out with his left hand, lifts a corner of the tarp and pulls it back. Underneath is a gleaming Harley-Davidson. A biker’s bike. Kravets recalls the fevered dreams of the night before. The thump of the bikes. It was no dream. He looks to the shipping container. The door is wide open. That’s different too. He remembers shutting it, turning the bar lock. He puts his hand up, signals a stop. They stand and listen but there’s nothing. He steps over to the container. He sweeps in, gun forward, as Weldon covers.
‘Clear,’ he says softly. ‘Clear now.’
Inside they find Aaron’s cap with the chainsaws logo on the floor. There are empty water bottles lying beside it. The air smells faintly of sheep shit and vomit.
When they step out of the container, Shona is halfway up the stairs heading to the office.
‘Shona.’ Weldon in a whispered shout. ‘Wait.’
Kravets jumps forward, the pain ripping through his ankle a reminder of the last time someone approached that door. Weldon smacked in the face. If Love’s anywhere it’s in there.
‘Stop,’ he says.
Shona does what she’s told.
Kravets and Weldon take the stairs two by two.
‘Stay behind,’ Kravets says.
They get to the landing, perform the same sweep and clear manoeuvre. Inside, the room is just as it was the last time they were here. Empty.
Shona behind them, in a soft voice. ‘In there? Have you checked there?’ She’s pointing to another door at the back of the room. How did they not notice that the last time? It’s panelled in the same wood as the wall. If you didn’t know it was there you could easily miss it.
‘Bathroom,’ she says.
The two cops take either side of the door. Kravets leans in and pulls the handle down, lets the door swing slowly open.
‘Oh, fuck,’ Shona says. ‘Oh, Jesus.’ She drops to the floor.
What’s left of Tobias Love is sitting on the toilet, blood and bone sprayed in an arc on the tiles behind him.
Kravets steps in, puts a finger on Love’s hand.
‘Cold.’
Shona still barely above a whisper. ‘How long?’
‘How long to be completely cold?’ Weldon says. ‘Twelve hours at least.’
Shona stands, takes a step forward. Blood in her eyes, no blood in her cheeks.
‘So who have we been communicating with, then?’
A pause. Weldon looks at Kravets.
‘How long is it since we’ve seen Basko?’ she asks.
‘What?’
‘Basko. We haven’t seen him now for a couple of hours.’
Kravets closes the bathroom door. Enough of the blood and brain splatter.
‘Really? You think—’
‘Just saying he’s been gone since we started up the conversation with Amor.’
‘You don’t think your dislike of the man might be colouring your judgement? Difficult, sure. Killer? Kidnapper?’ Kravets pulls out his mobile, hits a number. ‘I don’t know.’
The phone rings. Henderson answers. Kravets put the call through to speaker. ‘Roger?’
‘Mart.’
‘Clem Basko. Did you have a look at him? Anything?’
‘Team’s been on it.’ Henderson at the keyboard. ‘He seems clean enough. Melbourne, Victoria Police, then to Sydney for a bit, only long enough to complete the transfer training, then it was out to Lake Heddon. Been there fifteen years. No dramas, nothing much on his file.’
‘That seem too clean to you?’
‘Is there such a thing?’
‘You’d know, Roger.’
‘Don’t be like that.’ A bit more keyboard in the background. ‘There is one thing. He took six months’ long service leave in ’21. During Covid. Why would anyone take leave in a pandemic? Not like you can take that trip you’ve been waiting all your life for.’
Shona shuffles her feet. ‘I know why,’ she says. ‘He was with us.’
‘O-kay.’ Weldon leaves the end of the word hanging. ‘Now we’re getting somewhere. So you haven’t told us everything, have you, Shona.’
Shona bites her bottom lip. Blue eyes flick from one to the other. ‘No.’
Kravets feels like he could pick her up and shake her. The truth will out eventually. Didn’t someone say that once? In his experience it was pretty right but it often took longer than anyone would have liked. And sometimes the truth was too late.
‘Tell,’ he says.
‘Basko, he’s my uncle. My mother’s brother. He was Ringo’s best friend. He was the one who took us down the rabbit hole in the first place. Into the conspiracies, the whole thing.’
‘Oh, Jesus. Why didn’t you tell us before?’
‘I – I don’t know. He’s police. He said he’d look after us. My mum—’
‘He’s a cop. Hard place to be and remain opposed to the deep state,’ Kravets says.
‘He’s working from the inside. There are a few others like him too, if you didn’t know.’
Weldon steps to the bathroom door, opens it a bit. ‘What, sort of like a double agent?’ she says, with another quick look at the mess inside.
‘Did he know what you were up to?’ Kravets asks. ‘Did he know about the video and the blackmail? Has he known all along?’
Shona, eyes left and right again. ‘No. He didn’t know. Or if he did he didn’t know it was—’ She shakes her head. ‘He didn’t know it was me.’
‘Looks like he does now.’ Kravets talks to the phone. ‘Can we get a trace on him, Roger?’
‘When was the last time we saw him?’ Weldon asks.
‘When Shona turned up? He wasn’t around when we left just then. How long has that been?’ Kravets checks the time. ‘Just over an hour.’
‘But we were messaging with Amor—’
‘He could have been doing that from anywhere,’ Shona says. ‘Could have been talking to you from the computer at the reception desk in the station.’
‘But he definitely wasn’t there when we left. And the last time we actually saw the man was when you turned up. Right?’ Weldon taking it step by step.
‘True,’ Kravets says.
‘Hang on.’ Henderson’s wheezy voice. Fingers on the keyboard. ‘I’ve got his phone.’ A pause. ‘He’s on the Hume… heading south… about twenty kilometres north of Tarcutta.’
‘So why is he driving south on the Hume Highway in the middle of the night?
‘I think I might know that too,’ Shona says.
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At night, the Hume Highway runs like an aorta, thick with big rigs and B-Doubles loaded with steel and building materials, fresh and processed food, tonnes of boxes and bottles and plastic packaging destined for supermarket aisles, refrigerated meat haulage and live sheep and cattle on their way to slaughter. Some carry heavy steel cargo containers with shipping logos or indecipherable foreign words and characters from the faraway industrial ports of Europe and Asia. There are no SUVs packed with families, bicycles on racks on the back and holiday pods on the roof – no caravans or RVs. The few cars that are on the road mostly carry just a driver, sometimes a single passenger, and no doubt a story about why.
‘Time’s two-twenty. How much longer?’ Kravets asks.
Weldon’s driving. She checks her phone in the holder on the dash. ‘Maps says an hour – but we’re pushing it so a little less than that.’
In the back seat Shona has her laptop open.
Kravets looks back. ‘Amor?’
‘Nothing. Amor’s disappeared.’
‘Fuck.’
He dials in Commander Singleton.
‘Tobias Love. It’s done,’ he says.
‘Done?’
‘Dead. We’ll need to scrape him off a wall. You can thank the local sergeant, Clem Basko.’
‘Meaning?’
Kravets brings Singleton up to speed on what they know now about Basko’s involvement.
‘Just putting two and two together. We can’t be totally sure yet but the equation sure puts him in the frame.’
‘And where is he now?’
‘Heading to Tarcutta.’
There’s ten seconds of dead air on the other end. The commander taking it in.
‘If it is him,’ she says eventually, ‘there’ll be plenty of important people hoping this won’t be a problem we have to worry about for too long. Know what I’m saying Kravets?’
‘I can add up, Commander.’
‘Knew we could rely on you. You’re on your way?’
‘Be there in under an hour.’
‘Okay. We can scramble extra resources but Tarcutta is in the middle of nowhere so it’ll take a while – couple of hours even if we put the choppers up. But here’s the thing, Kravets, no one here wants to do that. If Basko has the kids we don’t want this to be a story. No media, no witnesses. Needs to be clean. We clear on this?’
‘He has my daughter.’
‘Yes, I get it. Just don’t let your own obvious emotional attachment to the situation cloud your judgement.’
‘No… Ma’am.’
Kravets looks into the dark night, the road in front, the lights from two duelling semis coming towards them on the other side of the divide. He feels the vacuum buffer the car as the trucks pass. For every action there’s an equal and opposite reaction. De Luca. He’ll never outrun what happened. It’ll be there hanging over him now for as long as he’s in the force. Important people. He knows now why he was sent to Lake Heddon – important people wanted a quick fix to a problem and if they couldn’t get that they wanted someone in place they had leverage with. He guesses they didn’t figure it was going to get so complicated. If – when – Zadie comes out of this alive, he’s done. When the De Luca inquest is over. Get clear. Take the pension. Do some consultancy work, maybe some private investigating. Get some distance. Start again.
In his ear. Singleton still on the line. ‘You’re going into this wired up. Understood? We want clear communication at all times.’
‘Understood.’
‘Good. When you get there, clip in with Roger before you do anything.’

They pull off the highway and park on the Tarcutta slip road.
‘Kill the lights.’ Kravets looks at his phone.
‘Three thirty-five. Still no word from Amor?’
Shona checks the screen, shakes her head. ‘Nothing.’
They’re on a slight rise, looking down at the large concrete apron of the truck yard. The last of the rigs is manoeuvring out. The food vans are packing up.
‘Changeover’s pretty much done,’ Shona says. ‘Busiest time is around midnight to one am.’
Kravets steps out of the car. The night catches in the back of his throat, hot and dry. A truck rumbles past them on its way back to the highway, spewing diesel fumes, throwing up road grit and dust. He lifts his shirt to cover his nose, waits for the air to clear. He watches the last two rigs turn and brake, hiss and wheeze as they make their way out through the gates. Nothing moving in the main yard now. But there is something far off to the left – behind the biggest of the buildings. A couple of motorbikes and a car, a white car. Most of it is obscured by the building but he can see enough to know it’s a patrol car. A cop car.
Behind him a window lowers.
Shona says, ‘He’s back.’
Kravets doesn’t turn. He keeps his eyes fixed below them on the patrol car, watching for any other movement at the rear of the warehouse.
‘What’s he saying?’
‘Nothing yet. I can just see the cursor. He’s online, lurking. What do we say?’ she asks.
Silence.
‘ “Basko. We know it’s you and we know you killed Tobias Love and we know you have Aaron and Zadie.” Say that.’
Shona types. Waits. The reply comes back fast. She reads it aloud.
‘He says, Fuck off… where’s the immunity. We can end this now. We can all go our own way.’
‘Not happening. Tell him.’
They wait. A minute ticks by. Two minutes.
Kravets walks back to the car, gets in the seat next to Shona. ‘Here, give me a look.’ He reaches for the laptop, watches the flashing cursor, waiting for the response.
It comes.
What do you mean not happening? That’s not good news. You have less than four hours now. You know who you’re playing with? Have your people taken it up the line? Have they checked?
He types: They’ve checked. They don’t care.
Ask again.
It’s too late, Basko. They’re throwing you to the wolves.
Not if I can help it. You don’t think I’m serious? You don’t think I’ll do it?
Don’t do anything stupid.
The boy first. I’m serious. You’ll see.
We know where you are.
You have no idea.
Tarcutta – I’m looking at your patrol car.
No reply. Kravets hands the laptop back.
Shona checks. ‘He’s logged off again.’

Kravets’s and Weldon’s phones light up. Henderson’s looped both of them into the call at the same time.
‘Commander wants you two wired up. Now,’ he says. ‘I’ve got visuals up too. Transport department cameras in the truck park, our cameras on the roads.’
‘So they really want this on the record?’ Kravets says.
‘Insurance, Marty, you know how it is.’
They plug in, test the line.
‘Good to go,’ says Henderson.
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There’s movement outside. Motors starting – bikes and trucks. Every now and then voices. Swearing. Shouts. Laughter.
Aaron’s figured out now they’re in a large room inside a larger building of some sort – a warehouse with vehicles coming and going. The room they’re in has metal walls, a roller door access and a smaller standard door. The Cambodians are still huddled to one side. Sum seems to have calmed them. They talk quietly to each other, occasionally looking to the door, maybe hoping the whole captivity thing might just be a mistake, that they’ll be taken out and taken to the better future they were promised before they left the village.
The girl says her name is Zadie. She’s about his age. She’s told him the story about the journalist and Feingold and something about a video and blackmail. It’s fantastic, incredible. But he just doesn’t really understand the connection. Well, other than Dog. He knows Goodman was looking for Dog. He knows Shona was looking for Dog. The big city cops were looking for him too. Seems almost everyone was looking for Tobias Love.
She cries for a while. Aaron doesn’t know what to say. He’s never been good in moments like this. So he holds her hand; it’s soft but cold, and eventually she falls asleep.
He’s polished off two bottles of water, and his strength is starting to return. The pain in his shoulder is still bad, and there are deep cuts in his wrists from the zip ties, but his legs are pretty good now. When they come again – which they will – he’s going to make a break for it. The bikies are big but they’re fat and slow. He’s small and fast. And if he doesn’t make it, well, what’s the worst that can happen? They tie him up again? Either way he’s still sitting in the semi-darkness smelling shit and vomit. Or they kill him. Yes, they could do that. He positions himself next to the door, back against the wall, and waits.
He hears them coming. The murmur of voices, laughter, someone hacking and spitting outside the door. Aaron tenses, lifts himself onto the balls of his feet. The door cracks open, light streams in. The big biker steps through, stands a metre or so from the opening. The man is still adjusting to the change in the light. Aaron knows this is his only chance. He springs forward, through the gap between the biker’s legs and the opening.
‘Hey, what the fuck—’ The man swivels back – too late. Aaron’s through. He almost runs straight into another man standing outside just off to the left. This one’s not as tall but just as round and still not fast enough. Aaron has surprise on his side. He sees the wide warehouse entry, big enough for two semi-trailers. There’s a cop car parked on one side. Weird, he thinks. Pain is burning through his legs, but he keeps running, running hard. He has no idea where he’s going, he just needs to get out of the building and find cover. There are shouts behind him. The bikies. They’re coming for him. He breaks free of the building, out into the open – a large concrete parking area. A truck park. Where is he? No time for that. The parking area is surrounded by cyclone wire fencing. To one side is a gate. Is it locked? It’s all he has. He runs towards it. He can still hear shouts from behind. Floodlights come on. He’s out in the open now. He hears a bike start up. Then a shot, two shots. Someone’s shooting. Are they shooting at me? he wonders. Yes, they’re fucking shooting at him. He reaches the gate; there’s a steel bolt holding it closed. He fumbles but it’s not locked. A motorcycle coming towards him now, fast.
He’s out through the gate. To one side there’s a slip road. Something about it. Further on a Shell service station. He’s seen it before. Tarcutta. He’s at the Tarcutta truck yard. There’s a deep gutter, then a slight rise covered in scrub and scrawny wattles. He scrambles, up and over. His foot catches on something and he pitches forward, face first into the dirt, his knee hitting rock. The pain rips through him but he lifts himself back onto his feet. He can hear the bike behind him come to a stop. He’s on the slip road now, he can see the yellow lights from the service station. How far is it? A kilometre, maybe. There’ll be someone there. He runs, his chest burning, his legs feeling like they’re almost breaking. There’s a car parked on the side of the road, 400 metres. Someone standing by the road next to it.
‘Hey,’ he tries to shout, waving his hands in the air. Then it’s almost as if the entire right side of his body explodes. The force of it lifts him off the ground, he spins backwards, lands hard onto sharp gravel. He can’t move his right arm, his shoulder is on fire. He puts a hand to it, sticky, warm, wet. Blood everywhere. Blood leaking from him onto the road. There’s another shot, then another. Then silence. A motorcycle in the distance.
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Someone’s hit a switch. Big lights set the truck park ablaze below them. Kravets scrambles out of the car, Weldon and Shona following.
‘There, look.’ Shona points.
She doesn’t need to. They’re all seeing what she’s seeing. Aaron running hard across the open concrete, someone chasing behind on foot. A motorcycle comes roaring out of the warehouse, and Aaron reaches the fence, pushes through a gate. Shots. Someone firing. He runs up the embankment, starts up the road towards them. They hear his shout, see him raise his hands. Another shot. They see him spin into the air, his arms stretching out like a dancer in mid-flight – a graceful pirouette – then he hits the ground. No grace in the descent. A crumpled mess.
Shona screams and starts to run forward. Weldon stops her, wraps her up, holds her tight. A motorcycle slides sideways, coming fast out of the truck park entrance to the right of the building. It turns, heading up the slip road towards Aaron. Two more shots ring out and the rider cartwheels into the air, landing in the middle of the road. The bike wobbles forward before it turns over on itself and slides off into the scrub. The man on foot scrambles up onto the road, stands, starts to run. Another shot rings out. The man turns to retreat, running back down the road now. A second shot, a plume of red mist. The body falls to the ground.
Kravets barks, ‘Stop. Sit tight.’ An order. Firm. He looks behind them and then up to the right. The trajectory of the bullets that hit the men – they didn’t come from the warehouse. Someone else is here.
‘The fuck is going on, Kravets?’ Henderson on the line. ‘Sounds like cracker night there all of a sudden.’
‘We need to move, fast,’ Kravets says. ‘We’re going in.’
As he says it Shona breaks free. She starts running down the slip road towards Aaron.
Weldon shouts, ‘Stop!’ Starts to run after her.
‘Wait,’ Kravets says. ‘Wait.’ Another order.
They watch her move, bracing for more gunfire. Nothing.
‘Come on,’ Weldon shouts. She runs, Kravets follows. There are lights, car lights now, coming from behind them, approaching fast. The car flies past them. Skids to a halt near Aaron’s body, a cloud of dust illuminated by the one working red brake light.
‘Fuck’s sake,’ Kravets mutters. He’s out of breath. The whole thing is going to shit. Chaos breeds chaos. Someone needs to take control.
Henderson in his ear. ‘What the fuck’s going on there, Mart?’
‘No fucking idea. There’s bullets coming from everywhere. And we’re not firing them.’
They reach the car, it’s an old banged-up white Camry. Shona is on the ground now, holding Aaron. A man with a crutch under one arm climbs out of the car and limps towards them, carrying a rifle in the other hand. Harvey Kettle.
‘He’s alive,’ Shona says.
‘Help her.’ Another voice from the car. Shona’s mother, June, is sitting in the passenger seat, window down. ‘We need to get them out of here.’
‘How the fuck did they know we were here?’ Kravets says to no one in particular.
‘She’s my daughter. You think she’s not going to tell me she’s off in a car with two cops?’
‘Wait.’ Kravets bends. Aaron is conscious, groaning. ‘Aaron, can you hear me?’
The boy nods.
‘Listen, listen to me. You need to tell us what’s down there. Where is Zadie?’
He groans again, tries to sit up. Fails. Falls back to the ground. ‘Inside’ – his breathing is slowing – ‘there’s a room, a roller door. A girl.’ His eyes roll back. He’s slipping away.
Kravets leans in, slaps him gently on the cheek, trying to keep him. ‘Aaron. Is she alone?’
‘There’re others. Women, girls, kids. Foreigners. Not from here.’
Another shot. A bullet hits the side of the road. Then another. They can’t stay out here like this.
‘Get back,’ Kravets yells. ‘Pull him into the ditch over there. Stay there. All of you. Go. Go.’
In his ear, Henderson. ‘Marty?’
Kravets ignores him. He runs to the right, drawing the fire. Weldon comes with him. More shots ring out, landing wide of the mark. Kravets is running hard, tree to tree, bush to bush. The pain is surging from his ankle, but he can put full pressure on it. Through the buds in his ears he can hear Weldon’s grunting and swearing. They reach the fence line and take cover behind some scrubby wattles in the culvert. They need to catch their breath, think about how to proceed.
‘We can’t approach from here,’ Kravets says, ‘he’s got a clear line of sight. We’ll have to try from the side.’
‘You still there, Rog?’ Weldon in his ear.
‘With you.’ Henderson says.
‘The kid says he’s holding others as well.’
‘Others?’
‘Other people. There are others in there.’ As he says it, Kravets feels the anxiety pulse through his body. His stomach turns. He’s back in Claymore. The bullets flying, the frightened kids behind the fake wall. And now Zadie. He tries to push the thoughts down. Not a good frame to be in. It could lead to mistakes, and mistakes will cost. He needs clarity but he’s struggling to find it.
Weldon reaches out – a touch. ‘Okay, boss?’
Kravets looks down at her hand, shakes his head. Doesn’t know what to say.
Weldon is waiting for direction, for orders. Kravets can see it but there’s a tightness in his guts, anxiety, fear. There should be more of them. More cops, greater numbers. He and Weldon can’t do this on their own. He sees Carlo De Luca, dead on the floor, the blood, the steam rising off it. Always the steam for some reason. He can’t shake it.
Weldon seems to get it. Someone needs to take charge. ‘We need to come in from the right,’ she says. ‘The gate down there.’ She points to the entrance where the bike came from, the far side of the parking apron. ‘Follow me. Henderson, keep talking to us.’
She starts running hard for a stand of eucalypts about 150 metres away. A shot kicks up dust to her left. Then another. ‘Fuck.’ Kravets watches her hit the ground and roll forward. He’s lost sight of her – in his ear he can hear her sucking in air, swearing.
He follows, sprinting hard, a dive for cover behind the trees.
Weldon is leaning back on a trunk, breathing hard. There are deep cuts up one arm where she hit the gravel hard, but she’s smiling.
‘You okay?’
‘Flesh wounds. I’m good.’
Below them the ground slopes down to a culvert – a drain deep enough to provide some cover. They crawl along it until they reach the driveway leading to the side of the building.
‘You got anything, Rog?’
Henderson comes through. ‘The cameras haven’t got the whole lot covered but what I can see is clear. Where are you?’
‘Driveway to the south. We’ll come in that way.’
‘Fifty metres of open space between you and the building. Clear for now.’
Kravets looks to Weldon. She has her gun in both hands. She nods. ‘Let’s go.’
He scrambles out of the culvert first, up onto the driveway. He turns, legs pounding. He can hear Weldon down the wire. She’s behind him, running hard, breathing heavy. They’re in the open now – clear ground between them and the side of the warehouse. ‘Go, go!’ he shouts. He’s sprinting for the cover of the south wall of the building. They’re almost there. Twenty metres, ten. He hears the shot, hears the breath rush out of her. A whoosh like a deflating children’s party balloon. His legs are almost taken out from under him as her body pitches forward.
‘Weldon’s down. Weldon’s down.’
‘Marty?’ Henderson on the coms. ‘What’s happening?’
‘Weldon’s been hit.’
‘Hit?’
Weldon drags herself to the side of the building, pulls herself up into a sitting position, back to the wall, a dark bloodstain spreading across her chest. Her face is white from the shock, her breathing hard. She smiles. ‘I’m okay. Flesh wound.’
‘We need backup.’
A pause. Static on the line.
‘Rog?’
‘I’ve tried. No one’s home,’ Henderson says eventually. ‘Nothing that’ll make any difference for you now, and you heard Singleton. They want you to handle this on your own.’
‘They?’ Kravets says. ‘So everyone could die out here and someone up the chain wouldn’t be too unhappy about that?’
‘Speculation, Marty. We don’t do that. This operation is underway. Let’s get it done.’
‘Solve a lot of problems though, wouldn’t it?’
‘Too cynical, Mart.’
‘You think?’
‘I don’t know, mate. I don’t get paid to think about things like that and I’m not getting any answers from those who do.’
‘Fuck. Just get an ambo in the air – on the road – I don’t care how it’s done but do it now.’ He checks his Glock. Feels for the extra clip in his pocket: twenty rounds total. He can see the rear of Basko’s patrol car. It’s parked half in, half out of the building on the far side of the driveway. Where is Basko? Is he alone or does he have more help? What’s the layout like inside?
‘I’m going in.’
He rolls to the left, stands, edges slowly towards the entrance, sticking close to the wall. He’s tossing up between options. Make a dash for the patrol car and at least have a better angle to see through the entrance into the building, or just swivel into the building, hoping there might be enough of an element of surprise to throw Basko off. Neither plan is good, he’s thinking, when Basko steps out into the open. He has Zadie with him. Hands zip-tied behind her. He has hold of her hair and there’s a gun pointed at the side of her head, another gun, a rifle, on his back, slung over a shoulder. He’s pulling Zadie’s head up, close to his own, frog-marching her in front of him.
Basko looks around. Turning left then right until he sees Kravets, stops and lifts the pistol higher. ‘There you are.’
‘Dad.’ Zadie squirms, eyes wide, terrified.
‘Shut the fuck up,’ Basko says. He pushes the pistol hard against her head.
‘Let her go, Basko.’
‘Tell you what’s happening. We’re getting into that car, and the two of us are driving away until I get someone who’ll listen. Clearly you are too far down the pole for anyone to take this seriously.’
Henderson in his ear. ‘I’m seeing this, Marty. Don’t do anything stupid.’
Kravets has two hands on his Glock pointed at Basko. His first instinct is to shoot. He checks it. Way too risky.
‘Put your gun down,’ Basko says. ‘On the ground. Walk away.’
‘C’mon, Clem. It’s not too late. You can let her go. We’ll all move on.’
‘Who are you kidding? Thirty years in the force, you think I’ll buy that? We all know how this’ll go. Put the gun down, Kravets.’
Kravets takes a small step forward. ‘One thing. How did you end up here? Mixed up in all this?’
‘Someone needs to stand up. Someone needs to do something to stop them.’
‘Who?’
‘Ha. The paedophiles, the deep state, the one world government.’
‘Oh, Jesus. Really? You are the state. Look at you. You literally wear the uniform.’
Basko laughs. A full-throated laugh. ‘Yeah. I don’t buy that shit anymore either. Sure I was sucked down that vortex for a long time with Tobias and the others – June, Ringo – We were all true believers. But I saw it more as an opportunity. Rivers of gold flow through these dark times. Don’t get me wrong, I do think there’s a conspiracy. Hey, have a look at this’ – he tilts his head to the warehouse behind him – ‘Feingold’s operation proves the point. Look who’s involved. Big people. Bigger than you or me or any of us.’
‘The deep state, you might say.’
‘Ha, very clever. But really, I’m only interested in the money. We’ve got a good thing going here. Or we did have. And there are a lot of people involved. And now the whole house of cards is comin’ down. I’m not worried about them anymore. Like I keep sayin’, get me indemnity, I’ll go state witness if you want me to, for sure. Need to look after myself now, salvage what I can.’ He takes another step, Zadie in front. He’s pulling her head back by the hair.
Kravets sees her wince again, but there’s something else, a steel to her now, fear turning to anger. That could be good or bad. Even elementary training in hostage negotiations presses that point – rash moves, unexpected ones, can be deadly.
In his ear again, Henderson. ‘Marty? There’s a car coming from the other side. The north side. Unmarked. Not one of ours.’
Basko is pushing Zadie towards the patrol car when the busted-up Camry comes squealing around the corner of the building. The car pulls up, side-on, 20 metres from the action. The passenger side window is down and there’s a rifle pointing out of it. June is behind it, bracing her aim on the door.
‘June?’
‘Let her go, Clem. This has gone far enough,’ June says.
‘The fuck are you talkin’ about?’ Basko looks around, assessing the scene. A cop with his gun drawn in his direction, his sister looking down the rifle scope from the Camry. He seems unsure, confused.
‘Clem. It’s over.’
‘It’s not over, June. Don’t be like that.’
‘Like what, Clem? Like Ringo?’
‘Yes. Like Ringo. He wanted to give up too.’
Basko and June, eye to eye.
‘Clem? What are you saying?’ She raises the rifle. ‘Jesus. It was you? You killed Ringo?’ She lowers the rifle just a touch, looks over the top of it. ‘He was your friend, Clem. Ringo was your friend and my husband. He—’
‘June, he was going to tear it all apart. I had no choice.’
‘We all have choices, Clem.’
Basko waves the pistol; he lets the barrel drop. A gap, ever so slight, but Zadie sees it. She breaks free, diving to the left. Basko turns, gun first, fires. Shots come from every direction. From Basko’s gun, from the Camry. Kravets fires, once, twice. He keeps shooting. Basko’s head jerks back, pitches sideways, falls. Screams. The racket of rapid fire. Bullets flying everywhere.
Silence.
Henderson. ‘Marty. What the fuck? Talk to me.’
Zadie is on the ground, curled up. Her hands still tied behind her, she’s tucked in on herself, trying to make herself as small as possible.
Henderson. ‘Mart? What the hell is going on?’
‘Target down. Target down.’
He kneels beside his daughter, puts a hand on her head, softly.
‘Zipps?’
She moves. Not shot. Alive. ‘Dad?’
‘It’s okay, Zippy. Safe.’
Zadie spits, rolls over, sits up.
Behind them, a squeal of tyres, the Camry turning fast, racing out of the truck park, up the exit ramp. A smell of fired guns, burnt rubber, petrol.
Basko doesn’t move. Blood is pooling around him on the concrete.
Engines in the distance, a low rhythmic thud. Kravets tenses, feels another cortisol surge, thinks for a moment it might be more bikes but realises it’s a different pitch entirely, coming from somewhere high. Approaching from the north-east, a small speck growing slowly in the dark sky.
‘Rog? Chopper?’
‘Ambo.’
‘Okay. What happened to the backup?’ No answer. ‘Rog?’
‘Marty. You know the deal. They were never going to sanction backup. You had a job to do and it’s done. Good work. Now you’ve just got to make sure you clean up.’
‘Clean up?’
‘The video. You need to get rid of it. Clean up, Marty.’
Zadie coughs. ‘Dad? Out the back. There are people.’
He’d almost forgotten. ‘How many?’
‘Eight. All young.’
Kravets feels his stomach turn. The kids in the cage. The fake wall. The shit and the vomit. It’s happening again.
The chopper is approaching now. They watch it circle, then descend onto the apron, flashing landing lights, its nose slightly up. The wind, the noise, the winding down. Two medics jump from the side. Kravets points one to the wall where he left Weldon. She’s not sitting up anymore. The other looks to Zadie, cuts her wrists free, starts the procedure. Pulse, airways, questions. Kravets tells them there’s another, Aaron, up on the road, then he leaves them to it. He walks past Basko’s bullet-shattered body towards the warehouse entrance. The light from outside stretches only so far. He hits the torch on his phone. At the back, a door. He approaches slowly. The twist in his guts is making him feel sick. The door is half open. He pushes it, lets it swing, steps through. At first he doesn’t see them – his torch barely reaches the corners of the room – then he does. Eyes. Like spotlit rabbits cowering against the far wall.
‘It’s okay,’ he says. ‘It’s okay.’
One of them falls to the ground, someone crying, a gasp. A young woman steps forward.
‘It’s over. You’re safe,’ he says.
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The top half of Aaron’s body is on fire. Electric currents of pain are arcing through him. He feels weak all over. He tries to open his eyes but it’s like there’s no connection. He wants to lift his eyelids, he tells his body to do it: nothing happens. The rest of his senses are in overload. He can smell the blue metal on the road, and the rubber of truck tyres, the oil in the dirt and the rubbish – cigarette butts, plastic pie wrappers, empty soft drink cans. He can smell the trees too. The sticky sap from the wattles and the drying, dying eucalypts, the leaf litter and wallaby shit.
Someone is talking to him, squeezing his hand. The voice is soft. A woman’s voice, there are words but he can’t follow them. He knows the voice, he just can’t place it. Is it his mother? It’s been so long. He sees her in the photos. It’s the only image he has. His mother smiling, happy.
He wishes she was here, he wants it to be her.
Where is he?
He hears the pops. A burst of popping. Like firecrackers. He remembers running, and a dark room, and the heat and the stink. Everything is jumbled.
‘Aaron?’ The voice again. Closer now. The breath on his ear. ‘Don’t go, baby.’ It’s her. It’s Shona. He feels like he’s waited all his life for this moment. He wants to reach up, to touch her. To feel her lips and run his hand across her cheek. He tries but the pain is too much, and his breathing is so shallow any effort drains him. He’s so tired.
There’s a wind now. And a low thumping sound. Even with his eyes closed he can see a shift in the light, as if a spotlight is searching for him. It passes over and back again and then it’s gone.
Silence.
Something cool on his forehead. The voice is back, soft. He feels like he’s drifting. Like he’s lying in the bottom of the boat on the lake, letting the elements take him wherever they want. He used to love doing that.
There’s another voice now. This one more urgent. Deeper, insistent.
‘Aaron. Can you hear me?’
He feels heavy hands on his chest. Pumping. One, two… one, two. The voices are getting dimmer. He thinks of the body he found, the mud, the cracked earth and the crows. So many crows. But they left that fella’s eyes. Why did they do that? Is it his turn now? Are the crows here for him? He tries to speak. Nothing comes.
No words.
No light.
No breath.
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In the ops room. Kravets looks at Weldon’s whiteboard – the names, the places, the connecting lines, Post-it notes and pictures. The tentacles of the Feingold octopus. A roadmap only she could navigate. Tobias Love, June, Ringo, Shona.
The list of the dead. Charles Goodman, Daniel Green. It’s a work in progress that’s way out of date. Certainly, a few more names to add to that now. Tobias Love. Clem Basko, Aaron. Weldon herself could have been on it.
On his phone, Henry Henderson.
‘Rog?’
‘Okay, Marty?’
‘Sure. A couple of fresh corpses, one of them could have been my own daughter, almost lost one of our own as well and, oh yeah, we busted open a trafficking network with connections to people in high places that those people seem keen to keep buried. But other than that, yes, managed to get a few hours’ sleep, I’ve had a shower, cleaned myself up. Never better.’
‘Weldon. She lost a lot of blood but she’ll pull through.’
‘Good. She was right: flesh wound.’
‘Marty?’
‘I don’t like it when you sound so friendly, Rog. Makes me uncomfortable.’
‘We’re wrapping this one up. The Feingold piece of it anyway.’
‘See what I mean?’
‘The network’s broken. Upstairs is satisfied. Assuming you’ve cleaned up properly, then it’s a gold star. Well done.’
‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’
‘Also, Singleton has told me to inform you they’ve suspended the De Luca inquiry. Finding’s inconclusive. You’re in the clear.’
‘Until someone decides I’m not.’
‘Marty. It’s over. Put it behind you.’
Kravets feels empty. Depleted. There’s nothing to say.
‘Mart?’
‘I hear you.’
‘Few loose ends though. Small matter of the dead bodies. Media’s still interested in the Goodman case.’
‘Yeah, tricky that – details.’
‘Yes, but that’s a straightforward murder, isn’t it. Solve it, we’re done. We keep the story straight it’s all over red rover.’
‘Just like it used to be played.’
‘The world hasn’t changed that much, Mart.’
‘So it would seem.’
Henderson’s phlegmy cough down the line. ‘Forensics are in on Basko and Tobias Love. I’m sending them through. At least one of the bullets that hit Basko was from the same gun that took out both Goodman and Tobias Love.’

The Camry is parked under a scraggly acacia 50 metres from the vans. Harvey Kettle is standing by a portable gas barbecue, a cigarette hanging from his lower lip. He’s cooking sausages and eggs.
‘Been wondering when you’d come around, young fella,’ he says. He starts taking the food off the hotplate and onto a tray.
‘June here?’
Harvey nods to the van. ‘Inside. She’s not good today.’
‘Shona around?’
‘Yep. Here, take this for me, will ya.’ Harvey hands him the tray. Eggs, sausages and sliced white bread.
They walk to the van. The small kitchen table has plates, cutlery, sauce. Harvey points. ‘Put it down there, brother, help yourself.’
‘I’ll pass, thanks.’
‘Suit yourself.’
June is in the bed on the rise at the end of the van, Shona stroking her head. Harvey takes a seat at the table. In the small van four people make a crowd. Kravets steps back, leaning on the door.
Harvey puts a sausage and an egg on a slice of white bread, squeezes tomato sauce from the bottle. Looks up. ‘You sure?’ he asks.
Kravets raises his palm. ‘You know why I’m here, right?’
‘Got a good enough idea.’
Kravets nods. ‘Your rifle. It was used in the killing of three people. Charles Goodman, Tobias Love and Clem Basko. Harvey Kettle, I’m arresting you in relation to the deaths of Goodman and Love. June Telkova, I’m arresting you in relation to the death of Clementine Basko.’
‘Hey, nothin’ to do with me,’ Harvey says, half-choking on his mouthful of sausage.
From the back of the van June coughs, levers herself into a sitting position. Pale, parchment face. Black circles under her eyes.
Shona hisses at her, ‘Mum.’
‘Harvey didn’t kill anyone,’ June says. ‘I killed them all. I didn’t mean to kill Goodman. I was trying to get Tobias – missed him. I hit Goodman by mistake.’
‘Mistake?’
‘Pills hadn’t kicked in enough. Can’t hold a teacup sometimes until they do. Shouldn’t have been holding a gun, but this was the only chance I had.’ She holds her hand out as a form of proof. It waves and jumps in the air in front of her. ‘We used Goodman to lure Tobias to a meeting. Here.’ June starts coughing again, puts a handkerchief to her mouth.
‘Mum, don’t.’ Shona’s voice soft but urgent.
June puts her other hand on her daughter’s shoulder. ‘It’s okay, baby. We tried.’ She turns back to Kravets. ‘Shona posed online as Tobias and told Goodman that he had more info, that he wanted out. That he wanted to be part of the solution. He wanted to help stop Arkady Feingold. Then she posed as Goodman and told Tobias that he wanted to talk about possibly making a trade. Handing over the information he had, that maybe for the right price he’d kill the story and not reveal any of it.’
Kravets takes a step inside. Perches himself on the edge of the vinyl-covered bench. ‘All because you wanted to kill Tobias.’
June coughs again. ‘Yep. I – we – thought he was the one who killed Ringo.’ Her breathing is short. ‘Eye for an eye. The only justice that works.’
‘So you fired at Tobias Love but hit Goodman. And you used Harvey’s gun.’
‘Correct.’
Harvey wraps egg and bread around a piece of sausage, shovels it into his mouth.
Shona stands up, turns to Kravets. ‘Don’t listen to her.’ She looks over to the kitchen table. ‘Harvey?’
Harvey shrugs.
‘Shona. No.’ June reaches out, holds on to Shona’s arm. ‘Don’t.’ She sits forward, fixes Kravets with watery eyes, the deep fatigue showing. ‘I’m not well, Detective. I don’t have long. We heard about your partner’s run-in with the door at the Feingold warehouse. He left a calling card at Aaron’s van. We knew he was here. Put two and two together. It had to be him. I took the gun. So I got him in the end. Course, I now know it was Clem who killed Ringo – good riddance to him too.’ June coughs, spits into a handkerchief, blood in it. ‘I have no regrets. Tobias would have given the order. Tobias Love was not a good man.’ She turns to Harvey. ‘Harvey here drove me but he had no idea what I was about to do. Harvey had nothing to do with it.’
He shakes his head. ‘No idea.’
‘It was all me. All of it.’ She looks up, holds his gaze. Determined. Resolute. ‘And Shona finally has a chance for a new beginning. She has a life in front of her.’ A beat. Her focus doesn’t shift. ‘That’s the story, Detective,’ she says. ‘The way it was, the way it is.’
Kravets looks from June to Shona then to Harvey. What a shitshow. These people with nothing. June putting herself forward to take the fall for the network of corruption, the greed that was Feingold, all of it seemingly cauterised now by a few cases of murder. A web he was now complicit in. But he also knows these people – June, Harvey, Shona – actually do have something – no one is powerless. They can determine how this ends for them.
And, he thinks, you have a choice to make too, Martyn Kravets.
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Four hours into the drive. Somewhere between Bathurst and Lithgow. Long stretches of empty road, bush, farmland, sheep, every now and then a few cattle, the barest hint of green on the hills. Zadie just out of an on-and-off slumber, searching her phone, talking about the music she’s into now.
‘Amyl and the Sniffers.’
‘Never heard of ’em,’ Kravets says.
‘Think you’d call it post punk or something. You’ll like it.’ She hits play on her phone.
Through the speakers a wave of thrashing guitars, a solid four drumbeat. Plenty of punk, not much post, Kravets thinks. But, yeah, he likes it. More than that, he likes that he’s sharing the time with his daughter. Just the two of them on a road trip again. He vows to do more of it. If only it was that simple. Small matter of a few pending charges over the protest and skipping bail to deal with first.
‘I saw these guys play at Thrashbeats in Marrickville a few months ago. Amy Taylor’s the singer. Awesome, Dad. Just incredible.’
Everyone has those moments, he supposes. Those times music shakes you, shows you something you never thought possible. Kravets’s mind is drifting to his own points of musical awareness, down his own rabbit hole of teenage musical revelation. Then he sees them. Black dots in the rear-view mirror. He watches them loom up slowly behind them. Four of them again.
He turns the music off. Zadie looks at him, realises there’s something wrong. ‘Dad?’
She follows his eyes from the mirror, turns her head to the rear. They’re four abreast now behind them, riding close. Easy riders, black leather, those old military-style half helmets, faces hidden behind beards and dark glasses. Two move out, roll up alongside the car, the other two stay back. They don’t make eye contact. Just sit there, engines thumping.
‘Dad? Is everything okay?’
‘I don’t know, Zipps. Just stay calm, okay?’
‘Oh shit.’ Zadie puts her knees up to her chest, curls into herself.
The bikes stick with them for 3 or 4 kilometres then pull away. Patriots. Point made.
Kravets calls Henderson.
‘What the fuck, Roger? The bikes.’
‘The what?’
‘The fucking bikies. The four horsemen of the apocalypse. They seem to have a habit of appearing out of nowhere on some long empty stretch of highway. I thought this was over.’
‘Guess they wanted to send a message.’
‘Well, yeah. Tell them – whoever they are – tell them I got it.’
‘As long as you’ve done what they hope you’ve done—’
‘What? Cleaned things up?’
‘Exactly. As long as you’ve done that – I think they’d call this insurance.’
‘Jesus. There you go with that word again.’
They drive the next four hours in silence.

It’s early evening when they roll into Dumaresq Street. Neat lawns, picket fences, old trees reminding everyone how long privilege has lived here. Lights on behind closed curtains, a new EV in the driveway. Kravets parks outside.
The two of them sit in the car for a while, watching the house. Eventually Kravets says, ‘Listen, Zipps, I’m sorry you got caught up in all this. I—’
‘Dad. Don’t. I got caught up in something I wanted to get caught up in.’
‘You’ll do the right thing? You’ve got to keep your bail appointments. There’ll be court. First offence you’ll get off with a warning – specially with the good legal advice your mum will get you. But—’
‘But what, Dad? I’ll do what I have to do to meet my “legal” obligations, don’t worry. But I won’t stop. Someone has to stand up. We need to do something.’
‘Sure. But you don’t have to get arrested to make a difference.’
Zadie leans across, gives him a kiss on the cheek. The kiss – at least that’s back. She reaches for the door, then stops. ‘What did he mean by “cleaned up”? He was talking about the video, right?’
Kravets nods.
‘And?’
‘It’s gone.’
‘Gone?’
‘I destroyed it. There’s no other copy, is there?’
She shakes her head, locks on to his eyes. ‘No, that was it.’
‘Good.’
She holds the gaze a beat longer, then breaks. Opens the car, steps out. ‘Love you,’ she says.
Kravets watches her make her way up the long drive. He sees the outside light come on, Rita at the front door. She wraps Zadie in an embrace. They stand there like that for a while, Rita holding her tight. The sound of crickets, the tsk-tsk-tsk of a lawn sprinkler in the distance, the cool, damp, salt-tinged breeze. Kravets looks at the suburban tapestry in front of him, knows he could never have given them this, would never have wanted it either. Hopes it makes Rita happy.
He starts the car. Rita looks up from her embrace. He gives her a small wave. He checks his pocket for the little USB drive. It’s still there.
Insurance.
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