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For Matt 
 who said I could





PROLOGUE

Flashes. Darkness then distant asterisks of light then darkness. The sky? Yes, the sky. Branches arching over the road, momentarily blocking the stars above. The wind on her face but not on her body. Was she wrapped in something? The engine loud, straining. Fear beginning to stir, then rearing, poised to overwhelm. And then nothing. Grey seeping from the sides of her eyes until the last pinprick of light winked out.

No movement now. But sounds. Grunting, heavy breathing. The wind stilled. No movement. Eyes open. A disc of light above; steep walls encircling. The sound of things landing on a pile. Was she being buried? That panic, coiled and ready, rose, arrived in a gasp, bursting from her throat. Sudden stillness from above, then his face, staring down at her – eyes shocked and wide.

She knew without even trying she couldn’t move. Part of her was gone already. And the grey wavered again, threatening to draw the shutters up over her eyes. She forced it away and kept her eyes fixed on his.

‘Please,’ she said.

He was silent, thinking.

She saw his jaw tighten, his shocked eyes turn cold, grim. She saw him swing his legs over the side and begin to climb. Then she couldn’t see him, couldn’t lift her head to follow him. She waited, and soon he was in front of her. He held something – fabric. He dropped it over her face, and then she felt his hands.





ONE

They were boys.

They were always boys.

Stuck halfway up Skink, the void sucking at their backs, no moves left and the ground eighty metres below them. They were now resigned to the humiliation of rescue. Skye knew they’d still crack a few jokes in weak, wavering voices, an attempt at bravado, but they and everyone else would know they were shit-scared, near tears and thinking of their mums.

The boys would go back to the climbing gym and the story would become one of their set pieces, but they’d never climb outside again.

‘Breathe long and slow and try to relax,’ Skye shouted down at them. ‘You’re going to be okay; you’re in a safe spot.’

They weren’t in a safe spot.

‘Check me,’ Skye said to Lucas.

He looked at her harness, making sure her figure-of-eight knot was threaded through its front loop. ‘Yep, you’re right. Me?’

‘You’re good too,’ Skye told him after a quick glance.

They fed their ropes through an anchor and leaned over the edge.

‘Rope below,’ they shouted together before tossing the heavy coils off, careful to avoid the frightened pair.

‘My arms are getting pumped,’ one of the boys cried out. She could tell his mouth was dry as bone, every drop of saliva somehow drained away. Hers was the same when she was in a dicey spot. He was on a ledge no wider than a paperback, and the cliff face above him was ever so slightly overhanging so he had to cling to small pockets in the rock above his head to stop himself peeling off.

‘You’re okay; you’ve got more strength than you think. I’ll be there in one sec,’ Skye called back, attaching the rope to the belay device hanging from her harness. ‘On my way.’

She leaned backwards over the cliff and smoothly lowered herself, taking care not to knock down any loose rocks or vegetation as she went.

‘I’m going, I’m going,’ he screamed below her.

She looked down between her legs.

He was clawing desperately at the rock, then he dropped like a stone. The full force of his weight hit the last climbing nut he’d placed in a crack, and it held for a few tense seconds, then popped out like a cork from a champagne bottle.

He dropped again, another four metres, before the rope caught on his next piece of protection, ten centimetres of wire attached to a knuckle-sized wedge of metal jammed into a split in the rock. Skye winced, waiting for it to jerk free of its crevice like the first one and drop him again, but it held. He slammed against the cliff hard, then swung back out to dangle in mid-air, spinning slowly above the jumble of rocks sixty metres below him. Five seconds, ten. The piece still held. It looked like he’d done a better job of placing this one. It might keep him safe until she could reach him.

Gym climbers. It was like thinking you could surf because you’d once had a bath. Place a nut, cam or hex in the right spot, and it could hold the weight of a small car. Jammed in with no thought as to how it might behave under the sudden movement of a fall and this is what could happen.

His mate on the other end of the rope had been yanked up a metre by the force of his friend’s fall, but at least he was above a wide ledge and in no danger of plummeting to the bottom. They were both hanging from that single half-inch alloy nut embedded in the thin crack though, and Skye wasn’t brimming with confidence it would hold indefinitely. If it popped out, the first kid would plummet to the ground and pull his mate down after him.

She zipped down quickly, not braking until she reached the slowly spinning climber. He was dazed and bleeding from what she hoped was a superficial head scrape. His helmet had absorbed some of the blow, but it was designed to protect the head from rocks and equipment falling from above, not side knocks. He would have a concussion at the very least.

As Lucas rappelled down in three big jumps to reach the belayer, Skye clipped a carabiner attached to a sling into the boy’s harness and secured him to her.

‘All good, mate – you’re safe – you’ve hit your head but everything’s fine,’ she said. ‘You can’t fall any further: you’re attached to me now.’

He was teary, which was a good sign. If they were in a less dicey spot she’d start assessing him properly, but the priority here was getting him down. No time for niceties.

She shouted to the ambos who had gathered below. They’d hiked up through the scrub from the road with a couple of stretchers, just in case things went south. At least one of them would be used today.

‘Head wound here, Davo. Don’t think it’s too serious.’

She connected the boy to her harness with another sling and set of carabiners for extra safety before unfastening him from his own rope.

The boy yelped as Skye adjusted his gear and he suddenly dropped thirty centimetres, swinging to dangle directly below her harness.

‘It’s okay: you’re attached to me. We’re going to rap down to the ambos now, mate,’ she told him. ‘You don’t have to do anything – I’ll lower us down, okay?’

‘Yep,’ he managed shakily. ‘Thank you.’

She knew any more sudden drops would fray his nerves too much so she was careful to allow for his extra weight, keeping the descent smooth and controlled. She heard his shaky breathing all the way down.

On the ground he took some deep gasping breaths and promptly threw up. The sour smell of beer and bile.

‘We’re going to carry you out, mate,’ Davo told him. ‘What’s your name, and how much did you drink last night?’

‘Jaden. A lot,’ he said. ‘Sorry, we fucked up.’

‘No big harm done, buddy. We’re taking you to Horsham Hospital for a check-up and you probably shouldn’t drive back to Melbourne tonight.’

Skye knew why Davo hadn’t needed to ask where they were from. Local climbers got into plenty of jams, but not on routes this easy.

‘What about our stuff?’ his mate piped up. He’d arrived at the bottom attached to Lucas. ‘We borrowed it all.’

Davo rolled his eyes at her, but she felt sorry for them. Uni students most likely, with no money, and god knows she’d done some dumb stuff in her time.

‘Feel like a climb, Lucas?’ she said.

‘Yeah, righto. There’s worse ways to spend a day off – but we better get moving. Rain’s not far off.’

‘We’ll go up and get your gear,’ Skye told the boys. ‘My car’s up there anyway. We’ll take it to the hospital later. But don’t come out again until you’ve done some trad climbing lessons. Gyms don’t count.’

The boys nodded miserably.

‘See you tomorrow, Davo,’ she added. ‘I’m on the early shift.’

She liked climbing with Lucas. He ran the cafe in Natimuk and she had her day job too, but like most climbers up here, they were both on the informal volunteer Mount Arapiles rescue team. The members knew every nook and cranny of it, lived minutes from its base and usually had enough equipment for a rescue piled in the back of their dusty cars. They could get there much quicker than most emergency services, and the cops and SES deferred to them and their expertise and local knowledge whenever someone got into strife on the crag.

‘Wanna lead?’ Lucas asked.

That was just one of the reasons she liked him. No assumption that because he was the bloke he was more qualified for the higher risk of going first and placing the gear. You only had to look at the names of some of the routes up here to know climbing had been a sport for blokes – one of her favourite climbs was called Slut’s Revenge, for Christ’s sake – but in a pursuit where flexibility and lightness trump brute strength, women had shown they could excel just as readily as men.

She set off up Skink’s first pitch, an easy grade 12. She loved this rock. Warm red, studded with subtle greys, unbreakable, reliable, rough enough for grip but not so rough it tore up your hands. She’d spent countless happy hours sitting on suntrap ledges in the silence, belaying high above the canola fields and grazing roos, waiting for an ‘I’m safe’ call from above and her turn to climb.

This enormous old sea cliff rose from the relentless flatness of the Wimmera district like Uluru. With more than three thousand climbing routes snaking up its faces, it was world-renowned in climbing circles, but barely known to anyone else. Even the locals hardly visited. Most of them thought the climbers were mad. Why scale it when there was a tourist road to the lookout at the top?

Pick Mount Arapiles up and plonk it in America and an entire tourist town would have sprung up next to it. But its remoteness and position at the bottom of the world meant a handful of climbers mostly had the place to themselves. On a still day, all you would hear was the odd breath of wind through the trees far below, the occasional grain truck on the road that sliced through the canola fields to Horsham and periodic calls of climbers echoing off the cliffs.

Skye reached the first stance and set up an anchor. ‘I’m safe,’ she called to Lucas.

‘Off belay,’ he replied a few minutes later.

She pulled the rope up until she felt it tighten and attached it to her harness. ‘You’re on belay,’ she called down.

‘Climbing,’ Lucas replied.

She pulled him taut, gently feeding the rope through her device as he lightly scaled the rock, collecting the boys’ borrowed gear and the pieces she’d placed on her way up, clipping them all to his harness as he went. A watchful lizard settled on the coils of her rope in a weak patch of sun.

Two pitches later – including the ever-so-slightly tricky bit where the boys had lost their nerve, too unskilled to go up or downclimb – they topped out and separated the boys’ gear from their own before hiking the two hundred metres to the summit road and her car.

‘You find someone to run the cafe today?’ she asked Lucas.

‘Yeah, Jojo was on. He makes shit coffee but it was pretty dead anyway. Worth it for a sneaky climb.’

‘And to save a couple of deadshits,’ she said.

He snorted. ‘We were all deadshits once. Will you drop off their gear?’

‘Yeah, I’m heading home anyway. Callum’ll be wondering where I am.’

She thought about the boys as she drove back towards town. They had mistaken rock climbing as a sport for adrenaline seekers when really it was for thinkers and dreamers, lovers of scenery and silence, puzzle solvers – tortoises, not hares.





TWO

Skye and Callum had been in the Wimmera coming on four years now. When she left Horsham for uni in Melbourne she’d vowed never to return. Boring, insular, hellishly hot in summer, strafed by icy rain and wind in winter, all it had going for it was the climbing. But after a few years paying $600 a week for a dark, dank, single-fronted Richmond terrace an hour’s drive from a decent horizon, her perspective on her hometown had softened.

The COVID lockdowns helped paint a rosier picture of the country too. That long endless fever dream – day after day of streets with the eerie emptiness of a Christmas morning but without the joyous shrieks of kids on new bikes. While Callum and Skye were calculating which parks were within a five-kilometre radius of their mates so they could shiver a metre and a half apart and sip overpriced hipster cocktails in a vain attempt to Keep Calm and Carry On, her old school friends and her parents were living their country-town lives as if nothing had happened, watching what was happening in Melbourne with horrified fascination. It was like being a goldfish in a bowl. By the time the next pandemic came along, Skye was determined she’d be on their side of the glass.

The idea of a bit of distance between Callum and a party scene that was threatening to drag him under only sealed the deal.

They needed paramedics at home – everywhere, really – but the call outs here were for farmers with severed fingers and rock climbers who’d come a cropper, in stark contrast to her urban clientele of raging ice addicts and stabbed teenagers.

Ice was starting to make inroads out here, and there were grisly car crashes to deal with wherever you were, but they’d been able to buy a house with a tiny mortgage and they could climb almost year-round. She’d transferred to the local ambo service easily, and Callum signed on with the biggest plumbing outfit in town, and now they were settled. She occasionally wondered if this was it for the rest of her life, if she’d settled for something too small, but then she’d pull into their driveway and the feeling would pass. Two dogs, nice weatherboard with air con and a big yard, pub meal once a week, spontaneous visits to her mum and dad’s hobby farm outside town whenever she felt like it and a trip to Melbourne every few months when the cultural claustrophobia gripped too hard – there was nothing wrong with small.

Skye swung into the hospital carpark and shouldered the bag of gear, sidling between cars on her way to the waiting room, where one of the still shaken boys was sitting glumly on a plastic moulded chair in the sharp fluorescent light. Jaden was off having his head scanned for fractures, he told her.

The boy was sombre, but Skye still clocked him checking her out. Her forearms and hands were the mess of cuts, calluses and ropy veins common to any regular climber, but she was used to her athletic figure, close-cropped hair, olive skin and green eyes drawing attention from guys.

‘So, wanna tell me what happened for my accident report?’ she asked. ‘It’s not official: we just like to share warning stories with the other volunteers, and climbers on our website.’

‘God, I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘We got pissed at the campground last night, woke up late and probably still drunk, thought we’d be right on a 12 because we climb 15-plus at the gym, and started feeling shaky about halfway up the third pitch. Then Jaden lost his nerve, couldn’t find anywhere to place good gear, so he just kept going, and then he froze. Plus, I think we were dehydrated. I reckon he was hallucinating at one stage. Honestly, I’ve never been that scared in my life.’

Skye nodded. ‘I’m not surprised. You made a series of shit decisions, but the final one was a good one. Calling for help probably saved you a lot more pain, and maybe worse.’ She stood up. ‘Look after yourselves.’

‘Thanks again, from both of us. Lesson learned,’ he said.

Maybe not complete deadshits after all.

Callum’s car was there when she pulled into the driveway.

He kissed her hello then went back to slicing onions while the dogs fussed at her for a pat. She hugged him from behind as he worked, running her hands up his ribs playfully. There wasn’t much bulk to him. Slight and lean but muscular, his build was perfect for a climber. He could have been top notch if he’d taken it up earlier, but he was content to be decent.

They’d met at a climbing gym in North Melbourne six years earlier – a desperate measure for Skye when she missed real rock, for Callum a bit of fun with mates.

She’d noticed him watching her on a tricky overhanging route and might have started showing off a bit, hooking her heel into a tight corner and swinging upside down to pendulum her way to the next hold. Her theatrics worked. When his mates were packing up he held back and came over to compliment her on her skill.

She’d since taught him to climb outside a gym and now they were well matched, climbing up to a testing grade 25. The best climbers in the country climbed in the high 20s, and even 30s, but Skye wasn’t looking to make a career of it and she knew Callum wasn’t either.

‘Spag bog,’ Callum said, looking up from his onions, his blue eyes welling from the fumes. ‘How’s your day off?’

‘Ended up doing a rescue,’ Skye told him. ‘Couple of Melbourne gym rats got into strife on Skink. Got a bit sketchy and one of them hit his head when his gear popped, but they’re okay. And I climbed up with Lucas and collected their gear.’

‘Nice one,’ Callum said. ‘Any journos turn up?’

‘Nah, your status is safe.’

He laughed. ‘Excellent.’

The year before Callum had helped with a tricky rescue at Arapiles. A bloke had passed out with heatstroke and it had taken a few hours to reach him – enough time for the local news station to show up and make Callum what passed for a Horsham celebrity for fifteen minutes. They’d interviewed him when the guy had been safely bundled into an ambulance: Skye’s, as it happened.

She thought then, as she sometimes did, about how content she was. Spag bog, an episode of Survivor and the company of her decent, competent guy was all she needed. She’d wasted plenty of time on charismatic arseholes before she met Callum. He was charismatic in a dry and understated kind of way, but minus the games and dick pics.

Skye had worried Callum would hate Horsham when they moved here. When they’d met, his weekends had been filled with hangovers and benders. He’d grown up a lot in the years after they moved in together, dumping a pretty decent swathe of hard-partying mates, and if not dumping then distancing himself from his even harder-partying brother. But there’s calming down, and there’s calming down in the Wimmera. Skye had spent their first year in Horsham waiting for Callum to decide living here was too close to semi-retirement for a pair of twenty-nine-year-olds. All she could see was Horsham’s pounding summer heat, relentless flatness, sluggish brown river and bad coffee. Throw in a three-hour drive to the nearest surf beach and she worried they’d be back in a chilly Melbourne shithole before they knew it.

She shouldn’t have. He’d settled in better than she had, and now seeing the town through his eyes reminded her of the good stuff she’d forgotten – the cool little cinema, the local footy club where farmers’ sons played with real estate agents, and the annual show where their first year here they’d watched a dog talent competition whose winner’s only skill was sitting more or less on command. You didn’t get entertainment like that in Melbourne.

‘What shift you on tomorrow?’ Callum asked her.

‘Six am,’ she said. ‘I’m off at two. Want to go for a climb?’

‘Nah, got a big job on: I’m not likely to finish till five for a few days. Maybe later this week,’ Callum replied.

‘Okay, I’ll take the dogs somewhere then. Maybe down the river,’ she said.

With any luck her shift would be quiet. Monday mornings usually were. Saturdays were the shifts you wanted to avoid. That’s when the drunk drivers and pub brawlers really hit their stride, and that’s when you were most likely to cop something yourself.

Skye had done a bunch of self-defence classes and she was agile and fast, but she was also slight. That’s one of the reasons she kept her dark hair cropped close to her skull in a pixie cut. It meant nobody could grab a ponytail and slam her to the ground – something that had happened to a mate of hers when they were both trainees in Melbourne.

But work was something to think about when the alarm went off at five-thirty am, not now, when Survivor was about to begin.





THREE

An old bloke with suspected broken ribs and arm after a ladder fall and a kid who came off a quad bike and her shift was over. She hated quad bikes, but this one had a roll bar and the kid was wearing a helmet so all he had was a broken nose and a dislocated shoulder. She’d been to one where the results had been much grimmer and she always steeled herself when those calls came through.

Skye loved her job. She’d seen plenty of ambos get burned out and jaded, sick of the sadness and occasional abuse, but she wasn’t there yet and might never be. She’d thought about nursing but being a paramedic meant she got to do the fixing up and helping people without the bedpans and catheters. She was a good person, but not that good.

She was home by two-thirty pm and chucked her uniform in a bucket of cold water to soak. The kid’s broken nose had been a gusher.

She opened the back door to Mack and Murphy, and the shaggy pound mongrels danced around her. Their default mood was ‘delighted’ – delighted to see her, delighted to go out, delighted to stay in.

Today they were going out. Skye had thought again about the river. The wide brown expanse of it ran through the town and beyond, imposing river red gums looming over the water. Its invisible bottom was booby-trapped with twisted roots and sodden branches, and it was full of farm run-off after a long, dry summer with nothing much in the way of rain to flush it out. The dogs would need a hose off if she took them there. They’d plunge in the second she opened the back of her station wagon, and by the time they were coaxed out they’d be rank with diluted sheep shit and farm chemicals.

Nope. Plan B.

She loaded them into the car and headed out of town for her favourite one-hour walking loop. It was too snakey in summer, but in winter the tree-lined dirt track that wended its way between farms, salt lakes and the billabong was a perfect option.

About thirty minutes from Horsham, Mack and Murphy started stirring. They might not be getting a swim, but they knew this road and the promise of rabbits was a good alternative. They were yet to catch one, but they were very much of the view that winning didn’t matter; it was the way they played the game.

Skye pulled over at the side of the narrow road where a dirt track that barely warranted the name disappeared into the scrub. She opened the back hatch of her station wagon for the keening hounds and they set off. She followed them down the meandering path cut between paddocks of chickpeas and sheep runs. There were occasional glimpses of Mount Arapiles – its knurled red face peeking over vast expanses of waving grass – and when she crested the top of Vinegar Hill a chain of salt lakes revealed itself on the horizon. Often nothing but white-crusted mud, today they had a thin coating of brackish water, courtesy of a burst of winter rains, that reflected the scudding clouds.

Red gums and eucalypts lined the way, interspersed with eerie bulokes. Their dark scarred bark, contorted branches and needle leaves made them one of Australia’s ugliest native trees, but Skye had a soft spot for them. Painfully slow growing, they’d been all but wiped out by land clearing in the nineteenth century, but those that remained fed the endangered red-tailed black cockies. The sound they made when a gentle wind slid through their leaves had earned them the name Wimmera Harp in this area. She’d planted a couple in the backyard at home, and with a bit of luck her great-grandchildren might one day enjoy their music.

She usually walked the dogs with headphones in, some grim true-crime podcast or other unspooling, but it was the sounds and the silence that drew her out here, so she’d left them in the car. The isolation, the big sky and the solitude were best experienced undistracted.

The sandy path was scattered with tiny white snail shells, long abandoned by their owners, and they crunched satisfyingly underfoot. Here and there lay lengths of old number 8 wire and everywhere were rabbit holes.

It wasn’t until she spied the sporadic empty shotgun shells that stood out like colourful crayons in a landscape of beige and rust that she remembered why she hadn’t been here in well over a year. She’d made a promise to Callum, and herself, not to come out this way on her own again.

She had only ever seen one other person on this walk. On an unseasonably cool summer day eighteen months or so earlier she’d decided to risk meeting a snake and do a loop. As she walked down the hill towards the abandoned old house at the end of this road she’d received an electric shock of pure terror when a shotgun went off no more than a hundred metres from her.

Every farm around here had a shotgun, and it wasn’t something she was unaccustomed to hearing, but this came completely out of the blue. She’d stopped and seen something moving in the paddock in front of the house. A man, protective earmuffs on, was leaning on a forty-five-gallon drum, aiming his shotty at a row of tins. Target practice.

He hadn’t heard her or the dogs, and she didn’t want to sneak up on him while he had a loaded weapon so she’d taken a wide loop to his side, holding the dogs, until she was past him. He straightened up to reload and his body jolted when he finally saw her.

‘Sorry,’ she’d shouted. ‘Didn’t mean to give you a fright.’

He’d stared at her without saying anything or removing his earmuffs.

‘I’m just walking my dogs,’ she’d added unnecessarily.

He’d kept staring. Didn’t raise a hand in a wave, just watched her for a beat, then bent over, leaned on the drum again and wordlessly let off another blast.

Remembering it now, she cursed herself for coming here alone again.

She wondered if she should turn back and stopped for a moment to think it through, as the dogs looked at her, confused. It had been unsettling, but the guy hadn’t done anything, and the odds of bumping into him again were pretty long, she calculated.

‘Fuck it,’ she said to herself, and started walking again. ‘You’ll look after me, won’t you, guys?’

The dogs wagged their tails in agreement and set joyfully off again.

At the halfway mark the path widened and dipped towards a fuller stand of trees. It wasn’t until she got within spitting distance that the crumbling old stone house revealed itself. Two tiny structures – one that would once have been a kitchen, the other housing probably a bedroom and sitting room – built separately to minimise the risk of a cooking fire destroying the whole place. Both were open to the sky now, weather-beaten timber lintels marking where doors and windows had once sealed them against searing heat and chill winds.

Skye stepped through the space that would have held a front door and stood in the weeds. The floor was long gone.

She’d been in here dozens of times. Whenever she did this walk she’d spend a few minutes inside, imagining the hardship and loneliness of whoever built this house. How backbreaking it must have been to collect the lumps of limestone at the base of Mount Arapiles, haul them here and shape them into rough blocks, to cut the timber for the roof, to dig and line the lime pit in this rock-hard soil, build the fences. The nearest water was in a billabong at least two kilometres down a rutted, often muddy track, the nearest town more like fifteen.

Did the owner have to scrape a living from the harsh, sandy soil? Did a family live here, cooking over a fire on days when the trees curled their leaves against the blasting hot northerlies? Did a woman have to teach a child to read here, one eye always cocked for deadly snakes?

Skye remembered when they’d found this place. She and Callum had felt like archaeologists making a grand discovery. They’d speculated about it all the way home, but when she dropped into the local historical society to find out who’d built it, they’d not only been unaware of it, they didn’t particularly care.

‘Oh, they’re all over the place up here, love,’ the elderly woman manning the little room in the Horsham Town Hall had told her. ‘Would have been an early settler I’d say: probably gave up after a couple of seasons. When they handed land out around here in the 1840s and 50s there was plenty of rain and it looked like a good deal, but the 1860 drought lasted fifteen years and most of them just walked away.’

Skye stepped out of the kitchen to the lime pit. About ten metres in diameter, it was chock full of rubbish. She always came and checked it in the hope one day it would be empty, but it seemed like this was a quicker option than going to the tip for some of the farmers around here. Paint tins, food cans, an old pedestal fan, a car battery: the pit was full to the brim. What a blight – nothing gave her a greater sense of what she would be like in middle age than her reaction to this kind of unsightliness. It might not be the ruins of Petra, but this simple little settler’s house still shouldn’t be treated like a cesspit.

She stood staring into it, lost in thought, until the dogs came bounding around the corner towards her. The freedom of an off-leash walk was their joy and passion, but if she ever dipped out of their sight they were quick to form a helter-skelter search party. Skye braced herself for possible impact but both dogs stopped suddenly, their barks falling silent, their noses hitting the ground as they zigged and zagged, then filled the air with excited yelps.

Their noses led them to the lime pit, and now their attention was laser focused. They stood on the edge, sniffing frantically, occasionally placing a paw on the teetering pile of junk.

Skye wrinkled her nose. Was there a dead sheep in there somewhere? She caught a faint whiff of something and immediately sprang into action, grabbing at each dog’s collar and yanking them back. They’d never met a sheep carcass they didn’t enjoy rolling in. They’d drive their shoulders into the foulest of remains like rugby players in a scrum, writhing in ecstasy, the looming threat of a bath not enough to stop them. Skye had no interest in driving home with two rancid dogs in the back.

The dogs strained against her until she deployed her sharpest tone. ‘Mack, Murphy!’ she shouted, and they settled, staring up at her, unsure what they’d done wrong but willing to face the consequences nonetheless.

Skye was puzzled. Surely a farmer wouldn’t have dumped a sheep in there, she thought, dismissing her first conclusion. When one died out here it was left to rot where it fell, becoming bird food and fertiliser until it was nothing but a deflated balloon of matted wool and a sun-bleached ribcage. But what had set the dogs off?

Skye kicked the fan out of the way, curious now, then started hauling paint tins out and chucking them on the grass behind her. A rotten roll of carpet, a headless Barbie, a reel of rusty wire, a spade with a broken handle, a work boot with the sole hanging off.

A hand.

Mummified skin clung in patches to the skeletal remains. Part of Skye’s mind tried to convince her it was a dirty old teaching mannequin, but the smell and a ring loosely hanging from one of the fingers told her otherwise. A woman’s ring.

The dogs were going nuts again, standing at the lip of the pit, straining their snouts towards the awful discovery. She yanked them back by their collars but this time clipped them into their leads as she sat down on the grass. She pulled the phone out of her back pocket and dialled the Horsham cop shop directly, the dogs still barking and straining at their leashes. No need to call triple zero – no ambulance was needed.





FOUR

‘Horsham police, Senior Constable Merry speaking.’

‘Oh Sylvie, Jesus, I’m glad it’s you,’ Skye said. ‘Wait: I’m tying the dogs up and going somewhere quieter. Don’t hang up.’

Her mate from high school had joined the cops at the same time Skye joined the ambos, and Skye was genuinely relieved to hear her voice.

‘Listen, I’ve found a body, or at least an arm, probably attached to a body. Bloody hell.’ She took a breath and gave her head an abrupt shake to reset her thoughts. ‘Sorry, Sylv, I’m out at that old house on Red Gum Swamp Road, you know the dirt track off Grassflat Road? Have you come here with me? Yes, you have, you know where I mean? Remember we came out here with the dogs a couple of years ago? There’s a body in the lime pit. A woman’s, I think, judging by the ring on a finger. I can only see her arm and I don’t want to touch anything else until detectives get here. Can you send someone?’

‘Fuck, Skye, bloody hell, slow down,’ Sylvie said. ‘I guess I don’t need to ask you if you’re sure. Or if you’re certain she’s dead. I’ll send someone straight off. Any idea what’s happened to her?’

‘Nope. I can only see the arm as far as the elbow. She’s been covered with rubbish though, so not a suicide,’ Skye added. ‘She’s been dead a while by the looks.’

‘Christ, okay, mate. Hold tight for a second.’

Skye could hear Sylvie talking to a colleague, explaining the situation, and then she came back on the line.

‘Okay, there’s someone on their way. Are you safe and okay to wait for them to arrive? They’ll do lights and sirens so should be with you in about half an hour.’

‘Yes, I’m fine.’

‘Okay, I can stay on the line while you wait if you like.’

‘Thanks for that, Sylv, but I’m okay. I’ll call you back if I need to.’

Skye hung up and there was silence. The dogs had settled down, sitting with their heads on their paws under the fence post she’d tied them to. It was four o’clock and the ebbing light she loved most fell over the house and the hill. Buttery and warm, it cast a golden glow that made even the old paint tins look picturesque. It was the right light for mourning a woman she’d never met, chucked into a rubbish heap to rot among the detritus of modern life.

She’d told Sylvie she was fine, but that wasn’t entirely true. Her bravado about the guy with the shotgun seemed foolish now.

Remembering it again, she cursed herself for not turning back, and was surprised when tears welled in her eyes.





FIVE

The police Mitsubishi Pajero four-wheel drive bumped its way along the track. Elly Shaw gave silent thanks to Sylvie for advising her a normal cop car wouldn’t fit the bill for the sand hollows that studded this desolate lane.

She reached up and roughly tightened the high ponytail she’d hurriedly secured her jet-black hair into when the call came through. Her bland black rayon pantsuit, pilled from overwear, and clunky black sneakers were designed to render her unremarkable, forgettable even. Senior Detective Elly Shaw didn’t like to stand out.

‘Have you been down here before?’ she asked.

Her partner, Sam MacPherson, shifted behind the wheel and blew air out as he navigated another deep dip. ‘Nope,’ he replied. ‘I didn’t even know this road existed. I mean, it barely does.’ He pointed at the saplings growing in the middle of the tyre tracks they were following.

The car crested the final hill and they saw a woman stand up from her makeshift fallen-log seat, pausing to settle two barking dogs who’d risen in excitement at the sight of the car.

Elly and Sam knew her. They’d been to a few jobs where Skye had been on duty. A couple of domestic violence call outs, an awful school minibus accident that remained the worst thing Elly had ever dealt with and an accidental shooting on a farm involving a couple of teenagers.

‘Skye,’ she said, getting out of the car and reaching down to scratch Murphy’s head. ‘Don’t you get enough death in your day job?’

Skye looked at her ruefully.

‘You all right?’ Sam added.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. Not how I expected my afternoon to go though. Are forensics on their way?’

‘Yep, they’re just behind us,’ Sam said.

‘I don’t think I touched her and I haven’t gone near her since I realised what I’d found.’ Skye paused. ‘I’ve just been sitting here wondering what kind of lowlife would dump somebody here like a bag of garbage. And who could she possibly be. Are there any women missing from around here?’

‘You reckon you wouldn’t know if there was?’ Elly replied, then regretted what probably sounded like sarcasm. ‘Sorry, no: nobody missing who immediately springs to mind. We’re already getting Melbourne to check for statewide cases though. It will help once we work out how old she is. With any luck there’s some ID in there somewhere.’

She peered over the edge of the lime pit. ‘Did you haul all this crap out of here?’ she asked Skye.

‘Yeah, I smelled something and wanted to see if someone had dumped a sheep in there.’

Sam looked at her quizzically then shrugged. ‘Whatever floats your boat,’ he said.

Another four-wheel drive, this time carrying a couple of forensics guys and a police photographer, bumped down the hill into the hollow.

They pulled on PPE – white plastic coveralls, hairnets, booties over their shoes and masks – when they stepped out.

They nodded at Sam and Elly.

‘She staying?’ one of them asked, nodding at Skye.

‘This is Skye Sayers; she’s an ambo. She found the body,’ Elly said, before turning to Skye. ‘You can stay if you want,’ she told her. ‘Can you move the dogs further away though?’

Mack and Murphy had resumed their excited barking at more arrivals. Skye moved them about a hundred metres away and tied them to a tree.

‘Did you touch this stuff?’ one of the forensics guys asked Skye, gesturing to the pile of junk at the side of the pit.

‘Yep,’ Skye confirmed.

‘You’ll need to give us a DNA sample in the next day or two so we can eliminate what we find of yours on there in that case.’

Skye nodded as the pair began carefully removing the remaining rubbish. They placed each piece of rubbish onto a tarpaulin, bagging the smaller items, until the badly decomposed body was exposed. Roughly wrapped in a tarpaulin that had gaped open, it was more bone and mummified skin than body. The photographer shot into the pit from every angle and when he was satisfied the woman was carefully lifted out and placed on another plastic sheet. Long dark hair, black running tights, long sleeved T-shirt and sneakers.

The light was beginning to fade and the forensics team set up portable floodlights around the pit. Elly barely noticed: her vision had narrowed to the dead woman, and nothing else.

She’d been exposed to decomposed bodies during her detective training, but she’d never investigated a case involving one before. That lack of experience shouldn’t matter – she knew forensics would be her partners on this – but Elly felt a familiar nagging sense of insecurity rise in her stomach that competed with the sadness that was already there.

She was careful not to show either emotion. Elly was only thirty-one, young for a senior detective, and she didn’t want her age or her gender to ever be an excuse for anyone to doubt her seriousness or abilities. She knew she could come across as cold, but keeping her feelings under control was part of that.

She thought, not for the first time, how much she appreciated Sam’s unquestioning acceptance of her seniority and rank despite him being three years older.

Her reverie was broken by Skye.

‘Actually, I’m going to take them home,’ the paramedic said to Sam and Elly, gesturing at Mack and Murphy.

Elly noticed Skye’s eyes were watery. She put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have been flippant about your day job earlier. This must have been awful for you and I’m sorry you had to find her. Why don’t you go home and have a hot bath? You can come into the station and give a statement and that DNA sample tomorrow morning. I’ll be there from early. But just quickly before you go, you obviously haven’t seen anyone here today. Have you ever?’

‘Only ever seen one other person here: a guy doing target practice from that old oil drum up there about eighteen months ago.’ Skye pointed. ‘I don’t know who he was and I didn’t talk to him, but he was mid-thirties, average height, wearing jeans and hoodie. I’ll try and remember more details tonight.’

Elly looked pensively at Skye. ‘Yes, do. Anything you can think of, no matter how trivial. But look after yourself,’ she said, turning back to the woman’s body.





SIX

Skye untied the dogs but kept them on the leads. She wanted them near her as she walked back to the car, not haring off into the bush after rabbits or following their noses back to the scene.

It was eerie walking under the canopy of trees in the fast-fading evening light. The saplings that had sprung back after being driven over were waist-height, proof of how infrequently this track was used by cars, and as she dipped down the other side of the hill she was entirely alone again. The police floodlights glowed weakly behind her over the crest but soon faded, and she wondered if she should have waited for Elly and Sam to finish their work and give her a lift, assuming they’d even have agreed to have two muddy dogs along for the ride. But she could have been waiting hours, and it was starting to get pretty chilly. Maybe I should have called Callum,  she thought, but she was on her way now and the car was only a couple of kilometres away. She’d be there in fifteen minutes if she hustled.

She was relieved to see the road when she rounded the final bend. She bundled the dogs into the back of the station wagon and called Callum as she drove home. She started to cry as soon as he picked up.

‘Callum, I found a body at the old house, in the lime pit, covered in rubbish.’ She didn’t let him speak but ploughed on. ‘The cops are out there now, Elly and Sam, and forensics, the whole bit.’

‘Oh my god, babe, are you okay?’

‘Yes, I’m fine. I mean, I know I don’t sound fine, but I will be. It’s just so awful that someone’s dumped a woman like so much garbage, you know?’

‘Oh Christ, a woman, my god. You should have called me; I’d have driven out there to be with you. But why were you there? I thought you were going to stick to the river after you saw that creep.’

‘I was, but I completely forgot about it until I got out there, and you know how stinky the river can make the dogs,’ she said. ‘Speaking of that guy, I’m going to try to remember some more about him tonight to give the cops tomorrow.’

‘Do you reckon he’s connected to this?’ Callum asked.

‘Who knows, but he’s the only other person I’ve seen out there, and Elly’s interested in him.’

They stayed on the phone for Skye’s entire drive home – Callum must’ve known she needed to talk.

Skye saw plenty of death in her job, but usually it was fresh death accompanied by deep outpourings of shock and love from friends and relatives, confirmation that the person was loved, and would be missed.

She thought of all she’d been doing over the past few weeks and months – working, climbing, shopping, going to the movies. She wondered if all that time the sun had been setting, and the rain falling, on a woman’s body as it slowly rotted in a lonely spot under piles of rubbish. Skye was always sad when someone lost their life, particularly if she’d battled to save them, but this sadness was somehow laden with more melancholy. Whatever had happened to this woman, it probably wasn’t peaceful, or while doing something she loved.

She knew the horrific sight of her being lifted out of that pit would stay with her forever. The forensics team had been so careful as they picked her up, and the thought of it made Skye tear up again. She knew it was to ensure the ring or shoes didn’t fall off the fleshless bones, but she also hoped it was to show respect and gentleness to a body which had been shown none of that in death.

She and Callum spoke long into the night about what she’d discovered. Dinner was toasted sandwiches. Neither of them had the brain space to shop and cook anything more elaborate.

She retold the story of the guy with the gun, hoping it might shake loose a few more details.

‘You said he looked late twenties, early thirties,’ he said when she had finished and asked him if she’d missed anything. ‘And I think you said he had a white ute, and he had stubble.’

‘Oh yeah.’

Skye added that to the bullet points she’d written for Elly.

‘It wouldn’t shock me if he was involved,’ she said. ‘He gave me such a bad feeling. There was literally no reason for him not to answer me. He could see I was talking to him, and he could see I was no threat to him. Why would anyone react like that to seeing someone out there in the middle of nowhere unless they were a psychopath?’

‘I think they might need more evidence than you getting the creeps, but hopefully it gives them someone to start with,’ Callum said.

Callum held her hand as they fell asleep – Skye knew he could tell this one was bothering her – but she slept lightly all night even so. Every time he rolled over she woke up and started thinking about the gun guy again, and the woman.

By the time five am rolled around she knew trying to get back to sleep was pointless. She got up and made coffee and toast as quietly as possible, flicking the ducted heating on to take the chill out of the air. Melbourne never got as cold as country Victoria. Frost, fog and iced windscreens were part of plenty of winter – and even autumn and spring – mornings here.

She watched the sun creep over the backyard and read the papers online. There was a four-sentence report about the discovery of the body with a late-night stamp on the local paper’s website. In it she was described as ‘a woman walking her dog’ but there were no quotes from anyone. It must be from a police media unit press release.

She left the heating on as she quietly closed the front door. Callum was still asleep and would wake up to a nicely toasty house.

Elly was on the phone when Skye was ushered into the back of the Horsham police station. She held her finger up then pointed at a chair in front of her desk.

‘Thanks, Joe,’ Elly said into the phone. ‘It’s too early to be sure, but if you focus on women aged in their twenties or thirties who disappeared three months or more ago, that would be a good start. Cheers.’

She hung up.

‘So, no ID at the scene?’ Skye asked her.

‘Nope. We’re going off what she was wearing and a preliminary look at the state of the body,’ Elly said. ‘She was wearing a distinctive ring but that will only help once we narrow her down.’ She paused for a moment, then added, ‘I shouldn’t really give a civilian witness this level of detail, but I guess you’re fellow emergency services. Keep anything I tell you private though.’

She looked at Skye pointedly.

‘Of course!’

After a quick cheek swab to collect Skye’s DNA, Elly got her notebook out. ‘So, tell me about the creepy dude you saw,’ she said.

Skye unfolded a piece of paper she took from her pocket and listed all the details she and Callum had dredged up the previous night.

‘And what about the date: can you remember that?’ Elly asked when she reached the end of her list.

‘No, only that it was about eighteen months ago and on my day off, but it was a workday for Callum, so not a weekend. It was summer, but not super hot because I wouldn’t have gone out there if it was. I’d say it would have been twenty-seven degrees max, probably less. That might help narrow it down a bit. I’ll go through my roster and give you my days off for around that time,’ Skye said.

‘Great. And I’m going to check with the Natimuk sergeant. There’s a good chance he’ll know who it is right off. It’s a small enough town, and it would have to be a local to know where that joint is.’

‘True,’ Skye said, standing up. ‘Hey, Elly, can you keep me posted about the girl? She’s in my head a bit. I know you don’t have to, but, I dunno, I kind of want to know who she is for some reason.’

‘Yeah, I can do that. And give me a ring if you think of anything else.’





SEVEN

Elly rang the tiny Natimuk police station. A single room attached to a house where the local sergeant lived, it wasn’t necessarily a sought-after posting. There wasn’t much glamour or chance to shine in front of your superiors in a one-officer station, but Elly had nothing but respect for Senior Sergeant Stuart Curtis.

He was born down the road in Edenhope, then worked in the city, but he’d told her when she moved to town that he’d gone as high as he wanted in his urban career and was ready for some gentle community policing in a town where he understood, and in many cases knew, the locals.

She’d been grateful for his quiet competence a few months earlier when she was looking into who was supplying dope to local high schoolers. A quick word with a farmer whose son he’d given a warning instead of a speeding fine and he had a name for her, a name she might never have discovered herself. You can’t buy that kind of trust, Elly had thought at the time.

‘Elly! I think I know why you’re calling,’ Stuart said when he picked up the phone. ‘Sam rang me last night.’

‘I’m guessing if you had any ideas I’d have already heard from you today, Stuart,’ Elly replied.

‘You would have. I’ve been thinking about it all morning. There hasn’t been a murder in this district for the five years I’ve been here,’ Stuart replied. ‘At least until now. I suppose it could be a local woman from an isolated farm …’

He trailed off.

‘Wouldn’t you know most of them?’ Elly asked.

‘You’d think so, but did I ever tell you about Nina Barkov? I thought I knew pretty much every farmer up here, until the day I was tipped off that it might be worth my while calling in at this decrepit stone farmhouse on a dirt road about ten Ks from town. It was in the middle of literal nowhere: down a bunch of roads I’d never driven on.

‘It was a stinking hot day and this bloke who looked to be in his sixties answers the door, bit gone to seed but still big and muscly and just obviously hostile, pretty reluctant to let me in. I get inside and it’s like the 1920s in there. There’s a wood-burning stove going so if it’s forty outside it must have been fifty degrees in there; single light bulbs are hanging from the ceiling and a tree with a sheep’s carcass hanging in it out the back. Honestly, it was like something from Wolf Creek.

‘The caller – I didn’t know it then but it was Rick who manages the pub. There’s not much he doesn’t know about the place. Anyway, the caller said I should insist on seeing a woman living there. At first the bloke claimed there was no wife, then he said she was asleep, but I made it pretty clear I wasn’t leaving until I’d met her, and he eventually goes down the hall and I hear him say “Come out here.”

‘This young woman, mid-twenties, comes out. She’s holding a toddler’s hand. She’s got two black eyes and the little boy had a split lip. I took them both to Horsham that night, got them a room at the women’s shelter and charged him with every offence I could think of. He had a clean record though, and he only did six months.’

‘That’s bullshit,’ Elly said.

‘She’s Russian,’ Stuart continued. ‘I keep in touch with her. She thought she was coming out here to marry a young farmer and make a nice life for herself. She’s moved to Melbourne with the little bloke and they’re doing well. And I drop in at that house every now and again too, just to make sure he hasn’t replaced her with someone. You know, I’ve always thought about what would have happened if I hadn’t got Rick’s tip. A woman like that could have disappeared and nobody would ever have known.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Elly said. ‘Will you send me all his details? And while I have you, do you know anyone who uses the old house where we found her body for shooting practice? Our witness has seen someone out there – aged twenties or thirties, either a beard or a lot of stubble, white ute – and got stared down by him.’

‘Yep,’ Stuart said. ‘That would be Cam Amhurst. He’s a bit of an oddball. Lives alone on a big property, comes into the pub occasionally but drinks by himself – even sits with his back to the footy. Donnie who runs the rifle club said he’d had a falling out with them so now he goes there and shoots cans instead. I guess it might be someone else but it seems unlikely. He has a white ute, too.’

‘How well do you know him?’ Elly asked.

‘Not well. He never comes to anything social – and around here people turn up to everything,’ Stuart laughed. ‘I even went to the high school musical the other night and I don’t even have a kid there; beggars can’t be choosers. He got the farm when his parents died. Neither of his sisters wanted it so he works it alone. You never even hear him shooting the shit about barley tariffs and long-range forecasts with the other farmers in the pub.

‘The rifle club was the only social thing I ever heard about him doing. I can’t remember why he quit, but the president, Donnie, went out to his place to try and persuade him to come back and was told to piss off, I know that.’

‘I’ll take his address and details as well, thanks Stuart,’ Elly said.

When she hung up, Elly stood and walked to the window. They were on the second floor of the station, with a view over a wide intersection of polite, slow-moving traffic.

She thought about what Stuart had said about Nina Barkov, and how she could have disappeared without a trace. She knew he was right. Elly had had a punch-drunk dad and had spent two years on the Melbourne domestic violence squad. She had been to leafy Canterbury streets where the women applied $200 concealer to their black eyes, and to public housing towers where they didn’t.

It was the latter women who disappeared without getting the front page, social-media hashtag treatment. If you were homeless, drug-addicted, Indigenous or poor, you could sink like a pebble tossed into a river with barely a ripple of attention.

She thought about her mum, working every shit job a woman with a Year 9 education and a little kid could get to keep the family afloat, only to watch her husband feed their last spare cents into the pokies before punishing her for his losses with his fists. It wasn’t until they got evicted that her mum found the strength to make a fresh start, but Elly sometimes wondered if anyone would have noticed if he’d killed them both.





EIGHT

The next morning Elly tapped Cam Amhust’s name and address into the police computer. No criminal record: a speeding fine five years back was all that came up. But he was their best lead, and he warranted a visit, even if only to find out if he knew anyone else who hung around the old shack.

Sam came into the office with a coffee and a sandwich from the bakery across the road.

‘You can eat that in the car,’ Elly said to him. ‘I’ve got a name and address for Skye’s shooter.’

Their Jane Doe had been sent to the Melbourne Coroner’s Court’s forensics department, along with the junk from the lime pit that had covered her body. Finding out how old she was, how long she’d been dead and how she’d died would shape their investigation, but until then a chat with Amhurst about whether he’d seen anything was in order.

‘He’s not likely to be friendly, and he’s got at least one gun,’ Elly said to Sam as they accelerated out of Horsham towards Natimuk, Mount Arapiles looming on the horizon. ‘We need to be delicate about it. He needs to think we’re just after his observations.’

‘Well, we are,’ Sam said. ‘There’s absolutely nothing to suggest he had anything to do with this other than the fact he’s been at that house and has a lack of social skills.’

‘Yep,’ Elly agreed. ‘True.’

The pair had been working together as detectives since Elly arrived in town about two years earlier and they had an easy rapport. She had dinner with Sam and his wife and kids every few weeks, and he tried unsuccessfully every so often to set her up with any single mates he deemed worthy. But most of their conversations were about work.

It wasn’t that Sam was a bloke. Elly was guarded with everyone. She’d never had a big circle of close mates, or even a small one for that matter. It had been her and her mum for so long she’d never developed the habit of friendship.

She knew that someone looking at her life from the outside would assume she was lonely, but the very notion of loneliness was foreign to her. She liked her own company. The idea of negotiating over everything from what to watch on TV to where to live was profoundly unappealing to her.

Sam was a perfect friend substitute. They liked and respected one another, but never felt the need to share anything particularly deep.

Amhurst’s house was down a long dirt driveway lined with gum trees. It had clearly been a charming place once, with its pitched red metal roof, wide wrap-around verandah and flower beds, but those days were long gone. The paint was peeling in strips from the weatherboards, the roof had faded to a pale pink tinged with rust and the flower beds were full of weeds. A couple of classic old cars were rusting to one side of the house, their tyres rotted to the rims.

A dog rushed from the back of the house when they opened their car doors, barking wildly.

‘It’s okay, his tail’s wagging,’ Elly said, holding the back of her hand out for the border collie to sniff. He looked reasonably well cared for, coat a bit matted, but not too skinny. No collar though.

The dog followed them to the front door, where the verandah boards bowed under their weight. It was like standing on a trampoline. Any occupants couldn’t have missed hearing the car pull up, or the collie’s wild greeting, but Elly rapped on the front door anyway. One minute passed, and she tried again before they heard floorboards inside creak and slow footsteps up a hallway.

The door opened and a man stood at the threshold. He said nothing.

‘Cam Amhurst?’ Elly said.

‘Why?’ the man replied.

‘We want to ask you about the old house off Grassflat Road. We gather you do some shooting practice there and we need to know if you’ve seen anyone else around in the past few months.’

‘Why?’ he asked again.

‘Can we come in?’ Elly asked.

He didn’t say anything, but turned and walked into the house, leaving the door open behind him.

Sam and Elly followed. The house still retained some of its grandeur – the ceilings were high and the cornicing and picture rails were details that would be mentioned in the ads if it were for sale in Melbourne. But it was dark and dusty inside, the once sumptuous wallpaper faded. An old-fashioned drawing room sat to one side of the hallway. They followed the man to the end of the corridor to a large kitchen, last renovated in the 1970s, judging by the orange cabinetry and brown tiles. He sat down at a table. He offered them no tea or coffee, but at least he wasn’t demanding a warrant like so many hostile witnesses.

‘Yeah, I shoot around there sometimes,’ he said. ‘Why do you want to know?’

‘A woman’s body was discovered in a pit behind the old house yesterday,’ Elly said.

For a moment a look of genuine surprise passed over Amhurst’s face, before it rearranged itself back into the blank expression he’d opened the door with. ‘I don’t know anything about that,’ he said.

‘No, we’re not suggesting you do,’ Sam replied. ‘We just want to know if you’ve ever seen anyone else up there while you’re shooting.’

He sat in silence for a few moments, staring at the table.

‘I saw a sheila walking with two dogs a while back. She nearly gave me a heart attack because I always have the joint to myself,’ Amhurst offered. ‘Is it her?’

‘We don’t know who it is yet,’ Sam said. ‘Anyone else use it for target practice?’

‘Not that I know of. I only started using it myself a couple of years ago.’

‘Who else would even know about that place?’ Elly said.

‘Anyone who lives around here knows it’s there. People use it as a rubbish dump. I’ve seen dead campfires there a few times. Local kids probably.’

‘When were you there last?’ Sam asked.

‘Dunno.’ He took a minute. ‘Maybe eight months ago. After I saw that chick, I think, but can’t be sure.’

‘Did you look around the place at all? Inside the house, or the lime pit?’ Elly asked.

‘Nah. I just park around the back and do my shooting. I used to muck around inside the house when I was a kid but I haven’t bothered for years.’

‘Why do you go out there to do it? Looks like you’ve got plenty of room here,’ Sam asked, gesturing out the window.

Amhurst shrugged. ‘Change of scene.’

Elly stood up and handed him a business card. ‘Okay, thanks. If you think of anything else give me a call. My mobile is on there.’

‘Here’s mine,’ said Sam, handing him another one. ‘Think about it carefully for us, will you?’ he added.

Amhurst stayed seated as they walked down the hall towards the front door. They were nearly there when he stood up and followed them. ‘Found a bag of powder there once,’ he said. ‘Was just lying in the grass near where someone had had a fire.’

‘What sort of powder?’

‘I don’t know, but drugs I guess. It was white powder in one of those tiny Ziploc bags.’

‘What did you do with it?’ Elly asked.

‘I took it and chucked it in the bin.’

‘You didn’t think to give it to the police?’ Sam asked.

‘None of my business. Just didn’t want my dog or any other animal getting to it.’

Amhurst stared at them, as if daring them to challenge his version.

‘When do you reckon that was?’ Elly asked.

‘A year ago, maybe. Ten months? Dunno.’

He tilted his chin up, dismissing them, and shut the door.





NINE

Elly and Sam sat in the car for a few moments.

‘Want to check out the other bloke Stuart mentioned?’ Sam asked.

‘Not yet,’ Elly replied. ‘We have literally nothing to tie him to it. All we know about him is he’s an arsehole who beats women and kids. I’d rather we had something more concrete. If he did it, then all we’d do is scare him into destroying evidence if we went out there now.’

Sam started the car and they headed back along the drive, turning right towards Horsham.

Elly checked her emails as they drove and found an update from the Victorian Institute of Forensic Medicine.

‘The preliminary report just came in,’ she told Sam. ‘She’s aged eighteen to thirty. Brunette, been dead ten to fourteen months. Multiple broken bones – fractured pelvis, broken elbow, spine shattered at C7, fractured skull. The spine break would have paralysed her from the neck down and the skull fracture was life-threatening.’

‘Sounds like a car accident,’ Sam said.

‘Maybe, or she’s been beaten to within an inch of her life,’ Elly said. ‘Hang on: her hyoid bone was broken. The report says that’s highly suggestive of strangulation, though she would have died of the skull fracture regardless if she didn’t get medical attention. There was semen in her underwear. And they detected a chalky substance under her nails and on her cuticles, and on her leggings. Could be a climber?’

‘Or a crossfitter, or a teacher, or a gymnast,’ Sam added. ‘If she’s a climber she’s not a local. There’s no chance a climber from around here could go missing for that long without the whole district knowing about it.’

‘Could those injuries have come from a climbing accident?’ Elly mused. ‘I’m going to ask the forensics guys if that’s possible, but I don’t know how it could have happened around here without someone seeing it.’

‘It’s a big area,’ Sam reminded her. ‘Ask Skye: she’d be able to tell you how likely it is. Better than asking any other local climbers. It’d be all over town in ten minutes and it might be a detail we need to hold back.’

Elly nodded thoughtfully.

The flat fields unfurled behind the eucalypts lining the road. It was green this time of year, and the mid-afternoon light cast long shadows and a warm glow over the landscape. They were driving home at the best time of day.

They pulled into the carpark at the Horsham police station and Elly called Skye as she walked from the car. ‘Do you have time to come to the station?’ she asked when Skye answered. ‘I want to pick your brains about something on the downlow.’

‘For sure. I’m not doing anything; I’ll see you soon.’

Skye was there in ten minutes. You could be anywhere in Horsham within ten minutes, particularly if you were keen to get there.

Elly showed her into an interview room.

‘You need to keep this to yourself, obviously, but the dead woman had chalk under her nails and multiple traumatic injuries. How likely is it that a climber could have an accident that bad and nobody know about it?’

Skye paused, then said, ‘Almost impossible. I don’t think I’ve ever been climbing at Mount Arapiles and not seen other climbers. At the very least you would hear someone screaming if they fell, unless, I guess, if it was super windy and they were climbing at the far end of the crag …’ She trailed off.

‘Explain that to me,’ Elly said.

Skye nodded. ‘The crag is about three kilometres long, and if I had to guess I’d say there’s an average of like twenty, thirty climbers there each day? Other than when it’s stinking hot or pouring rain. The crag acts like a bit of a natural amphitheatre – if the wind’s blowing in the right direction you can hear people three hundred metres away chatting while they climb. I can’t see how anyone could fall from the main part of the crag without everyone there hearing it and rushing to help.’

Skye kept musing out loud. Elly could almost see scenarios tumbling around in her mind, and the moment she came to a conclusion of sorts.

‘Nah. The only plausible way for someone dying in a fall at Mount Arapiles without anyone knowing is if they were climbing alone right at the far end. There’s a few really crappy climbing routes there, and you have to bush-bash to get to them, so hardly anyone bothers, but it is quite separate from the rest of the crag.’

‘Could she have been climbing somewhere other than Mount Arapiles and died without anyone knowing?’ Elly asked.

Skye paused again. ‘There’s a few quieter spots in the Grampians, but most of the climbing areas there are pretty small, so you wouldn’t usually have them to yourself,’ she said. ‘And they’re used by hikers too. Plus, that’s more than an hour’s drive from where I found her. What else do you know about her? Did you find a helmet or climbing shoes or anything?’

‘Nothing,’ Elly said. ‘Just what she was wearing. The only indication she was a climber was the chalk.’

‘Oh, right. Lots of people use chalk at the gym too, you know. Plus, she was in a lime pit – could it be lime dust?’

Elly stared at Skye. ‘You doing forensics these days?’ she said dryly.

Skye laughed and lifted her palms in apology. ‘Sorry, I’ve clearly listened to too many true-crime podcasts. Makes everyone an expert. I was just thinking that even if she did have a bad climbing accident, it doesn’t explain how she ended up at the house. I’m getting out of my lane, I realise, but can you still keep me in the loop?’

Elly was silent for a while. ‘Why? Why are you so invested?’

Skye looked away, and Elly saw the skin around her eyes redden. ‘I just can’t stop thinking about her. About how that could have been me. I’ve walked out there so much on my own – I walk anywhere here on my own! It’s not like the city where you always have your keys between your fingers and text your mates when you get home safe: it’s safe here. Or at least, I thought it was. And yeah, I guess I also just feel like some weird sense of responsibility for her, after being the one to find her. After sitting with her that afternoon. It almost felt like I was keeping vigil, or something.’

It was Elly’s turn to pause.

‘That isn’t a good enough reason to keep you in the loop, but I have been thinking that if this does turn out to be linked to climbing, we’re going to need some inside knowledge,’ she said. ‘You’re part of Emergency Services Victoria, so it would be reasonably easy to deputise you as an internal consultant.’

‘One hundred per cent,’ Skye said eagerly. ‘Count me in.’

Now it was Elly who held her palms up. ‘Hit the brakes, Skye. We don’t even know for sure we’ll need you. But if we did you’d have to sign the same NDA we all work under. There would be zero gossiping. With anyone – friends, family, boyfriend,’ she said.

‘I know that!’ Skye replied, exasperated. ‘I’m not an idiot. And there’s a fair bit of discretion required in my job already.’

Elly nodded. ‘Yep, fair enough. Okay, thanks for your help. I’ll be in touch once we know more.’





TEN

Callum wasn’t home when Skye finished her shift on Saturday night. He’d headed to Melbourne for the weekend to catch up with mates and go to the footy. She privately relished a weekend with the house to herself. She had deliberately made no plans, other than a TV marathon of shows Callum didn’t like, some comfort food and a few glasses of wine.

The dogs were their usual ebullient selves when she let them in the back door: running in circles, fetching their rancid chew toys and brandishing them triumphantly, barking in delight. She rugged up to enjoy the crisp moonlit night.

Skye liked the cold. It certainly beat the inescapable furnace of summer. A puffer jacket, a beanie and a scarf and the silent streets were a pleasure to walk. She turned left out of the front gate, stuffed her AirPods in her ears and headed to the river path, a podcast at the ready. As she’d said to Elly two days earlier, she wouldn’t do it in Melbourne, but in Horsham a woman could take a midnight wander without any worries. Somehow it escaped her that just five days ago she’d found the body of a murdered girl. It was only when she turned on to the unlit trail that it occurred to her that some might consider this a profoundly weird thing to be doing under the circumstances. She took her AirPods out guiltily. May as well keep all her senses alert.

Still, the dogs gave her some level of comfort. They snuffled about in the bush along the riverbank, but were never more than ten metres or so from her. And their pure joy at an unexpected excursion cancelled out the nagging voice of Callum in her head.

His protectiveness and nerdiness about safety irritated Skye even though she also found them endearing. He used to get cranky in Melbourne when she caught a train home alone after ten pm, and he threw out expensive climbing gear the moment he saw a fray or a tear, whether it was a carabiner dropped more than a couple of metres or a rope they’d fallen on once too often. It was weird, because the man who lectured her about keeping the car doors locked when she was driving alone and policed their climbing gear was the same man who had followed his fucked-up brother at least a step or two down what Skye considered a much more perilous road than climbing with a slightly frayed rope.

Right from the start of her relationship with Callum, Skye had been unimpressed with Andrew – his sexist jokes, his drug use and the disdain with which he spoke to Callum. It was disguised as humour, and Callum brushed it off as that, but Skye could only see bullying. Still, she’d successfully hidden her feelings from Callum until it became impossible.

Skye shook her head. Why was she even thinking of Andrew? He was out of their lives – had been for years – and that was about to become permanent. Andrew was on bail, awaiting his trial for a drug-driving hit-and-run that had left a man dead. Skye despised him for the pain he’d caused Callum and his parents, despised him even more for the pain he’d caused the victim’s family, but with all that came relief that Andrew would soon cease to be a nagging worry that followed her whenever Callum went into the city.

In fact, Callum had more reason to worry about her than the reverse right now. She realised wandering a deserted river track in the middle of the night fell into the same ‘what the fuck were you thinking?’ category as visiting an abandoned house where she’d seen a weirdo with a shotgun.

Fog rose from the wide, sluggish ribbon of water. Skye buried her hands deep in her pockets against the cold, resolving to turn back at the next path, then turned her mind to the girl. She was impatient to know more. She knew if she wasn’t careful she’d easily fall into being a pest to Elly. She was already wondering when she could call her for an update she hadn’t been promised.

Her mind kept worrying at the notion of someone dying at Mount Arapiles without anyone knowing about it. It seemed highly unlikely – there were thousands of rock-climbing routes snaking their way up the crag, but climbers still tended to congregate in a handful of spots – the places with the most drama, the best scenery and where the paths through the scrub at the base were well worn enough to make finding the starting point a cinch. There were sometimes even waits to start up the most popular three-star classic routes. The Bard, a magnificent jutting arête, a shark tooth in the middle of the cliff, full of interesting challenges and an exposed traverse culminating in a final pitch that overlooked the entire region, sometimes had actual queues at the beginning on a fine weekend morning.

That only really quiet spot, way down the far end, was quiet for good reasons – boring climbing routes, poor quality rock and the need to force your way through spiky, unforgiving, snake-infested bush to get to them. The ugly grey stone there didn’t get much sun, so it felt chilly on all but the hottest days. The only people who bothered climbing there were nerds trying to tick off every route on the crag, and few if any of them were young women.

Skye formed the vaguest of plans in her mind. Perhaps she could head out there for a walk tomorrow. The farthest end of the crag wasn’t part of the state park, so she could take the dogs along. She’d think of it as a routine dog walk, not a fanciful parallel murder investigation that she had no training or authority to undertake. Yep, just a dog walk on a clear winter day.

She turned off the river path up a side street, the dogs reluctantly following. She’d left the heating on so she returned to a cosy house. She made a quick bowl of pasta and settled in.





ELEVEN

The next morning Skye made a big breakfast of omelette, toast, coffee and juice and ate it unhurriedly while scrolling her phone. She filled a backpack with a dog bowl, a big bottle of water and some snacks and set off after ten.

Mount Arapiles was visible on the horizon as soon as she turned out of their street. From this distance it looked like Uluru, none of its folds and gullies visible, just its stark outline breaking the horizon.

Before colonisation this land had been covered in trees, but even then Arapiles would have been a landmark visible from every rise and hillock in the surrounding district. With most of the trees now felled for paddocks, no elevation was necessary and it rose from the flatness unexpectedly. Skye always found it surreal.

The local Djurid Baluk people once used it for quarrying rock flints for stone tools, while its gullies and caves provided them shelter. White men started scaling its face in the 1960s, but for thousands of years before that the first climbers explored the ledges and chimneys of what they called Djurid without rope or shoes.

In 1836 Major Thomas Mitchell thrashed through the hardy bush on the mount’s gentle back flank to make the first recorded white ascent. Only two years later squatters arrived with their sheep and guns. In twenty years there were thirty-five recorded massacres of Djurid Baluk people, and in a matter of decades their thousands of years of quiet stewardship of this place was over.

She thought about them often when she was climbing, sitting in the silence on a ledge. Did they ever come up here for the joy of it? To look over their peaceful country and enjoy the fresh wind and the screech of the black cockatoos? Or were all their explorations purposeful, driven only by the search for food, water and shelter?

She drove past the main campground entrance with a quick glance. By long convention this spot, with its enormous water tank and toilets, was the domain of the hippies, the long-termers and the backpackers. In the 1980s, climbers would collect the dole and live out at the rock for months on end, smoking weed and putting up first ascents of new routes. Nowadays, the semi-permanent residents were rarer, but there were still slack lines strung between trees and a handful of tents and campervans circling tarpaulin-covered cooking areas dotting the grass under the pine trees. These transitory mini tent suburbs would spring up for a long weekend, or a week, before fresh groups arrived to take their place.

The second campground, three hundred metres further on, was where school camps set up their neat rows of identical tents, and families with kids who needed to go to bed before midnight camped. It was further from the toilet block, but at least you weren’t kept up all night with doof music and the smell of spliffs and unwashed humanity.

Skye continued a few more kilometres before an unmarked dirt track appeared. Pot-holed and sandy, it didn’t feature on any maps, but it led to a clearing at the northenmost end of the park, where a car or two could fit.

There were no tyre tracks on the road and it was in worse condition than the first, and last, time she’d been here several years earlier. She and Callum had done most of the climbs in their grade level on the main crag, and they had wanted to see if the northern end was as rubbish as everyone claimed.

It was. They hadn’t even bothered taking their climbing gear out of their backpacks.

About its only redeeming feature was its proximity to the Mitre billabong – you could walk there on a rough track from the clearing. She would take the dogs that way later. If there was enough water in it they could have a dip.

She wanted to go to the crag first though, and that meant taking a less travelled path. The bush here had barely been touched and the crag track was so infrequently used she wasn’t even sure she’d picked the right starting point. She thought of the three kids who had gone missing around here in 1864. The Duff children had been swallowed up by the bush for nine days before three Indigenous trackers found them, thin and near death. There was a monument to them down the road a bit. Should have been a monument to the trackers, in Skye’s opinion. From her favourite vantage point, high on Mount Arapiles looking at cleared paddocks to the horizon, she had always found it impossible to imagine getting lost around the crag, but in this tangle of shrubs and shrunken trees, it was obvious how easy it must once have been.

She picked her way through, mindful of hidden boulders under the long grass liable to wobble and tip. Unyielding branches raked her bare arms and caught in her hair and she was soon sweating. The dogs, delighted as usual, didn’t seem to feel the same discomfort. The terrain cramped their usual loping, dashing style, but there were plenty of crannies to stick their snouts into and perfect cubes of wombat poo to sniff.

She emerged from the brush at the base after ten minutes of backtracking and bush-bashing.

The crag tapered down to sixty metres here, and while some of Skye’s favourite climbs weren’t particularly high, they had some other redeeming features – a tricky problem, an interesting overhang or a world-class view. There was none of that here.

Mostly the cold rock here was grey and black, covered with scratchy lichen in parts, lichen that flaked away just when you needed a good hold. She found one of the only patches of sunlight the bush afforded and sat down to give the dogs a drink and unpeel a banana for herself. There was scant evidence anyone had been here for months, maybe years: an ancient cigarette butt, a Smith’s chicken chips packet turned sepia by the elements and a few cans with jagged gashes where rust had eaten through them.

She leaned back on the rock and looked at the sky through the needles of a buloke growing parallel to the cliff, about two metres from its base. Something glinted, swinging and catching the sunlight now and again, flashing like Morse code. Some foil chocolate wrapper caught on a jutting piece of sandstone, Skye surmised. It flashed again, and now she was curious.

If she wanted to see what that thing was she was going to have to free climb about five metres to get close enough. She couldn’t scale the tree to get there – its spindly branches would never support her weight, and buloke bark peeled off like old scabs at the slightest touch.

She looked at the rock. She didn’t have her route book but she could tell she could climb it, and, crucially, climb back down, though not having a rope admittedly added a certain frisson of excitement.

Frisson of stupidity, more like, she thought to herself, knowing she was going to do it anyway.

Ask Skye the paramedic if it was a good idea to climb solo, in a little-known spot where nobody knew you were, and her answer would have been pretty clear. But she was here now, and there was something shiny.

She studied her planned route and started up, giving every hand hold a solid yank before putting any serious weight on it. There were plenty of them, and good footholds, she told herself, justifying her own poor decision making.

She was making her way to a wide ledge. The rock face above it was sloping out, but there were plenty of hand holds on it. She reached it quickly and stood up. She could hear her heartbeat in her ears, and her mouth was dry as sawdust. She knew she’d just done something very dumb.

The best climber in the world could fall off the easiest route. A hand hold could break away, a bird could erupt out of a hidden cranny, a sweaty hand could slip. And a fall from five metres could kill you just as dead as a fall from a hundred. But she was here now: no point dwelling on it, particularly given she still had to get down.

She was close enough to see what it was now. About two metres above the ledge where she stood was a pendant, its chain snapped but jammed into a crack. A pale yellow stone hung from the end, swinging in the slight breeze, catching the light.

Skye wrapped the fingers of one hand around a palm-sized outcrop of rock and stretched up. Her fingers grazed the yellow stone. She might be able to grab it and pull, but she’d need to get a little higher if she wanted to work the chain out of the crack without breaking it.

She shimmied further up, cursing the overhang but grateful for the solid hand holds. Her face was level with the necklace now. She’d worked enough climbing equipment out of seemingly impossibly tight nooks and crannies to know patience and strategy beat force every time.

She eyed the chain and its crack carefully and began gently rolling it back and forth until she felt some give. It was hard with only one hand, but the task kept her fear at bay, and after a few moments the rock released its prize.

The stone on the end was heavier than she’d expected. She had no idea what it was, or whether it was a genuine gem with value, but it had heft, and the chain looked like real gold to her untrained eye.

The dogs barked at her from below and she remembered she wasn’t home free yet. She still had the tricky bit to do. She put the pendant in her pocket and lowered herself carefully to the ledge, then down again, her feet feeling around for the foothold she’d mentally earmarked as her first step to getting down.

The foothold felt like it was a stretch too far, but she found it with relief, and then the next, and the next and soon she was safely on solid ground. She gave the dogs a sheepish grin. ‘We won’t be telling your dad about this, will we?’

Callum was back by the time she arrived home.

He had the familiar look of someone who had just driven three and a half hours into the sun, his forehead pink and his eyes slightly dazed.

She kissed him hello, her hand resting briefly on the back of his neck. ‘Good drive?’

‘Yeah, nothing to report. Got a burger at the Ararat drive through and drove straight on,’ he said. ‘Where have you been?’

‘I took the dogs out to the billabong,’ she said.

She opened her mouth to confess she’d been there following a hunch based on her conversation with Elly and hadn’t even made it to the swimming hole, then hesitated. If she had any chance of getting to help Elly on the case, she shouldn’t wait until she was properly signed on to start following the rules. And tradies were as good at gossiping as they were at building things. She could imagine Callum innocently letting it slip to a workmate, or worse, his mate Bevan who was a journo at the local paper. If the detective got wind of any rumours around town that the dead girl was a climber she’d know exactly where it came from.

‘The dogs wanted a swim.’

He snorted. ‘And how did they let you know that?’ he asked.

‘Telepathy.’





TWELVE

Elly rubbed her hands over her face and through her hair. She’d been reading missing person reports sent from headquarters for a few hours now, after days of dead ends, and nothing was jumping out at her.

It probably shouldn’t have, but the sheer number of people who seemingly dropped off the face of the earth each year always surprised her. They wouldn’t all be murder victims. There would be plenty of people running from their problems – people who’d started a new life, or found a deserted place to end one – but there would also have been some who’d met with foul play dealt out by someone who’d got away with it.

She’d only printed out two files from the fifty or so they’d sent her. There was a teenager who disappeared from Melbourne about nine months back who was thought to have been heading for Perth and a woman in her mid-twenties with two kids and a drug habit who hadn’t been seen since leaving her kids with her mother in Ararat a year ago.

Everyone else was too young, too old or had no obvious reason to have been anywhere near Horsham.

Elly opened a new email field and started typing. She asked for dental records of the two cases to be requested and sent to forensics if they were available, and for the search of cases to be extended to New South Wales and South Australia. They’d extend it even further if that came to nothing.

Elly picked up the teenager’s file again. She was a decent student until her mum shacked up with a new bloke. School counsellor reports said she’d hated the guy, and her best mate had eventually told police she’d talked about hitching to Perth, where her dad had moved after the marriage breakdown. You didn’t have to come through here to get to Perth, but it wasn’t far off route. No indication she’d ever been interested in rock climbing or the gym though.

And the young mum had said she was heading back into the city when she dropped her kids off in Ararat. She’d bought a ticket for a Melbourne-bound train a couple of hours later. Didn’t mean she didn’t come back again, but she had no real reason to head further west than her mum’s house if she did. She’d had a boyfriend in Horsham at one stage so she knew the town, but he’d moved to Melbourne before she disappeared.

Elly closed the files and stretched as Sam walked back into the office.

‘Anything?’ he asked.

‘Couple of possibilities,’ she said, pushing the two files across the desk towards him.

He read through them silently.

‘I’ve asked Melbourne and Ararat to check for dental records,’ Elly said. ‘But other than matching the age and height and having a possible connection to this area, there’s nothing much else that pegs them as likely, so I’ve asked missing persons to check with South Australia and New South Wales.’

Elly’s email pinged. ‘Bingo. Here’s the new forensics report,’ she said. ‘I’ll print it out then let’s go into the conference room and call them so they can take us through it.’

The ancient printer growled into life and spat out two copies of the latest findings. Miraculously, no paper jam or toner emergency held up the process.

In the conference room Elly dialled the forensics lab.

‘Hi, Elly, have you got it in front of you?’ Kat Dowsley asked, not bothering with the usual social niceties. She was too busy for them.

‘Yep, fire away.’

‘Okay, it’s definitely chalk under her nails, and it’s definitely athletic chalk, not blackboard or play chalk. It could be gym chalk or climbing chalk – they’re essentially the same – but this one is beige, which seems a bit unusual.’

‘Right, yeah: it’s usually white, isn’t it?’ Elly said. ‘And there was some dirt and sand in her head wound and hair, your report says. If I get some samples of soil from the base of the climbing areas around here, could I send it to you for comparison?’

‘Course. Not sure that would show anything definitively, but I should be able to tell you if it’s from the same area,’ Kat said. ‘And there were some needles from a buloke tree in her hair too.’

Elly and Sam looked at one another.

‘There’s a lot of bulokes up here – they’re native to this area,’ Elly said. ‘Can you tell anything about the size or age of the tree from the needle?’

‘Only that it’s a fully grown tree.’

‘Okay, and what about her injuries?’ Elly asked.

‘They could have come from being hit by a car, but due to their locations on her body, and the absence of embedded glass, bitumen or paint fragments, in my opinion it’s more likely to have come from a fall. There are multiple fractures – you’ll see them there in the report –and multiple grazes and scratches. No evidence any of it was done with someone’s fists, but there is that evidence of strangulation. Her hyoid bone is broken. Can be accidental, but rarely.’

‘Right.’ Elly was silent for a moment.

‘Can you tell if she was conscious when that happened?’ asked Sam.

‘No way of telling that, sorry,’ the scientist replied.

‘Thanks, Kat. I’ll call you once we’ve read through this properly if we have any more questions,’ Elly said before hanging up.

The two cops stared at each other for a moment.

‘I might take a drive out to the rock and collect some samples,’ Elly said.

‘Want company?’ Sam asked.

Elly knew he coached his son’s footy team on Tuesday afternoons. ‘No, it’s not a two-person job. I might call Skye though, and ask her to take me to a few spots. I’d just be blundering around if I went out on my own,’ she said. ‘I’m actually thinking of bringing her on in a semi-official capacity. It’s looking more likely we’re going to need a rock-climbing expert.’

Sam nodded. ‘Good idea.’





THIRTEEN

Skye was on duty when Elly called, but she only had half an hour of her shift left and Elly was in no mad hurry. They still had a few hours of light left, and Elly’s plans for the rest of the evening consisted of the couch and a takeaway.

As Elly waited she thought about Skye. They didn’t know each other well, but on the handful of jobs they’d attended at the same time Elly had come away with a keen sense of a competent professional, and the couple of times they’d chatted at the town’s best coffee shop while waiting for their takeaways she’d enjoyed Skye’s easy company.

She might be right to bring her on as an advisor. If she hesitated and missed something that would be obvious to a climber she wouldn’t forgive herself.

Elly re-read the two missing women case files, hoping for one of those neat movie moments where a key detail jumps out and solves the case, and picked Skye up at the ambulance station at two pm when it didn’t happen.

‘So, what are you looking for exactly?’ Skye asked, throwing her bag into the back seat of Elly’s car.

‘I just want you to take me to a handful of climbing spots so I can collect some samples of the dirt and sand at each one. They found some sand in her head wound.’

Elly turned to look at Skye. ‘I know I keep saying this, but you need to keep this completely to yourself. I feel like I’ve already told you more than the professional standards guys would be happy with. There will be stuff that we want to hold back from the public domain to eliminate false confessions and help confirm elements of the investigation, so I can’t really stress enough how important it is.’

‘I haven’t breathed a word – I haven’t even told Callum anything!’ Skye protested. ‘I get it and I take this really seriously; I promise.’

Elly was silent.

‘So, I can take you to the most popular spots, but I still think if something happened out there, it would have been in one of the quieter bits,’ Skye said.

‘Take me to both so they can compare samples against each other. They probably won’t be able to narrow it down that much anyway. They might be able to say it came from Arapiles, but I can’t see how they could say exactly which part of Arapiles,’ Elly said.

‘Well, the rock colour is different in some places, so maybe the sand at the base would be too,’ Skye said. ‘It’s like a dark grey down the quiet end, and super orange in the middle where all the best climbs are. And actually …’

Elly noted her hesitation.

‘This is probably nothing, but I went out to the quiet end on the weekend with the dogs and I found a pendant hanging from the cliff there. I was planning to drop in this afternoon to give it to you.’

Elly turned to stare at her again, this time slightly longer than was safe given she was driving. ‘What? Why did you do that? You’re not officially part of this yet, and may never be.’

‘Yes, I know that. I just like taking the dogs to the billabong near there and I figured I may as well check it out just in case.’

‘Just in case of what? You found a depression in the ground from a falling body? A confession note? Christ. You’re not making a fucking podcast, are you?’

Skye laughed out loud at that. ‘No, sorry, I know it sounds a bit weird but I honestly take the dogs out there all the time and I figured since I was in the area —’ She stopped then tried again. ‘Look, I probably do feel some ownership over this because I found her, but I promise I’m not going to do anything dumb that will step on your toes. The necklace is probably nothing, but since we’re going there now I may as well show you where I found it and you can take a soil sample at the same time. Honestly, if this woman died at Arapiles, this is literally the only place I can imagine it happening without the whole world hearing it.’

Elly was quiet, processing what Skye had told her.

‘Have you been out here much?’ Skye asked after a few moments of silence.

‘Nope, once to drive to the summit lookout but never to the base. The uniform guys get the odd call out to the campground, like that time those stoned idiots threw aerosol cans in the campfire and they exploded and woke the whole place up. But there’s never been a need for a detective to go out while I’ve been here,’ Elly replied.

‘But, not even for fun?’

‘What kind of fun? I don’t climb.’

‘Yeah, but it’s beautiful and you can hike and birdwatch, not just climb.’

‘I don’t have much spare time,’ Elly said. ‘I just work.’

‘Have you made many mates since you moved here?’ Skye asked.

‘I’m not really one for mates either,’ Elly said. ‘I have dinner with Sam and his wife and kids every so often. His wife is lovely.’

‘You should come out with Sylvie and me,’ Skye said. ‘We have dinner and go to a movie pretty often. We’re going to try that new wine bar that Melbourne chef has opened next week.’

‘Thanks, that sounds nice,’ Elly said, noncommittal.

They were near the mount now.

‘Don’t go in there yet,’ Skye said as Elly slowed to turn into the main carpark. ‘We should go to the other end first because it’s a ten-minute walk in. Get that out of the way.’

The car bounced and swayed on the badly maintained track to the clearing.

‘The billabong’s down there.’ Skye pointed to the walking track. ‘But we’re going this way. I’m glad you’re wearing runners.’

Elly had a backpack containing a handful of plastic evidence jars and bags. She could have sent the forensics guys out to do this but she wanted to see Arapiles up close anyway, and you didn’t need to be an expert to put some sand in a jar.

She had lived in Horsham for two years and now realised it was weird she’d never been to the base of the mount. It’s not like the entertainment options in this district were plentiful, and a hike here would be way more interesting than a run on a treadmill.

From the road it had been obvious that this glowing orange monolith was something special. Its deep cracks and folds were somehow welcoming rather than sinister.

‘So how often do you reckon people come to this bit?’ she asked Skye as they pushed through the spiky shrubs that had all but taken over the path.

‘It would be empty almost all the time. I’ve heard that some people aim to tick off every route up here, but I’ve only heard of one guy doing that and it was years ago,’ Skye said.

As they arrived at the base of the cliff Elly paused to look around. She scanned the gravelly ground for footprints without success before gazing up at the cliff.

‘It actually is a different colour here, isn’t it?’ she said, almost to herself. ‘That reminds me. We know the chalk found on her body was athletic chalk, but it’s brown or beige. Does that mean anything to you?’

Skye made a huff of surprise. ‘Yep, it’s definitely climbing chalk in that case. Lots of climbers have started using chalk that matches the colour of the rock they’re climbing on. Leave no trace and all that. The white chalk can be a bit unsightly even if it’s harmless.’

Elly nodded. ‘Makes sense.’

She squatted down to fill her jar.

‘Get it over there.’ Skye pointed to a spot about ten metres away. ‘That’s the start of the only proper climb here, and it’s below where I found the pendant. May as well pick the most likely area.’

Elly raised an eyebrow at her but didn’t disagree.

As she scraped the sand in she looked up at the buloke, whose trunk paralleled the cliff for about eight metres. It was a mature tree, and a couple of the twiggy branches were snapped off at the top. She looked at the base of the tree. There were a few sticks that could have matched the snapped branches. She pulled a garbage bag back out of her pack and bagged them up, along with the ancient cigarette butts, then took her phone out and photographed the broken top branches.

Skye watched her, saying nothing.

‘Where was the pendant exactly?’ Elly asked.

‘Want me to climb up and show you?’

‘Without a rope? No, definitely not. Just point.’

‘Don’t tell Callum, but I climbed up without a rope to get it. It was about two metres above that ledge.’ Skye pointed at the spot. ‘The chain was jammed into a crack – see where that thin dark line is? The stone was swinging at the end. And that’s the only real climbing route here. It finishes up there.’

Now she indicated a ledge about thirty metres up, but Elly was still fixated on what she’d said first. ‘Jesus, how often do you climb without a rope?’

‘Um, that was the first time.’

‘Are you sure I can trust you?’ Elly said. ‘That seems like a pretty unhinged thing to do, like, really lacking judgement, which is the last thing I want when we might end up having to trust you with some pretty sensitive stuff.’

Skye didn’t say anything for a moment. ‘Yeah, fair,’ she said. ‘I should have left it where it was and brought you in before doing anything. Sorry.’

‘Yep, you should have. Where is it now?’

‘It’s in the glove compartment of my car. I’ll give it to you when you drop me back at work.’

‘Okay.’

Elly was still somewhat unconvinced. ‘Take me to a couple of other spots,’ she said eventually.

It was four-thirty pm by the time they got to the main carpark and walked up one of the dozens of paths to the cliff base, and the sky was dimming.

‘If this was summer these routes would still be full at this time of night.’ Skye gestured. ‘This time of year everyone’s back at their tents making dinner or driving home. Nobody wants to be benighted.’

‘Be what?’ Elly asked.

‘Benighted. It’s when you get stuck still climbing when it gets dark. I know a few people who’ve misjudged the time, or their skills, and spent the night on a ledge up there.’

A few stragglers emerged from the sandy path, the cowbell sound of metal gear clanking gently from their harnesses as they headed to their tents.

The women walked further up the sandy path.

‘This is the Organ Pipes,’ Skye said. ‘You can see how close we are to the campground and carpark, so there’s absolutely no way someone could have fallen from here and not been noticed.’

‘Is it this busy year-round?’ Elly asked.

‘It comes and goes. It’s way busier than this around Easter, quieter in really hot summer weeks, but I’ve never seen it empty,’ Skye replied.

‘Okay, well, I can see it’s unlikely she’d have fallen from here, but we’re just getting some samples for comparison,’ Elly reminded her.

The sounds of the campground were as clear as a bell. Laughter and music filtered through the trees.

Elly picked at the knowledge the girl had been strangled like it was a poppy seed stuck in her teeth. They were assuming someone falling up here would be heard by everyone for miles around, but what if the person was already unconscious and had then been thrown off?

Could she have been tossed off the top to cover evidence of the original crime? But if you’re relying on a fake fall as a cover-up for murder then why would you move the body to a lime pit five kilometres away?

Elly rose from the deep squat she’d done to collect a vial of sand. ‘Okay, I’ve got enough. Let’s head back.’

They didn’t speak much on the way to town on the narrow two-lane highway, the car shuddering each time a B-double roared past them headed for Adelaide.

Back at the ambulance station Skye opened her glove box and fished the necklace out from under the manual with her hand in a plastic dog poo bag.

‘My prints are probably all over the stone already, but I guess I may as well not add any more,’ she said as she dropped it into one of Elly’s evidence bags.

‘Listen,’ Elly said. ‘I need to be really clear. I accept that you haven’t told anyone anything about the investigation, but no more freelancing. If you have a hunch run it by me. We should know soon if we’re going to need you in an official capacity, but until then stay in your lane. Right?’

‘Yep, understood,’ Skye said.

Elly found Skye’s obvious eagerness, excitement even, to be involved a little off-putting, but having her help might already have put the investigation ahead of where it would have been without it. And she reminded herself again that in all her earlier dealings with Skye she’d been professional and competent.

She thought back to the terrible bus crash they’d both attended, and remembered the tender way Skye had spoken to the surviving kids as she treated their injuries. Thought also of Skye’s unhurried calm as she had worked on the boy who’d been shot by his friend’s dropped rifle, even as the boys’ parents wailed and paced beside her. That boy was about to finish high school now, Elly knew.

She resolved to start the paperwork to get Skye on board.





FOURTEEN

Skye was as good as her word. She didn’t run into Elly or Sam at any jobs over the next week, and when she dropped Elly an email to ask if she wanted to join her and Sylvie for dinner and a drink and received a short reply of I’ve got something else on that night, but thanks, she answered only, No worries, another time!

She and Callum went out to her parents’ sprawling old farmhouse for a weeknight dinner and to admire their new deck, headed to the coast with their tent for a surf, went to work, walked the dogs, and all the while Skye had the volume on her phone turned up high, waiting and hoping for a call from Elly to confirm she was part of the team.

She knew bothering Elly for updates on the case would be counterproductive. She’d worked out that appearing too eager had already slightly spooked the detective and undermined her own determination to appear professional and trustworthy.

She could only ask her about how the case was progressing if she bumped into her, but she had no idea what Elly did with herself after hours. She’d never seen her playing netball, or at the cinema, the farmers’ market or the pool. She had a vision of Elly in a near empty house with one of those walls full of photos and documents connected with string and arrows.

This is what was occupying her as she sat in the town’s new wine bar waiting for Sylvie. The place was humming as Skye pictured Elly’s home. She’d snagged a booth in the front window to wait for Sylvie to finish her shift.

Her phone pinged.

Sorry, there in ten. Just getting changed at home.

Skye was nursing her second gin and tonic when Sylvie plopped down in front of her.

‘Sorry, sorry. An old guy came in to report his cat missing and wanted to chat. I didn’t have the heart to cut him off,’ she said.

‘No dramas,’ Skye said. ‘The movie doesn’t start for an hour.’

‘Yeah, but I don’t want to miss a second of Ryan Gosling, so let’s order now.’

Sylvie had done her time reluctantly in the city and got a transfer home the second she was eligible. She and Skye had fallen right back in with each other when Skye moved back, trading current war stories but with a foundation of teenage years spent together getting up to the mildest of mischief in a town with few other options.

Halloumi chips, meatballs, grain salad and lamb chops arrived at their table fifteen minutes later.

‘They think they might have IDed that girl you found,’ Sylvie said, lowering her voice as they started on their meals.

Skye widened her eyes. ‘Oh my god, really? Wow. What’s the story?’

‘Don’t know, but I overheard Elly and Sam today. I don’t think it’s confirmed but sounds like she might have been foreign. Not sure where from. Don’t tell them I said anything.’

‘I won’t. I’m a bit scared of Elly myself, to be honest, but she said I might be able to help with the investigation because …’ Skye trailed off. ‘Actually, I can’t say why, sorry. Where could I casually run into her though? Do you know what she does on weekends?’

Sylvie screwed up her face. ‘I have no idea. She’s not one for after-work drinks, that’s for sure. I know she goes to dinner at Sam’s place now and again because I’ve heard him inviting her. And she takes her dog to the dog park. That’s all I know.’

Sylvie looked at her watch. ‘Come on, drink that: we’re going to miss the start if we don’t finish up and pay.’

By the time they arrived at the cinema after she’d gulped down the dregs of her gin and tonic Skye had a pleasant buzz on, and that, along with her knowledge the woman had been identified, didn’t help her concentrate on the screen. There’d been nothing in the papers so the ID couldn’t have been definite yet.

Tomorrow was Saturday and her day off. Callum was helping a mate build a pergola. The dogs would enjoy a walk in the dog park, she thought.





FIFTEEN

Skye was up early on Saturday. She wanted to bump into Elly, and Elly didn’t strike her as someone who indulged in long lie-ins on a weekend.

The dog park ran along a kilometre of creek branching off the Wimmera River. Paths weaved between mature trees, and a bridge at either end allowed users to do a pleasantly shaded two-kilometre loop. It was the best possible version of a dog park, the worst being the dusty, shit-filled quadrangles many city councils considered good enough.

Skye was on her third loop when she spotted Elly and her greyhound. Reggie was on the lead, Elly clearly taking no chances he’d forget that he’d retired from his previous career as a chaser of small fluffy animals.

‘Oh hi!’ Skye said as they approached one another, stopping a cheesy ‘fancy meeting you here’ before it turned from a thought into a statement.

‘Good day for a walk.’

Skye fell into step with Elly, and babbled unconvincing small talk as they walked, about last night’s movie, the food at the new bar, Callum helping his friend build a deck.

‘Why don’t you just ask me, Skye?’ Elly said. ‘It’s just about killing you not to.’

‘What?’

‘Knock it off – you’re desperate to ask me about the case and it’s more painful to listen to you not asking me than to actually answer your questions.’

Skye smirked. ‘Okay. Any leads?’

‘Yes, actually,’ Elly said. ‘Let’s find a bench. I was going to call you today. I’ve had the okay to second you to our team as an advisor. I’ll talk to your boss about a schedule on Monday.’

‘Oh wow, okay, great,’ Skye said. ‘I’m only rostered on for three shifts this coming week anyway, so they should be able to back-fill the roster pretty easily. My boss will be fine with it I think, but if not, I’ll help out in my spare time if necessary.’

‘Thank you,’ Elly said. ‘Either way, I’m about to give you some information that you should treat as entirely confidential. I would wait until you’ve signed the forms but I’m choosing to trust you will do the right thing even if it won’t be enforceable until that happens.’

Skye nodded. ‘Of course. You have my word.’

‘Okay, firstly, the sand in her head wound is confirmed as being from Arapiles, most likely from the end where you found the pendant. Hence us wanting to get you on board.’

‘Great, thank you, I’d love to help. Anything else?’

‘Yes, the most crucial thing we’ve discovered is her identity. She’s a Brazilian backpacker. She was staying in Melbourne with a male friend but left after they had an argument. Her name was Adalita Alves. She was twenty-three. There were a couple of stories in the Melbourne papers last year saying she was missing.’

‘God. How awful for her family,’ Skye said. ‘Do they know anyone here?’

‘Not a soul. We don’t know why she was in this area. The guy she was staying with said her plans were pretty loose. She was going to get some work fruit picking if she could, then make her way to South Australia and the Northern Territory or WA, but she didn’t say exactly where she was headed when she left.’

‘Not much fruit to pick around here,’ Skye said. ‘When did she go missing?’

‘Sunday, 29 September last year was the last time anyone heard from her,’ Elly said.

Skye picked up a revolting broken tennis ball Murphy had dropped at her feet and threw it half-heartedly into the creek. He and Mack crashed through the reeds, each desperately trying to be first to the slimy prize while Reggie watched them with elegant disdain.

‘Did you find out if she was into climbing?’

‘Not that her family knew of. She hadn’t mentioned ever doing it or wanting to do it, but they did say she was the kind of person who would try anything. She went bungee jumping when she was in New Zealand, that kind of thing.’

‘How did you find out it was her?’

‘We couldn’t match her to any Australian cases so we put her DNA into the international missing persons database and got a match. She’s from a town called Salvador. She did a science degree and left home for a year-long working holiday after that. She went to Asia first, then New Zealand and she was going to spend the final seven months of her trip in Australia.

‘She’d been in Melbourne a week when her emails to her family stopped. She landed in Melbourne from Auckland and went to stay with a guy, Dane Chalmers, she’d met in a hostel in Auckland a month earlier. He was interviewed by Melbourne police when she was reported missing.’

‘So he’s your best suspect, then?’ Skye asked.

‘He’s a person of interest. He says she stayed on his couch for a week, other than a night she went to Phillip Island for the penguin parade. He said when she left he had no idea where she was going, only that she’d said earlier she was going to do some fruit picking somewhere in Victoria then go to Adelaide then Alice Springs and Darwin or Perth, then maybe Bali on the way home.

‘She told her family she was going to stay in Melbourne for a month but emailed them to tell them she left early after she and Dane had a fight. He calls it a “misunderstanding”. He said he tried to kiss her when he was drunk and she wasn’t into it. His text messages to mates, and a message of apology to her, confirm he made some kind of a pass at her.’

Skye raised her eyebrows.

‘Exactly,’ Elly said. ‘Sam and I are talking to him in Melbourne tomorrow. The Melbourne guys interviewed him twice, but there was nothing to contradict his story. Her last email to her parents on 29 September confirms some of it. Says she was moving on from Melbourne and might be on a farm with no wifi for a bit after that so not to expect to hear from her for a while, but that she’d try to get a SIM card at some stage. That’s why they didn’t raise the alarm for a month, and even then it took Brazilian cops a while to take it seriously enough to contact cops here.

‘She hadn’t used her bank account or been in touch, and it doesn’t look like she ever did get a SIM, so we haven’t been able to trace her mobile. Initially everyone hoped all that could be explained by her being on a remote farm somewhere where food and a bed is included, and you get paid when you leave.’

The two women stared at the creek.

‘You probably know this, but we don’t really get backpackers working on farms out here,’ Skye said. ‘What farmers grow around here can all be picked by one bloke on a harvester.’

‘Yep, Sam said the same thing,’ Elly sighed. ‘Her being here makes no sense if she wanted fruit-picking work.’

‘So, what’s next?’ Skye asked. ‘Is there anything you want me to do immediately?’

‘No, I’ll be in touch on Monday once I’ve spoken to your boss. I’ll ask if we can have you up to a couple of days a week as needed and I’ll let our finance team sort a secondment arrangement.’

‘Okay, sounds good. Call me if you have any other climbing questions this weekend.’

Skye was itching to get home now to do some searching. She wanted to see Adalita looking as she was meant to look, something that might help flush away the image of her broken body being hauled out of a rubbish heap and put in black plastic.





SIXTEEN

The dogs collapsed in their beds when Skye arrived home from the dog park. Three laps was two more than they usually did.

She made a pot of coffee and a toasted sandwich, opened her laptop and googled Adalita’s name.

There were two articles about her, in The Age and the Herald Sun. Reading them, Skye realised she had been dimly aware of the case. She remembered with shame that at the time she had cynically suspected it was only getting full-page attention in the papers because of the way Adalita looked. She’d assumed, hoped really, that Adalita was happily camped out on a remote beach doing yoga with her fruit-picking cash to keep her going, and had promptly forgotten about it.

The photos in the paper were from Adalita’s Instagram profile. The perfect cliché of a Brazilian backpacker, Adalita was tall and lean with wavy dark hair that tumbled down below her shoulders, and the tan of someone who had spent months touring South-East Asia.

There was a picture of her standing on a beach, a bag slung over her shoulder, a cowboy hat on her head. There was another of her in a bikini and fluorescent body paint at a full-moon party on Koh Samui. She was brandishing a coconut with a straw in it and making a V sign.

There was an article in a Brazilian newspaper too, which Skye ran through Google Translate. The somewhat patchy result seemed to show Adalita’s mother being quoted as saying her daughter was a free spirit who was sometimes sporadic with her communications, but that she had known something was up when she hadn’t heard from her for a month.

Dane seemed unworried in the two interviews he gave to the newspapers. ‘I hope she’s just decided to go off-grid for a while,’ he had told the Herald Sun. ‘She was a bit of a hippy, talking about finding herself. She wanted to go hiking in the desert, stuff like that.’

The article speculated she might have headed to the Flinders Ranges in South Australia or the West MacDonnell Ranges in the Northern Territory and come unstuck somehow. Been bitten by a snake, got lost and run out of water, broke a leg.

‘If only,’ Skye sighed, knowing that by now her family in Brazil would be in mourning and utter confusion about what could have happened to their beautiful girl in a country none of them knew.

Skye typed Adalita’s name into Instagram. There were a few accounts with her name, but it didn’t take her long to find the right one. Skye scrolled, studying each picture.

At least the final months of her life had been joyful. Beaches, sunsets, lookouts, cocktails and yoga sessions appeared again and again. Adalita in a Lord of the Rings landscape in New Zealand, in a motor rickshaw in Bangkok, her painted toes on the end of a beach towel, the fairy penguins at Phillip Island.

Skye was three years deep in Adalita’s photographic history when she stopped scrolling. A head-and-shoulders shot of Adalita, grinning widely, a straw running from the side of her mouth into a colourful drink. And a pendant with a distinctive yellow stone resting in her cleavage.

She stared at it. Minutes passed. She was still staring at it when Callum arrived home. As he calmed the dogs’ routine hysterics he saw her face.

‘Why are you looking so serious?’ he asked.

Skye thought about Elly’s warnings and did a quick truth edit in her head before she spoke. It wouldn’t be long before Adalita’s identity was revealed to the media anyway.

‘I’ll tell you, but I need you to swear on the dogs and me that you won’t tell anyone. Not a single person.’

‘Yeah, sure.’ He frowned. ‘What’s going on?’

‘I’m about to be seconded to Elly’s team – they need someone who knows about rock climbing for their investigation into the girl I found, and it probably helps that I’m already emergency services.’

‘What’s rock climbing got to do with it?’ Callum asked.

‘Callum, I really can’t go into details. I’m about to sign something serious about non-disclosure.’

Callum looked troubled as he washed his hands at the kitchen sink. ‘Skye, I don’t get this. Why would you want to be involved? You were so upset and I know you haven’t been sleeping. Do you really think this is a good idea? I already worry about how your job might affect you, let alone something like this. It seems like you’re just putting yourself in the path of trauma.’

‘Finding her was traumatising. This isn’t going to make it any worse. And feeling like I’m doing something to help solve it might actually make it a bit better,’ Skye said.

‘And what happens if it turns out it was the psycho with the shotgun, and he knows you’re helping the police? It’s a small town – it won’t take long for people to find out, and you don’t have the training in looking after yourself that they have,’ Callum protested.

Skye held her hand up. ‘It will be okay, I promise. I’m just advising them on a few things. I’m not running around with a gun and arresting people.’

Callum looked unconvinced.

‘Callum, I’m sorry and thanks for worrying about me, but I’ve made my mind up.’

‘You can change your mind any time?’

‘Yes, of course.’

Callum sighed. ‘Okay. So, who is she? Have they worked that out?’

‘They haven’t released it yet but it’s happening in the next day or so, so I guess it’s okay that I show you,’ Skye replied. ‘Absolutely don’t tell anyone until you see it in the papers though.’

She turned her computer around.

He stared at Adalita for a while. It was a photo of her grinning at the camera and throwing a V sign, white sand and aqua water in the background.

‘Man,’ he said softly. ‘Pretty girl. Fucking awful.’

Skye nodded. ‘So awful.’

When Callum headed for the shower Skye picked up her phone and dialled Elly. ‘Elly, that pendant I gave you. It’s hers.’





SEVENTEEN

Elly and Sam arrived in Melbourne at eleven am on Monday after a three-hour drive from Horsham. It was familiar turf for them both. They’d shared the same old western suburbs stomping ground but had stomped it three years apart. Elly had grown up in Braybrook, while Sam’s home suburb had been beachside Altona. She went to the local public high school with kids representing every corner of the globe while he caught the train and a tram to a private school on the other side of the city, but both had gone to the same shopping malls, pizza joints and beach on weekends.

‘I’m looking forward to this cafe,’ Sam said as they drove up the slope of the West Gate Bridge.

‘Good to see your mind is on the job,’ Elly said.

‘Man’s gotta eat,’ he replied mildly.

Elly was still stinging with embarrassment that Skye had done better detective work than she had herself – that she hadn’t gone back through Adalita’s Instagram far enough. She’d only scrolled to the start of her backpacking trip. She was relieved to find the pendant wasn’t visible in any of those pictures. If it had been, she’d have just about handed in her badge.

‘Fuck,’ she said under her breath.

‘What?’ Sam asked. ‘You’re not still beating yourself up, are you? Let it go and just be thankful Skye noticed it. It was front of mind for her because she found it. It could have been completely unrelated to the case.’

‘Yeah but it wasn’t, and I missed it,’ Elly said.

‘Well, so did I, so ease up and let’s move on. We would have found out it was hers when we sent the photo of it to her parents and checked it for DNA anyway.’

Elly didn’t say anything. She wouldn’t move on, but she’d try to learn something valuable from it. She knew she was hard on others who made mistakes, and she felt humiliated by her own.

After a briefing from the two cops who had questioned Adalita’s friend Dane, which didn’t add much to what they’d already read in the file, the pair went around the corner to the cafe Sam had googled the night before. Elly had left the arrangements to him. She knew the food scene was what he missed most about Melbourne, and he’d already locked in their dinner and breakfast locations. Mexican fusion in a basement down a laneway tonight with the likelihood they’d have to queue, and a rosti bar in Fitzroy tomorrow morning.

Sitting outside in the brilliant sunshine of a crisp autumn day, they went over their notes from the briefing.

‘So, he’s got no criminal record or history of any complaints made against him,’ Elly said. ‘His story about meeting her in New Zealand checks out. He was there, staying at the same hostel as her at the same time. And there doesn’t seem to be any connection between him and the Wimmera either.’

She stared across St Kilda Road at the Shrine of Remembrance, the granite edifice looming over the thoroughfare into the CBD.

‘Keep a really close eye on him when I tell him we’ve found her body,’ she told Sam. ‘I’ll be looking in his eyes but try to see what he does with his hands, whether his legs are moving or he’s tapping his feet.’

‘Roger,’ Sam said as their food arrived. ‘How good does this look? I’m going to send a photo to Kyles.’

‘If you photograph that food, I’m moving to another table,’ Elly said. She’d already had two bites of her blueberry and ricotta pancake. She’d ordered it because Sam had asked her to. He wanted to try two things on the menu, and she was a food-is-fuel type who didn’t care one way or the other what she ate, as long as it carried her to the next meal.

She carved a wedge of her pancake stack and put it on the side of Sam’s plate, amused despite herself at his obvious enthusiasm.

The Melbourne peak-hour traffic eased as they ate, and their trip to Dane’s workplace, a cabinetry workshop in the shadow of the West Gate Bridge, only took ten minutes.

The twenty-seven-year-old came to the front desk from the bowels of the cavernous building when the receptionist paged him.

Sandy hair, freckles, powerful frame gone slightly to seed. The sort of guy who could still play a decent game of footy but had a belly and a couple of extra chins lurking in his future.

‘Hi, Dane, thanks for seeing us,’ Elly said, her hand out. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’

‘Can we use the showroom, Helen?’ he asked the receptionist.

‘Yep, go for your life,’ she replied. ‘It’s empty.’

Elly and Sam sat opposite Dane in a room full of cabinetry samples and door handles mounted on display boards.

‘So, as I said on the phone we’re here to ask you a few questions about Adalita Alves,’ Elly said.

‘Yep, I don’t know what else I can tell you. I’ve already spoken to the other two cops twice,’ Dane said.

‘We just had a couple of follow-up questions. Firstly, have you ever been to Horsham, or that area?’

Dane frowned. ‘Um, yeah, a few times. I went on a school camp to the Grampians in primary school. I think we went into Horsham. And I stopped there on the way to Adelaide for the cricket about three years ago – just for lunch though, not to stay. I’ve delivered cabinets out there a couple of times too. Why? What’s Horsham got to do with Adalita?’

‘There’s been a development,’ Elly said. ‘Her body has been discovered near there.’

Dane gasped. ‘What? Oh my god, fuck, are you serious?’

His hands moved from under his thighs to his temples, and he sat for a moment with his head in his hands, his elbows resting on the table. ‘Oh Jesus, I was hoping she had just joined some hippy compound or gone off to commune with nature or something. Did she have an accident? What happened?’

‘We believe she was murdered,’ Elly said.

‘Fucking hell,’ Dane breathed. He pushed the heels of his hands into his eye sockets. ‘This is my fault,’ he said.

‘What do you mean by that?’ Elly asked sharply.

The young man winced, swallowed. ‘You would know what happened between us. I got drunk and misread the signals. I tried to kiss her one night at my place and she wasn’t into it and she left the next day. She was meant to stay a bit longer and I was going to drive her to wherever she decided to go next. She was talking about finding some work, fruit picking or something. But after what happened she didn’t even tell me where she was headed that day, wouldn’t even let me drive her to the train or bus.’

‘So how is it your fault?’

‘Well, maybe if I’d driven her somewhere she wouldn’t have come across whichever arsehole did this to her,’ Dane said.

‘Did you get violent with her?’ Sam asked.

‘What? No! I mean, I made a drunk pass at her, but she shoved me off the couch and that was the end of it. I guess she didn’t feel comfortable staying with me anymore though. Christ.’

‘You sent your mate a message saying she didn’t want to …’ Elly consulted her notes. ‘… pay her way, is the phrase you used.’

Dane flinched. ‘That was a dumb thing to say but it was just a joke. I apologised to her and we didn’t leave it on bad terms or anything. I tried WhatsApping her again after a week or so to see where she’d ended up, but I never heard anything again, until the other coppers contacted me. Do her parents know?’

‘What you did or that she’s dead?’

‘That she’s dead,’ Dane said. ‘Why would you say what I did? I didn’t do anything; I just made a prick of myself. Fuck.’

‘Her parents know by now that she’s dead, yes,’ Elly said.

Dane returned his head to his hands. ‘I don’t know what happened to her. I feel sick about it, but I didn’t have anything to do with it,’ he said without looking at them.

‘We didn’t say you did,’ Sam said.

‘You asked me if I’d been to a place where her body was found; you didn’t need to spell it out.’





EIGHTEEN

Elly and Sam lined up in the grimy Melbourne alley, wind whipping off the river, waiting for their turn to walk through the entrance to the basement venue hidden behind a graffiti-marked door. The absolute wankery of the whole thing made Elly long for Horsham’s food scene – the restaurant names might all be bad puns, but they didn’t make the chance to wait in a piss-stinking laneway part of their marketing plan.

Sam was unfazed. Elly knew that, as far as he was concerned, the longer the queue and the more mystifying the entrance the better.

‘What do you think about Dane?’ Elly asked Sam.

‘I didn’t get guilty vibes from him,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t mean he’s not just a good actor though.’

‘The only messages in the file are emails to her parents and the WhatsApp message from Dane,’ Elly said. ‘I’m going to take a look at her WhatsApp account with a translator, see if there was anything else.’

‘Do you have the logins?’

‘Yep, the Brazilian cops got a court order to get them from her provider. They’re in the file. They’ve been gone through by the previous investigators but no harm in having another look at them now that we know where she ended up.’

At the table she feigned delight in the tiny tacos delicately stuffed with the likes of jackfruit and ox tongue. To yuck on Sam’s yum would be churlish. She didn’t even object when he took a few surreptitious photos.

After dinner Elly dropped Sam off at his parents’ place then drove to her mum’s for the night. On the drive back west the next morning she teed up a Portuguese interpreter. There wasn’t one in Horsham who worked for the police, so she’d have to go through the messages over the phone with a Melbourne-based expert.

She made an appointment for later that afternoon. She was still stinging from missing the pendant clue, and her response to any kind of failure, real or imagined, was to drive herself even harder.

‘Want to stop at the Grampians Estate for lunch?’ Sam asked.

‘No, we’re going to eat on the road today. I’m going through the emails at three with the interpreter,’ Elly said.

‘Okay,’ he replied, but she could read the disappointment in his voice.

They pulled into the station at two-thirty, the air in the car a shameful fug of sugar and grease. Cops and Maccas, what a cliché, Elly thought. She dumped the bags in the bin outside the office like a dirty secret and set herself up in a meeting room, taking the English translation of Adalita’s final email to her parents out of the file.

Hi mamma, I am leaving Melbourne. I have stayed for a week with my friend that I met in New Zealand but it didn’t work out. I think he thought I would be his girlfriend. I saw the penguins and the art gallery but I want to see the countryside. I’m going to work on a farm. It doesn’t pay much money but some other travellers told me you don’t have many expenses like rent or food. I don’t know if I will have some wifi for a while and I don’t have a new SIM yet so don’t worry when I don’t write for a while. I will probably try and work for two or three weeks but I will email you as soon as I can.

Elly sighed, opened her laptop and logged on to Adalita’s WhatsApp account. She quickly found Dane’s message of apology. She was familiar with it from the file.

Hey Ads, I just wanted to say how sorry I am about last night. I understand you wanting to move on but if you ever need a place to stay again I promise it won’t happen again. Stay safe and let me know how you go.

Adalita had given a cool response. It’s okay, she wrote, without including a greeting. Thank you for having me to stay.

It was the only conversation in the account in English. Dane’s later message asking where she’d ended up working was unanswered.

Elly dialled the Melbourne interpreter and put her on speaker.

Maria was a Brazilian-born administrator at headquarters. Her Aussie accent was as broad as Elly’s but she’d been brought up speaking Portuguese at home and slipped into it as comfortably as an old shoe.

Elly had sent her a broad outline of the case that morning.

‘So, are you looking for anything specific?’ Maria asked.

‘Anything that mentions Dane, the guy she was staying with in Melbourne who made a pass at her,’ Elly said.

‘Yep, yep, I assumed that. Anything else?’

‘Let’s just go through the sent messages one by one for a start,’ Elly said.

Maria was logged on to Adalita’s email and WhatsApp accounts at her end. Elly heard some keystrokes and a mouse moving.

‘This seems to be to a girlfriend,’ Maria said, before reading it out.

Hi Marina, I just realised I forgot your birthday! I’m sorry bela, but happy birthday for last week. When I get home we can celebrate in person. I’m on the road again. I’ve been in Melbourne for a week but the jerk guy I was staying with got into my bed drunk in the middle of the night so I left today. I thought he was a nice guy but he wasn’t. We had fun in New Zealand but when I got here he had the wrong idea. I was going to stay in Melbourne for a month but now I don’t have cheap accommodation and I don’t want to run out of money so now I’m about to go work on a farm. Say hi to everyone. XXX.

‘Okay, just taking a look at the friend’s reply,’ Maria said and paused as she read it over and laughed to herself.

‘So he wasn’t hot? Then she’s put the crying laughing emoji.’

‘Oh yep, I can see that,’ Elly said as Maria continued.

‘Don’t stay away too long. Get home by summer. The house we’ve found is beautiful. It’s going to be the best party house.’

‘That’s what I’m afraid of, kkkk,’ Adalita’s written back, Maria said. ‘That kind of translates to lol. And that’s the last message she sent.’

‘Her parents told the local police that she was about to move into a share-house with her two girlfriends,’ Elly told Maria. ‘That’s why they were so adamant she wouldn’t have just disappeared to keep travelling indefinitely. She’d been looking forward it. She’d finished her degree, gone on this trip and she was on the cusp of a great, fun stage of life.’

‘Poor kid,’ Maria said softly.

Elly noted the time and date of the final message. The original investigators had no idea where Adalita was going or how she was getting there, but knowing where she’d ended up narrowed the options. Assuming she hadn’t hitchhiked, the cheapest way to get to the Wimmera was by the V/Line train and bus service, so Elly had ordered the CCTV security footage from Southern Cross Station for around the time of Adalita’s email to her parents. Her WhatsApp conversation with her girlfriend was sent around the same time.

Maria moved on to earlier messages.

There was one to Dane, letting him know what time she would arrive and arranging where to meet. He’d picked her up from the airport. The rest of the messages were from her previous stops. She sent photos from New Zealand, Vietnam, Thailand to friends and family, briefly but excitedly telling them about her experiences. There was no mention of meeting anyone who seemed worthy of follow up.

‘Thanks, Maria,’ Elly said. ‘That’s really helpful. Will you type those up and send them to me for the file?’

‘Sure,’ Maria said. ‘Good luck with this. I hope you find him.’





NINETEEN

Elly woke as soon as the birds started throwing their inconsiderate pre-sunrise party. She sometimes thought about wearing earplugs to sleep, but rising early was part of her identity.

She thought about those many mornings when she woke alone as a child, her mum already long gone to work. So many quiet mornings when she ate breakfast by herself and packed a school lunch, checked the door was locked and walked to the bus stop.

Was her habitual solitude the reason she was able to do that so uncomplainingly, or did those years make her like this? Either way, the idea of waking next to someone, or even being in the same house as someone, who might disrupt her plans or have opinions about things, was unappealing.

She wasn’t exactly happy, but she was content, and there was a lot to be said for that.

She pulled into the police carpark at the same time as Sam.

‘Morning,’ she greeted him. ‘I got the sign-off to second Skye as an advisor in my inbox this morning.’

‘Excellent. What’s first on the agenda today?’

‘Looking at footage from Melbourne stations at around the time Adalita sent her email to her mate saying she was on the road again. She might have hitched, I guess, but V/Line seems like the most obvious place to start. The original cops already checked to see if she’d bought a ticket with a credit card at bus and train companies and hire car outlets at any stage after she went missing, and she hadn’t, but she might have bought a ticket with cash.

‘We’re lucky we got the footage, actually. They used to delete video from the platforms after a month but there’ve been so many assaults at the station in the last few years that head office asked them to start storing it for a year. We still only scraped in by a few weeks though,’ Elly added.

The vision from Southern Cross Station had arrived that morning. There were only a handful of trains heading west on Sundays, one of them corresponding with the time Adalita had sent her email to her friend, so they started with that one. Elly had requested vision from fifty minutes before each train left.

‘Fast-forward to twenty minutes before the train leaves, Sam,’ Elly said. ‘We can go back to the start if we don’t see her and then try the other train times.’

The perspective flipped between three cameras, each showing different views of platform one, where Ararat-bound trains departed.

They watched for five minutes before they saw a lithe figure with a huge backpack walk through the concourse.

‘I think that’s her!’ Elly said.

Sam paused the video and zoomed in. ‘Yep, that’s her,’ he said, starting the video again.

They watched intently as she dropped her backpack onto an empty bench and sat next to it. They saw her take out her phone. She was still using it at the time the email to her friend was sent.

‘She must have been using the station’s wifi,’ Elly said.

The platform wasn’t crowded, and Adalita had the bench to herself until the train pulled in. The cameras’ final glimpse caught her holding her backpack by a loop on the top, manoeuvring it awkwardly into the doorway before climbing on herself. They watched until the train pulled out to make sure she didn’t get off.

Sam paused the video again.

‘Okay, well, we know how she got here,’ Elly said. ‘There were several cash transactions for tickets on that service, one to Ballarat, one to Horsham and another to the end of the line, which is Nhill.’

‘What other footage have we got?’ Sam asked.

‘Only Ballarat. Their cameras only turn on when trains are due so they have less footage to store. It’s the next file in that email. There’s no cameras at the other two stops in between, or at Ararat, where you get off the train to switch to a bus for the rest of the trip.’

Decades of government neglect of the once extensive country passenger train network meant people in western Victoria had to do a tedious train-and-bus shuffle. Elly had once seen an old rail map of Victoria, and there had been virtually no corner of the state a tentacle of tracks didn’t reach. Some, including a line that had gone all the way out to Mount Arapiles to cater for Horsham daytrippers, were now cycle paths, but most were now nothing more than strange mounds cutting through the landscape.

Sam clicked on a link on his computer, and a video showing the train pull into Ballarat station began playing on the big screen.

The pair watched it three times, each time focusing on a different disembarking passenger. Adalita wasn’t among them.

‘There’s no cameras at the bus stops either,’ Elly said. ‘Lots of the stops aren’t really bus stops at all, they’re just lay-bys off the main highway, but even the stops in the main towns don’t have cameras.’

‘We can check if there’s any CCTV from shops near the bus stops in Nhill, Ararat and Horsham though,’ Sam said.

‘Unlikely they’d still have it, but you never know. We got lucky with the station. Can you do that? I’m going to call my contact at V/Line to get anything else we can about that service.’

She opened a fresh page on her police notebook and picked up her phone. ‘Thanks for the footage and ticketing info, Jeff,’ she said when her contact answered. ‘Now I’m after some info about the mid-morning service. I need to know what time it arrived at the stations of interest, so that’s Ballarat, Ararat, Horsham and Nhill, the names of any of the passengers who paid with a credit card, and the name of the drivers who operated the train and the onward bus.’

‘No worries. I’d actually gone ahead and searched everything I could find about the three services that went west that day,’ he replied. ‘I can email you names of passengers and drivers and arrival times in a tick, but I also found there was an issue with the mid-morning one. The train arrived in Ararat on schedule, but the onward bus wouldn’t start and there was a delay of about three hours before they could sort out a replacement.’

Elly was silent for a moment. ‘Can you tell if everyone with a ticket waited the three hours?’ she asked.

‘Yes, and no they didn’t. There were twenty-five passengers who were meant to continue but there were three who didn’t have their tickets scanned when the replacement bus turned up. One of them was the person who paid in cash to go as far as Nhill. The other two we have names for. I’ll give you their details in the email.’

‘Amazing. Thanks, Jeff,’ Elly said and hung up.

Her phone pinged with the information he’d promised moments later.

‘Right,’ she said to Sam. ‘Let’s go through these names and see if you recognise anyone, then divide them in half. I’ll call half and you can call half. And I’ll start by ringing the bus driver to see if I can go straight to him for an interview. Looks like he lives in Nhill. Seems like he’d be more likely to remember passengers than a train driver.’

Ten minutes later and Elly had an appointment.

‘I might see if Skye wants to tag along with me for a chat with this guy,’ she said to Sam. ‘I need to get her to sign the secondment forms today anyway. She can go through the passenger list and see if there’s climbers she recognises on it too.’

‘No dramas. I’m heading out to check if there’s CCTV at the shops near the bus station then I’ll get going on the calls,’ Sam said. ‘I’ll start with the other two people who didn’t get on the bus. Maybe they all shared a ride somehow?’

‘Good plan,’ Elly said. ‘I’ll swing by the shops near the bus stop at Nhill while I’m up there, just in case she somehow got on the bus without having her ticket scanned.’

She felt a wave of anticipatory nerves in her stomach. It felt like they were moving towards something now. The path ahead was visible – still overgrown, but visible.





TWENTY

The drive from Horsham to Nhill took about an hour. Skye peppered Elly with questions as the forest-green fields slid by on either side of the car.

‘Did you always want to be a cop, Elly?’

‘No. I was going to be an accountant, but it just ended up not being for me. I got a year into the degree and quit.’

‘How come?’

‘Oh, I guess I … Well, the truth is I tend to be a bit solitary unless I’m forced not to be. I had this vision of my life as an accountant where I worked alone every day and then went home alone and, I dunno, it just seemed like I should open myself up to something a bit more, something where I was forced to talk to people.’

Skye thought Elly’s choice had been wise, but if the life she was living was her version of opening up, the alternative must have been something close to being a complete recluse.

‘I’ve always been pretty analytical, so I came into this with the aim of being a detective,’ Elly continued. ‘Did a few things on the way, including some time on the domestic violence squad. Might end up in forensic accounting at some stage. How about you – did you always want to be an ambo?’

‘Yeah, or a vet, but I didn’t get the marks to be a vet.’ Skye laughed. ‘It’s a bit ridiculous that you need to study longer and harder to treat animals than humans but here we are.’

‘And you were brought up here, right?’

‘Yep, born and bred.’

‘And Callum a local boy too?’

‘No, he always lived in Melbourne until we moved up here. He was ready for a change. He’s got a few dodgy mates and an older brother who’s a bit of a dickhead that he needed to get some distance from.’

Elly didn’t say anything, and Skye found herself filling the gap.

‘More than a dickhead, actually. He got into ice, then got into dealing it, and in a few weeks he’ll be pleading guilty to a hit-and-run that’s likely to end up with him in jail. He killed a poor bloke riding his bike to work. Callum used to look up to him, but they were estranged even before that, thank god. You’d know ice addicts as well as I do, I imagine. When they’re in the grips they can turn on anyone, even their family.’

Skye thought back to one horrific Christmas Day when Callum’s brother, Andrew, and his then girlfriend had turned up unannounced and clearly wasted at their place in Richmond: a day that had ended with Andrew punching his girlfriend in the face and Callum and his father dragging him away from her while Skye and Callum’s mother tried to persuade her to leave him. That was the day Skye had told Callum his brother wasn’t welcome in their house, and the day a shaken Callum admitted he’d been smoking ice with Andrew. Not often enough to call it a problem, but often enough that it cemented Skye’s enthusiasm for their move to Horsham.

It hadn’t been an immediate clean break. Andrew had persisted in contacting Callum for a while, claiming he’d cleaned up his act, asking if he could come up and visit to mend fences and maybe go for a climb with them, but Skye had held firm. She had seen the aftermaths of plenty of domestic violence, but she’d never seen it happen in front of her and that incident had shocked her to her core.

‘Yeah, ambos and cops probably see the worst of all that,’ Elly agreed. ‘I’m sorry to hear it. What a shit situation. Sounds like coming up here was the right thing for both of you though.’

‘It really was,’ Skye said. ‘When I left for uni I never imagined I’d be back, let alone happy to be back, but here we are.’

‘And here we are,’ Elly said, pulling up outside a neat weatherboard. Skye felt a little surprised she’d been so open, and with a cop no less, but for a cop, Elly seemed remarkably unjudgemental.

As if reading her mind, Elly said: ‘I’m not unfamiliar with dickhead family members myself. My dad used to beat the crap out of my mum and when he pissed off it was a relief to both of us.’

They looked at one another as the car’s engine ticked.

‘Thanks for telling me that,’ Skye said. ‘And I’m sorry.’

Elly nodded. ‘Okay, that’s probably enough sharing for one day. Let’s see what we can find here.’

Nicely pruned rosebushes lined the front path, and a flawless gleaming white paint job on the weatherboards left an impression of residents who ran a tight ship. The wide porch was swept and no cobwebs bracketed the corners of the windows.

‘This is nice,’ Skye said, as Elly knocked assertively.

The door was opened by a man in his late fifties or early sixties wearing a pair of board shorts and a Rip Curl singlet.

‘Bob Hannebury?’ Elly asked.

‘Yep, how can I help?’

She held up her badge. ‘I’m Detective Elly Shaw, we spoke on the phone earlier, and this is my colleague Skye Sayers. I was hoping I could come in for a chat about a V/Line passenger you might be able to help us with.’

Bob’s house was as neat inside as it was out. They settled at the dining room table while he put the kettle on.

‘On September 29 last year you were rostered to drive the eleven-thirty am Ararat to Nhill bus and the bus had a breakdown,’ Elly said.

‘Was that the one that wouldn’t start at Ararat station? I’d have to check my work diary, but if that’s the one then, yep, I remember it,’ he replied. ‘Took ages to get a replacement and I ended up about three hours late on that run from memory.’

‘Can you remember anything about any of the passengers?’ Elly asked.

Bob thought for a moment. ‘Not really. They weren’t happy, I remember that. I think a couple of them ended up getting picked up by mates.’

Elly took out a colour photo of Adalita. ‘Do you remember her? She would have had an accent, Brazilian.’

‘Yeeeeeah,’ Bob said slowly. ‘Yes, I do actually. She asked me a few times how far off the new bus was, but she wasn’t there when it arrived.’

The front door opened with a crash.

‘Bob, can you come and grab some of these bags?’ a woman yelled.

Bob stood up and went to the hall, returning with four bags of groceries and a woman carrying several more.

‘This is my wife, Kay,’ he said. ‘Kay, this is Elly and Skye from the police. They’re asking me some questions about a passenger.’

‘Oh, hello. I hope he’s made you a cup of tea. What’s this about?’

Elly held up the photo of Adalita again. ‘This Brazilian girl,’ she said.

‘Well, you wouldn’t have forgotten her, Bob.’ Kay laughed. ‘She looks a bit better than your usual customers.’ She smiled at Elly and Skye. ‘What are you asking about her for?’

Skye suddenly felt guilty at the news they were about to give this nice couple. They seemed like the type of people who would be genuinely upset.

‘Actually, she’s been found dead, I’m sorry to say,’ Elly said.

Kay gasped. ‘Oh no, oh my goodness, I feel terrible for joking now. Oh, I’m so sorry.’ She looked at her husband. He looked aghast. ‘Bob, do you remember her?’

‘Yes, love. She was meant to be going on that bus that broke down last year. Remember that night I got home really late after being stuck in Ararat for hours?’

He turned to Elly. ‘What’s happened to her?’

‘We don’t know precisely, but her body was discovered outside Natimuk a few weeks ago. I can’t really give you any more details at this stage. Can you remember if you saw anyone talking to her, or if she gave you any information about how far she was going?’

He stared at the table in front of him, his tea untouched. He shut his eyes. ‘Hang on, let me have a think.’ He paused, then continued slowly. ‘Nhill. I’m pretty sure she said she was coming here. I remember thinking it was odd that she didn’t get on the replacement bus because finding someone to drive all the way from Nhill to pick her up would have taken about as long as waiting for the new bus. And I got the feeling she didn’t know anyone there. I can’t remember why I thought that though. Did she say she was going to look for work there?’ Bob was almost asking himself the question.

‘We do think she was looking for work actually,’ Elly said. ‘She had talked about working on a farm picking fruit.’

‘No fruit out here,’ Bob said. ‘The last time I saw her was probably about an hour after we were meant to leave. She came and asked me if there was any news about the new bus and then she went back into the railway station waiting room. I went across the road to the pub after that – just for a soft drink and a parma. I’ve got to be point zero to drive. I waited there for the new bus. She wasn’t there when I went back across the road and let the other passengers know we were good to go.’

‘Did you see her talking to anyone from the bus?’ Elly asked.

Bob paused again. ‘I think she was talking to an older lady at one stage,’ he said. ‘They were all milling around me when I was telling them about how there would be a wait for a replacement bus, and I think they were chatting when they walked back into the waiting room.’

‘Okay, and did you happen to notice, or hear, that any of the passengers were rock climbers, or going rock climbing?’

‘No, I don’t remember anyone saying anything along those lines.’

‘You didn’t notice anyone with a bag or backpack with a helmet clipped to the outside, or bags with chalk marks on them, anything like that?’ Skye asked.

Bob stared out the window, thinking. ‘I just don’t think I’d remember that, to be honest. Nothing comes to mind but that doesn’t mean there wasn’t anything like that on the bus.’

Elly nodded. ‘Yeah, fair enough. It was a long time ago.’

She slid her card across the table to him. ‘If you do remember anything though, even if it seems irrelevant, give me a call.’

‘Absolutely,’ he said. ‘I’m doing that run tomorrow. I’ll see if it jogs anything for me.’

The pair saw Elly and Skye to the door. Skye saw Kay take his hand when she turned to say goodbye.





TWENTY-ONE

It was early afternoon when Skye arrived home.

Elly had headed back to the station to update the investigation file and Skye wasn’t needed. She was restless. The house was clean and tidy, the laundry basket empty and the dogs walked. She wanted to rake over the case in her mind, but she needed to do something brainless at the same time.

Skye wandered into the backyard. Stacked neatly in the shed was everything she needed for a project she’d been procrastinating about for weeks. They’d cleared out the spare room and bought the paint, and that’s where the plan to create a study had stalled. But painting was the perfect activity for tossing ideas around in her head.

The drop sheets, paint thinner, brushes and tins of Olive Forest and Concrete Grey she and Callum had picked out were on the benchtop, along with a tin of Arctic White for the ceiling.

The shed was likely the tidiest in Horsham. Callum was a neat freak, a trait she wished she shared. There was no pin board of silhouetted tools, but it wasn’t far off. Carefully labelled drawers and precisely arranged shelves lined the walls. Extension cords were neatly coiled and garden tools hung from nails.

Callum had already done the prep work of washing down the walls and filling the cracks. She’d surprise him with the first coat on the walls by the time he got home from work.

He’d been dubious about her attention to detail, so she took to the work fastidiously to prove him wrong. He’d been right to worry, to be fair, she conceded. The wardrobe doors in the main bedroom had long-dried paint drips on all the doors, and patches where the undercoat showed through her hastily slapped-on top coat.

She loved this old house. She marvelled again at how much it would have cost them in Melbourne, with its original pressed metal ceilings and beautiful wide wrap-around verandah.

Well over a million, even in a crappy suburb.

They’d put in a new kitchen and bathroom since they bought it, with Callum’s mates helping them for cost in return for future plumbing, and now they had a place that was a true pleasure to come home to. It had polished floorboards and huge rugs throughout, fat couches they’d somehow managed to keep Mack and Murphy from commandeering and a big wood burning stove. No wonder they didn’t miss Melbourne much.

She chewed over the facts of the case as she made long and careful movements with the roller. She hadn’t recognised the names of any passengers on the bus, and she’d never heard of Dane in any climbing circles. Skye made a mental note to ask Elly if there was a photo available of him. And she’d ask if it was time she made some careful inquiries among climbers about whether any of them had seen anyone at the far northern end in the past six months. If she was on the team for her climbing background, she needed to use it.

Skye stopped and scribbled reminders to herself in her notepad and returned to her task. Two hours later and one coat was done. The cutting in was sharp and expert, and the coverage was even and flawless.

Those gentle and quiet hours of contemplation did more than organise her thoughts about the case. As she’d painted, Skye had gradually realised she was imagining this room as something other than a study.

She’d started mentally placing a cot in a corner, and those stick-on murals on the wall beside the door.

The dawning idea came as a bit of a shock to her. Callum had been hinting about having a kid for a while now, and Skye had always laughed it off as something for the future. But what was she waiting for? She loved her job but she could easily reduce her hours, and Callum had said he’d drop some days too. The beauty of living here was the fact they could still pay the mortgage and save some money even if they both went part time. And she was thirty-three.

There were good schools, lots of parks and a decent hospital. The more she thought about it, the more she realised she had no good reason to wait.

Mack and Murphy came wandering in. She wondered how strong those paint fumes were to their sensitive noses. It was making her light-headed; goodness knew what it was doing to them. She scratched Mack’s head and stroked Murphy’s back.

‘How would you two like a brother or sister?’ she asked, taking their slowly wagging tails as two thumbs up.

‘You would? Good boys.’

The tails wagged faster.

‘What’s this about a brother or sister?’ Callum said behind her.

Skye screamed. ‘Fucking hell, you scared the shit out of me!’

The dogs were equally startled, but belatedly got on with the business of going nuts at the arrival of one of their pack.

‘These two must be getting on: they didn’t even notice.’ Callum laughed. He had no shoes on. ‘I did creep down the hallway though. Got you good.’

Skye rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll get you back when you least expect it,’ she said as he kissed her cheek.

‘So, just to make it very clear,’ he said, ‘we’re not getting another dog. It’s not negotiable. Two is plenty.’

Now it was Skye’s turn to laugh. ‘I wasn’t talking about a dog: I was talking about a baby. I’m thinking this might make a nice kid’s room if you were still keen.’

The look on his face gave her the answer. ‘Fuck yes!’ he added to his huge grin. He hugged her again. ‘How about we start now?’

She laughed. ‘I stink of sweat and paint,’ she said.

‘Even better,’ Callum replied, taking her hand and leading her down the hall towards their bedroom.





TWENTY-TWO

Elly’s mobile rang as she stood outside Horsham’s best – only, to be fair – Indian restaurant. She couldn’t face the Friday night supermarket crowds and she was pretty sure her fridge only contained a desiccated block of cheddar and some anchovies. Even Jamie Oliver needed five ingredients.

‘Hello, Elly Shaw,’ she said, leaning against a light pole and keeping an eye on the restaurant’s front desk.

‘Hello, it’s Moira Anderson – you left me a message about the bus breakdown,’ an older woman said.

‘Yes!’ Elly said. ‘Thank you for calling me back. Is now a good time for a chat?’

She was the last passenger on her list. A few others had remembered seeing Adalita, but nobody recalled speaking to her, or whether she had got on the replacement bus.

Moira already knew why she’d called. ‘I was going to call the police today,’ she said. ‘I’ve been away at my son’s for a few weeks but my neighbour told me about her this morning. When I looked up the story I remembered her straight away.’

Elly took her notebook and pen out of her pocket. ‘Tell me everything you can remember,’ she said.

‘I didn’t see her on the train, but we had a nice chat in the station waiting room after we found out the bus had broken down. She was going to Nhill. There was a farm that needed someone for a few weeks cooking for some farm workers. She was going to be picked up there by the owners and she was worried they would think she’d just not turned up,’ Moira said.

‘Did she say how she came to get the job?’ Elly asked.

‘She said she saw it on a website, I think. The last time I saw her she was going see if she could find some wifi so she could send them a message to say she was going to be late. I didn’t see her again after that, and when she didn’t get on the bus I assumed she had found a lift. I kept an eye out for her by the side of the road when we drove out of Ararat in case she’d decided to hitchhike but I didn’t see her.’

‘Did she mention she might do that?’ Elly asked.

‘She asked me if it was safe to hitchhike here. I told her it wasn’t safe to hitchhike anywhere,’ Moira said.

‘And where were you going?’

‘To Murtoa, where I live,’ Moira said. ‘I feel sick about that young girl. She was a lovely wee thing. Do you know how she died?’

‘Nothing I can disclose at this stage, I’m sorry, Moira,’ Elly said. ‘You’ve been very helpful though. If you think of anything, like the name of that job website, please call me back straight away.’

She called Sam when she hung up and headed into the station with her bag of takeaway food.

She was on the computer when he walked in.

‘Sorry, I know you were at Meg’s netball game.’

‘Don’t apologise: I’m grateful.’ Sam laughed. ‘Anyone who says they like watching primary school sport is a liar. Don’t tell Kylie I said that.’

Elly gave no sign she’d heard him.

‘I’m searching backpacker job websites,’ she said and threw him a handwritten list with the first three sites crossed off. ‘These are the ones I’ve checked. I’ve found a few ads for around here so far. None mention Nhill, but I guess that might just be the easiest place to pick someone up.’

She pushed a small stack of print-outs towards him. ‘And one sounds promising. It’s in the right timeframe, and it’s looking for a cook.’ She looked at Sam. She’d felt a nervous flutter in her stomach as she said it. This felt like a big step in the right direction.

The ad was under a section for western Victoria.

‘Wanted, cook for farm hands for one month during harvest. Bed and board provided. Start ASAP,’ Sam read aloud from the print-out she’d pushed across the desk to him.

Elly plugged the mobile phone number provided into the police database. It was registered to a farm about twenty kilometres from Natimuk. And the most direct route from the address to Natimuk went along Three Chain Road and passed by the turn-off to the house where Adalita’s body was dumped.

‘I think this is it,’ she breathed. And then she gasped. ‘And guess what. It’s registered to Patrick Coulter. That’s the guy Stuart Curtis at Natimuk told me about – the one he rescued the Russian woman and little boy from.’





TWENTY-THREE

The next morning Elly called Skye from the car as Sam accelerated along the two-lane highway.

‘Skye, we’re on our way to interview a person of interest outside Natimuk,’ she said when Skye answered. ‘It’s not something you can join us on, but does the name Patrick Coulter mean anything to you? He’s in his seventies, lives outside Natimuk.’

‘No,’ Skye said. ‘Never heard of him.’

‘Okay, thanks. I’ll fill you in Monday.’

Sam slowed to take a turn off the highway onto a narrow farm road, its bitumen cracked and patched and its dirt shoulders wide and rutted. The grass on either side of the road had been recently slashed by the council. Three more turns on the grid of thoroughfares that divided and connected this flat expanse of farmland and they arrived at Patrick Coulter’s farmhouse.

It was exactly as Stuart had described it. Nestled in a desolate hollow, it was grey with age. Paint peeled from the limestone blocks that made up its walls and a sagging verandah spoke of unrelenting bad times. The car in the driveway was at least thirty years old, and the yard was strewn with debris and pieces of farm equipment that had been left where they fell.

Ancient rosebushes in a line along the front of the verandah were barely surviving, their stems knotted like arthritic hands.

The man who answered the door was also as Stuart had described: still muscular despite his age, mean wisps of hair scraped across his head in a gesture that might have been poignant if not for the barely contained aggression he projected from the open doorway.

‘Patrick Coulter?’ Sam said.

‘Who’s asking?’ the man said.

The pair held up their police badges and introduced themselves.

‘Wondering if we could have a quick chat?’ Sam said.

‘I’ll tell you what I tell that arsehole from Natimuk every time he comes sniffing around here – fuck right off.’

‘Mate, we have a warrant to search the joint. And we can demand you come to the station, but wouldn’t you prefer just to clear a few things up while we’re here?’ Sam said.

Elly had requested he take the lead. Everything they knew about his background and his attitude to women made them think Patrick Coulter would be unlikely to respond well to her.

Sam showed him the warrant. He barely glanced at it before screwing it into a ball and throwing it at them. He stalked down the hall. ‘I’m not talking to you without a lawyer,’ he said, scowling over his shoulder.

Sam spoke into his police radio. ‘Come now for the search; we’re taking him to the station.’

A car pulled into the front yard no more than two minutes later. The search crew had been waiting out of sight up the road. Elly had hoped for a chat at the kitchen table first, but Patrick Coulter was clearly in no mood to cooperate so they’d take him to the station for questioning while their colleagues turned over the house.

He said nothing in the back of the car as they drove back towards Horsham. Didn’t even ask why he was there. The only sign he was in the car at all was the strong smell of BO and beer that filled the interior. Sam opened his window a crack.

A Legal Aid lawyer was lined up to talk to him on the phone when they arrived back at the station. She’d been worded up that they wanted to ask her new client about Adalita’s murder.

In the interview room Elly pressed record on the video camera while Sam gave Patrick the standard caution.

‘That bird told me I didn’t have to answer any of your questions,’ he responded.

‘That’s true, Patrick. But you can also pretty quickly clear a few things up for us and this might be the end of it. Have you heard of a woman called Adalita Alves?’

‘No,’ Patrick replied.

‘Did you place this ad?’ Elly pushed a print-out of the cook wanted notice towards him.

Patrick stared at the paper. Elly had highlighted his mobile number. He looked up and shrugged, grinning unpleasantly.

‘You don’t farm that land, Patrick. Haven’t cropped it for years. Why would you need a cook for a team of workers that don’t exist?’ Sam asked.

‘Why would you reckon?’ Patrick turned slowly from Sam and leered at Elly. ‘Some chick answered but the bitch didn’t show. And I’m not answering any more questions.’

And he was as good as his word. Didn’t say a thing when Sam asked the woman’s name. Stared into space when he asked if there had been a plan to pick her up in Nhill. Didn’t react when Sam told him Adalita was dead, found not too far from Patrick’s house. Just sat in silence until they finished the interview.

They left him in the room for an hour while their colleagues finished the search at his farmhouse, then drove him home.

It was deserted when they arrived. They watched as the old man walked up to his verandah.

‘Hey, Patrick,’ Sam called as reached the front steps. ‘Have you done any climbing?’

For the first time since he’d clammed up at the station Patrick reacted. He looked back at them incredulously. ‘How much do you reckon, dickheads?’

He disappeared into his grim house, shaking his head.





TWENTY-FOUR

The search hadn’t turned up much.

On Monday morning Skye and Elly donned latex gloves to sort through some items of women’s clothes the team had collected.

Skye examined an old-fashioned floral house dress. ‘This doesn’t have a label. I think it’s homemade,’ she said. ‘And it looks like it belongs in a museum.’

‘I reckon most of this would have been his mother’s,’ Elly said, holding up a slip and a thick wool skirt.

‘This is more recent,’ Skye said, looking at a well-worn Sussan brand T-shirt and a stained hoodie. ‘Adalita had only been here a week though, and I don’t think they have Sussan outside Australia, do they?’

Elly googled the chain on her phone. ‘Nope.’ She picked up a pair of high-waisted jeans and peered at the label. ‘Or Best and Less. I think they must have belonged to the Russian woman Stuart rescued. Look, there’s some kids’ clothes here too.’

She held up a tiny pair of denim shorts.

Elly took out her phone and photographed the items. ‘I’m talking to her soon so I’ll email these and check with her.’

Sam walked into the room. ‘The Melbourne lab just sent us those expedited results. The DNA on his toothbrush and hairbrush doesn’t match the semen found on her underwear,’ he said.

Elly sighed. ‘Okay. So, she might have had sex with someone else before she got to his place. Or maybe she met someone after she arrived and he killed her because he was jealous,’ she said. ‘I’m talking to Nina Barkov soon so I’ll get a better sense of how he ran that household from her, but I got the impression he basically kept her prisoner. Maybe Adalita escaped somehow but Coulter captured her again and killed her. That doesn’t explain the semen.’

Elly wasn’t speaking to either Skye or Sam; she was musing aloud, coming up with and dismissing theories as she spoke.

‘How did he place the ad?’ Skye asked. ‘You said there was no computer at the house, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right,’ Sam said. ‘We don’t know, but it’s his mobile phone number, so it probably doesn’t matter.’

‘And no climbing gear?’ Skye added.

Sam shook his head.

‘To be honest, I’ve never met any local farmers of his generation climbing here,’ Skye said. ‘It was outsiders who developed climbing as we know it, in the 1960s and 70s. I’ve met a few kids from farms around here at the crag, that’s about it.’

‘He fits and he doesn’t fit,’ Elly agreed. ‘His temperament, history of violence against women, the use of the internet to lure them, the location. He’s our best bet so far, but we need to be careful about confirmation bias. We can’t force the evidence to fit our theory, no matter how much we want it to be right.’

‘True,’ Sam agreed, ‘but there’s also Occam’s razor – the simplest and most obvious conclusion is usually the right one.’

‘Good to know cops can be big nerds too,’ Skye said.

Elly laughed. ‘Little-known fact. I’m going to Zoom with Nina now: why don’t you join me?’

Elly didn’t need to discuss with Sam why the two women would have the conversation. He would watch the interview back, but female victims of sexual assault, and male ones for that matter, were more likely to open up to a woman than a man. Sam left the room as Elly dialled Nina Barkov on her laptop.

She was still in Australia with her now nine-year-old son, but she wasn’t on social media and her numbers were unlisted. Her time with Patrick Coulter had left more than just physical scars.

She was hesitant when she entered the meeting. Her Russian accent was discernible but had been softened by her years in Australia.

‘I’ve been working in a school,’ she told Elly and Skye. ‘I’m in the admin office where my son goes. He does his homework in the office when he finishes and then we go home together. It’s perfect for us.’

‘That’s fantastic,’ Elly said. ‘I’m so glad you’ve both ended up safe and well.’

‘If Stuart hadn’t come that day we could still be there. When he asked me to talk to you I thought I should, even though I hate talking about that man,’ Nina said.

She had stayed in occasional touch with the Natimuk policeman via email. She trusted him, and knew he would be happy to hear she and Nicholas were doing well, so she sent him updates. She told him when she started English lessons, when she got her job in Melbourne’s north, when she moved into her flat and when Nick did well at school.

‘Nina, we’re investigating the murder of a woman. Her body was found not too far from Patrick’s farm, and we believe she answered an ad he placed for a cook. I wanted to find out how you met Patrick, and whether you saw anything that might lead you to think he could be capable of killing someone.’

Nina was quiet for a moment. ‘Murder?’ she said, quietly. ‘If I find out he killed someone, I would not be shocked. Maybe not on purpose, but he would lose control. His rage … I sometimes thought I would end up dead.’

‘How did you end up with him, Nina?’ Elly asked.

‘I put an ad on a Russian brides website,’ she said. ‘I had read some stories about women who went to Australia to marry and it seemed like a good place to go, because I had no job, not good relationship with my family. Patrick wrote a letter to the website but the photo he put on was a fake one, of someone else. We talked on email for a few weeks and then he sent me a plane ticket.

‘I was very shocked when I got off the bus at Nhill and he picked me up. He was old. He was not too angry at first and I thought maybe it wasn’t so bad, but I was so lonely and soon he started to treat me very bad. I ran away once, but he picked me up on the side of the road and punched me until I was unconscious. He told me that I would be arrested because I didn’t have the right visa. I was only twenty-two; I believed him. I had no phone, no computer, I could hardly speak English. I didn’t want to go to jail.’

Nina started crying. ‘And then I had Nick. He wouldn’t even take me to hospital, so I had him in that house.’

She paused to collect herself, and Skye thought that that single sentence contained bottomless sorrow.

‘He said if I ran away, I would never see Nick again. Even if I took him, the police would take him away from me and send me back to Russia. I couldn’t ever leave my son with that man.’

She paused again. ‘I was so stupid.’

‘No. You weren’t stupid,’ Elly said. ‘You were young, you had been lied to and you were in a foreign country in the middle of nowhere with a baby. Did you ever fear for your life, Nina?’

‘Yes. I went for a walk on the farm one day and a lady stopped her car to say hello. She said she was from another farm near to us. Patrick saw us talking and that night he bashed me more than ever before and said if he saw me talking to anyone ever again he would kill me and nobody would ever find my body. He told me to stay behind the house from then on. He didn’t want anyone to see me again.’

‘Do you know who that was?’

‘Yes, her name was Leanne. She gave evidence in the court case about the bruises and things. It was her husband who told Stuart to come and find me.’

‘Okay, thank you. I emailed you some photographs of women’s clothes we found at his house. Do you recognise them?

‘All except the hoodie. I’ve never seen that. But the T-shirts and jeans are all mine, and the shorts were Nick’s.’

‘Thank you. And sorry to ask you more about this, Nina, but when he said nobody would ever find your body, did he give you an idea of what he would do with it?’ Elly asked.

‘He said, “Do you know how many secret places I know? Look around, you’d never be found,”’ Nina said. ‘Once I was helping him fix some fences and there was a broken old well and he said he would put me in it if I gave him some trouble.’

‘Where was that, Nina?’

‘Far from the house, on the back fence. It was just a big deep hole, with stone bricks, but no water in it anymore. He said he’d throw me down there and throw the bricks on top of me. Sometimes he said he’d throw me in the dam.’

‘Did he ever mention, or take you to, an old stone house a few kilometres from his farm?’

‘No.’

‘Thank you. Sorry to ask you about these things. And do you know how he sent and received emails if there was no computer in the house?’

‘He went to the library to use the computer,’ Nina said. ‘He didn’t want to have one in the house in case I used it to email my family or something.’

‘Thank you. One last question, Nina: did Patrick ever talk about rock climbing or go rock climbing?’

There was a beat of silence, then a bitter snort of laughter. ‘No, never. I asked him about the mountain and he said he’d only been there once. I asked if he would take me and Nick there to have a look and he said no. All the time I lived there I saw it every day, but I never went.’





TWENTY-FIVE

When Skye woke on Tuesday morning it was after a night spent tossing and turning. She’d watched the footage of Adalita at the railway station, and it kept replaying in her head. And when she did manage to drift off, every time something roused her, her mind started working away at the puzzle. It was like a Rubik’s cube – each time she thought they’d solved one side, they’d turn it over and discover every other side was messed up.

By the time she woke up for the fifth time it was five am, and it seemed pointless to try to go back to sleep.

She padded to the open-plan kitchen and living room and turned on the heater before putting a pot of coffee on the stove. She took an A4 piece of paper from the tray of her printer and started writing everything they knew so far.

Cam Amhurst frequented the old cottage for target practice and had once found drugs out there.

Dane Chalmers said Adalita had left his house under strained circumstances to go and work on a farm after he made an unwelcome pass at her.

Moira Anderson met Adalita at Ararat station, where she disclosed she was heading to Nhill in response to an online job ad, but she never got on the bus heading there.

Patrick Coulter placed an online job ad for a cook during the relevant period, and was a violent misogynist.

The pendant Skye found at Mount Arapiles and the chalk dust found under Adalita’s nails suggested she had been climbing there at some stage before her death, and might have had an accident which had severely injured her and would very likely have killed her if she hadn’t been strangled first.

Adalita had likely had some kind of sexual encounter at some stage shortly before her death, but the DNA evidence did not match Patrick Coulter.

There was a women’s hoodie found at Coulter’s house, which did not belong to Nina Barkov. It was now being tested for Adalita’s DNA.

Skye poured her coffee and started looking through the files Elly had photocopied for her.

She was deep into the statement provided by Coulter’s neighbour Leanne Hatefield when Callum put his hands on her shoulders and kissed the top of her head. It was a decision he came to regret when Skye jerked and screamed, headbutting his face in the process.

‘Ahhh,’ Callum groaned, laughing. ‘Christ, you almost broke my nose!’

Skye laughed too, standing up to hug him. ‘I’m so sorry – you scared me. Why have you suddenly started creeping around the house giving me heart attacks?’

‘I wasn’t creeping!’ he protested. ‘I’ve even had a shower. You must have been in another world.’

‘I am,’ Skye sighed. ‘Not a particularly nice one either.’

‘Getting anywhere?’ Callum asked, then backtracked. ‘Sorry, I know, I know, you can’t tell me anything.’

‘Actually, I can tell you something, finally. We’re about to start making discreet inquiries among climbers about a couple of “persons of interest”, as the cops say, so I can start with you.

‘One is a farmer from outside Natimuk with some foul history of violence against women, but it doesn’t look like he’s a climber. The other is the guy she stayed with in Melbourne.’

Skye pulled two photocopied photos from the file. Patrick Coulter stared menacingly out from his arrest mugshot. The Dane pic was pulled from social media. He was grinning broadly at the camera, his arm over the shoulders of someone who had been cropped out.

Callum stared at both images. He put his finger on the one of Dane. ‘I feel like I’ve seen him somewhere.’

‘Seriously?’ Skye exclaimed. ‘Don’t muck around. You’d want to be very sure of that.’

‘As if I’d be mucking around,’ Callum said. ‘I’m not a hundred per cent sure I did, but his face looks vaguely familiar.’

‘Where do you think you might have seen him, Callum?’ Skye said. ‘This could be so important.’

Callum sat down, poured fresh coffee into Skye’s cup and took a sip. ‘I think I’ve seen him at the crag, maybe late last year? Remember when I went out with Trev? He looks like a guy who was in the dunnies chucking water on his face and head. We had a chat about the campground and how they could use some showers, for no more than a minute.’

‘Can you remember the date?’

‘No. I’ll ask Trev. Second half of last year, maybe October or November? It was a last-minute thing so it wouldn’t be in my calendar, I don’t think. Pretty sure it was a Sunday.’

Callum took his phone out and started scrolling through dates.

‘I don’t know that I’d swear to it being him though, Skye,’ he said. ‘I reckon I’d only be about sixty, seventy per cent sure it’s him from that photo.’

‘Okay. Ask Trev anyway though. Did he see him too?’

‘Yeah, he would have seen him coming out of the dunnies with me I think.’





TWENTY-SIX

Elly was up early too, and her restless night had brought her into the office even before the sky had begun to lighten.

The quiet hours before the station filled up was a good time to cast fresh eyes over what they had.

She took out the statement from Leanne Hatefield, the woman who had noticed Nina’s bruises, and re-read it. Elly looked at her watch – five-thirty am was too early to call, but by the time Elly made herself a swamp-water instant coffee and read her testimony in Coulter’s trial it would be six-thirty and a fairer time for an early morning call.

It was 6.27am when she dialled the number in the file, and she was relieved to hear a fully awake voice answer the phone.

‘Hatefield residence,’ a woman said.

‘Hello, Leanne Hatefield?’ Elly said.

‘Yes. Bit early to be telemarketing though.’

‘Sorry, Ms Hatefield, it’s Senior Detective Elly Shaw calling from Horsham police. I was hoping I could ask you a few questions about your neighbour Patrick Coulter.’

There was a sharp intake of breath. ‘What’s he done now?’

‘We’re making some routine inquiries about the woman whose body was found in your area, so we’re speaking to all the residents.’

‘Yes, we were already door-knocked by the police a few weeks ago. He was the first person I thought of when they came but only because of his history. Neither myself nor my husband had ever seen that girl, but to be honest, I go out of my way not to drive past his house anymore. You would know I gave evidence in his trial, so I’m not interested in encountering him, even if it’s just driving past his house. He’s a pig of a man.’

‘I understand. Other than Nina, have you ever seen a woman on his property?’

‘Yes, but years ago, before Nina and long before this girl went missing. I saw a dark-haired woman outside his house, working in the front garden, but that was just the once.’

‘Did you ever find out who that was?’

‘No, never. I didn’t see her again.’

‘What can you remember about her?’

‘Not much. She was slim, shoulder-length black hair, kind of olivey skin. I remember thinking she looked maybe South American or Thai, but I was about a hundred metres away and driving so I couldn’t identify her if I saw her again.

‘I had pretty well forgotten about her until we found out what he’d been doing to Nina and that little boy. I told Stuart Curtis about it but it was years later and all I’d seen was a woman in a front garden, so there wasn’t much else he could do about it,’ Leanne said.

‘You know, we’re all very friendly up here,’ she continued. ‘There’s not many of us, so we all help out. We pick up groceries for each other when we go into Horsham, and catch each other’s sheep when they get out, but Patrick Coulter is the exception. Even before we found out he was a wife-basher nobody liked him. He doesn’t even look up if you drive past his place when he’s right near the road, and he’s always given the women round here the creeps.’

‘Right,’ Elly said. ‘So how did you come to meet Nina?’

‘I only met her because one day she was walking along the fence line near the road with her little boy when I drove by and I pulled over to say hello. I would never have driven up to the house. I wouldn’t have felt comfortable approaching his house even before all this. Do you think he has something to do with that poor girl’s murder?’

‘As I say, these are just routine inquiries. I’m just ticking off some boxes here. Thank you for your time, and if anything else springs to mind please give me a call.’

She was walking out the door in search of breakfast when Skye got out of her car.

‘Elly, Callum reckons he might have seen Dane at Arapiles,’ she said, without a greeting.





TWENTY-SEVEN

Skye didn’t even make it into the office. As soon as she gave Elly the information about Callum, Elly had made a split decision to go out to the crag.

‘Have you started having conversations with climbers yet?’ she asked Skye as they accelerated out of the police station carpark.

‘No, I was actually going to start that today. I was going to wander out there and see if there was anyone I knew around.’

‘Okay, good. Sam can hold the fort at the office. I need some time out of there anyway,’ Elly said.

Skye nodded as she checked her phone.

‘Callum just texted me. Trev didn’t see the guy’s face but they’re going to try to work out roughly what date it was today,’ she told Elly.

‘Okay, that would be great.’

The morning was bright and windy. The air was clean from an overnight thunderstorm, and the smell of damp earth and wet grass drifted through the car windows.

‘A change of scene can be helpful sometimes,’ Elly said. ‘I used to feel guilty if I took a mental break from a case, but it can be like when you get stuck on a crossword clue. If you put it down and come back to it, sometimes the answer just jumps out at you.’

‘I don’t do crosswords, but I kind of get what you mean’ Skye said.

The road took them past Declaration Crag, a dice-shaped lump alongside the access road to Mount Arapiles. It looked like someone had pushed it from the top and it had thumped end over end before coming to a rest, a miniature version of what loomed behind it. It had been a climbing destination in its own right, but the verification of an ancient, faded piece of Indigenous rock art all but hidden in its upper reaches meant it was now off limits.

They turned left into the campground and parked under a tree.

The handful of campers gave them apologetic shakes of the head when they showed Adalita’s and Dane’s pictures, and it seemed like their visit had been a bust.

‘Let’s just go for a wander,’ Skye said.

The white limestone of the walking track made them squint, the warmth of the sun reflected straight onto their faces under their caps even as the chill wind slapped at their bare arms.

They hiked along the trail at the base of the mount for ten minutes, then paused with their backs against a car-sized boulder to watch a pair of climbers high above them. One sat on a ledge facing the view, feeding the rope out as his partner made slow and meticulous progress above him. She was following a diagonal crack, at times disappearing into it and shimmying up its interior like a burglar in a chimney, her hands and feet pressing against both walls for purchase. Their calls rang out as clear as a bell into the natural amphitheatre where Elly and Skye stood.

‘Have you got me?’ the woman called, an undertone of seriousness in her voice.

‘I’ve got you,’ her partner called back.

‘I’m at the crux, so get ready,’ came the reply.

The woman paused for a moment then launched herself upwards, her right hand making brief contact with a wide ledge above her.

‘Fuuuuck,’ she screamed as her hand peeled away from the ledge. Her partner locked off the rope and braced himself to catch her. She dropped like a stone, but only two metres. She’d protected herself expertly with a camming device wedged into the rock face. The rock below her was studded with pieces of protective gear she’d slotted carefully into crevices and gaps, and they all held. She hit the rock hard with her shoulder and hip and hung there for a beat.

‘You okay?’ her partner shouted up.

‘Yep, I’m fine. Give me a sec and I’ll give it another shot.’

Elly shook her head. ‘Seriously, why would anyone do that for fun?’ she said. ‘Explain it to me.’

Skye smiled and began the well-rehearsed spiel she’d been called upon to deliver by countless aunties, colleagues and friends. She understood why people thought rock climbing was for crazy people – she felt the same way about cave diving.

‘Well, firstly it looks much more dangerous than it actually is. They’re all roped up and attached to the rock up there at multiple points, so if one piece of gear pops out there’s plenty of others to catch them, just like hers did. And it’s weirdly stress relieving, for me anyway. You have to give it your full attention, so there’s no room for worrying about other stuff, and when you get back to real life, the dumb stuff that keeps you awake at night just seems a bit smaller. Climbing gives you the most incredible moments of clarity.’

‘So, you concentrate so hard on not killing yourself it cancels out other worries? You’re not exactly selling it to me.’ Elly laughed.

They kept walking.

‘Part of me wants to stay and see if she gets past the hard bit, but I can’t stand the tension,’ Elly said.

The track became narrower and turned up a gully between arêtes. Rough steps had been formed by fallen boulders in the steepest parts and the track snaked under wide outcrops and bulges, chalk marks showing which were climbing routes.

Half an hour later they stopped on a wide flat rock overlooking the gully. The two sides of the steep canyon framed the expanse of fields far below it. Brief breaths of wind stirred the leaves, and tree trunks creaked like wooden ships as they rubbed together in the breeze.

‘That footage of her at the station, it was weird looking at her when she was alive,’ Skye said, the non-sequitur proof Adalita was never far from her mind these days. ‘It’s hard to believe it was the same person I found. It’s kind of haunting, seeing her and knowing something terrible is just around the corner. You want to somehow warn her. I’ve watched it a few times, and every time I hope that this time something happens to make her not get on the train.’

‘Yeah. It’s eerie,’ Elly agreed. ‘Working this job, I sometimes get tunnel vision, but every now and then it hits me again how disposable women can be. It can give you a warped view of men. It’s why I had to leave the DV unit. When you encounter man after man who treats women like they’re expendable, disposable, you start to wonder if they’re all five beers away from being …’

She trailed off.

‘No wonder I’m single. Anyway.’

Another shout came from the climbers below.

‘Can you climb on your own, Skye?’ Elly asked.

‘It’s possible if you’re a free climber, but there’s very few of them around. I’ve seen a handful out here, but only on pretty easy stuff. Essentially, you need a partner, but it’s not hard to find someone at the campground. Callum and I have been asked a few times by solo climbers to join us. If you’re really keen for a climb and don’t have anyone to go with, you can always come out and wander round the campsite until you find someone.’

‘Do lots of international people come here?’ Elly asked.

‘Yep. More often than not the campground has more international and interstate climbers than even Melburnians,’ Skye replied.

‘So it’s possible Adalita climbed here with someone she met and nobody local remembers seeing her?’

‘Totally. I didn’t know that pair we saw before. And when you climb you wear a helmet, remember, so even if someone stopped and watched her like we just watched those guys, there’s zero guarantee they’d remember what she looked like. She could have climbed here easily with someone she met and been noticed by nobody.’

Elly nodded. ‘Okay, let’s get going.’

‘Come this way: we can descend via a different gully, see if anyone’s around.’ Skye gestured to a path peeling off to the left.

Lorikeets exploded out of a eucalypt as they made their way down the rough stone steps. They passed two more pairs of climbers as they descended, but nobody Skye knew. And nobody who recognised Dane, Coulter or Adalita.

The gravel of the entrance road crunched under their feet as they reached the campsite, walking past the ancient Telstra payphone and the equally ancient toilet block on the way back to the car. A Parks Victoria ute was pulled up next to the ugly brick rectangle.

The uniformed man in the front seat was filling in a form on a clipboard. Elly took her folder out of her backpack and found the photos of Adalita and Dane.

‘Hi, Elly Shaw from Horsham police and this is my colleague Skye,’ she said, offering him her hand through the open ute window.

‘Oh, g’day. Alex Ward from Parks Vic, obviously,’ he said, gesturing to his ute. ‘What’s up?’

‘I thought this was an unmanned campground,’ Elly said.

‘Yes, it is. I just turn up every few days to collect the fees. It’s fifteen dollars a day and if I don’t get here from Halls Gap it’s not the end of the world, but I try and stick my head in a couple of times a week at least.’

‘We’re investigating the death of a Brazilian backpacker,’ Elly began.

‘Oh yeah, we’ve all heard about her. Poor girl. Do you think she camped here?’

‘Don’t know, but we have reason to think she might have climbed here. If I gave you some photos of her, could you ask any campers you collect fees from?’

‘Sure. It’d be a real long shot though. Most people don’t spend more than a couple of days here. There’s no showers or power – you get what you pay for. I’d say the chances of you stumbling on someone who was camping here when she went missing are pretty slim,’ Alex said, closing his clipboard and tossing it on the passenger seat. ‘You don’t need to book and we don’t keep records of who stays, either. But head that way and find Mia. She’s a Kiwi who stays here for months at a time. She’s trying to be the first woman to do Punks in the Gym. She’s been coming here on and off for about three years,’ he added.

‘Does that mean anything to you?’ Elly asked Skye.

Skye laughed. ‘Yep, sure does. Good idea,’ she added to Alex. ‘I didn’t realise she was back.’

‘Yeah, she’s set up far end of the side campsite.’ Alex grabbed two print-outs of the photos of Adalita. ‘I’ll show these to anyone else I talk to.’

‘Thanks,’ Elly said. ‘Actually, can I show you one more picture?’ She pulled the photo of Dane out of her file. ‘Have you ever seen this guy?’

Alex studied the photo for a while. ‘No, he doesn’t look familiar,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to ask around about him as well?’

‘Yes, sure, thank you. If you find anyone who remembers either of them, can you get their details and contact me?’

She handed him her card and Alex started the car. ‘Absolutely. Good luck.’





TWENTY-EIGHT

‘Okay, so what the hell is Punks at the Gym?’ Elly asked.

‘Punks in the Gym,’ Skye corrected her. ‘It’s the hardest route here – was the hardest in Australia for a long time. I think there’s a couple rated harder now, but back in the day it was pretty well regarded as unclimbable. It’s not super high, I think it’s only about fifty metres, but the hand holds are really tough – they call them baby’s bums around here because they’re just smooth round bulges: nothing you can really cling to. And there’s some that are so far apart you have to leap for them unless you’re really tall. No woman has ever climbed it. That’s what Mia is trying to do.’

‘Who is she?’

‘She’s a pro climber from New Zealand. She’s sponsored by one of the gear companies. I don’t think it’s a lucrative living, but it means she can travel the world climbing without having to get a real job. I’ve belayed for her a couple of times while she was working on it, but I didn’t know she was back again.’

The side campground was even more sparsely occupied. The tent Alex had directed them to was almost alone in the big clearing, a Kombi van the only other resident.

‘Knock knock,’ Skye called out as they approached the tent.

A neat outdoor kitchen had been rigged up. A jerry can of water hung from a tree branch, with a hose leading to a plastic basin propped on a camp table with a camp stove. A cardboard box formed a pantry next to an esky. Someone had set up for the long haul.

They heard rustling and a woman emerged from the tent. ‘Hi, can I help you?’ she said. ‘Oh, Skye! Hey, how’s it going?’

‘Great, Mia, how are you going? I just found out you were back. Getting any closer?’

‘Chipping away, chipping away,’ Mia replied. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Senior Detective Elly Shaw from Horsham police.’ Elly put her hand out.

Mia had delicate features, sandy blonde hair in a wavy bob and piercing blue eyes, but the hand she extended could have belonged to a blacksmith. It was ropy with veins and studded with cuts and scabs. ‘Mia Gordon,’ she said.

‘I’m investigating the murder of a woman whose body was found in this district and I’m here asking campers if they might have seen her. We have reason to believe she might have been climbing in this area at some stage and we’d like to ask you a few questions,’ Elly said.

Mia had been putting together a coffee pot while Elly was speaking. She looked up, startled. ‘Murder? Bloody hell. That’s thankfully not something you hear about very often around here. Would you like a coffee while we chat?’

Elly was already jittery from this morning’s cup of mud, but she knew a conversation over a cup of anything was more likely to produce results. Given the set-up it seemed unreasonable to ask for tea instead.

‘Thanks, I’d love one,’ she said.

‘I’m good,’ Skye said, settling on a log.

Mia opened a camp chair that was leaning against the tree that sheltered her kitchen.

‘Have a seat,’ she said to Elly. ‘I come and go from here, but I’ve spent more time than I can justify in this campground over the past couple of years. Most of my days I’m scrounging around to find someone to belay me while I try and climb that.’

She gestured to a seemingly smooth slab of cliff face in the distance. It was on a separate outcrop from the main crag, chiselled away by millions of years of waves and currents when inland Australia was a sea and this place had been an island. It had also been sculpted almost smooth. It appeared completely devoid of the nooks and crannies, hand holds and footholds of its parent. This was more like a piece of stretchy fabric with an occasional bowling ball pressing through it.

Elly stared at it, squinting. ‘There’s nothing to hold on to,’ she said.

Mia laughed. ‘Yep, that’s the problem,’ she said. ‘Almost none anyway.’

‘Jesus,’ Elly said. ‘And you’ve been trying it for a few years? At what point do you call it?’

‘You sound like my mum. I’m not calling it because I’ve actually done the whole thing, I just haven’t done it in one go. I’ve got all the sequences and moves dialled. I just have to string it all together,’ Mia said.

‘And what happens when you do it?’

‘Well, my sponsors will be happy. Means stories in climbing mags and stuff like that, but mostly it’ll be a relief to me. It’s an itch I need to scratch. And much as I love this campground, I’d be pretty happy to never spend another night in it once the job’s done. Anyway, you didn’t come to talk about climbing.’

‘I didn’t, but it’s pretty interesting. I’m not a climber but I can kind of relate to your obsession. This case is kind of my …’ Elly gestured at the cliff.

‘Your Punks in the Gym,’ Mia said.

‘Yes, my Punks in the Gym. Our Punks in the Gym actually.’ She looked at Skye. ‘Skye has joined our team temporarily for her expertise because we have reason to believe this case is somehow climbing related. We want to show you some photographs of the woman who was murdered. We think she may have climbed here in September or maybe October last year.’

‘I was here then. It’s perfect climbing season. Not too hot but dry. Did she camp?’

‘We don’t know. And the only place we’re fairly certain she climbed is right down the end there. Skye tells us that it’s a part of the park where hardly anyone climbs. You park at the furthest end of the road and it’s a bit of a hike on an overgrown trail to get there.’

‘Oh, the Far Northern Group that’s called. It’s crap. Not worth the trip,’ Mia said.

Elly sighed. ‘So you never go there?’

‘I never climb there. I sometimes walk that far to clear my head if I’ve had a shitty day on the route. I saw a couple having sex there last time I was here.’ She laughed.

Elly felt a lurch in her stomach.

‘Did you see their faces? Would you recognise them? How long ago was it? Did they see you?’ Skye asked, before Elly could even take a breath.

Mia would have laughed at the tumble of questions if it wasn’t so serious. ‘I didn’t see their faces and I got out of there as soon as I saw them, mainly because I’m not a peeping tom.

‘I only saw her back. She was on top of him. I think they were on a bouldering mat. She had long dark hair, down to about her waist, pretty skinny. I only saw his legs. Can’t remember anything notable there. They weren’t especially thick or muscular or anything, just a pair of men’s legs.’

‘Skin colour?’ Elly asked.

Mia crinkled her nose in thought. ‘Um, white, I’m pretty sure. I didn’t spend much time looking though. I hadn’t seen anyone there before so I was pretty shocked. I’d walked right along the base of the cliff, so I’d bypassed the carpark. If I’d seen their car there I probably wouldn’t have gone in: I wasn’t in the mood for company.’

‘So you saw their car?’

‘Yeah, I backtracked and ended up on the road, and when I looked along it there was a car there. A ute. Maybe blue? Green?’

Elly took her sheaf of print-outs of photos of Adalita out of her file and handed them to Mia. Her coffee was untouched in the camp mug. ‘Is this her?’

Mia slowly paged through them. ‘All I can say is the hair colour and build matches,’ she said after she’d been through them twice. ‘I’m sorry I can’t be more definite.’

Elly was taking frantic notes. ‘Can you say when it was exactly?’ she asked.

Mia stood up and went into the tent, returning with a battered leather diary. She leafed through it as Elly and Skye watched.

‘What are those numbers?’ Elly asked.

Each day had some kind of code written at the top of the page. P4, M9 was on the page Mia was looking at.

‘I keep a note of what I worked on each day, where I failed, stuff like that,’ Mia said. ‘This means pitch four, move nine. Nobody would understand it but me.’

She kept flipping.

Elly saw REST DAY written at the top of another page as they turned.

Mia stopped and read for a moment. She handed the diary to Elly, open at Sunday 29 September the previous year.

P6, M2.

Fucked up near the bird bath again. Shredded my fingers pretty bad. Need to get more explosive force. Belayer: Wolfgang (?) from Germany. Spent the afternoon belaying him on Death Row in return. Went for a walk in the afternoon and found two people bonking in the bush. Creepy end to a shit day.’

‘That’s the day she was last seen,’ Elly said.

‘Fuck, really? What happened to her?’

‘We’re not certain. Her body was found at an abandoned house about five Ks from here. How long are you here?’

‘If I send the climb I’ll leave straight away, but I’m only going to New Zealand.’

‘Can I take a photo of this page?’ Elly asked.

‘Of course.’

‘And can you keep this diary safe? In case it needs to be admitted into evidence in the future?’

Mia handed it over. ‘Actually, you keep it. I’m pretty close now so I don’t need to refer to it anymore. Send it back to me when you’re done with it.’





TWENTY-NINE

The house was quiet as Skye opened the front door, even though Callum’s car was in the driveway. No dogs came shrieking and skidding on the hallway floorboards to be the first to greet her either.

She felt a pang of disappointment. She’d been looking forward to telling Callum about running into Mia in the campground. Like her, Callum had been following Mia’s masochistic obsession with sending Punks in the Gym and she knew he’d be interested to hear she was back for another crack. He must be out walking the dogs, she thought as she walked into the kitchen to check the fridge for dinner options.

But as she opened the door the dogs came bounding in from the backyard, alerted by the light suddenly illuminating the corner of the dark kitchen.

‘Hey! What are you two doing?’ Skye laughed. ‘Callum! Are you out the back?’

She walked onto the back verandah and spied him sitting on the outdoor sofa under the lemon tree in the back corner of the yard. He’d lit a fire in the fire pit.

‘Callum? What are you doing out here in the dark?’

He looked up at her, and in the flickering light she could tell he had been crying, and she knew immediately what it was. ‘It’s Andrew, isn’t it?’

Callum nodded and buried his face in his hands, his back shaking.

Skye sat next to him, putting an arm around him and pulling him to her. She let him cry it out but it was clear he didn’t have much more in him.

‘He got nine years,’ he eventually said.

Skye let out a long exhale.

‘Mum’s having a nervous breakdown and Dad’s like a stone man or something. Wouldn’t even come to the phone. We knew it was coming but I don’t think any of us have let ourselves think about the reality of it. I wish they’d let me be there for it.’

‘They’re scared, Callum. They know you’ve left that world so far behind and they’re terrified of you getting anywhere near it again.’

‘Yeah, but he’s my brother: I hate him but I love him as well. I should have been in court so he knew he still had just one person, that I’ll be here when he gets out.’

Not if Skye had anything to do with it.

She thought again about how Andrew had almost drawn Callum into his world. Ice was everywhere, and nowhere more than the building industry. Early starts and hard physical work were good excuses for an energy boost when Red Bull just didn’t cut it. And Andrew had a ready supply, a supply he increasingly dipped into to feed his own ballooning habit.

The move to the Wimmera had been her plan, but Skye liked to think Callum had been wising up anyway. He had told Skye about Andrew showing up to building sites off his head, dancing across roof trusses like he was immortal. He was fired more than once, and bailed out of trouble just as many times by Callum’s parents, but the day he stole Callum’s mum’s jewellery was the day the pipeline of rent and food money dried up. And the day he bashed his girlfriend in front of Skye and Callum was when the last remnants of affection dried up too.

And then, other than an occasional phone call, nothing. For a year or so he’d all but dropped off the map. It was equal parts relief and terror for Callum’s parents, who expected every day to hear that he was dead or injured. The phone call they got was somehow even worse.

Andrew had mowed down a cyclist while driving on a combination of ice, coke and weed. A thirty-nine-year-old father of three riding his bike to work early one morning six months ago had been left for dead on a nature strip. The police found Andrew passed out in his car a couple of kilometres away a few hours later, his windshield a spiderweb of cracks, the man’s blood smeared across the bonnet.

Skye had thought he might get more than nine years, deserved to in fact, though she didn’t voice that view to Callum.

They’d talked about what might happen, even wondered if he might get twenty, but it was clear that, even if Callum had thought he was prepared, the grim conclusion had caught him out.

‘Mum sounds broken, just totally broken,’ Callum said. ‘She feels guilty, embarrassed. She said she doesn’t know why anyone would ever respect her as a teacher when she can’t even keep her own son from turning out like this. She kept saying they shouldn’t have cut him off and that man might still be alive.’

Callum’s voice broke again.

‘None of you have anything to feel guilty about. We can mourn that man with clear consciences. How much money did your parents spend on rehab? How many times did they go out driving around looking for him in the middle of the night? At a certain point adults make their own choices, and the people around them can’t do anything about it,’ Skye said. ‘I’m so sorry, babe. Why don’t you take a few days off and go and see your folks?’

Callum nodded miserably. ‘Yep, I’ll head in tomorrow.’





THIRTY

Reggie gave Elly a half-hearted tail wag when she walked through the front door, but as usual didn’t deign to get up from his basket. Drifts of his fur moved silently across the floor in her tailwind as she walked down the hallway. The clumps always collected in the same corners, marking the tides in this home for two. Elly’s mother never understood why anyone would have a dog, much less a dog who lived inside a house. She ignored Reggie entirely when she visited, and Reggie showed her the same disdain.

The fridge was empty except for half a bottle of Riesling, a bag of liquefying lettuce and half a Coles roast chicken. Elly checked the use-by date and decided to live dangerously. She picked some chunks of meat off the carcass, poured a glass of wine and sat on the couch with her computer. Her day in the outdoors with Skye had been good for her brain. Seeing a horizon was somehow calming, as much as that sentiment sounded like the hokum that wellness types blathered about. She resolved to ask Skye to take her climbing, test out her claim that it was stress relieving.

As they’d been talking about the eerie footage of Adalita at the station, Elly had resolved to take another look at it, to see if, like her theoretical crossword picked up after a break, it revealed something new.

She found the footage on her laptop and pressed play.

There was fifty minutes of video. They had fast-forwarded to twenty minutes before Adalita’s arrival on the concourse above the platform and watched until the end, but they hadn’t watched right from the beginning. There wasn’t really any reason to, but now she set it to full screen and turned it on, watching the silent flow of people.

The advertising banners along the platform were for last year’s AFL grand final. Players from each contending team, with arms crossed, serious faces, flapped from each pole. The game had been played the day before.

Elly didn’t give a hoot about footy, but in this state even those with no interest couldn’t avoid knowing it was on: she remembered her long-running promise to watch a game with Sam and his wife Kylie, this season.

In the vision it was mid-morning on a sunny Melbourne Sunday. Peak hour would have made this a much more time-consuming task, but the thin spread of commuters allowed Elly to pause the video for each one. She didn’t know what she was looking for. A man behaving strangely?

There was no reason to expect to see Patrick Coulter – he was picking her up in Nhill, if their theory was right. Regardless, she stopped the video for everyone: teenager carrying a skateboard, woman pushing an empty pram while holding the hand of a protesting toddler, pair of girls in jeans and crop tops that were ludicrous in a Melbourne winter, even on a sunny day. Adalita’s bench was still empty. She was twenty or so minutes away. A woman in an old-fashioned business jacket with shoulder pads sat on it briefly to tap to out a message on her phone before going on her way.

And then a lightning bolt of shock ran through Elly. A face she recognised. He was walking along the platform, looking left and right at each person as he passed them. Dane.





THIRTY-ONE

Callum left for Melbourne early the next morning. The horizon was lightening as Skye drove towards the police station, wondering if she should have taken time off as well. She’d decided her parents-in-law would be more likely to open up and talk if it was just Callum.

Her heart broke for them. They’d tried so hard, forgiven so much and hoped so hard that Andrew would get clean, and now they carried the unearned guilt of the death of a man at the hands of their son. Skye knew the deep shame they felt, and it occupied her mind as she drove into the station. The only saving grace was the fact Andrew had pleaded guilty, sparing both families a long trial. Sam and Elly were in the boardroom, ready to watch the footage of Dane that Elly had found. Skye nodded in greeting and they sat and watched together.

The shots of Dane from four different cameras had been combined on one screen. They now had a complete picture of his stroll down the platform. When he walked out of shot from the first frame he appeared via a new camera, getting on the escalator up to the shopping centre concourse. He stayed there for a few moments, leaning on a balustrade overlooking the platform, before turning away.

The last camera captured him walking out of the concourse and onto Spencer Street.

‘Could he have bumped into her coming in off-camera, do we reckon?’ Sam asked.

‘She’s fifteen minutes or so away at this point. I guess it’s possible, but we know she got on the train anyway,’ Elly replied.

‘If he did, maybe she got mad at him, said something that wounded his ego or enraged him. He might have driven to Ararat to intercept her,’ Sam said.

They were silent for a moment.

‘How’s he going to explain this?’ Skye said eventually. ‘He’s beginning to look a hell of a lot like a stalker.’

The footage continued, showing Adalita arriving at the bench and using her phone for ten minutes before the train pulled in. They watched again as she awkwardly shoved her heavy backpack into the stairwell first then followed after it. They kept watching for ten minutes after the train pulled out of the station. The cameras didn’t pick Dane up again.

‘We’ll go to Melbourne again tomorrow, see if we can turn this into more than maybes,’ Elly said. ‘I’ll pick you up around seven am, Sam.’

Sam nodded. He was typing something into his computer. ‘Elly,’ he said, as she opened the door of the conference room to leave. ‘Look what Dane drives.’

Sam turned his computer around. He had logged on to the police database and searched for Dane using his home address and date of birth. The car registered to him was a navy blue 2005 Toyota Hilux ute.





THIRTY-TWO

Sam and Elly watched Dane from behind the mirrored glass of the Port Melbourne police station. He was in the waiting room, on a moulded plastic seat, sitting on the back of his hands, his legs jiggling up and down.

‘Wait, let him stew for a bit longer,’ Elly said as Sam reached for the door. ‘He’s already shitting himself. That’s exactly what we want.’

They returned to the interview room and went through their evidence. Elly was relieved Dane hadn’t shown up with a lawyer. They wouldn’t get another chance to talk to him without one once he saw what they had.

‘Okay, let’s go,’ she said after fifteen minutes.

Dane was wary but friendly as he joined them in the interview room. He shook both their hands and looked them in the eye, but his breathing was quick and shallow and his eyes darted around, settling briefly on the cameras in each corner and then the thick file in front of Elly.

‘Interview with Dane Chalmers at 12.43pm, Thursday September 11 at Port Melbourne police station; present Senior Detective Elly Shaw, Detective Sam MacPherson,’ Elly stated for the recording, then turned to the young man. ‘Dane, we’ve spoken previously about the circumstances under which Adalita Alves left your house before she was murdered. You’ve said you sent her a message of apology that day and received a reply from her and that was the last contact you had – is that correct?’

‘Yes,’ Dane replied.

‘So, you didn’t see her again after the day she left your house?’

‘No.’

‘Did you attempt to find her?’

Dane hesitated. ‘No.’

‘Is this you, Dane?’

Elly slid a print-out of an image of Dane at Southern Cross Station across the table.

Dane stared at it for a moment. ‘Yes, it’s me,’ he said softly.

‘That footage was taken about twenty-five minutes before Adalita caught a train from that platform. What were you doing there, Dane?’

‘I was looking for her but I didn’t find her.’

‘Why were you looking for her?’

‘I felt bad about what happened. I wanted to make it right. She was going to stay in Melbourne for a month and I was hoping she would come back and stay and I was going to promise her I’d leave her alone and we could just hang out as mates,’ Dane said miserably.

‘You didn’t want to just be mates though, did you?’

Dane said nothing.

‘When was the last time you went to Horsham, Dane?’ Sam asked.

‘Don’t know, I’d have to check my work diary.’

‘It was August last year. We checked with your boss.’

‘Why are you talking to my boss?’ Dane said sharply. ‘That’s going to look really fucking bad for me at work. I could have told you that. I told you last time that I’d delivered cabinets there a few times.’

Elly ignored the question. ‘What did you do when you were there in August?’

‘I delivered the cabinets to a shop – a kitchen display-room joint I think – got lunch, got in the van and drove home. Actually, I drove to the river and ate my lunch on a bench there, had a smoke, drove home.’

‘Didn’t take a drive around the area at all? Head out to Arapiles? Stay the night?’

‘No.’

‘Have you ever?’

‘No.’

‘Because we have a witness who saw you at the campground there around the time of Adalita’s disappearance.’

‘They’re wrong – I’ve never been there,’ Dane said flatly.

‘How did you know to look for Adalita at Southern Cross that day?’ Elly switched tack.

‘I didn’t, but all the regional buses leave from there, and a bunch of the trains, and I knew she was going somewhere rural.’ He gestured to the photo of himself. ‘It was a spur-of-the-moment thing. She left my place to go into the city in the morning and I was driving to see a mate in North Melbourne an hour or so later and just decided I’d swing by the station to see if I could change her mind. I walked up that platform and waited for a bit then went to the bus depot, but I only had a fifteen-minute car spot so I left. I realised it was a pretty stupid thing to be doing anyway.’

‘Why was it stupid?’

‘I was acting like a teenager with a crush. I really liked her and I’d blown it. I thought it would be like some romantic movie moment if I found her, but then I realised it would probably be more like something pathetic or creepy. I’m not some douchey guy.’ He looked directly at Elly challengingly before breaking eye contact. ‘I made a mistake; I lost a friend. And now this,’ he said, gesturing at Sam and Elly. ‘I didn’t hurt her, and I’m so sorry about what happened to her, but I didn’t have anything to do with it.’

Elly and Sam stayed silent for a beat then Elly closed her folder.

‘Okay, Dane, thanks for speaking with us today. We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions. But before we go we’d like to ask you for a DNA sample. It’s a simple swab from inside your cheek.’

Dane looked shocked. ‘I, I mean, I don’t have anything to hide so I want to say yes but I also want to talk to my lawyer first. She’d been in my house – I’d tried to kiss her – if you find my DNA on her clothes or something that it will look bad for me even though it would be totally innocent.’

‘You’re free to consult your lawyer, Dane,’ Elly said. ‘It would certainly speed up the process if you did it today, but that’s your right.’

‘That’s what I’m going to do,’ Dane said, setting his jaw. ‘I want you to find who did this but I need to protect myself too.’

Elly nodded. ‘Feel free to leave. We will be in touch in the next few days once you’ve had a chance to speak to your lawyer.’

They watched from the station window as he got in his ute and drove off then prepared for their own long drive home. There was no overnight stay in Melbourne this time, just seven hours of driving with a suspect interview in the middle.

Sam handed Elly a wrapped sandwich as they reached the outskirts of Bacchus Marsh. They’d dropped in at the South Melbourne Market before hitting the road, so there was no repeat of the shameful McDonald’s incident of the last Melbourne trip. Crusty baguettes full of prosciutto, tomato, black olive tapenade and goat’s cheese plus two delicate lemon tarts made for a much more civilised homewards trip.

‘I think we’re probably going to have a get a warrant for his DNA,’ Elly said. ‘His lawyer isn’t going to agree to that. He’s right about us finding his DNA on her clothes – it wouldn’t necessarily mean anything. If it matches the semen that’s a whole other ballgame though.’

Sam nodded.

‘In the meantime we should talk to the mate he texted.’ Elly took a bite of the baguette she’d retrieved from its spot wedged firmly between her thighs as she drove. ‘The original cops talked to him and he didn’t say anything much, but knowing that he followed her to the station warrants another chat, don’t you think?’

‘Yep, for sure,’ Sam agreed, his reply muffled.

Elly glanced at him and laughed. ‘Never let work get between a man and his goat’s cheese baguette.’

They continued to drive in silence for ten minutes, Elly going over and over Dane’s claims in her mind.

‘He was in Horsham only a month before Adalita went missing, so he knew the area at least a little bit,’ she said eventually. ‘Maybe he’s lying and did decide to stay the night after the long drive, had a look around. And maybe he’s also lying about not knowing where she was headed. If she actually told him she was heading west to this vicinity that explains why he was at the right train station at almost the right time looking for her. Maybe he made a spur-of-the-moment decision to head west to try and intercept her, like you said.’

‘Or maybe she decided to call him for help when the bus broke down? He could have driven to Ararat, maybe hoping for a reconciliation, raped her, and then killed her to cover it up,’ Sam said. ‘But how does her body end up an hour and a half further west?’

‘Maybe he agreed to drive her to Nhill and things got out of hand on the way there,’ Elly said. ‘He might have sweet-talked her into delaying starting her job, and they went climbing and something happened.’

‘How would he have found the old house to dump her body if he’s not from the area though?’ Sam said.

‘There’s dozens of dirt roads around there. If he was panicking, trying to find a place to hide her, maybe he just got lucky?’





THIRTY-THREE

Skye smiled at the boy as she took the green whistle from his lips.

The painkiller had an instant effect. His contorted face relaxed and he started to laugh.

‘You’re a brave boy,’ she said to him. ‘You’re going to have a cool story to tell your friends.’

The teacher’s face remained worried.

‘He’ll be fine,’ Skye said. ‘It’s probably broken but it’s not a compound fracture. He’ll get a cast and be a hero for a few days.’

The teacher gave her a watery smile. ‘I guess it’s a wonder it doesn’t happen more often,’ she said. ‘Might be easier to put crash mats around the tree than try to keep the buggers out of it.’

‘I remember climbing that tree myself when I was about his age,’ Davo said from the driver’s seat. ‘You must have got a bit higher than I did, mate.’

The kid laughed like he’d just been told the best fart joke ever. The effects of the whistle wouldn’t last long, but the hospital was only four minutes down the road.

They handed over their charge as his mother arrived, looking concerned but not hysterical.

‘His brother broke his arm last year too,’ she told them as she followed them into the hospital waiting room. ‘Guess he didn’t want to miss out.’

Skye laughed and wished the pair good luck, then she and Davo got back in the van and headed towards the depot.

‘You back to helping the cops out after this shift?’ he asked.

‘Yeah, not this weekend unless something comes up, but Eric’s managed to keep me off most of the roster for next week.’

Skye had shown the photos of Adalita and Dane to Davo and most of the local climbers she was close to. There had not been a flicker of recognition from any of them.

‘You enjoying it?’ Davo asked.

‘It’s not as much fun as this.’ She gestured around the ambulance and laughed. ‘Actually, I am enjoying it, but that doesn’t seem like the right word to use. I would love to feel that something I contributed to ends up catching someone who could do something like this.

‘I’m looking forward to a weekend of not being immersed in it though. Well, largely not immersed in it. I’ve talked Elly – she’s my police boss, I guess – into having a crack at climbing. She’s only gym-climbed before so I’m going to take her up Spiral Staircase. She was pretty dubious, but I convinced her.’

‘That’s a nice day out. Bit of exposure, bit of abseiling, not too hard, she’ll love it,’ Davo said. ‘That’s the first one I ever did.’

Skye was cross-legged sorting out the rock-climbing gear when Callum arrived home.

He kissed the top of her head and she stood up and hugged him.

‘How are you? How are your folks?’

‘I’m okay. Mostly angry at him and sad for them. They knew it was coming but it’s going to take them a long time to adjust to the idea of having a son in jail, and they’re both haunted by the idea of the man’s children.’

Callum’s eyes filled and Skye hugged him again.

‘Mum’s cleaning the house from top to bottom for some unknown reason, windows and everything. It’s like she wants to wash the whole thing away. Anyway, it was good to spend a couple of days with them. I hope you don’t mind: I told them we might be starting to try for a baby – I felt like they really needed some nice news.’

Skye smiled. ‘Of course not. I should have thought to say that to you.’

She hugged him again as he took in the pile of equipment surrounding them. ‘What’s all this about? You going climbing without me?’ he asked.

‘Yep, just for an hour or so tomorrow afternoon, unless you’d rather spend the day with me. I’m taking Elly for her first outdoor climb. She’s climbed in a gym before but years ago, so I’m sticking to Spiral Staircase.’

‘Nice one. That’s fine. I’ll go fishing with Tyson in that case. Will she fit in your spare gear?’

‘Yeah, her feet are a bit smaller than mine, but she’ll be okay in my old climbing shoes. I’ll just get her to lace them tight. It’s not like I’m going to have her balancing on tiny footholds. That one is more like a ladder.’

‘True,’ Callum said. ‘Are you making friends with her?’

‘A little,’ Skye said. ‘She’s pretty hard to read, doesn’t say much beyond work, but I think she’d actually quite like to have a mate up here. We’ll see, anyway.’





THIRTY-FOUR

The next morning dawned nice and mild, perfect for climbing or fishing.

Skye scrambled eggs and made coffee as Callum read the papers on his phone. She knew he was probably scouring them for any mentions of Andrew’s case. She’d done the same herself and found a handful, including one featuring a tearful interview with the dead man’s wife outside court.

‘I’m glad you’re going out with Tyson today. Be good to talk to someone other than me and your parents,’ she said.

Callum nodded. ‘Or not talk about it at all,’ he said. ‘I don’t really have anything left to say.’

Skye rested her hand on the back of his neck as she put his plate in front of him and hugged him from behind.

They left the house at the same time, Skye with some snacks, water bottle and rock-climbing gear, and Callum with some snacks, beers and fishing equipment.

She texted Elly from outside her house and watched as she ran lightly down her front path, wearing leggings and a light jacket.

‘I can’t believe you’ve talked me into this,’ she said as she threw a backpack into the back seat. ‘I reserve the right to change my mind at any time.’

Skye laughed. ‘Okay, but remember, if you change your mind halfway, you’ll still be halfway up a cliff.’

‘Not helpful.’

When they pulled into the campground carpark, Elly got out of the car and stared at the fissures and bulbs of the crag, bleached of their usual deep orange hue by the mid-morning light. Not a breath of wind stirred the needles of the pine trees, and they could hear clear as a bell the calls of climbers who were mere specks on the cliff faces high above them.

Skye handed her the small bag of snacks and water and shouldered the big bag of gear. ‘Come on, let’s get moving,’ she said.

Spiral Staircase was about five hundred metres down a dirt track leading away from the campground. Elly stood staring up at it as Skye sorted the gear out.

‘Are we going to the top of that?’ she asked.

‘Yep. It’s high, but it’s not hard. There’s hand holds for days, nothing overhanging, plenty of rest spots, and there’s a big flat ledge called The Tennis Court about halfway up, where we can stop for lunch.’

Elly looked sceptical. ‘I thought we’d start on something a bit lower,’ she said.

‘Nope. If you’re going to come for a climb you may as well come for a climb. And higher doesn’t necessarily mean harder.’

Skye put on her harness and did a pirouette. ‘How cool is this? Callum bought it for my birthday. You can undo the leg loops so you don’t have to take it all the way off to have a pee.’

‘Great, that’s actually what I look for in a new outfit too,’ Elly said, staring at her own borrowed harness dubiously. ‘How do I put this on?’

Skye helped her into her spare harness, tied a figure-of-eight knot then fed the end into Elly’s front loop. She threaded the end connected to herself through a belay device.

‘Do you remember anything about belaying from when you went climbing at the gym?’ she asked.

‘Er, not much,’ Elly said. ‘Better give me a quick reminder.’

Skye showed her the basics, reminding her to keep a hand on the rope at all times, and showing her how to quickly lock it off to hold a fall.

‘But don’t worry too much. You theoretically have my life in your hands, but this is an easy one and I’m not going to fall unless I have a brain aneurysm or meet a snake or something. When I get to the top of the first pitch,’ she pointed, ‘up there, I’ll set up an anchor and yell down I’m safe. At that point you can take the rope out of the belay device and call Off belay and I’ll pull the rest of it up. When I’ve pulled it all the way up and it tugs on your harness, yell up That’s me and I’ll put you on belay. I’ll yell down You’re on belay and when you’re ready yell Climbing and then you can start up. Pull the gear out as you go and clip it to these side loops on your harness. Make sense?’

Elly inhaled shakily. ‘I’m shitting myself. What if I do something wrong?’

Skye paused. ‘Well, this is a side of you I haven’t seen before. You give a very good impersonation of someone who’s impervious to fear when you’re at work.’

Elly gave her a wry smile. ‘Smoke and mirrors.’

‘OK, first of all, you won’t do anything wrong. And second, if you do, I’ve got you from above so you can’t fall anywhere. Don’t fret. Once you start climbing you’ll realise how easy this one is and you can just enjoy it.’

Skye grinned. ‘Don’t look so worried. It’ll be fun, I promise. Okay, climbing.’

Skye started up the first pitch, stopping about two metres up to insert a cam into a crack in the rock. She placed it carefully, giving it a downwards yank to make sure it would stay put if it was suddenly weighted by a fall. This one couldn’t be easier, but whenever she took a newbie out she erred on the side of overkill when it came to safety, for herself and for them. She clipped a thirty-centimetre quickdraw to the cam and hooked the climbing rope into the carabiner at the other end of the quickdraw. Now she was ready to climb higher.

She looked down at Elly and saw her right hand was white knuckled. Overgripping was every new belayer’s instinct. The feeling that loosening your hold on the rope was tantamount to murdering your partner was hard to shake, if misguided. A smooth feeding of rope into the device was a much more relaxing method, and one less likely to end with hand cramps.

‘You don’t have to hold the rope like you’re strangling it,’ Skye said, then gave Elly a rueful look. ‘Sorry. Poor choice of words. I just mean, be ready to tighten your grip on it, but you don’t have to hold it in a vice the whole time. You’ll get a sore hand.’

Skye made her way lightly up the rock, placing protection as she went, stopping about twenty-five metres up on a wide ledge. She placed more wires and cams to create three anchor points and clipped herself in.

‘I’m safe,’ she yelled down.

This calm day was the perfect scenario. They could hear each other easily. Skye had done plenty of climbs where the wind made it impossible to communicate with her partner other than through an easily confused system of rope tugs.

‘You can take me off belay,’ she reminded Elly.

‘Oh yeah, sorry.’

There was a pause, then, ‘Off belay.’

Skye drew the rope up steadily until it was taut.

‘That’s me,’ Elly shouted up.

Skye clipped the rope into her belay device. ‘You’re on belay. Climb when ready,’ she yelled down.

The series of shouts was used internationally, and was designed to be clear and difficult to mistake for anything else. It didn’t mean accidents involving miscommunications never happened, but it vastly reduced the odds.

Skye felt the rope slacken as Elly made her way up, and she pulled it though her device to keep her as tight as possible. A little bit of slack in the rope wasn’t unsafe, but new climbers always felt reassured by a tight connection from above, and Skye wanted Elly to have a fun day.

She looked out across the flat plains of fluorescent-yellow canola. The neat squares looked like they’d been coloured in by a fastidious primary schooler. It was almost silent up here, except for Elly’s occasional exhalation.

‘Fucking hell,’ she heard from below. ‘This one is jammed in.’

‘There’s a nut pick on your harness,’ Skye said. ‘It’s the long pointy piece with the flat bit for hitting with your hand. Give it a few whacks upwards with that and then jiggle it a bit. Sometimes you’re better being gentle than forcing it.’

‘Bingo,’ she heard after a few moments of grunting. ‘Got it.’

Five minutes later Elly hauled herself over the edge of the ledge and Skye clipped her into the anchor system and safety.

‘Good job,’ she said. ‘You made light work of that.’

‘It was actually fun once I stopped thinking about it,’ Elly said. ‘Is it about that hard the rest of the way?’

‘The next pitch is a little harder but nothing to worry about. Hand me the gear one piece at a time.’

Elly carefully unclipped each piece hanging from her harness and Skye put them in size order back on hers.

‘Can we see where you found her from here?’ Elly asked.

Skye pointed. ‘See that stand of trees in the distance? Count the first road, then the second, and follow it along to the base of that hill. Can you see the one I mean?’

Elly squinted, following Skye’s finger. ‘Yeah, got it.’ She took a swig of water. ‘I’m worried I’m going to fuck this up,’ she said, after staring at the spot for a while.

‘You don’t strike me as someone who fucks things up,’ Skye replied.

‘Like I said, smoke and mirrors,’ Elly said.

She narrowed her eyes and extended her index finger, tracing the crest of the hill far in the distance. ‘I fucked something up once. I mean, more than once no doubt, but once where it really mattered.’

Skye stayed silent, as Elly kept her eyes on the horizon.

‘It was a domestic violence case. The neighbour called it in. Nice enough house, nice enough area, new car in the drive. When we got there we found a woman unconscious in the hallway, beaten to within an inch of her life, bloke nowhere to be seen. She was taken to hospital, and we searched the house. There was a kid’s room there but no sign of a kid or the bloke who did it to her. We opened every cabinet and wardrobe, got up in the manhole to the roof, nothing, so they put out an alert for the husband and kid. We figured he’d taken the kid and gone on the run. We were worried we were about to find a murder-suicide situation, so they threw everything at it – urgent bulletins to the media, all that. Twelve hours later the neighbour calls again. She heard crying in the backyard, went over and found the toddler. He’d been hiding behind the shed in the backyard.

‘He was out there all night on his own. We think he’d crawled under a wheelbarrow because we had shone a torch down there the night before and seen nothing. If the neighbour hadn’t found him …’

Elly trailed off.

‘When we spoke to the mum she said she’d taught him that. She tried to make it seem like a game, like hide and seek or something, but she told him to go there whenever his daddy got angry.’

‘Fuck,’ Skye whispered.

‘So yeah, I’m just as capable of fucking it up as the next man, and that keeps me up at night.’

Skye began to formulate an argument that it wasn’t Elly’s fault, that it could have happened to anyone, that she wasn’t to blame, that nobody would think to look for a kid under a wheelbarrow, that there were other cops there too, but she stopped herself. She knew Elly wasn’t seeking absolution. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, simply.

Elly sighed. ‘Yeah, I was sorry for a long time after that too,’ she said softly.





THIRTY-FIVE

Skye clambered over the rocky shelf, the sweat forming a clammy barrier between her back and her backpack. It had been a couple of years since they’d come to Hollow Mountain. It was a forty-five-minute drive from home, and the whole area had reopened after a bushfire only two years earlier. But it was time for a change of scenery.

Skye was enjoying the weekend. She and Callum had had Saturday dinner at the pub, and then after a late brunch this morning they were back at a favourite haunt to tackle something a little more challenging than the beginner route from the day before.

She knew concentrating on a bouldering problem would take his mind off things.

Callum lifted himself up on to the ledge behind her and they continued along the rocky path winding up the side of the mount. It was one of the Grampians’ finest peaks, but its spot at the far northern end of the range on a long-rutted dirt track out of the tourist town of Halls Gap kept most daytrippers away.

Rock climbing hadn’t returned to this area after the inferno. The heat had made the rock friable. Hand holds and bulges that you could once have staked your life on now snapped off and crumbled without warning. The once shady amphitheatre was a sun-blasted dust bowl, the hundreds of trees now looming black corpses.

Skye and Callum were above the former treeline now, looking down on the blackened pit of Summerday Valley. Once full of the sounds of cheerful conversations and the clanking of rock-climbing gear swinging from harnesses, it was silent now, not even birdsong cutting through the air. They continued up a sandstone path which veered close to a sheer drop here and there, their target the famous Hollow Mountain bouldering cave.

This long, low cavern brought boulderers from around the world. Incredibly difficult but with a roof only a couple of metres from the ground, permanent shade and a killer view across the plains, it was a perfect summer workout spot, no ropes or gear other than a bouldering mat and some chalk required.

The mat was strapped to Callum’s back, a picnic stashed in Skye’s backpack. They were hopeful that after three on a Sunday they might have the place to themselves, and so far the signs were good. There had only been one other car in the carpark when they pulled up, and there were plenty of walking tracks around here that might have accounted for that.

‘Where do you want to stay grand final weekend?’ Callum asked as they rounded yet another curve of the switchback.

Skye wasn’t a rabid football fan, but it was always one of her favourite weekends of the year in Melbourne. Callum had a mate who worked at the ticketing agency and always managed to sort their group of mates out for seats, but for Skye the game took second place to the carnival atmosphere that swept the whole city.

Plus, she wouldn’t be working.

Grand final day was a busy one for cops and ambos across the state, and last year’s had unfolded exactly as expected for Skye. Drunk middle-aged men having heart attacks, drunk young men having punch-ons, drunk drivers having crashes. Her boss tried to give everyone a day off for grand final if they’d worked the previous one.

‘Can we stay at Robbo and Emma’s?’ she asked.

They were usually welcome to Callum’s mate and his wife’s spare room when they went to Melbourne.

‘No, I don’t think we should ask this year,’ Callum said. ‘The baby’s only six months old.’

‘Well, they can always say no,’ Skye protested. ‘I want to see the baby, anyway.’

‘No, let’s get a hotel room this time. They might feel like they have to let us stay even if they don’t want us to, and I don’t particularly want to be woken up by a screaming baby five times a night if I can help it.’

‘Before it’s your own.’ Skye shot a happy smile at him. ‘Okay. That could be nice. We can go out to dinner, maybe go to the national gallery or something on Sunday?’

‘Sounds good,’ Callum said. ‘Do they let plumbers in?’

Skye laughed. ‘We just won’t tell them. You can wear a beret and nobody will ever know.’

A dark slash in the sun-pummelled cliff face appeared above them. The cave’s entrance was about three metres high, but it quickly narrowed down in its interior. Its roof was littered with brilliant juggy hand holds, cracks for hand-jamming and places to hook a heel. The finest boulderers could crawl lightly across that ceiling like geckos, but neither Skye nor Callum was in that league. It was fun to try though.

Skye laid out the bouldering mat under the roof’s trickiest spot as Callum stretched. They could both get a good way across with ease, but at about the halfway mark the options dried up and the only way to continue was to execute a perfect heel hook and pendulum swing across to a nice hand hold. You needed enough momentum after that to get your feet into a solid crack about a body’s length away. It needed technique, upper body strength, flexibility and a bit of luck and neither of them had ever pulled it off.

Callum clapped chalk from his hands and started, moving smoothly across the roof, stopping to hang for a rest when his arms burned too much. His first attempt at the crux ended in failure and he landed lightly on his feet on the mat, letting his bent knees absorb his weight.

Skye took her turn. Callum shadowed her, holding his arms up to break her fall in case she lost her grip before reaching the safety of the spot above the mat.

‘Good, good,’ he coached. ‘Take a rest for a bit. You’re doing well.’

Skye hung upside down, her arms dangling, her feet crossed neatly around a sharply defined bulge in the roof and wedged into a crack behind it. She could hang here without much effort for a good few minutes until her forearms and biceps stopped screaming.

She took a deep breath. ‘Okay, I’m going for it.’

‘I’m here,’ Callum said.

She used her core strength to hoist herself back up, grasping at a solid hold, let her feet drop out of the crack and swung her body to an outcrop she could hook a heel over. It was right over the mat, but letting her hands go still gave her an immediate rush of adrenaline. Her body swung and she grasped the hand hold well. The trick to passing the crux was to keep going in one long, smooth motion, not to stop and regroup. She flexed her foot, and her heel came cleanly out of its snug spot and this time her legs swung down. She felt her arms and chest burn, and her hands were begging for respite, but with one final burst of energy she got her feet into a safe slot, and she was through.

She became aware of Callum yelling. In her concentration she hadn’t heard him cheering her on but now he echoed through the chamber.

‘Woooooo!’ he yelled. ‘Babe, you did it.’

Skye thought about continuing, but her arms were shaky and her grip was about to fail her, so she dropped cleanly down to the mat, falling back on it in happy exhaustion.

Callum jumped on top of her and squeezed her in a hug. ‘That was amazing!’ he said. ‘You’re going to do that whole roof one day, one hundred per cent.’

Skye was cheerful as they got into the car for the drive home. She was dusty, and a twinge in a bicep told her she’d asked too much of it, but it didn’t kill her mood.

The corrugated dirt road seemed to shake every bolt and loose carabiner in the vehicle. The third time the car’s sun visor dropped down Skye just left it where it was, and as the ute hit a particularly violent pothole her lip balm popped out of her top pocket and into the footwell.

‘Far out, this road needs a good grading,’ she said, bending down to retrieve it, gripping the dashboard to prevent her head from hitting it at the next big divot.

Feeling around the side of the mat, she found the tube of Chapstick and what felt like a credit card.

Glancing at it as she swiped the balm across her lips, she held it out to Callum. ‘You left your Medicare card under the mat,’ she said.

He glanced at it and looked puzzled. ‘Don’t think so. It’s in my drawer at home. I only used it yesterday. Must be yours.’

Skye looked at it again and felt a jolt in her chest.

Callum looked over at her. ‘What?’

‘It’s fucking Andrew’s,’ she replied.

‘What?’ Callum said again.

‘Andrew’s Medicare card. In your car,’ Skye said flatly.

She bent down again, and this time picked the floor mat up completely, scanning below it for anything else. She didn’t have to say it out loud. Callum no doubt knew she was scanning for pills, or a tiny Ziploc bag or a pipe.

He sighed deeply. ‘Skye, I don’t know how that got there but it could have been there for years. I haven’t seen him, and I haven’t cleaned under those mats in as long as I can remember. It’s from another time.’

She put the card in the centre console. ‘I guess you should post that back to him,’ she said.

‘What, in jail?’ Callum said bitterly. He was silent for a while. ‘It’s been years since he’s been in this car, Skye.’

She felt him glance at her, but she kept her gaze fixed out the side window.

Had Callum been seeing Andrew again before his likely jail sentence? she wondered. Or had he been partying with him, buying from him before the hit-and-run? There were enough trips back and forth to Melbourne for footy games and boys’ nights …

Skye adjusted the floor mat back into place and crossed her arms, her happy mood replaced by gnawing anxiety and doubt.





THIRTY-SIX

On Thursday morning Elly and Sam sat at the conference table. The paperwork requiring the jobs site to release its applicant and employer information had ground through the system and was in front of them. Elly put the phone on speaker and dialled.

‘Pick a Job Australia, this is Aurora.’

‘Hi, Aurora, this is Senior Detective Elly Shaw; we spoke yesterday,’ Elly said. ‘You should have received our warrant via email this morning.’

‘Yes, I have that and our lawyer’s taken a look at it. I can provide you with anything you need,’ the CEO replied. ‘I have our IT head here with me.’

‘Thank you. We need to find out if the person who placed the ad we provided to you in the email has ever placed any other ads with your service.’

‘I’m putting you on speaker,’ Aurora said. ‘Danny from IT has the records in front of him.’

‘Hi, Senior Detective Shaw,’ a male voice said. ‘Yes, that account has placed four ads with us, going back as far as 2004. I’ll send you copies of the dates and times via email, but they were in 2004, 2008, 2011 and then the one you sent us, which was the most recent one. They’re all worded fairly similarly, wanting a cook for farm workers.’

‘Thank you. And how do people reply to those ads?’

‘They register for an account with us and then tick the jobs that interest them. When they do that they get the information they need to apply. Sometimes it’s via email, other times via phone. In these ads we’re talking about they just got a mobile phone number to call.’

‘So you don’t have any records of conversations between the applicants and the person who placed the ads via your site, in that case,’ Elly said.

‘No, that’s correct. We have email addresses of the applicants though. I will send them through too.’

‘Just email addresses?’

‘If you want to apply for multiple jobs we ask for more information – names, contact numbers, what kind of work you’re seeking, references, that kind of thing – but if it’s a single job or your first time using the site, you just register with an email.’

‘Right. How many applicants did each job get?’

‘Nobody applied for the 2004 job. Three for the 2008 one, two for the 2011 one and just the one applicant for the most recent one,’ Danny replied. ‘I’m emailing you the details now.’

Elly’s inbox pinged. ‘Got it, ta. Aurora, have you had any other instances of job applicants being mistreated or abused after getting a job through your site, any instances of fake jobs being advertised?’

There was a silence on the other end of the phone. ‘Yes, unfortunately, that has occurred in rare examples,’ Aurora eventually replied. ‘I wasn’t here when the site was established, but for its first several years it acted as an informal message board with very few checks. It wasn’t until it was bought by our company that more professional standards were applied.

‘Since 2012 prospective employers have had to provide a driver’s licence, which we verify before they’re allowed to open an account, but we don’t have any way to check that every job is legitimate.’

She sounded slightly defensive. ‘And I think you’d find that would be the case for all the normal job sites too.’

Yes, but the normal job sites don’t specialise in roles in remote areas for young backpackers where you live on site, Elly thought.

She said: ‘And was that retrospective?’

Silence again. Then: ‘No. If you already had an account with the site you weren’t asked to provide verifiable ID retrospectively. But from next week, given what’s happened, we are going to have all account holders provide it.’

There was another pause.

‘Will our company name be revealed to the media?’

‘We may reveal it if we believe it will help our investigation, but at this stage we don’t see a need,’ Elly replied. ‘The media can get hold of information without official releases though, so I’d suggest you prepare a response.’

Elly hung up and printed off the document Danny had sent her.

The details on the account were scant. It had been opened in 2004 on the same day the first ad had been placed and only included a user name and email address. The mobile number was the same though, so there was no doubt the account belonged to Patrick Coulter.

‘He stopped posting ads for a long time between 2011 and now,’ Sam noted.

‘Nina was there for a lot of that time,’ Elly replied. ‘She arrived in 2013 via the Russian brides website and didn’t get out of there until Stuart found her and Nick in 2018. Being done for domestic violence probably put a bit of a pause on his activities after that.’

As expected, the information provided by the applicants was similarly scanty. Just an email address for each of them.

They had been pretty sure it would be there, but seeing Adalita as the sole applicant for the most recent job still made Elly’s stomach drop. She had registered for an account the day after she arrived in Melbourne.

They had five email addresses to chase up. If any of them had accepted a job from Patrick Coulter they might have valuable information to share. And if, god forbid, any one of them had never been heard of again, well, that was even more significant.





THIRTY-SEVEN

Elly checked her email for the fourth time in twenty minutes. Nothing.

She’d emailed three of the five addresses provided by Danny from Pick a Job that morning. Two of them were Hotmail addresses, and one resulted in an instant bounceback message saying the address didn’t exist. She didn’t hold out much hope for the other two either. How many people had ancient Hotmail accounts they hadn’t checked in years? They may as well be trying to contact people via Myspace.

There probably wasn’t much point sweating on replies from any of them. They were almost certainly former international backpackers who might have been in completely different time zones.

She put her phone down and attempted to show some semblance of interest in the footy. Sam and Kylie had made her a lovely meal, and the least she could do was try to follow the game. Kylie had started out explaining what was going on but was now too engrossed to bother. It was her team. Elly was dimly aware of her swearing under her breath.

‘I could have fucking got that,’ she heard Kylie say as the ball flew past the goalposts and out of bounds on the full.

‘You must have improved your kicking since last time I saw you do it,’ Sam replied.

‘I haven’t: that’s the point.’ She laughed. ‘Why the fuck do I barrack for this team? All they do is break my heart. Year after year.’

‘And turn you into a swearing bogan,’ Sam remarked.

‘I was a swearing bogan when we met,’ Kylie replied. ‘Anyone want a snack?’

She stood up and went into the kitchen.

Elly checked her phone again.

There was a reply. Two.

Hi Detective Shaw. I did use the Pick a Job site when I was in Australia on a backpacking trip in 2008. I applied for quite a number of jobs but I don’t remember the outcome of the one you’ve forwarded to me, other than that I never did work in that area. I did get other jobs through the site, but none in that area. If I can help any more please let me know. I am in Scotland so may not always get back to you straight away.

Thanks, Jason Barraclough

The second reply was from the email address that had responded to the 2011 job. Someone who had seemingly retained their Hotmail account.

Hi, yes I used that site to find work while I was on holidays in Australia, and I remember calling the number about that job. I had worked as a cook before and preferred to do that rather than fruit picking but when I spoke to the guy that placed the ad he said he had already found someone. I can’t remember much more about it because as soon as he said that I said goodbye and we hung up. Sorry I can’t be more helpful.

Jim Callahan

Elly suspected this guy was in the UK as well, given the time. It was ten am in London.

So that’s one non-existent address and one can’t remember from 2008, and one strike out for 2011.

‘Got two replies from those applicants here,’ she told Sam. ‘Neither of them worked for Coulter but one remembers applying for the 2011 and being told the position was filled.’

Sam raised his eyebrows. ‘Too early for Nina,’ he said.

He checked his phone. ‘Nothing from the two I emailed yet,’ he said.

Elly idly looked at her list again.

The bounceback email didn’t contain anything she recognised as a name. Zinmoe88.

She typed the letters minus the numbers into Safari. The results came through with a suggestion. Did you mean: Zin Moe?

Sure, she thought, that’s what I meant.

She scrolled and felt a chill as she read a headline from the ABC.

Police seek help finding missing Bendigo woman.

Elly clicked on the story. A twenty-three-year-old refugee from Myanmar called Zin Moe was reported missing by her friends in 2008. She had received a temporary visa in 2006 and was living in Bendigo with a fellow refugee while she applied for permanent residency. A month before an immigration hearing to determine her fate she disappeared after telling her friends she was going to work on a farm.

‘Holy shit,’ she said under her breath.

‘I know, this is the most embarrassing score I’ve ever seen,’ Kylie said. ‘And what’s Marcus doing on the bench?’

‘I don’t think she’s talking about the footy, Kylie,’ Sam said.

‘I think I’ve just found something,’ Elly said.

Sam turned to look at her. ‘Are we going to work?’ he asked.

‘Yep. Sorry, Kylie,’ Elly turned to her. ‘I know I promised to stay for the whole game, but something’s come up.’

‘Another time. And I’ll hold you to it.’

Kylie stood up to kiss Elly on the cheek and held up her beer glass to Sam.

‘Good luck, love.’

They were at the station within six minutes. A handful of uniform cops were at ground level, but the second storey of the squat brown brick building was empty. Elly turned on the lights as Sam printed out every article he could find about Zin Moe.

There weren’t many, and none of the others had any more detail than the ABC’s story.

Elly called up the case on her computer. ‘It’s inactive,’ she said. ‘She’s still listed as a missing person, but the last time anyone worked on this was fifteen years ago.’

Sam came and sat next to her and read over her shoulder. ‘We need to find this cop,’ he said, pointing at her screen.

‘Can you search him in the system while I keep reading this?’ Elly asked.

Sam logged on and plugged the detective’s name in. ‘Adam Rolfe, here we are,’ he said. ‘He retired eight years ago. Hopefully he hasn’t changed his mobile number.’

Elly looked at her watch. ‘It’s only nine o’clock – let’s give him a call now,’ she said.





THIRTY-EIGHT

Adam Rolfe was watching the same footy game that Kylie was getting bent out of shape over. Sam and Elly could hear it, loud, in the background when the former detective answered his phone.

‘Hang on, hang on, let me turn this down,’ he said as Elly introduced herself.

There was a sudden silence as the TV was muted and Elly went through her spiel.

‘So, we’re now considering that there might be a link between our main person of interest and the disappearance of Zin Moe,’ she finished. ‘Can you remember much about the case?’

‘I remember the case, yes,’ Adam replied. ‘She told her friends she had a job fruit picking or something like that but was never seen again. My recollection is it seemed likely that she had decided to make herself scarce ahead of a visa hearing that was coming up. If she didn’t get her visa at that point, she would have been deported. I always thought that with a name like that it would be pretty easy to disappear by adding a couple of letters to it and starting over.’

‘Did you ever look into that? Get a check on new bank accounts or whatever in similar names?’

There was a pause. ‘Um, no, I don’t think so. We checked with a few local farming groups to get the word out, see if we could find her, but half those farms are paying cash and underpaying illegal workers, so we didn’t really expect to get much cooperation on that front.’

‘Right. Was there any CCTV footage or anything like that that you can remember?’

‘Not that I can remember, but it should all be in the file. I reckon I worked on that case seriously for about a year but didn’t get anywhere, and to be honest, I always had at the back of my mind that she had just run away,’ Adam said. ‘Do you really reckon this bloke has done her in?’

‘We don’t know but it seems too much of a coincidence. The old email address might not be hers, I guess …’ Elly let the unfinished sentence hang.

‘Her friend should be able to tell you that,’ Adam said. ‘She was reported missing by a girlfriend she was sharing a house with, from memory.’

They hung up and looked at one another.

‘How hard do you reckon he tried?’ Sam said.

‘Roughly one-tenth as hard as he would have if she’d been a white girl from a nice middle-class family,’ Elly replied. ‘There’s no record in the file of them even asking the local council or shops for CCTV footage. He pegged her as a runaway within five minutes of getting the case.’

‘It’s hard when there’s no family pushing for answers,’ Sam said.

‘No, it isn’t hard. Doing your job shouldn’t rely on a pushy family,’ Elly said sharply.

Sam lifted both hands up, his palms facing Elly. ‘No, no, you’re right,’ he said. ‘I just meant you’re a bit more motivated when you have to face a family and tell them you’ve made no progress, but it’s no excuse.’

‘Particularly given we now know that slackness might have led to another girl being killed,’ Elly added.

She was jotting down a number from the file. ‘I’m calling her friend,’ she said.

Phyu Aung whispered ‘hello’ when she answered the phone after a few rings.

After Elly introduced herself, Phyu said, ‘Hang on a second. I was just getting my baby to sleep – hold on.’

There was the sound of a gently closing door and footsteps before she came back on the line.

‘I can’t believe I’m getting a call from a cop about Zin Moe after all these years,’ she said. ‘Have you found her?’

‘We haven’t found her, sorry, but we think we may have found a record of her applying for a job around the time she disappeared. We’re hoping you could verify her email address for us.’

‘I can find her old email for you. Why did you find it – are you looking for her again?’ Phyu asked.

‘It came up as part of an investigation into another missing woman,’ Elly said, not wanting to reveal the missing woman had been murdered.

‘I think Zin Moe is dead,’ Phyu said, as if she’d heard Elly’s thoughts. ‘She wouldn’t have let me worry about her; she would have contacted me and told me she was okay if she was alive. I kept telling the police she wouldn’t have run away. Her lawyer told her she was going to get residency, no problem.’

‘And did you feel that the police at the time believed you?’ Elly asked.

Sam shot her a glance.

‘No, I don’t think so. They put her photo in the paper and asked some questions, but they kept saying she was probably living somewhere else because she was scared of being deported. I don’t think they thought anything bad had happened to her, even though I told them it must have. okay, I’m going to look in my phone for her email now.’

There was a pause.

‘She’s still here in my contacts. Zinmoe88 at Hotmail dot com,’ Phyu read out.

‘Thank you, Phyu. That’s very helpful. Are you in touch with any of Zin’s family or other friends who might be able to talk to us?’

‘She didn’t have any family left, and I am her closest friend so I can’t think of anybody.’

‘Okay. And do you know why she would have been applying for a job on a farm?

‘She had a job, working in a factory, but she was just casual and she wanted to try to make some more money. She said the job on the farm would only be for a few weeks and it paid well, so she’d save a lot of money and then when she got her residency she might be able to afford to study and get an even better job. That’s why I know she didn’t run away. She never said she was worried about not being allowed to stay, and she was making plans. She wanted to be a teacher. She was working really hard improving her English every night.’

Phyu paused and swallowed hard.

‘Will you start looking for her again now?’ she asked.

The question was a stab to Elly’s heart. ‘We’re going to try,’ she said before she hung up. Elly turned to Sam. ‘We need to go and search that farm,’ she said. ‘Every inch of it this time.’





THIRTY-NINE

A mix of local uniformed cops and the Melbourne search unit made up of eight men and women were gathered on the second floor of the Horsham police station.

Skye sat at the back, watching as Elly addressed the group.

‘I want to start by emphasising that none of the information I’m about to give you should be shared outside this group,’ Elly said. She was sitting on a low row of cabinets with the twenty or so cops on chairs in front of her.

‘We are searching for a body and anything that connects the resident, Patrick Coulter, with the missing woman Zin Moe, or with Adalita Alves. Zin went missing from Bendigo in 2008 aged twenty-three. We know that she registered her interest in a job as a cook being offered by Coulter via a backpackers’ fruit-picking job site.

‘We discovered this during our investigation of the murder of Adalita Alves, whose body was found not far from Coulter’s farm. She had also contacted him about a job listed on the same site. She was found in a lime pit at an abandoned cottage about two kilometres from Coulter’s house. We believe she may have been rock climbing shortly before her death. We have DNA evidence from semen which does not match Patrick Coulter’s DNA, but given she was due to meet him the day she disappeared, the fact he has a history of violence against women and now another of his job applicants has disappeared, we’re keeping an extremely open mind.

‘His former …’ she hesitated ‘… I won’t say partner, because she was kept there against her will. Nina Barkov, who lived with Coulter for five years, has given us information about a place on the farm, a well, where Coulter threatened to dump her if she got out of line. That will be the first stop for me, Sam and two of the search team. Skye Sayers, who is a climber, an advisor on this case and an Ambulance Victoria paramedic, will help us search the well.’

Elly held her arm out to indicate Skye sitting at the back of the room.

‘Another team should split off and examine the dry dam at the front of the house, followed by the shed and any other outbuildings. And a third team can take the house. It’s been searched once, but let’s turn it over again. We’re looking for evidence such as a passport, photographs, letters, jewellery. Anything we can use to connect Coulter to Zin Moe or Adalita Alves.

‘Now, I’d like to ask Stuart Curtis to speak about his experience with Coulter. Stuart is the sergeant at Natimuk who found Nina and helped put Coulter away for six months.’

Stuart Curtis stood up and walked to the front of the room. ‘He’s a prick,’ he said. ‘He’s aggressive, belligerent and the sort of arsehole who beats the shit out of women and kids. He doesn’t have any mates in town that I’m aware of. He worked the farm with his dad until his dad died about twenty years ago, and since then he’s been working it alone as far as we’re aware.

‘Nina Barkov answered an ad on a Russian brides website. He put a fake photo up, sent her a plane ticket and then, when she arrived, took her passport and told her she’d go to jail for overstaying her visa if she tried to escape. His place is miles from anyone, down a dirt road, and he can see the whole place from pretty much every square inch of it.

‘He got her pregnant about three years into it and she had the baby at home. I got a tip off that I should go and check on a woman there, and when I showed up it was clear she and the littlie were both being abused.’

‘Fucking arsehole,’ someone muttered.

‘Yep, he’s a shit bloke and the world would be better without him in it,’ Stuart said. ‘He did a few months in jail; the rest was suspended. I go out there every now and again just to remind him I’m about, but I’ve never seen any evidence he’s had anyone else there.’

That was the signal for them to make their way to the cars and start driving west.

The winter rain had turned the fields lush and green. It happened every year but it never felt natural. It was as if the landscape was wearing a full face of make-up with the real surface ready to be revealed the second summer began and sucked the colour out. Beige, caramel and rust were the rightful colours of this place and they were the colours Skye pictured when she thought of it, even at this time of year, when the damp, chill wind and emerald grass made the summer furnace seem impossible.

Skye, Sam and Elly were sharing their car with Stuart and the head of the Melbourne search team, Justine Scally.

Skye could tell Elly felt they were on the way to a major breakthrough. Her usual calm demeanour now had ripples of jitters. She was pressing the button on the end of her pen in and out, in and out. Skye thought she didn’t even know she was doing it.

‘Why would he kill Zin and Adalita but not Nina,’ Justine mused from the back seat as the long straight arrow of bitumen stretched ahead of them.

‘Nick, perhaps?’ Stuart said. ‘Mother of his son. He needed her around to look after him.’

‘Yeah, that makes sense,’ Sam agreed. ‘He might have seen Nina as a long-term prospect, given he spent so much money getting her out here. Maybe the other two were less compliant and less reliant on him.’

‘And Nina said he had a temper. He might not have intended to kill them but lost control,’ Elly added.

Patrick Coulter was out on the porch the second they all pulled up on the dusty gravel in front of his house. A dog chained to the side of the house let loose with a flurry of barks.

‘What do you fuckers want?’ he growled as Elly and Sam got out of their car.

Sam handed him a piece of paper. ‘We have a warrant to search your property. You will be taken to the police station while we conduct our search. I’ll accompany you while you collect anything you want to bring.’

‘You won’t find anything. I never met that girl, had nothing to do with her,’ Coulter said as he turned back into the house.

Elly followed him and watched as he picked up a wallet from the kitchen table.

‘Clean up after yourselves,’ he said as he walked back down the hallway to the waiting police car.

Elly looked at the pile of dirty dishes, the battleground of dead flies on the window ledges and the pools of ancient grease on the stove top and wondered for a moment if the man was making a joke.

As the uniformed cop drove Patrick Coulter out of his property, four others, their clothes covered in white plastic jumpsuits, were already at the bottom of the dam, examining each item they found before placing it on a tarpaulin.

Stuart Curtis joined the searchers in the house, and Sam and Elly rejoined Skye, Justine and Matt, one of her specialist search colleagues, in the police four-wheel drive.

Elly had a Google map on her phone. Nina had dropped a pin with her best guess as to the location of the well. They’d have to sidle along a fence line for about a kilometre to a gate into the next paddock. The well should be on the far side of it, opposite a stand of trees and a rusted windmill.

When the team in the dam finished there they would move on to the property’s second one, then the shed.

What was really needed was a line search, but on a farm this size that would take hundreds of cops a week to do. They’d start at the most likely spots and then reassess.

The road along the fence line was rutted and overgrown, and the fields on either side were full of weeds. Coulter earned a bit of money letting other farmers put sheep and cattle here now and then, but judging by his bank statements he mostly lived off a pension. The farm hadn’t turned a profit in decades.

At the end of the rough track Coulter’s property met his neighbour’s. There endless lines of startling yellow canola were growing. No such industriousness on Coulter’s side. The gate into his next paddock had waist-high weeds growing on either side of it, and they had to tramp them down before they could swing it open.

They drove slowly as they cut a diagonal path over the weeds towards the windmill, the blades just visible behind a rise, the car bumping and pitching like a dinghy on the sea.

‘Right,’ Justine said as they came to a stop. ‘Be careful. The well might be hidden under weeds or planks. Use your sticks before putting your weight anywhere.’





FORTY

Skye stood at the lip of the well, peering down. The weeds came up to her knees, but at least at this time of year she didn’t have to worry too much about snakes.

The walls of the well looked to be made of the same sandstone as the lime pit. There were blocks missing from the rim. It looked like a gap-toothed scream. Below it was a deep and narrow gullet ending in a pool of darkness.

An icy wind sliced through them. From here they could see no signs of civilisation: no houses, no roads. It was a desolate place.

‘Take a step back, mate,’ Justine said. ‘The sides of these things can be fragile and we don’t want to drop anything on any evidence.’

Skye retreated. ‘Yep, sorry. I’ll go and get geared up. I’m going to rope up to the bull bar. There’s nothing else here to tie on to.’

‘Great, that’s fine. We’ll secure a spot on the rim here where you can go over.’

Justine and Matt put on gloves and tested the limestone blocks that formed the rim of the well. They draped a tarpaulin over the section that seemed sturdiest to stop debris from the weathered rim from dropping into the potential crime scene, securing it to the ground with tent pegs.

Skye emerged from behind the vehicle, her harness cinched over a pair of blue disposable coveralls and a hairnet under her helmet. She secured her rope to the car’s bull bar and clipped in. ‘Can you see anything from up here?’ she asked Elly, who was peering over the edge of the well, a torch pointed into the gloom.

‘There’s something down there,’ she replied. ‘It could just be a bag of old clothes though. And there’s some tree branches wedged about three-quarters of the way down by the looks. It’s making it hard to tell.’

Skye sat on the tarpaulin then swung herself around. She lowered herself backwards over the edge of the well, her legs at right angles to the shaft, picking her way fastidiously down, examining each spot for loose mortar before touching the sides with only the tips of her shoes. A headlamp strapped to her helmet illuminated the gloom.

She reached the jumble of tree branches.

‘Send down the other rope,’ she called up. ‘You can haul these branches out.’

A rope with a carabiner attached was lowered from above and Skye clipped it around the first branch, taking extra care to ensure it couldn’t slip out. A chunk of wood falling on her from above wouldn’t be fun.

She repeated the process several times until the shaft was clear. It was obvious the branches hadn’t ended up in the well accidentally; there were no trees nearby for it to have happened naturally. That knowledge made her stomach lurch as she lowered herself again.

‘Anything?’ Matt called down. He was attached to the vehicle by a rope and harness too, and was leaning out over the lip of the well.

Skye dangled half a metre from the bottom. She stared down at the bag of clothes. A tote bag with no zips or buttons, it had spilled its cargo over the sandy floor when chucked from above. She kept staring, itemising what she saw, knowing all the while it was a delaying tactic, something to prepare herself for what was on the other side of the sandy bottom.

‘I’m going to need someone else down here too,’ she called up. ‘And a body bag.’





FORTY-ONE

Elly and Sam watched Patrick Coulter through the mirrored glass. As he sat in the interview room, he looked impassive. He didn’t move. He just stared straight ahead.

He stayed that way, even when Elly and Sam walked in and formally charged him with the murder of Zin Moe.

They hadn’t officially identified her yet, but forensics had found some cards in a plastic folder in her back pocket. No passport, driver’s licence or bank card among them, but a Bendigo Library card with her name on it.

‘She was running away when you caught her, wasn’t she?’ Elly started.

‘Didn’t catch her. She must have fallen in. I wondered where she’d gone.’

Coulter smirked and Elly allowed a vision of grabbing the back of his head and slamming it into the table to flash briefly in her mind before she returned to cold rage, an impassiveness that matched Coulter’s own.

‘Fell in on the way to where, do you reckon?’ she said. ‘There’s no roads, no houses, no towns, nothing in that direction. Where would she have been going, Mr Coulter?’

He shrugged.

‘We found the weapon with her, with a bloody fingerprint on it. If I was a betting woman I’d put money on that being your print. You fractured her skull with a hammer and threw her down there, didn’t you? Because she was going to get away and tell someone what you’d done to her.’

‘I’ve been here four hours. I need a piss and something to eat,’ he said. ‘And I’m not saying nothing else until I’ve got a lawyer.’





FORTY-TWO

It was mid-afternoon when Skye arrived home.

She stood in the kitchen, staring blankly out the windows at the dreary sky as the dogs danced around her feet. There were things she could do. Walk them, for starters, shop for dinner, take the washing in, but those banal domestic tasks seemed too business-as-usual on a day when Skye had, once again, found a body.

Being a paramedic had driven any vestige of squeamishness out of her long ago, but there was a big difference between patching up wounds on a live person and finding the ruined remains of a dead one. And now she’d done it twice. The knowledge of what had been done to the two women compounded her feelings. Once again, a young woman dumped like rubbish in a desolate place. She remembered how much she’d been enjoying her work on the case, the excitement and, if she was being really honest with herself, the sense of self-importance, and now she felt ashamed. She thought of Callum’s journo mate who talked with glee about big stories without ever seeming to acknowledge that some of those stories represented the shattering of families. Was she any better, really? She’d lost sight of what she was doing, caught up in the thrill of driving around in cop cars and showing off her expertise.

Skye ran herself a bath, tipped in half a jar of salts and slid into the hot water. It felt strange to be having a bath while it was still broad daylight. The dogs were confused but soon curled up on the damp mat and settled in, happy to be near her.

She scrolled through her phone. The news of a second body was already on the local paper’s website, with photos taken from the roadside of the police gathered at Coulter’s property.

An hour later and Skye was in a bathrobe, her hair wet and the heater on, when there was a knock at the door.

‘Sylvie!’ she said, opening the door.

‘Hey,’ her friend replied. ‘I just finished my shift and thought I’d come and see how you were.’

‘Oh, thank you. I’m fine. A bit sad, actually, but fine. How much do you know? You know it’s a young refugee this time?’

‘Yes, I heard that. Elly and Sam still had him in the interview room when I left. Some lawyer showed up a few hours after they brought him in.’

Skye put the kettle on. ‘I guess I’ll find out how it went tomorrow morning.’

‘Oh shit, that reminds me. I was going to email Elly this but you can tell her when you see her,’ Sylvie said. ‘She didn’t come out of the interview room before I left or I would have told her myself. There’s a climbing harness in the lost property cupboard at work. It was handed in a few weeks ago.

‘I was in there today because someone handed in an earring they found. Honestly, it’s like the world’s shittest museum in that storeroom. Some timewaster has handed in one dirty sneaker. Anyway, I was moving some stuff around to make room and saw it and thought it was worth mentioning, so can you tell Elly when you see her?’

Skye frowned. ‘Sure, but why do you think it’s relevant? It was probably just left behind by a camping climber.’

‘Oh, yeah, I forgot the relevant bit, because it was in the billabong – well, what’s left of it after that dry summer – at the bottom, weighed down by a rock,’ Sylvie said. ‘It’s probably nothing, but I know Adalita might have been climbing and the billabong isn’t far from Arapiles. It just seems bizarre that you wouldn’t just chuck it in a bin, don’t you reckon? And weighed down with a rock: what’s that about?’

‘Yeaaaah,’ Skye said slowly. ‘Thanks – that is odd. I’ll have a chat to Elly about it tomorrow.’

The two women were still nursing their cups of tea on the couch when Callum arrived home.

He kissed the top of Skye’s head. ‘How are you holding up?’ he asked. ‘This is beginning to become a habit of yours.’

‘I’m okay,’ Skye replied. ‘I can’t take the blame, or credit, for it this time – they just needed someone who could abseil into a well.’

Callum shook his head. ‘I hope they’re going to give you access to their counselling service when this is all over. Want to stay for dinner, Sylvie?’

Sylvie shook her head and stood up. ‘No, all good. I’ll leave you guys to it. Hope you can somehow have a good night,’ she said to Skye.

‘Thanks for coming,’ Skye said. She stayed on the couch as Callum led Sylvie to the front door.

‘So, I guess that means it wasn’t the guy I saw at the campground, then?’ he said, coming back down the hallway.

Skye shrugged. ‘He’s still what they call a good suspect,’ she said. ‘Elly’s always talking about keeping an open mind.’

Callum opened the fridge. ‘What do you feel like for dinner?’

‘I thought you were going to the pub tonight,’ Skye said.

‘I was. I cancelled. I figured you might prefer me home after today.’

Skye got up off the couch and wrapped her arms around him, her head on his shoulder. ‘Thank you. I would much prefer it.’





FORTY-THREE

Elly took a breath and dialled Phyu Aung’s number.

The age of Zin Moe’s body meant forensics had taken a week to positively identify her. Elly knew that Phyu already believed her friend was dead, but confirming it was still an unpleasant task. Not quite as bad as waking a parent in the dead of night to tell them their kid had been killed in a car crash – thank god she didn’t have to do those anymore – but she steeled herself anyway.

‘Hello.’ Phyu sounded cheerful, as if she’d answered the phone mid-laugh.

In the background Elly could hear a toddler talking nonsense, and the lyrical falling-water call of a magpie.

‘Hi, Phyu, it’s Elly Shaw here from the Horsham police again,’ Elly said. ‘Is now a good time? You sound like you’re outside.’

‘Now is fine – we’re just in the backyard playing. Have you found Zin Moe?’

Elly took a breath. ‘I’m so sorry, Phyu. We have found her body. We received confirmation today that it’s her. Our lab matched her with the hairs from her brush and the DNA from her toothbrush that you provided when she went missing.’

Phyu was quiet for a moment or two. ‘I knew she didn’t just run away. What happened to her?’

‘We believe she was murdered. We have charged a man who owns the farm where she went to work. We believe she was at his property for some weeks before trying to leave and he attacked her. We discovered her body in a well on his farm. I’m very sorry for your loss.’

‘She should be like me now,’ Phyu said softly. ‘She should have kids and a husband. She came here for a better life. She came here to be safe.’

Phyu cried then, as her little boy squealed happily.

‘I need a coffee,’ Elly said to Sam and Skye after she hung up. ‘Do I have time before this meeting?’

Drinking police station coffee was never an option, and she wanted some fresh air anyway.

‘Yep, get me one, will you?’ Sam said.

‘I’ll get them,’ Skye said.

‘I’ll come. I need a fresh-air break,’ Elly said.

They strode quickly towards the only cafe in town with an actual barista.

It was a nice place, this, with homewares for sale on one side of a double-width shop front, and very decent coffee and food on the other. Indoor plants everywhere and limewashed floorboards gave it an airy Parisian studio vibe. The nourish bowls had become habit for Elly whenever her shifts allowed it. The sausage rolls at the bakery across the road still couldn’t be beaten though.

She and Skye moved to the back corner of the store to wait for their coffees.

‘Oh, I just remembered – Sylvie dropped over to see me last night and said there’s a climbing harness in the lost and found cupboard at the station,’ Skye said. ‘She was going to tell you yesterday but you were still interviewing Coulter when she finished up, so she asked me to mention it to you.’

Elly frowned. ‘Any reason she thinks it could be important?’

‘Oh yeah, right, because it was found at the bottom of the billabong, weighed down by rocks. The billabong is pretty near the spot we think Adalita was climbing. Seems it’s dried up since I was there last.’

‘Right. I’ll get you to take a look at it after this meeting, see what you think,’ Elly said.

‘Monday,’ Skye said. ‘Callum is picking me up in an hour; we’re heading to Melbourne for the grand final, remember?’

‘Oh yes, no worries. It can wait until Monday.’

The barista shouted Elly’s name and they made their way to the counter.

‘Is your team playing?’ Elly asked as they walked back.

‘Yep, and Callum’s mate in Melbourne has connections so we get our tickets through him. Can’t wait. Go Saints,’ Skye said.

‘I don’t follow footy,’ Elly said.

‘Oh yeah, how could I forget?’ Skye laughed.

As Elly walked upstairs and saw Sam she swore. ‘Shit, I’m so sorry, I forgot your coffee,’ she said.

Sam rolled his eyes. ‘You’d send me back if I did that.’

There was a rap on the open door and Amer Saleh and Garry Greene from the police prosecutors’ division let themselves in.

When Coulter went to trial it would be before the criminal division of the Supreme Court, which sat in Horsham regularly throughout each year, and the prosecutors would come from Melbourne. This meeting was the start of the process.

‘How was your drive?’ Elly asked as she showed the pair into their incident room.

‘Yeah, good thanks, bit of roadworks after Ararat but nothing too bad,’ Amer replied. He and Garry hung their jackets over the backs of their chairs and sat down.

Elly gestured to Skye. ‘This is our colleague Skye Sayers; she’s been seconded from the Horsham ambos. She found Adalita’s body and has been advising us on the climbing aspects of this case. She also went down and found Zin’s body in the well yesterday.’

Garry and Amer nodded at Skye.

‘Can I get you some water or tea? I wouldn’t recommend the coffee,’ Sam said.

‘Water would be great, thanks,’ Garry replied.

When Sam returned with a jug and a stack of glasses Garry and Mo had their notepads and pens spread out before them.

‘Sounds like you’ve got a good case for us,’ Amer started.

‘Yes, we think we do,’ Elly replied. ‘We’ve got pretty solid evidence on him for one murder, and we think he might be responsible for a second, though that’s purely circumstantial at this stage. We want to go ahead with the prosecution on the first one, while we continue to work on the second, depending on your advice today.’

‘Righto, hit us with what you’ve got on the more solid one,’ Amer said.

Elly connected her computer to the flatscreen TV on the wall at the end of the table and called up a PowerPoint slideshow outlining their evidence of Patrick Coulter’s guilt in the Zin Moe case.

There was her email registering interest in the job he had posted, Nina Barkov’s statement that Coulter had threatened to kill her and hide her body in the well and the discovery of the bloody fingerprint on the hammer found with her body, now confirmed as his.

‘And when it comes to sentencing, we also have the history of domestic violence perpetrated on Nina Barkov and their toddler,’ Elly finished.

There was a moment of silence as Garry and Amer finished taking notes.

‘This is a strong case,’ Amer said ‘but I’d be more comfortable if you had a witness confirming Zin Moe was a resident at Coulter’s place. How extensively have you canvassed the neighbours?’

Sam answered. ‘There aren’t neighbours as such. You can’t see any other houses from his place, but we have spoken to all the farming families on that road and any that adjoin his place. We have one woman who will testify to seeing a dark-haired woman in the front yard as she drove past one day.’

‘This is the same woman who got her husband to tip off Stuart Curtis at Natimuk about Nina,’ Elly added. ‘She stopped to speak to her one day and saw that she was covered in bruises. She saw the dark-haired woman a few years before Nina was there, so it fits the timeline for Zin. We’re going out there tomorrow with a photo to see if she can be definitive.’

‘Good, okay, that’s getting stronger,’ Amer said. ‘Tell us about Adalita Alves.’

‘Well, she’s the only reason we found Zin Moe, firstly,’ Elly began, before summarising the evidence against both Patrick Coulter and Dane Chalmers.

Amer and Garry peppered her with questions, probing and picking, tearing holes in their theories and shining lights through the threadbare points of their narrative.

‘You’ve got no physical evidence tying Coulter to her murder, no witnesses, and there’s also the question of why he would dump her body there rather than down the same well he put Zin Moe,’ Garry said when Elly finished.

‘Correct,’ Elly said. ‘But possibly he realised that two dead foreign women who could be traced back to him via a job website required a clean-up. He might have planned to remove Zin’s body from his property at some stage to get rid of evidence.’

Garry and Amer looked dubious.

‘Yeah, but,’ Amer said, leafing back through his notes, ‘there was almost a year between Adalita going missing and her body being found. If that’s what he was planning, you’d assume he’d have done it in that time. And you know she was rock climbing at some stage, and the semen found on her underwear isn’t a DNA match for Coulter. So how does that all fit in?’

‘One working theory we have is that she may have been working for Coulter, and then met someone, someone she went climbing with, and Coulter got angry and killed her. We know he was obsessive about Nina not leaving the house or talking to anyone; if Adalita was less inclined to do what he demanded, it could have put him in a rage.’

‘But if that is what happened, why hasn’t the guy come forward? The one she climbed with, or shagged or whatever?’ Garry asked.

Sam spoke up. ‘It might have been another backpacker who moved on without ever hearing she’d gone missing. She could have met someone at the campground and had a fling. But there’s a lot of maybes with this case. And that’s why we said we’re nowhere near charging him for it,’ he added, a trifle defensively, Elly thought.

‘We also have another strong suspect,’ she told the pair, talking them through the information they had on Dane, including his text to his mate about Adalita not ‘paying her way’.

‘We’re going to speak to his mate tomorrow, so we might have more to add on that after the interview,’ she concluded. ‘And we’re in the process of getting a warrant for his DNA.’

Amer and Garry stood up.

‘Okay, they both seem like solid possibilities, so keep us informed, and if there’s anything we can do let us know. We’ll take this back and start preparing the first case. This is really good work,’ Garry said.

‘Thanks,’ Elly said. ‘Are you guys staying up?’

‘Yeah, we have a drugs case to go over with your colleagues in Nhill in the morning. Some guy they got for dumping toxic chemicals and asbestos all over the place up there might also be the main source of ice for most of the Wimmera and the Mallee, or so they reckon,’ Garry replied.

‘That would be a good get, for all of us,’ Sam said. ‘Where are you staying tonight?’

‘The Golden Highway Motel,’ Garry replied.

Sam and Skye exchanged an amused look.

‘Hope it’s only one night,’ Skye said, laughing. ‘Ask for a room as far from the front bar as possible, and don’t eat there.’





FORTY-FOUR

Skye dozed off for about half an hour as she and Callum reached the outskirts of Melbourne. She’d forced herself to stay awake for the bulk of the long drive, but fatigue had hit her hard as they passed Bacchus Marsh.

When she woke up they were in the tangle of overpasses and exits at Spotswood, the West Gate Bridge an elegant arc ahead of them.

‘Sorry,’ she said, taking a deep breath. ‘I hate it when you do that to me.’

‘No worries; you were up early and I’m fine,’ Callum said.

‘Fuck, look at that,’ she said, pointing to the other side of the freeway. Every lane was clogged, and the line stretched up and over the bridge. ‘Can you imagine doing that every day?’

‘That’s a no from me,’ Callum said. ‘Where are we going? Richmond, right?’

‘Yep, the hotel is at the end of Bridge Road, near the river. You know, we actually could have brought Mack and Murphy. It’s dog-friendly. I just didn’t want to leave them in the room while we were out.’

‘Jesus, Skye, what kind of a dump have you booked us into?’

‘It’s not a dump. Lots of cool hotels take dogs these days. They even have a room service menu for them at this one.’

Callum laughed. ‘Christ, that is ridiculous. They’ll be happier with Sylvie anyway. They’re not hip enough for this joint, by the sound of it.’

Skye laughed.

It took them forty-five minutes to do the final leg of their long drive. Timing their arrival for peak hour was a rookie error, but at least they could walk to a bunch of bars and restaurants as soon as they checked in.

Their room wasn’t in the best location. It overlooked the road rather than the river, but it had an enormous bed, a deep bath and a bunch of Kiehl’s brand toiletries that would be coming home with Skye.

‘Fancy as fuck,’ Callum said as he dropped his bag on the bed. ‘I’m starving; let’s go.’

Bridge Road was pumping with the kind of energy a grand final always brought to Melbourne. Hipsters and bogans alike were as giddy as kids at Christmas at this time of year. It was nice, actually, Skye thought. People watched the game in Horsham, of course: it was every Victorian’s duty (other than Elly’s, apparently). But the town lacked the good-natured effervescence of Melbourne at grand final time, and she’d really missed it last year.

They found a warm bar that served tiny morsels of Middle Eastern finger food and cocktails featuring pickle juice, jalapeño chillies and pomegranate molasses and settled in a corner.

‘I miss Melbourne sometimes,’ Skye said.

The barman was wearing eyeliner, a caftan and a loop of chunky red wooden beads.

She saw Callum take a breath to answer but held her hand up. ‘Don’t launch into a defence of Horsham; I don’t want to leave. I just like occasionally seeing something surprising, and that doesn’t happen too often there,’ she said.

‘Yeah, true,’ Callum conceded. ‘I’d enjoy seeing that bloke behind the bar there.’

His phone buzzed.

‘Speaking of surprises, Robbo and the crew are down the road at the Standard. Want to meet them there or get them to come here?’

‘Here’s good,’ Skye said. ‘Let’s grab that big table.’

Callum replied to the text as Skye ordered another two cocktails and a zataar pizza.

Callum’s mates were noisy as they tumbled in the door fifteen minutes later, shucking off their woollen coats and scarves.

There were hugs all round and the table was soon full of plates and glasses.

Skye liked them to a man. High-school mates, Robbo, Pof, Stu and Lloyd had all ended up doing different things but they had an egalitarian warmth and innate decency, and they’d embraced each other’s partners and kids with an ease that she appreciated.

They’d had their fair share of massive nights together, usually involving booze, often weed and occasionally ecstasy or mushrooms, but most of them had settled down now and had watched with unease back when Callum started spending more time with his brother and his mates and the harder drugs of that scene. They shared Skye’s relief at the U-turn Callum had made.

Which wasn’t to say most of their conversations didn’t wind around to reminiscing about epic nights out involving drink, drugs or both. She’d heard about the party where Robbo chucked up under the floor of the old dump Callum used to rent in Northcote before replacing the loose board so many times she sometimes forgot she hadn’t been there. The week-long hunt for the mystery stench did still make her laugh, though.

‘How’d you get out of work this time, Skye?’ Robbo asked her.

‘You never have to work Christmas Day or grand final day two years in a row,’ she said.

Robbo laughed. ‘Ah, the two holiest days on the Victorian calendar. I like it,’ he said. ‘We missed you last year.’

‘Yeah, I was gutted to miss it too. It’s the worst thing about being an ambo. That and the spew,’ Skye said.

‘Well, you not coming worked out pretty well for me,’ Pof said. ‘I got Callum’s Pete Murray tickets thanks to his epic hangover. And we ended up getting invited backstage and hanging out with him after the show. Sorry to rub it in, Callum.’

Callum laughed. ‘She doesn’t know about my epic hangover, dickhead.’

‘So, you didn’t go to that show?’ Skye asked. ‘What a waste!’

Callum looked shamefaced. ‘Yeah, I got so hammered at the grand final I couldn’t face the noise or the smell of booze. I haven’t been that sick since, thank god.’

Skye laughed. ‘What are you, sixteen? Sheesh. So, what did you do?’

‘I dunno, slept it off I guess.’ Callum shrugged. ‘My memories are hazy of that whole weekend, to be honest, other than lots of vomiting.’

‘Why does every conversation with you guys end up here?’ Skye said, laughing as the five raised their glasses to her.

‘We have no idea,’ Pof said. ‘But cheers. Good to see you guys.’

It was midnight by the time they pulled the pin, Skye urging them out of the bar and into the crisp night.

‘We need to pace ourselves,’ she admonished them. ‘Big day tomorrow. I don’t want to see the Saints’ first premiership win in sixty years through a hangover haze.’

‘Don’t jinx it,’ Callum warned her as they started their short walk back to the hotel. ‘And you don’t need to lecture me about grand-final weekend hangovers.’





FORTY-FIVE

Leanne Hatefield was sitting on the front verandah with a coffee when Elly drove up. Her husband, Rick, had gone into town with their teenage boys to watch the grand final at the pub, and she said she was relishing the rare silence that had settled on her home. She was happy to see Elly though, and told her that since their conversation on the phone about the dark-haired woman, she had been scanning her memory to see if any more details dislodged themselves.

Elly was pleased to have found the one other person in town for whom the grand final didn’t take on the air of a sacred day. She hadn’t even considered telling Sam to come along.

‘What a lovely home,’ she remarked.

It might have been on the same road, on the same flat, featureless plain, as Coulter’s place, but the two houses couldn’t have been more different. This was somewhere to enjoy spending time. An immaculate and well-watered lawn led to carefully considered shrubs bordering a verandah which deeply shaded a pair of huge bay windows. A hanging chair swung gently in the breeze at one corner.

‘Thank you,’ Leanne said. ‘Coffee? It’s just made.’

‘Yes please,’ Elly said, sinking into a well-padded rattan chair.

Proper coffee in a proper coffee pot.

She took out her notebook. ‘So, I know you said you couldn’t remember much about the woman you saw, but has anything else sprung to mind since we spoke?’ she said.

‘Not really,’ Leanne said. ‘I was driving past and I guess it stood out because at that time I’d never seen a woman at Coulter’s place, or anyone at all actually. I do the paper run out here, so I used to drive by there at least twice a day and it was the first time I’d seen anyone other than him.

‘I couldn’t tell you what day it was, or even for sure what year. It made me curious, but it was at least a couple of years before I met Nina and saw what he’d done to her, so I didn’t have any reason to be anything other than curious really. If I’d known what he was capable of …’

Leanne let the rest of that thought hang in the air without voicing it.

‘I’m assuming you think she’s the body you found on Coulter’s place?’

‘Yes, that’s right, I’m afraid. So, she had dark hair – anything else?’ Elly said.

‘She was shortish, I think. Slim,’ Leanne said. ‘I only saw her from the side but I think she was an Asian lady. She was wearing jeans or dark pants.’

Leanne paused with her eyes shut for a moment. ‘I’m really sorry; I think that’s all I’ve got. Anything else and I’d just be making it up.’

‘That’s okay,’ Elly said. ‘It’s still really helpful. I want to show you a photo of her, just in case.’ She opened her file to show her the photo of Zin.

Leanne shook her head slowly. ‘That could definitely be her, but I couldn’t swear to it.’

‘Okay, that’s fine,’ Elly replied, putting the photo away. ‘Is there any way you could narrow down the time, even if it’s just to the year?’

‘I think I was on a paper run, and I started that in 2007. It was before Nina. When did she get there?’

‘She arrived in 2013,’ Elly said.

‘Well, I can really only narrow it down to between 2007 and 2013 then, I’m sorry,’ Leanne said. ‘When you do something every day it’s very hard to pinpoint. I think I mentioned seeing her to Rick, but he doesn’t remember it, so that’s no help.’

‘Does Coulter get the paper?’ Elly asked. ‘Do you remember ever delivering anything there with someone else’s name on it?’

‘No, just the paper back then, but he doesn’t get it now,’ Leanne replied.

‘And how often did you speak to him when you delivered his paper?’

‘Never. The mailboxes are on the roads out here, so it’s not like I ever have to drive up to anyone’s house.’

‘Does he have any mates?’

‘Not that I know of. He’s known as an arsehole, ’scuse my language. Everyone out here works together, helps out, stops for a chat. He’s never been like that. His old man was the same, and his mum took off years ago, when I was just a kid. I don’t remember her, really.’

‘What about Cam Amhurst? Is he mates with him?’ Elly asked.

‘Nah, not that I know of. I know you guys spoke to him because he was seen out at the old house. He’s not a chatty type, but he’s not like Coulter. He’s just a loner, not a prick. ’Scuse my language again.’

Elly took a sip of her coffee, careful with the delicate china cup. ‘This is great coffee,’ she said.

‘Life’s too short for shit coffee,’ Leanne replied. ‘How’s your investigation into the Brazilian girl going?’

‘Not as well as this investigation,’ Elly admitted. ‘I know you’ve already said you hadn’t seen her anywhere. Have you heard round the traps of anyone who did?’

‘No,’ Leanne replied. ‘The only backpackers or tourists you see out here are at the Araps campground. We don’t really use backpackers for work here. It’s not like fruit picking where you need a lot of people at harvest time.’

Elly sighed. ‘Yeah, that’s what we’ve been told. Thanks for the coffee, and give me a call if anything else occurs to you.’





FORTY-SIX

Walking up the concrete stairs from the first concourse and seeing the MCG pitch emerge with every step never ceased to give Skye goosebumps. Cricket or footy, it didn’t matter. The sight of this immense stadium at full capacity made her breath catch in her throat every single time. She always paused at the top of the steps to take it all in before getting to the business of squinting at row numbers to find her spot.

She was jostled from behind.

‘Do you stop at the bottom of escalators as well?’ Pof said. ‘Come on, mate, move it along.’

Skye laughed. ‘Sorry.’

Callum went into the row of seats first but Skye held back. She wanted to sit with the girls, catch up on their news. She’d had her fill of their husbands and boyfriends last night.

She slid into the row between Robbo’s wife, Emma, and Pof’s girlfriend, Hannah.

‘This is my first time away from Cooper,’ Em said.

‘Feeling anxious?’ Skye asked.

‘No! Fucking free!’ Emma laughed. ‘I just had a wee by myself for the first time in eleven months, and I didn’t even care that I had to line up to do it.’

‘Lucky he’s such a cutie,’ Skye said. ‘You wouldn’t put up with it otherwise.’

‘Ain’t that the truth,’ Emma said. ‘Although I wonder if I would even recognise it if he was an ugly baby. Maybe he is and nobody tells parents.’

‘Mate, he looks like a Bonds commercial. There’s no guarantee he’ll stay handsome, but right now he’s in the top-five cutest babies I’ve ever seen,’ Skye said.

‘Oi, I hope Hugo is in there too,’ Hannah said.

Skye winked at Emma. ‘Of course he is, he’s adorable,’ she lied. ‘So, I’m guessing there won’t be any kicking on tonight if you guys have babysitters to get home to?’

‘That’d be right for me,’ Emma said. ‘My kicking-on days are over for the next fourteen years.’

‘Ditto,’ said Hannah. ‘It’s a bit of a relief, to be honest. Now I have a perfect excuse to go home when I feel like it.’

The women paused as the pre-game entertainment began.

‘Oh, I like these guys,’ Skye said. ‘The only good thing about that woeful Meatloaf performance was that it made the AFL start using Aussie bands. Which reminds me, did you guys go to the winery gig after the Granny last year? I can’t believe Callum and I missed hanging out with Paul Murray. At least I had a good reason. Callum pulling out for a hangover is unforgivable.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Emma said. ‘He was wasted. I think he got home after the game about four am, but Robbo had for the first time in his life shown some restraint with the booze. I think he was worried I could go into early labour and he’d be pissed in the delivery room. I missed it too. The idea of sitting on a picnic rug at a winery while eight months pregnant wasn’t exactly appealing.’

‘So you spent the day with a terminally hungover loser hanging about the house instead, poor you,’ Skye said.

‘No, he got up in the morning and headed home. I remember being a bit worried about him driving, actually,’ Emma said.

Skye shook her head disapprovingly, staring thoughtfully as the band finished their set with a crescendo of screaming guitars and a pair of half-hearted pyrotechnic explosions that disappeared against the bright sunshine of the September afternoon.

‘Was it just booze?’ she asked Emma quietly.

Emma was quiet for a moment. ‘I don’t know, Skye,’ she said, eventually. ‘I went home much earlier. None of those losers he used to hang around with were there before I left, but I did ask Robbo the next day and he was a bit evasive, to be honest.’

They watched the game in silence for a moment.

‘But no Andrew?’ Skye asked.

Emma was quiet again, then sighed. ‘Not that I saw, but I kind of had the feeling Callum might have seen him that night. I overheard him on the phone the next day, and I just got the vibe Andrew was who he was talking to. He was talking kind of low, and you know how when you hear someone doing that it kind of makes you listen harder? I don’t really remember what it was he said, but I was left with the impression he was heading over there, and he must have said something about the night before that made me think they’d been together then too.’

Emma looked at Skye. ‘Don’t look like that, and don’t tell him I said it. I wasn’t certain then and I’m not certain now and I wasn’t going to worry you for what might have been no reason. I probably shouldn’t have said anything. Anyway, I guess Andrew’s one person you don’t need to worry about anymore.’ Emma gave Skye a wry look.

‘Yeah, what a fucking shitshow,’ Skye replied quietly. ‘It’s not just Andrew, though. There’s a whole crew.’

‘Yeah, but without Andrew I can’t see Callum having any interest in seeing the rest of those dickheads. Can you?’

‘No, I guess not, but he told me he hadn’t seen Andrew in years, so who knows.’

As the game unfolded, Skye forced herself to get lost in it, but in every break in the action she was distracted. The thought of Callum having a big-city bender, possibly with Andrew, had put her on edge, even if it was a full year earlier.

She told herself she was drawing conclusions on virtually no evidence. There hadn’t been much to make her worry since leaving Melbourne, nothing but that Medicare card, and even though she could still feel the jolt in her chest of the moment she discovered it, she forced herself to put her worries aside and lose herself in the deafening waves of agony and ecstasy of the crowd.





FORTY-SEVEN

Skye woke up with the dry mouth and slight headache a night of more than three drinks always left her with.

She’d had no urge to head to St Kilda, where she knew the fans would be piled metres deep and standing on cars to celebrate their first grand final win since 1966, but they’d had a good night at a Richmond rooftop bar after the game and Skye managed to put her nagging worry aside and have fun. The dry mouth and headache were nothing a Richmond cafe brunch couldn’t fix, and she thanked her past self for forcing down a water between every cocktail the previous night.

The drive home was the right time to clear the air. Three and a half hours on the road, together but not facing one another, always seemed to encourage open conversation.

‘Last grand final,’ Skye began. ‘Where were you on the Sunday if you weren’t at the Paul Murray winery gig?’

‘Oh yeah, I left after I’d slept off the worst of the hangover, got some lunch somewhere, then started driving. I just about fell asleep about an hour or so out of Melbourne, so I pulled into the carpark at Langi Ghiran and got in the back for a nap. When I woke up it was dark. It was super late by the time I got home, remember? Actually, I don’t think you were even awake when I got in, so you probably don’t.’

‘Oh yeah,’ Skye said. ‘That’s right. I just assumed you’d come from the gig.’

‘That was the plan. That weekend wasn’t my finest hour,’ he said.

‘Was it just booze that weekend, Callum?’ Skye asked quietly.

Callum looked at her, his face a picture of surprise. ‘Why are you asking me that? Did someone say something?’

‘No, but it’s been bothering me. I know you were looking forward to that gig and it seems like a hangover wouldn’t have been enough to stop you going. And then finding Andrew’s Medicare card in your car …’

‘Jeez, Skye. Yes, it was just booze,’ he said. ‘And yes, a hangover wouldn’t have stopped me five years ago, but a mid-thirties hangover is not the same as an early-twenties hangover, as you well know,’ he looked at her, smiling. ‘Honestly, I’d just had enough; I knew Pof was in the market for a ticket so that was that.’

‘And you didn’t see Andrew or any of that crew that weekend?’ Skye tried once more.

‘No! I don’t know how many more times I can tell you, Skye. I’m done with him, with all of them.’

They drove in tense silence before Callum broke it. ‘I understand why you’re paranoid. I gave you enough reasons to be, but now more than ever, especially after Andrew’s accident, you don’t have to worry about that stuff anymore.’

Skye stared at the road spooling below them, Emma’s words echoing in her mind. ‘Accident?’ she said, knowing she was being unfair.

‘Fucking hell, no, not accident. His fucking selfish, bullshit, dickheaded act. I didn’t need a wake-up call, but that was one. I didn’t speak to him when he was on bail, and obviously he’s now out of my life for years. But even without all that, there’s zero temptation. I’m done. I promise, done forever. I’m in a good place.’

He snatched a glance at Skye. ‘Oh, please don’t cry, Skye. I’m so sorry. I don’t want you to worry about this ever again. Are we okay?’ he asked.

She put her hand on his thigh. ‘Yes, we’re okay. But please, Callum, I’m putting all my trust in you now, more than ever. I can’t imagine what it would be like worrying about this stuff if there was a baby involved.’





FORTY-EIGHT

Skye was in a deep sleep when the alarm went off on Monday morning. It was the worst possible way to wake up. Usually she was already conscious when it went off, vaguely thinking about the day ahead as she waited for the sounds of ABC morning radio, but the long drive home from Melbourne and the weekend of booze had adjusted her internal clock. She was groggy and bad-tempered as she swung her feet out of bed.

Callum had already left for work. He had a big job on at a dairy farm about forty-five minutes out of town. Skye’s mood lifted slightly when she realised he’d turned the heater on for her before he left, so the kitchen and living room were toasty.

She pulled tracksuit pants and a puffer jacket on as the dogs danced around her. The middle of spring was no guarantee of warm mornings. The dogs knew her walking uniform when they saw it.

‘It’s just a quick one today,’ she told them. ‘I’ve got a lot on.’

Mack and Murphy didn’t complain. They tumbled out the front door together, barking into the early morning gloom as if they were skiting to the neighbourhood dogs.

It was barely eight am when Skye arrived at the station, but Elly was already at her desk.

‘How was Melbourne?’ she asked as Skye got settled at the desk she’d started to think of as her own.

‘Hectic. Every time I go back I can’t believe I lived there for so long. It was fun though. We got our first win since 1966 and I think I might still be hungover.’

Elly grinned and stood up. ‘I should breathalyse you. Come and check out this climbing harness. I don’t suppose there’s a climbing tradition of throwing old harnesses in billabongs, is there?’

Skye laughed. ‘No, there isn’t. There’s a climbing tradition of keeping harnesses until they’re only held together by threads.’

Elly opened the door to the storage room. ‘Here it is,’ she said.

The harness was still inside its thick plastic wrapping. Elly threw Skye a pair of latex gloves and put some on herself before lifting it out and putting it on another plastic sheet.

‘Is there anything notable about it?’ Elly asked. ‘I’m interested to know if it’s a common model, how old it might be, if there’s any parts missing from it. Have you seen anyone with one like it? That kind of thing.’

Skye lifted her head from the maroon Petzl women’s harness. ‘Yeah, it’s common as muck. And it’s a pretty old one,’ she said. ‘Petzl doesn’t use rigid gear loops at the back anymore. They have stretchy ones so you can pull them forwards. Makes it easier to access gear when you’re mid-climb.’

‘Okay. How old?’

‘It would be at least twenty years old. You could find out by plugging it into Google or calling Petzl. It’s called the Ibex.’ Skye pointed to the tag sewn inside the waistband. ‘See, it says here.’

‘I wonder if Petzl keeps records of who buys their stuff,’ Elly said.

‘I guess if someone bought it off their website they might, but given how old this one probably is I don’t like our chances,’ Skye said.

‘Have you ever seen anyone climbing with a harness like this?’ Elly asked.

Skye laughed. ‘Yeah, me for one, along with half my climbing mates back in the day. And there would be plenty of others. You only used to be able to get a handful of types in Australia twenty years ago, so most people had one of about, I dunno, maybe five or ten different models.’

‘Okay, anything else notable?’

‘Well, harnesses can be unisex, but this is a small, so I’d say it’s more likely to be a woman’s,’ Skye said.

‘Have you heard of anyone losing their harness or having it stolen, in the past year or so?’

‘Nope. I’ll check the local blog though. If anyone lost one around here, they’d probably post about it on the forum.’

‘Do you still use yours?’

‘Nah, I’ve had two harnesses since that one. It was my spare one for a while, but Callum bought me a schmick new one for my birthday last year and turfed it.’

Sam was at his desk when they arrived back at their desks. ‘Congrats, Skye,’ he said.

Elly looked quizzically at her. ‘What have I missed?’ she asked.

‘Remember ten minutes ago when I told you my team won their first premiership since before I was born?’ Skye said, exchanging an eye roll with Sam.

‘Oh, that. Anyone would think you played in it.’

‘You should consider joining us in the outside world once in a while, Elly. Some cool stuff goes on out here,’ Sam said.

Elly snorted. ‘Skye, Sam and I are headed back to Melbourne to talk to Dane’s mate. We’ll leave you to see if you can find anything about the harness on the climbing blogs.’





FORTY-NINE

Not for the first time, Elly thought idly about self-driving cars as she and Sam started the long trip to Melbourne. She pictured herself having a nap on the back seat as the car did its thing.

‘As if,’ Sam said when she mentioned her fantasy. ‘You’re too much of a control freak to do that.’

‘Fair,’ Elly replied, mildly.

She felt the familiar stiffness in her shoulders and neck when she pulled the car into a dusty street on Melbourne’s western fringe three hours later. Most of the houses looked finished, but virtually all the front gardens were bare dirt punctuated with weeds and the odd bit of building detritus.

They were here to talk to Dane’s friend Jeremy, Jezza to his mates, recipient of the ‘didn’t pay her way’ text.

They walked to the front door and rang the doorbell. It was camera equipped, and Sam held his badge up to it. Jeremy knew they were coming, but it didn’t hurt to remind him of the official nature of their business.

A woman answered the door, a squirming baby on her hip. ‘Hi, you’re here for Jez,’ she said, standing aside and ushering them into the hallway. ‘I’m Tess, and this is Jackson.’

Sam grabbed the little boy’s chubby hand. ‘Hello, matey,’ he said as Tess beamed.

A bear of a man blocked the light streaming into the hall from the back of the house and came towards them.

‘Jezza,’ he said, his hand outstretched. ‘Come on down the back. Can I get you anything?’

‘I’m good, thank you, but if there’s a bathroom I could use, that would be great. We’ve had a long drive,’ Elly said.

‘I’d love a water if that’s okay,’ Sam said. ‘And sorry, I left my phone in the car, be right back.’

Tess directed Elly to a room off the hallway as Sam went out the front door. Freestanding bath, walk-in shower, glass feature tiles. You could really get bang for your buck if you were willing to live forty-five minutes from the city, she thought.

She paused after washing her hands. She could hear low, urgent voices.

‘Tell them,’ she heard Tess say in an abrupt hiss.

There was no sign of tension when she emerged from the bathroom. Tess was settling Jackson into a pram and tying the strings of a hat under his chin as Sam returned from the car with his phone.

‘I’m going to walk around the block to get Jacks off to sleep,’ she said.

‘Oh, righto,’ Sam said, and looked expectantly at Jeremy.

‘Come and have a seat,’ Jeremy said, turning away and into a huge living room with bifold doors leading out to a deck and yard that was slightly more finished than its counterpart at the front of the house.

‘Sorry it’s a bit of an eyesore; we only moved in a couple of months ago and we haven’t quite got round to the yard yet,’ Jeremy said.

‘Oh, no worries. Great house you’ve got yourself,’ Sam said as he and Elly sat down, opening their notebooks. He put his phone on a low coffee table. ‘Do you mind if we record this?’

Jeremy shook his head. He looked miserable.

‘Okay, as I said on the phone, we’re investigating the death of Adalita Alves. Your friend Dane was among the last people to see her alive and we want to speak to each of his friends to see if they can shed any light on their relationship or her plans. I know you’ve spoken to the police about this already, but we just want to make sure nothing else has occurred to you.’

Jeremy was nodding as Sam spoke. His enormous hands were wedged between his thighs, and he stared fixedly at an invisible spot on the carpet.

Elly took out a printed page. They had isolated Dane’s text conversation with Jeremy. She slid the paper across the table. ‘We have this record of conversations you had with Dane before and after Adalita’s disappearance. I’m wondering if you can explain what this means?’ she asked. She pointed to Dane’s text telling Jeremy that Adalita had failed to ‘pay her way’.

Jeremy looked embarrassed. ‘Oh well, I took it to mean she hadn’t slept with him.’

‘And he was obviously hoping that’s how things would pan out.’

‘Yeah, he had the hots for her, for sure.’

‘We know he was intending to bring her to a party the night before she left Melbourne. Did he do that?’

‘Yep, she came along to our other mate’s place that day.’

‘And did you notice anything about her, or about her and Dane?’

Jeremy was silent for a while. ‘He got pretty drunk,’ he said eventually. ‘I saw them in the backyard after the game. He was going in for a kiss and she gave him a bit of a shove and came back inside. She was kind of laughing and rolling her eyes about it, though.’

‘I see. And after that text exchange between the two of you did you ask Dane what happened?’

Jeremy paused again. ‘Yes.’

Elly was silent. ‘And?’ she prompted eventually.

‘He said he’d hopped into bed with her when she was asleep and she went a bit nuts.’

‘How so?’

‘Oh, yelling and kicking him to get him out, made a bit of a scene.’

‘Right, and how did he react to that, did he say?’

Jeremy looked pained.

He sighed deeply.

‘Look, he said he behaved badly, gave her a clip. Like a slap, not a punch. He’s not the kind of guy you’re thinking, though. He felt so bad about it when he woke up the next day. He was drunk – it’s no excuse, don’t get me wrong – but he would never have done anything like that if he was sober, and he felt really shit about it. He was nearly crying when he told me.’

‘This text about her not paying her way doesn’t sound like someone who feels much guilt,’ Elly remarked.

‘Yeah, that was the morning she left, so it was probably a bit of bravado on his part. By the time he thought about it he’d realised he was in the wrong.’

‘And did he ask you to stay quiet about it?’

‘He didn’t have to. He’s one of my best mates and I know he had nothing to do with what happened to her.’

‘So why are you telling us now?’

He shook his head; Elly wasn’t sure whether he was sorry or impatient. ‘My missus. Once we heard Adalita had been murdered she said she’d tell you herself if I didn’t. She’s not a big fan of Dane. She doesn’t think he did it though,’ Jeremy said quickly. ‘She just thinks it’s information you should have.’

‘Well, she’s right,’ Elly said. ‘Why isn’t she a fan of Dane?’

‘Oh this and that. Reckons he’s a bit of a dickhead. I mean, he is, but he’s not a murderer.’

A kerfuffle at the front door signalled the arrival of an enormous pram.

‘Jez, a bit of help,’ came a stage whisper from the hall.

Jeremy stood up. ‘Hang on, love.’

He returned pushing the enormous pram. Like a four-wheel drive in a narrow street, it seemed over-engineered for the purpose of transporting such a small cargo. Baby Jackson was dwarfed in it. Tess came next, carrying a nappy bag and baby bottle.

‘Can’t leave the house without half the nursery,’ she said. ‘It sometimes takes forty minutes to get him off, but he was out like a light this time. Will you put the kettle on, Jez? Would either of you officers like a cup of tea?’

‘Um, yes actually, thanks,’ Elly said. Another cup meant they’d have to stop three times on the way home, but it might prove fruitful. ‘Do you mind if I ask you a few questions while I’m here, Tess?’

She looked at her husband quickly but agreed. After a few minutes of efficient kitchen work she brought over two more cups of tea and sat opposite Sam.

‘Jeremy mentioned you aren’t a fan of Dane. Is there any particular reason?’

‘He’s a sleaze,’ she said without hesitation, holding her hand up as Jeremy began to protest. ‘I know, I know, you think he’s a nice guy, but you’re not a woman. He doesn’t accidentally on purpose rub up against you, or stare down your top.’

Elly nodded.

Jeremy was silent again.

‘He’s one of those guys who does stuff that you sound crazy if you complain about it. Not enough to fully accuse him of anything, but enough that if it happens to you, you know what he’s doing. He’s gross.’

Elly knew exactly what Tess was talking about. The many, many moments in every woman’s life where she wondered if the hand on the bum when the tram lurched was really accidental, whether the brush of the boob in the crowded gig was really unavoidable, and the fear of looking hysterical if you called it out.

‘Have you ever worried about your safety around him?’ Elly asked.

She heard Jeremy sigh loudly in what sounded like exasperation.

Tess was quiet. ‘No. No, nothing like that. It’s just like he doesn’t understand the rules of what’s okay. Everyone knows blokes are going to sneak a peek at your arse or boobs, but he doesn’t sneak, he just blatantly stares, and he’s not even embarrassed if you catch him out. And he was staring at that girl all night like a labrador looking at a chop.’

‘Jesus, Tess,’ Jeremy said. ‘What are you trying to do?’

‘I’m trying to tell the truth, Jez. I know he’s your mate but I’m just being honest. I don’t actually think he did anything really bad to that girl, but it was pretty obvious to me he was going to try something on when they got home. That’s all I know.’

She turned to Elly. ‘Talk to any of the other wives from that group and they’ll say the same thing. It’s something we all discussed. We’ve been waiting for you guys to ask more questions about him.’





FIFTY

Skye was feeling restless, jittery. Two cups of coffee had been a bad idea. It was a treat she occasionally allowed herself but always regretted. Her day off stretched ahead of her, but she was finding it hard to make a plan. She’d already walked the dogs. She tidied away the breakfast dishes listlessly and wandered from room to room, straightening cushions, putting laundry away.

She didn’t miss Melbourne often – a solo day off with no pressing jobs to be done was one of the rare times. If she was there she could have gone to see a movie, done a lap of whatever street had been deemed the city’s coolest shopping strip, gone for lunch somewhere cool, a gallery.

Oh well, no point wasting the day. She could finish painting the spare room, but the thought of all the palaver that would go with it made her quickly dismiss the idea. Skye instead collected a bucket, gloves and garden fork from the shed and headed into the front yard. There were enough weeds to kill an hour or so.

She thought again, as she drove her gardening fork into the soil, about why she was feeling jittery. It wasn’t just the coffee.

She’d tried hard to put it out of her mind, but she knew Emma wouldn’t have mentioned Callum seeing Andrew unless she was almost certain it had happened. Skye knew Callum probably regretted it, but even if it was a one-off a year ago, what did it say that on a weekend without her his first instinct was to reconnect with that crowd? Was his willpower so fragile? Or was his self-belief so strong he thought he could dip a toe back into those waters without drowning? Maybe he could, but between a functioning drug addict and someone who was sober she knew which she’d choose as a co-parent.

And then to catch up with Andrew again the next day. She did remember Callum’s late arrival home that night, but the longer she thought about it, the less his story about sleeping in the car made sense. It must have been a nap that lasted hours. The more likely scenario, given what Emma had said, was that he’d spent the day with Andrew. Had they driven somewhere together? That might explain the Medicare card in the car.

Her mention of the baby had been deadly serious. She wondered if they should have counselling. Even if it was a genuine, one-time-only mistake, Callum had created a trust issue that she was having trouble dealing with alone.





FIFTY-ONE

Skye and Elly were already at their desks when Sam arrived the next morning.

‘Morning, sorry I’m a bit tardy. Didn’t sleep much. That drive the other day ruined my neck,’ he said as he took his desk.

Skye was similarly weary. She’d spent most of the night awake too. Every tick of the cooling tin roof and possum fussing in the branches of the tree in the front garden had woken her from a light sleep and started a maddening cycle of suspicion.

‘So, priority today is getting Citylink records for Dane’s car, so where he went after the railway station that day,’ Elly said, ignoring Sam’s announcement about his sore neck.

‘There’s no Citylink out west. If you were chasing the train in your car you’d go over the West Gate Bridge, but that doesn’t have any tolls,’ Sam said.

‘They have cameras on the bridge though,’ Skye said. ‘I don’t know how long they’d keep the footage, but they use them to keep an eye on traffic jams and crashes and stuff. That’s how they alert the ambos if anything big happens up there.’

‘Great, good one, thanks Skye,’ Elly said. She looked at Sam.

‘On it,’ he said.

Skye felt her mood begin to lift. She was valuable here, contributing, and the latest on Dane felt promising. Their focus was beginning to sharpen, and the work was proving the best distraction for her.

‘Skye, your boss has asked us how much longer we’ll be needing you,’ Elly said, puncturing Skye’s reverie. ‘I’ve told him we can probably start scaling back, and getting you in on an as needs basis from the end of the week. There may be some more climbing intel we need from you going forward though.’

‘Oh, okay, no worries,’ Skye said. As she digested the news she couldn’t tell if she was disappointed or relieved. She’d missed the instant gratification of helping people in their very worst moments, not to mention her mates at work. She wondered if the connection she was forging with Elly would last once she was off the case.

‘Is there anything you’d like me to follow up while I’m here? May as well make use of the extra body,’ Skye said.

Elly flipped through her notebook. ‘Yes, actually, can you contact the manufacturer of that harness, see how many were sold here? We couldn’t get any DNA from it, and I’m pretty sure it’s nothing anyway, but may as well dot some i’s and cross some t’s. I take it you didn’t find anything about a missing harness on the blogs?’

‘Nope. And I’ll get on to the maker now,’ Skye said.

She knew Petzl didn’t have a dedicated shopfront in Australia; their gear was sold online or throughout most of the larger sporting goods and outdoor stores, but they would have a local distributor.

It took a few calls but Skye eventually reached Antony Denis. He’d been the local rep for Petzl for more than twenty years, he explained.

‘Sounds like a fun job,’ Skye said.

‘Yes, it’s great. I get to go to HQ in France once a year; they take reps from all over the world somewhere to muck around with their new gear. Canyoning, caving, climbing, places I would never otherwise get to.’ Antony sounded like one of those rare people who genuinely loved their jobs.

‘Amazing. Hopefully your long tenure means you’ll be able to help me with something. I’m trying to get an idea of how many Ibex climbing harnesses you might have sold here. In an ideal world there would also be records of who bought them, but I’m thinking that might be a long shot,’ Skye said.

‘Wow, yeah, you’re on the money there. That’s an old harness, would be pre-computerised records just about … hang on.’

Skye heard tapping on a keyboard.

‘Okay, looks like we moved about two thousand of them in Australia between 1998 and 2005. They’re well out of warranty now so we wouldn’t have any of them registered. If you can find the serial number you can tell roughly where in the run it was, if that helps at all. The first two numbers indicate the year of manufacture, so for this one it will start with nine-eight, nine-nine, zero-zero all the way up to zero-five. The next number indicates the month, and the final letters are the initials of whoever inspected and signed off on it in the factory.’

‘Oh great, thank you. That’s helpful. I’ll do that. And how long after getting to a store would they potentially hang around?’

‘Hmmm, we like them to replace out-of-date stock with new models. Some stores will put old models on sale to clear them out and make way for the new ones, but we don’t really know for sure how long they hold on to stock that didn’t sell. That was a pretty popular harness, well priced, good all-rounder, so I don’t imagine they’d have hung around for more than a year.’

‘Gotcha. And did you distribute it to stores all over Australia?’

More tapping.

‘Hang on, I’m just looking for our early stockists list. Here we go. Yes. We only sold into one store in the Northern Territory back then, but other than that we had fairly wide distribution, even into states where there’s not much rock climbing. We sell specific professional harnesses these days, but back then we sold a lot of climbing harnesses to high-access workers, police search and rescue, mine workers, people like that.’

‘That’s going to make it hard to narrow down,’ Skye said.

‘Yeah, I’m sorry I couldn’t be more helpful,’ Antony replied.

Skye went downstairs to the front office and asked the constable on duty to unlock the storage room for her.

She snapped on latex gloves from the box by the door and took the harness down from its shelf, carefully unsealing the plastic bag without tearing it.

The serial number was on a white printed tag inside the waistband, faded but still easily discernible. It began with 01. Skye took a photo on her phone and also wrote the number in her notebook. Probably of no consequence, but at least they now knew whoever bought it had done so after the year 2000 and probably no later than 2002.

She folded the straps of the harness into the centre to tuck it back into its plastic sleeve, and as she did saw something that made her stomach clench.

The white tag flipped upside down, and on its underside she saw the faintest of markings. It was blue biro, so faded it could barely be seen. Sweat and wear had rendered it the merest suggestion, but she knew what it was. Something she’d written so long ago she’d forgotten even doing it. It was her initials.





FIFTY-TWO

Skye stood in the storeroom for fifteen minutes. She didn’t think she’d ever felt more confused in her life. Her first and oldest harness had been thrown out months back, after she got her new one for her birthday the previous year.

She looked at the initials again, her mind probing and pushing to find an explanation that made sense. Is it possible someone else with my initials and the same harness threw it out? she mused, before immediately discarding the theory as utterly unlikely.

She left the storeroom and went to see Sam and Elly.

She stood beside their desks, unsure how to begin until Elly looked up.

‘What? You look like you’re trying to solve an equation.’

‘I kind of am,’ Skye said, holding out the harness. ‘This is mine.’

Sam and Elly stared at her in silence.

‘Is that the one from the billabong?’

Skye nodded. ‘I went to check the serial number after I spoke to the guy from Petzl, and I found my initials under the tag. Look.’ She held it out and Elly peered at it.

‘It’s old – I’ve had two harnesses since then – but I have no idea how it got there. Callum bought me a new one last year and we threw this out. And not in a billabong …’

‘Just in the bin?’

‘I can’t remember for sure but I think probably with a bunch of other stuff Callum took to the tip. He’ll be home now; shall we go and ask him?’

Elly nodded and the pair headed for the carpark.

Callum was making coffee when Skye opened the front door and walked in with Elly.

He smiled and put out his hand as Skye showed her into their kitchen. ‘Elly, hi, I’ve heard a lot about you.’

‘And you, Callum, nice to meet you,’ Elly replied.

‘How’s the case going?’ Callum asked.

‘Chipping away, chipping away,’ Elly replied.

‘Something very weird has come up, Callum,’ Skye added. She gestured to Elly. ‘Take the lead.’

Skye poured three small coffees from the plunger pot Callum had prepared for himself.

‘So, a harness was handed into our lost and found that used to belong to Skye,’ Elly began.

Callum looked at Skye, puzzled. ‘Your really old one? I left that at the tip last year. Why would someone hand that in?’

‘It wasn’t handed in from the tip; it was handed in by someone who found it elsewhere,’ Elly said.

‘Like near the tip? Could it have fallen out of someone’s car?’

‘We’re not releasing that information for operational reasons, sorry,’ Elly said. ‘We always withhold certain pieces of information during investigations like these to potentially use it to rule out false confessions and the like.’

‘Told you she was a hard arse,’ Skye said.

Callum rolled his eyes.

‘It’s quite possibly totally unrelated to the case, but we want to check it out just in case,’ Elly said.

‘No worries. I dropped the harness off at the tip with a bunch of other stuff. I’d bought her a new one for her birthday and that one was ancient.’

‘It was perfectly fine, but I do love my new one.’ Skye smiled. ‘He’s a fiend for throwing out perfectly good equipment —’

‘Because it has a life span,’ Callum interjected. ‘Anyway, much as I’m sure you’re enjoying watching us argue, as I was saying, I took a bunch of stuff to the tip a month or so after I bought the new harness for Skye’s birthday, so that would be after August last year. From memory there was an old climbing rope too. I know I drove around with it in the back of my car for a while until I finally remembered to take it in. There was some other junk I was carting around too – old paint tins, stuff like that.’

‘Right, and what’s the process at the tip? Do you just drive in and dump it on a pile?’ Elly asked.

‘No, you let them know what you have at the gate and they direct you. Electronic waste goes to one spot, recyclable stuff like the paint tins goes to another, and if you have anything that could be fixed or resold you take it to the tip shop.’

‘What’s the tip shop?’

‘Just a place you can buy other people’s crap – kind of like an op shop, but more casual. It’s just a covered area where they sell anything half decent that comes in. The Men’s Shed runs it to raise money. If you have anything you think they could fix or sell, you leave it there. I left the rope and harness in their pile, from memory.’

‘You said the harness was too old to be a safe spare, but you thought it was okay for someone to buy it second-hand?’ Skye laughed.

Callum looked slightly sheepish. ‘Yeah, fair call,’ he said. ‘I thought they might be able to reuse the buckles or something.’

‘Did you hand the stuff to someone?’ Elly asked. ‘Or did you see anyone come and have a look at what you left?’

‘No, there wasn’t anyone there, I don’t think.’

‘So you don’t get a receipt or anything?’

‘Nah, it’s pretty loose. If you want to buy something while it’s unmanned there’s just an honesty box.’

‘You get some good stuff there sometimes,’ Skye said. ‘We got that from the tip shop.’ She gestured to a low bookshelf in the corner of the living room.

Elly laughed. ‘How did I not know about this hidden shopping mecca? Okay, thanks for all that. Email me any supporting information if you can and I’ll give you a call if we can find out anything from the tip shop. Skye, I’ll let you know if we need you again, but for the moment I think we’re good. Let Sam and me buy you lunch next week to say thanks. You guys have a good night.’

Callum was standing at the sink downing the last of his coffee when Skye returned from walking Elly to the door. ‘That’s fucking weird,’ he said.

‘Yeah, it’s bizarre. I reckon someone must have bought it from the tip shop then decided it was a piece of junk and dumped it.’

Callum shrugged. ‘I guess. I assume you think the dead girl used it?’

‘Not necessarily – could just be a weird side note.’

‘Right, well, I’ll go through my phone and see if I can work out when I chucked it. Tell your boss not to hold her breath though,’ Callum said. ‘I don’t think it would have been a calendar-worthy event.’

Skye laughed. ‘Don’t pretend going to the tip shop isn’t a highlight of your year,’ she said.





FIFTY-THREE

The tip was on the outskirts of town, down a road Elly had never had cause to use. A kitchen display showroom, a nursery, a business selling sand and rock fill, a row of tilt-slab concrete warehouse offices, a pest control company then a gravel road leading to a driveway with a tiny cabin.

She and Sam found a parking spot then walked to the window of the shack. They waited as a man emerged to speak to the driver of a station wagon that had pulled up beside it.

‘What have you got, mate?’ he asked the driver.

‘Electronics stuff and a couple of bags of weeds.’

The man scratched his chin and peered into the back of the car. ‘That’ll be fifteen dollars,’ he said eventually. ‘Electronics in bay three, weeds in bay six.’

Elly introduced herself before the man could turn and re-enter his booth.

‘And I’m Detective Sam MacPherson.’ Sam put his hand out.

‘Jerry Cifra,’ the man said. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘We’re looking for information about some hard rubbish that was dropped off here in the past year. Specifically some rock-climbing equipment left at the tip shop.’

‘I wouldn’t necessarily know about that, but head around the corner and talk to Frank. He’s one of the Men’s Shed volunteers; he might be able to help you.’

The man gestured to the right of the driveway then turned to talk to another customer, this time a man in a ute with the name of a landscaping service on its side and what looked like half a tree piled in the back.

Skye had been right about the tip shop not really being a shop. It was open to the elements on three sides for a start, but inside were neat rows of miscellaneous items. Vases and glassware on one table, toasters, kettles and microwaves on another. Elly counted four lawnmowers as they made their way to a table at the back, where a man was sorting through a box.

He looked up as they approached. ‘G’day,’ he said. ‘I’ve struck gold here.’

‘What have you got?’ Sam asked.

‘Contents of some old bloke’s shed by the looks. We can make good money off old tools. Funny what people will pay for. Are you looking for anything in particular?’

Sam explained the reason for their visit.

‘Rock-climbing equipment?’ the man said thoughtfully. ‘Don’t know if I’d even recognise it if I saw it. What are we talking?’

‘Well, a rope, and also a harness. They don’t look dissimilar to a harness a tree lopper or high-rise window cleaner might wear, if that helps.’

‘Nah, mate, don’t remember seeing anything like that, but there’s plenty of us work here, and there’s plenty of times nobody’s here too. People often come and sort through the stuff that’s left before we’ve processed it, so there’s no real way of knowing.’

‘So people nick stuff?’ Sam asked.

Frank laughed. ‘It’s a tip. We don’t worry too much about people helping themselves to other people’s junk. I’ll ask around with the other volunteers to see if they remember anything though. Do you have dates?’

‘Can you try August to October last year?’ Elly asked.

Frank pulled out a battered school notebook from a drawer. It was a ledger with pages of spidery writing. ‘We try and keep a record of who is here, but some of us are better than others at taking notes,’ he said, flicking through the pages.

There were dates on most of them.

‘Here we go,’ he said, and ran a finger down a page. ‘Okay, I was here one of those weekends,’ he said, showing them the entry. He’d neatly printed the date and time he was on duty, plus a note saying, Bought more Nescafe, $6.95.

There were a few more lines about what he’d sold and for how much. Coffee table $5; Outdoor table and chairs $30.

He ran his finger down the next page. ‘Nobody signed in the following weekend,’ he said. ‘That could mean nobody was on, or it might have been one of the less administratively gifted blokes.’

He kept flipping, running his finger down the margins of each page as he went. ‘Oh, here we go. Looks like Maurice sold someone some rope on 30 August.’

Elly and Sam examined the spidery writing. It said, Rope, etc $10.

‘Don’t know what the “etc” refers to,’ Frank said.

‘And doesn’t say who bought it,’ Sam said. ‘Would you have any electronic records?’

‘No, sorry, it’s cash only. Maurice is on a cruise with his wife at the moment, but I’ll give you his email if you like; he might remember who he sold it to.’

‘Thanks,’ Elly said. ‘The guy who dropped it off is Callum Cowper. Do you know him? He says he’s here pretty regularly.’

‘Not by name, maybe by sight.’

‘Hang on.’

Elly typed the name of Callum’s plumbing company into her phone and clicked on the About Us tab, then the Our team button. She pulled up a photo of Callum and showed it to Frank.

‘Oh yeah, I think I’ve seen that guy in here, with a girlfriend maybe?’ he said. ‘He’s dropped stuff off for sure, and they’ve bought stuff; I just couldn’t tell you what.’

‘How about this guy,’ Sam said, holding his phone out.

Frank’s eyes narrowed. ‘Yeah, he’s been round,’ he said, looking at a mugshot of Patrick Coulter. ‘Unfriendly type. Came in with a bunch of old oil tins and tried to sell them. Got stroppy when I told him we don’t buy anything here, only sell. I saw you arrested him for that poor young girl’s murder. Does this have anything to do with that?’

‘Can’t say, I’m afraid,’ Sam replied. ‘Would you remember when you saw either of these blokes last?’

‘He was here in the past few months,’ he said, pointing to the photo of Coulter. He pointed at Elly’s phone, which still had Callum’s photo on it. ‘This guy probably in the past year. That’s as close as I can tell you though.’

Sam and Elly were lost in their own thoughts as they drove out of the tip.

‘So if we assume the “etc” part of that transaction on 30 August included the harness found in the billabong, then we need to find out who bought it,’ Elly said eventually.

‘Yep, I’m emailing Maurice as we speak,’ Sam replied. ‘Hopefully he’s not unreachable in the middle of the Pacific for the next month.’

Elly was rifling through her notebook. ‘Do you know who was in Horsham on 30 August last year? Delivering cabinets?’ she said. ‘Dane.’





FIFTY-FOUR

It was warm in Sylvie’s back room, the afternoon light streaming through a rack of bifold doors. It was chilly outside, a sharp wind erasing the spring sunshine’s benefits, but here it pooled on the floor and draped itself over the couch where Skye and Sylvie were curled up drinking coffee.

In summer Sylvie had to keep the blockout blinds down on these windows all afternoon or the room was an inferno, but now they were the home’s best feature.

Skye usually met Sylvie in town, for dinner or a coffee, or at the dog park for a walk, but she wanted privacy to ask her best friend a favour. She felt nervous – had for days.

She’d come up with a way to confirm Callum’s story – that he’d been dozing at Langi Ghiran on the Sunday afternoon after last year’s grand final and not on an extended second bender with Andrew. She’d come to a resolution in her mind. If she could get his phone records and they showed him telling the truth she would move on with trust and love in her heart, and a baby in their future. But if it showed him spending the day in Coburg, where Andrew had been living in a grim share-house with his ever-changing roster of fellow partiers, well … She hadn’t thought that far ahead. She was hopeful she wouldn’t need to.

‘So, what’s up, Skye?’ Sylvie asked. ‘What’s this thing you want me to do?’

Skye sighed and stared out at the backyard. ‘I wouldn’t ask you this if I didn’t feel that I needed to, Sylvie. And you’re not going to like it,’ she began.

‘Jesus, now I’m worried. Out with it.’

‘I need you to get Callum’s phone records for a particular date.’

‘What the fuck, Skye?’ Sylvie exclaimed. ‘You obviously know cops aren’t meant to just go around asking for stuff like that unless they have a good reason. It could cost me my job.’

‘Yes, I know. I’m sorry for asking you, Sylvie. I only know it can be done because you told me about that girl you used to work with who did it to catch her boyfriend cheating. She didn’t get caught, did she?’

‘Well, no, but I told you that story as an example of what cops aren’t meant to do, not as an advertisement for my spying services. Why the hell do you want it anyway?’

‘I think he went on a drug bender this time last year, Sylvie,’ Skye said. ‘I’m pretty sure he was on the gear with his brother on grand-final night after the game, but I reckon he might have been with him the whole next day too. My mate Emma told me as much and it’s been going round in my head ever since. I know his brother’s in jail now, and will be for a long time, but the rest of those losers they used to hang out with aren’t. I need to know if he’s telling me the truth. I need to know for sure that part of his life is done.’

Sylvie said nothing.

‘I haven’t told you this,’ Skye continued, trying to ignore her friend’s stony face. ‘We’re trying for a baby, and I just want to rule it out. I’m probably wrong, but I’ve got a couple of reasons to be sus. I found Andrew’s Medicare card in Callum’s car a few weeks ago, despite him saying they hadn’t had any contact in years, for one. I just feel like I’ll be able to move on if I know for sure that he wasn’t lying to me and I’ll be able to work that out if I can see the records for a particular date last year.’

Sylvie stared into her coffee cup. ‘It’s not that hard to do,’ she said eventually. ‘There’s a form you fill out and send to the mobile provider.’

Skye looked at her expectantly.

‘It’s still not right, Skye!’ she said. ‘You better have a good reason to be sus. And even if you’re right, it was a year ago, and like you said, Andrew’s in jail now. What does it matter if he did fall off the wagon for a bit?’

‘Because what are the odds it was a one-time thing? And yes, I have good reason to be sus. Emma wouldn’t have said it if she wasn’t ninety-nine per cent sure about it. I don’t think Callum is an addict, but if it turns out he’s lying to me, I need to think pretty hard about whether to go forwards. I just want to check he was where he said he was before I tie myself to him forever with a kid. He won’t ever know if it turns out he was telling the truth.’

Unspoken between them was the fact she wasn’t asking Sylvie for a favour: she was calling one in.

Three years earlier they’d gone to a music festival in Halls Gap together. Sylvie had had a few drinks, but not enough to put her over the limit, she’d thought. On a dirt road on the way home that afternoon, while she was doing a careful fifty kilometres an hour, the car had slid on a curve and gone into a slow-motion roll that ended with them upside down, hanging by their seatbelts in a culvert, unhurt but shaken.

By the time the police and a tow truck arrived, Skye had volunteered to say she was driving. She’d only had two drinks to Sylvie’s four, and when she was breath-tested she barely registered.

Skye felt sick with guilt. She knew she would never have asked Sylvie to do this without having this unspoken quid pro quo hanging in the air, and she hoped Sylvie would forgive her for it.

Sylvie put her half-drunk coffee down and picked up a notebook. ‘What’s the date?’ she asked.

‘Thank you so much, Sylvie. I promise I’ll make it up to you.’

‘I’m not saying I’m doing it yet. I need to think about it, but give me the date.’

‘Sunday, 29 September last year.’

‘And who is his mobile provider?’ Sylvie asked.

‘Telstra. And you have his mobile number, right?’

Sylvie nodded. She looked grim. ‘If I do this for you, please don’t ask me to do anything else,’ she said.

‘Nothing, ever,’ Skye said. ‘I’m sorry.’





FIFTY-FIVE

Callum was dozing on the couch when Skye got home from walking the dogs on Sunday afternoon. She’d collected the handful of belongings she’d brought to the police station in a bag, ready to return to her real job on Monday morning.

Callum didn’t stay asleep for long as Mack shoved his snout in his face and Murphy leaped on him, his excitement at his dad’s return leading him to take momentary leave of his senses.

‘Oooof,’ Callum exclaimed as twenty-five kilograms of shaggy mongrel landed on his stomach.

Murphy’s tail was a propeller of joy and Skye laughed until she was bent over as Callum groaned and shoved the dog off him and on to the floor.

‘Far out, Murphy,’ he said, tousling the animal’s head. ‘You maniac. I feel like I’ve been punched. That was right on my guts.’

Skye felt a jolt of guilt and shame as she watched him rough-housing with the dogs. She bent down to kiss him. ‘That’ll teach you to go away,’ she said.

‘You’re not going to count that as going away,’ Callum said. ‘A bed with a hole in the middle listening to Trev snore and fart after a day crawling under a dairy shed with dodgy pipework is not my idea of a fun time.’

‘Don’t be such a whinger. Some people would love a career that involves travel,’ Skye said.

Callum laughed and rolled his eyes then got up from the couch and came and hugged her from behind. He kissed her neck and behind her ear. ‘Good to see you, babe,’ he said. ‘Sorry work ruined our weekend.’

Skye felt another stab of guilt, and a moment of resolution. She’d speak to Sylvie tomorrow, call this stupid thing off.





FIFTY-SIX

Elly and Sam sat in the chill grey interview room, waiting for Patrick Coulter to be brought in from his cell.

His trial for the murder of Zin Moe was scheduled for three months from now, and he’d been refused bail.

‘What do you want?’ he said as he sat down.

‘Nice to see you too, mate,’ Sam said.

‘Fuck off.’

‘We want to talk to you about the Horsham tip shop. We know you’ve been there. Ever buy or take anything from there?’ Sam asked.

Coulter stared at him, unblinking. ‘What the fuck are you on about?’ he said eventually. ‘I’ve been there: what’s that got to do with anything?’

‘We want to know if you took or bought a climbing harness from there?’

‘Huh?’ Coulter said. ‘You’re desperate to pin the other girl on me, but I had nothing to do with it. And I’ve never even seen a climbing harness, let alone bought one.’

‘So, you’re confirming you did have something to do with Zin Moe, then?’ Elly interjected.

‘No, I had nothing to do with either of them,’ Coulter said, smirking. ‘Who’s got me dog?’

‘Your neighbour is looking after your dog.’

‘They’re not keeping her. I’ll be taking her back when I get out of here,’ Coulter said.

‘Mate, you won’t be getting out there for a long time. If you start talking you might avoid dying in prison, but that’s about your best hope. Throw us a bone and we might have a chat to the prosecutors about a deal,’ Sam said.

Coulter stared him in the eye. ‘The girl in the well was an accident,’ he said, finally. ‘She fell over and hit her head so I chucked her in there.’

‘Why didn’t you call an ambulance?’

Coulter shrugged. ‘She was already dead. She had no family here, so who cares if she’s in a well or in a cemetery?’

Elly realised her hands were cramping from the tight fists she was making. She didn’t trust herself to speak. ‘What sort of accident?’ she said, eventually.

‘Tripped over something in the shed, hit her head on an engine block I think, fell on top of the hammer. Bang, that was it. She was gone. Clumsy, she was.’

‘And what about Adalita? What happened to her? Another accident?’ Sam asked.

Coulter shook his head. ‘Nuh. You’re not getting me on her. Had nothing to do with it. I told you: she didn’t show up; I never saw her.’

Sam and Elly stood up.

‘You’re going to have to work harder on your story about Zin Moe. Your bloody fingerprint is on the hammer’s handle.’

Coulter didn’t react.

‘Tell them Bonnie likes lamb bones,’ he said as they reached the door. ‘She’s a good dog.’

Elly and Sam ignored him. They collected their belongings from the front desk and walked out to the car.

‘He cares more about the dog than two dead women,’ Elly said, shaking her head.

‘He’s a piece of shit, all right,’ Sam agreed. ‘At least he’s started talking about Zin Moe. His lawyer won’t be happy about that. I’ll call Amer and Garry when we get back and let them know.’

‘We’re still nowhere on Adalita though.’ Elly sighed. ‘Skye’s old harness could have been bought or taken from the tip shop by anyone, and there’s no DNA on it to tie it to Adalita anyway. Feels like we might have wasted a bit too much time on it.’

Sam nodded. ‘Maybe. What we really have to do is find out who Mia saw having sex out there that day.’





FIFTY-SEVEN

Skye was two hours into her ambulance shift when she texted Sylvie. She’d been tempted to do it when she started but didn’t want to risk waking her friend with a five am message.

I knock off at noon. Want to catch up for lunch? she typed.

Yep, get a sandwich and meet me at River Park? came the quick reply.

Skye sent back a thumbs up emoji and put her phone in her back pocket.

The risk she’d put her friend in weighed heavily on her, and she knew referencing anything about it in writing was a bad idea.

‘Ready,’ Marty called from the back.

They were about to head back to Horsham from a farm about twenty minutes outside town. A farmer with a spinal injury was in the back so it was a smooth and slow lights no siren situation.

Skye drove slowly over the cattle gate and steered carefully around potholes in the dirt road. She heard a groan from the back.

‘You’re okay, mate,’ she heard Marty say. ‘We’ll have you at the hospital before you know it.’

‘Can you call my neighbour?’ the farmer asked. ‘The back gate’s open.’

Skye listened as Marty found the neighbour’s number in the farmer’s phone and held the phone up to him.

‘Terry, I’m in the back of an ambulance, mate. Came off the tractor and landed on a boulder.’ The farmer paused as he listened to his neighbour’s reaction. ‘Yeah, mate, I’ll be okay, but can you shut the gate at the far end of my back paddock for me? I don’t want the sheep getting into the front one. Yeah, mate, yeah, all good, thanks.’

‘Okay, thanks for that,’ the farmer said to Marty. ‘How long do you reckon I’ll be in for? I’ve got a fair bit to do at the moment.’

‘Sorry, mate, I can’t help you with that. The doctors will need to get you X-rayed, and then they’ll be able to give you an idea. Sounds like you’ve got some folks who can help you out if you’re laid up for a few days though.’

‘Yeah. There’s always someone who can help out. If it’s just a few days I should be right,’ the farmer groaned, latching optimistically to Marty’s mention of it.

It was almost noon when Skye and Marty got back to the ambulance station after delicately unloading the farmer at Horsham Hospital, so she changed out of her uniform quickly and got straight into her car to head for River Park, a wide expanse of lawn, thickets of trees and meandering gravel trails at a sweeping bend in the Wimmera River near the edge of town.

Sylvie was already there, sitting on a bench in her uniform eating a sandwich, when Skye pulled up.

‘Sorry I’m a bit late,’ Skye said. ‘Just had to do some paperwork at the hospital.’

Sylvie held up her sandwich. ‘No dramas; hope you don’t mind that I started. I need to be back in half an hour.’

Skye sat down and unwrapped the cheese and salad roll she had made blearily at four forty-five that morning.

‘Of course not. Listen, I just wanted to catch up with you to say, don’t worry about that thing. I’ve had a rethink and I was being a paranoid dickhead and I shouldn’t have asked you to put yourself at risk anyway.’

‘Too late,’ Sylvie said, her mouth full. ‘I’ve got the info.’

‘Oh, geez. Shit, I’m sorry, I should have come to my senses and called it off sooner.’

Sylvie pulled a folded piece of paper out of her back pocket. ‘You may as well have this since I’ve got it. Hope it puts your mind at ease. It’s got the whole weekend in there.’

Skye put the paper in her jacket pocket. ‘Thank you. I’ll never ask you to do anything like that again, and if I do, tell me to get stuffed,’ she said.

‘Oh, I will.’ Sylvie laughed. ‘Honestly though, Skye, it feels like you guys have something really good. Maybe you should do some couples counselling, because whatever this is, it doesn’t seem like you’re choosing healthy solutions.’

Skye sighed. ‘Yeah, you’re right, I know.’

They watched the river flow sluggishly by as they finished their food before Sylvie stood up. ‘Right, I better get going. Want to see a movie on Sunday night?’

‘Sure,’ Skye said. ‘You pick. Tell me the time and I’ll be there. I’m going to stay here and finish my lunch.’

She waited until Sylvie’s car was out of sight before taking the paper out of her jacket and smoothing it open on the bench. She saw Callum’s familiar number listed at the top of a long chart of data. She pushed her sunglasses on to her head and held the paper closer to her eyes.

His phone had pinged all along the Western Highway that Friday evening. Green Lake, Dadswells Bridge, Stawell, Ararat, Buangor, Beaufort – the string of towns charted his drive towards the city. Then multiple pings in Melbourne throughout Friday and Saturday night, mostly centred on Richmond and the stadium. Then Sunday.

She kept looking. Her heart was thumping and she could feel her pulse in her ears.

His phone was in Fitzroy on Sunday morning: that’s where Emma and Robbo lived.

Then through the city at nine thirty am.

Then Coburg at ten am.

Skye felt her heart sink. She looked at the location of the mobile tower. It was about three hundred metres from Andrew’s place.

‘Goddamnit,’ she whispered.

She knew it changed everything.

She checked the times again and felt a modicum of relief to see they showed that an hour later he was heading west again. Had he just popped in to drop something off, or to tell Andrew their relationship was done until Andrew was clean? Or had he dropped in to buy from him?

It was better than she’d initially thought, but it wasn’t a full exoneration. He’d lied to her.

She had some thinking to do.





FIFTY-EIGHT

Elly and Sam waited in the small shed that served as the office of the Horsham Aerodrome.

Town leaders had once envisioned this runway and aircraft hangar might mark the beginnings of an airport, but the demand never eventuated and now it was used for medical evacuation flights to the city, pilot training and the occasional charter flight.

Elly and Sam were in full uniform for the first time in months. They sat silently in the kind of thinly padded chairs that occupied waiting rooms all over the world, all spindly plastic arms and fabric shiny with use.

A man poked his head in the door of the office. ‘Here she comes,’ he said.

Sam and Elly walked out into the glare and stood in the meagre slice of shade cast by the building.

The small plane touched smoothly down and streaked past them, slowing and turning a wide circle at the Arapiles end of the runway. It chugged slowly back towards the office, its engines deafening until they fell suddenly and abruptly silent, leaving nothing but the sound of the wind stirring the dry grass and the rattle of an ancient air conditioner.

The pilot disappeared from the cockpit into the cabin and moments later the stairs flipped down. The aerodrome boss put chocks around the plane’s wheels and secured the propellers as the pilot came down the stairs. He stood at one side of them to help his passengers descend.

A uniformed cop came first, then a middle-aged couple.

Elly and Sam stepped forwards.

‘Senior Detective Elly Shaw and Detective Sam MacPherson, this is Antonia and Carlos Alves, and I am Sergeant Tim Bowery from the police family liaison unit,’ the cop said.

Elly put her hand out, first to Antonia and then Carlos, and Sam did the same.

‘We are so sorry for your loss,’ Elly said. ‘I want you to know we are doing everything we can to find who did this to your daughter.’

‘Thank you,’ Antonia said. She looked around at the landscape with the bewildered look of a woman in a nightmare. ‘It’s not what I thought it would be like,’ she said. ‘I thought Australia was beaches and forests, not this.’ She gestured at the close-cropped grass and empty horizon.

Elly didn’t know what to say in response. She recognised the bleakness of the place seen through the other woman’s eyes. ‘We have a car here to take you to the place Adalita was found,’ she said instead. ‘Would you like to freshen up before we leave? There is a bathroom in the office there. It will take us about half an hour to get to the site.’

Antonia and Carlos nodded and went into the office.

‘Anything we should know?’ Elly asked Sergeant Bowery.

‘They seem stoic. They know you have a suspect in custody and that you can’t say a great deal about the investigation. They’re here mainly to see where you found her, I think. They’re not staying though. We fly back in three hours. Is that doable?’

‘Yes. I can’t imagine they’ll want to stay long. We’ve had the site cleared of rubbish, by the way. I’m not sure if they knew she was found with garbage but I didn’t want it to look like that when they saw it,’ Elly said.

Sergeant Bowery nodded. ‘That’s thoughtful. Can’t imagine much would make this any worse for them, but I reckon that would have.’

Carlos and Antonia emerged from the shed and Elly and Sam showed them to the police minivan in the gravel carpark behind it.

Sam opened the sliding door and held out his arm to help the couple in. Elly and Sergeant Bowery followed before Sam got into the driver’s seat.

Elly opened an esky sitting on one of the seats. ‘Can I offer you a drink?’ she asked. ‘I have water, orange juice and Coke here.’

Antonia and Carlos were sitting on the other side of the narrow aisle, holding hands. They shook their heads.

‘I’m so sorry that you are visiting our country under such circumstances,’ Elly said to them.

‘Thank you,’ Antonia said. ‘Carlos didn’t want to come.’

He nodded.

‘I just need to have a picture in my head of this place,’ Antonia continued. ‘I don’t know why. I saw the photos but I needed to understand where it was. And I wanted to be on the same plane bringing her home.’ Tears were falling from her eyes, but her voice was steady.

The forensics team had given the go-ahead for Adalita’s body to be returned to Brazil a month earlier, but Antonia and Carlos had asked that the Victorian government wait until they could arrange to come to Australia to accompany their daughter’s remains home.

Elly knew Antonia was a teacher and Carlos an accountant. She had seen their attractive home and happy family on Adalita’s Instagram account.

‘If there is anything you would like to ask me, please go ahead,’ she said.

‘Did this man do it?’ Carlos asked immediately.

Elly paused. She had already considered how she would answer this question. ‘We aren’t certain,’ she said. ‘We are certain he murdered another woman and he has a history of violence against women, but we have no forensic evidence to link him to Adalita. We are still working though, and we won’t give up until we can bring whoever did this to your daughter to justice.’

Antonia nodded. ‘Do you think he did it?’ she asked.

‘He’s our best suspect, but we don’t want to just look at him in case we miss someone else,’ Elly replied.

‘I thought she would be safe here,’ Carlos said. ‘We were worried when she was in Asia, but when she got to New Zealand and then here we stopped worrying so much.’

Elly nodded. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again.

The couple turned to the window and watched as the fields of canola swept by them until the van turned off the main road and on to the bumpy dirt track leading to the old house. Sam took it slowly as tree branches swiped down the side of the vehicle and saplings scraped its undercarriage.

‘Hold on back there,’ he said. ‘Few big potholes coming up.’

The van rocked from side to side before it reached a flatter section of road. Sam accelerated up the hill then picked his way down the other side to the clearing where the house barely stood.

He parked under an ancient river red gum, its base as wide as a small car, sap seeping from knot holes the size of dinner plates, then got out and opened the sliding door. Carlos and Maria climbed out of the car, followed by Tim Bowery then Elly.

‘What is this place?’ Antonia asked.

‘It’s an old farmer’s cottage from some time in the 1800s. It would have been abandoned because of drought, probably. This land is part of a huge farm now, but nobody lives on this section. The owner’s house is about five kilometres off.’

‘Show us where you found her,’ Carlos said.

‘This way,’ Elly replied. She picked her way across the paddock and around the back of the house to the lime pit, grateful there was no rubbish. The owner had told her he’d check and take anything he found to the tip without hesitation when she’d explained why.

‘This is a lime pit,’ Elly said. ‘A woman walking her dogs found Adalita here.’

Carlos put his arm around his wife and they stood at the rim.

‘I’m going to give you some time,’ Elly said.

She walked back to the bus to wait with Sam and Tim, silently willing her colleagues not to start making small talk. She’d prefer an awkward silence to Antonia and Carlos overhearing chat about the footy while they stared into their daughter’s grave.

Sam and Tim seemed to pick up on her silent warning and didn’t speak, Tim looking around at the landscape and the distant hump of Mount Arapiles and Sam tracing circles in the dirt with his shoe.

Elly glanced over at Antonia and Carlos. Antonia was taking photographs on her phone of the lime pit, the house, the view back towards the mount. When she finished the pair walked slowly back to the bus.

‘This is a peaceful place,’ Antonia said when they arrived. ‘It’s quiet but lonely.’

‘The family who own this land said they can put a memorial here, and they will take care of it,’ Elly said. ‘If you want to you can get in touch with them through me and I’ll come and take photographs to send to you.’

Carlos nodded. ‘Thank you, but this is not where she belongs, or where her friends are. Her memorial will be at her home,’ he said.





FIFTY-NINE

Skye had gnawed at the inside of her cheek. She didn’t notice until she felt the sharp sting of salt.

Her day off stretched before her, and she wished she was working instead of having to occupy herself when she was suffering this strange mix of listlessness and stress.

She’d driven to Edenhope that morning, somewhere she didn’t know anyone. It was a long drive for a five-minute purchase, but it had been the right call. The pregnancy test had come through as positive. Her late period had not just been down to long hours and traumatic work experiences.

She hated that this happy news only produced in her a sick sense of uncertainty.

Callum had lied to her. He may well have stopped seeing Andrew after the hit-and-run, but he’d been hanging with him a year ago, long after he’d promised their relationship was over until Andrew’s relationship with drugs was over.

He’d likely gone on a bender with him on grand final night, and then there was that quick drop in the next morning. Skye had gone back and forth on it. One minute she thought it was an innocent visit to return something, or to tell him Callum didn’t want to be part of his fucked-up world any more, and the next minute she was convinced it was a drug-purchasing visit.

Maybe he’d bought some gear and used it with Andrew, then slept it off at Langi Ghiran when he realised she would be able to tell when he got home. Made sense. It was an unlovely and little used state park a few kilometres off the highway where more often than not the carpark was empty.

And what about the Medicare card? Andrew had clearly been in Callum’s car, but when?

The nerves in Skye’s stomach hadn’t let up since she got his mobile records the day before. She felt sick with them.

She went to her handbag and dug out the piece of paper. She’d folded it over and over until it was the size of a matchbox. A matchbox that was burning a hole in her well-being.

She smoothed it out on the dining table and studied it again, hoping that this time the records showed him driving right out of the city and home. They didn’t.

The stop in Coburg was still there.

She stared at the paper despondently, idly looking for the long stay at the Langi Ghiran carpark.

Nothing.

She went back to the start and did it again, more slowly, but it made no difference. There was no long pause to sleep off a hangover at Mount Langi Ghiran.

Instead, the data showed Callum driving straight past it, and into Ararat, Stawell, Dadswells Bridge, Green Lake and Horsham. And then further west, through Quantong and Natimuk, then finally stopping, in the early afternoon of Sunday, at Mount Arapiles, where it stayed until the record finished at midnight.

Skye stared at the piece of paper until her eyes were swimming.

She checked the dates and times again and again. They didn’t change.

Another lie. And if the first one felt like a jolt, this one felt like she’d been Tasered.

What was Callum doing at Arapiles that afternoon and night, the same afternoon they knew Adalita had been there? She thought about her old harness ending up in the billabong. And she thought again about what Callum might have been doing with Andrew that weekend.

Her mind raced down and then back up a dozen different dead ends. Was Callum covering for something Andrew had done? Had Andrew come with Callum when he left Melbourne? Had they met Adalita? Had Andrew done something awful? The night he exploded into violence at their house flashed into her mind. She hated to think of it, of any of it, and most of her clung to the likelihood Callum would have an explanation for being at the Arapiles campground instead of two hours closer to Melbourne that night.

He’d probably just not wanted to tell her that he had driven straight past Horsham and out to the mount. Stopping for a sleep an hour from Melbourne was a much more responsible-sounding story.

More likely he’d arrived in Horsham in the evening, and worried he still had tell-tale drug bender signs on him, had kept going and instead slept it off at the familiar campground. But it was no secret Adalita had been there that day – that information had been released to the media – so why wouldn’t Callum have now come clean about his bender and mentioned he’d been there too. He knew they’d been canvassing to find anyone else that had been there that day, yet he’d remained silent about the fact he was one of them? Skye’s mind kept racing. She knew it would keep racing until she knew for sure. Knew what, she asked herself angrily.

Her mind kept probing at it, like a tongue at a broken tooth. And nothing she did could get the idea of Andrew out of her head.

When Callum got home she knew he could tell something was wrong. But there was nothing she wanted to talk to him about, talk to anyone about. She held her secret – her secrets – like unexploded ordinance, and stayed awake long into the night, gnawing at the moral dilemma. She lay still as a stone in the bed next to the sleeping Callum and worried at it over and over from every angle.

She couldn’t tell Callum she knew he’d been at the campground or she’d have to reveal she’d run an illegal police check on his mobile phone. She couldn’t tell Elly he’d been there without costing Sylvie her job, and without embroiling Callum in an investigation she knew would clear him, but also knew would taint him and ruin their relationship for nothing.

She picked at the problem until the room began to lighten, but as the traffic noises from the main road a few hundred metres away started up, she fell asleep, a plan settled in her head.





SIXTY

It was still dark when Elly left her house to drive into the office. She was exhausted from her day with Antonia and Carlos and had tossed and turned all night. Working out the right things to say and the right way to act with them had exacted an emotional toll and she wondered if she had been self-contained to the point of apparent coldness with the grieving parents.

There was so much she had wanted to say to them – that their daughter barely left her mind, that she was haunted by the idea of her lying under a pile of garbage as the seasons changed, that the thought she might not solve this crime knotted her stomach with anxiety. She wondered if it would have made them feel better to know that this cop from another country was so deeply affected by their daughter’s death, or would it just have slid off their own armour of grief?

She sat in the car thinking about the day ahead. Then she saw movement through her side window. Skye. Elly opened the door and got out. ‘Skye, what are you doing here?’ she asked.

‘I need to talk to you,’ Skye replied.

‘Okay, come on in.’

‘No, I don’t need to come in. I just wanted to give you this.’ Skye handed Elly a water bottle in a plastic bag. ‘You should test this for DNA.’

Elly didn’t say anything. She stared at Skye.

‘Look, it’s probably nothing. Someone I trust gave it to me and wouldn’t tell me why or whose it is. If you test it and it’s not a match they’ll say nothing more. If it is a match then obviously all bets are off and they’ll come forward.’

‘Skye, this is the weirdest thing. I don’t know what to think.’

‘I don’t blame you. Look, they only came to me because they knew I was helping you with the case – otherwise I doubt they’d have come forward at all. I don’t know what’s involved in getting DNA tested, but if you have it within your power to do it then I think you should. I’m not going to say any more.’

‘I’m not going to get DNA tested without information, Skye. That’s not how we do things,’ Elly said.

‘Yes, you are,’ Skye said sharply. ‘You’re worried you’re going to fuck this up, that you’re going miss something, remember? This might be the toddler hiding under a wheelbarrow. You might not want to, but you’re going to get it tested.’

Elly flinched as Skye threw her confession back in her face. It felt like a betrayal because it was. She’d opened up to Skye in a way she hadn’t opened up to anyone. Not even Sam knew about that little boy. She felt used and manipulated. Humiliation burned her cheeks.

She stood by the car and watched Skye walk off across the road to hers.

‘And that’s why I don’t need fucking friends,’ she murmured to herself before sitting back in the driver’s seat and dialling Sam.

‘I’ve just had the most bizarre encounter with Skye,’ she said when he answered. ‘She’s brought me a water bottle and told me to test it for DNA.’

‘What? Whose is it?’

‘She says she doesn’t know: that it came from someone she knows who said they would come forward if it ends up being a match. It’s just a plain takeaway water bottle, nothing distinguishing.’

‘What are you going to do?’ Sam asked.

‘I mean, I think I’m going to get it tested. If it was some punter off the street I’d be insisting on more information first, but given it’s her …’

Elly paused to think for a beat. ‘I’ll send it today.’





SIXTY-ONE

Skye felt peace wash over her. She knew in her heart Callum had nothing to do with the case, and having his DNA tested would prove it. But if it turned out he was covering for something his arsehole brother had done, well, the DNA would reveal that too. Skye had listened to enough crime podcasts to know it would come back as a close familial match to Andrew if he had been the one who had sex with Adalita before she was murdered.

She’d formed the vaguest of theories. Had Andrew decided to come up to Arapiles with Callum, maybe to clean up – or to demonstrate he’d cleaned up, and maybe mend fences with Skye? Or had Callum offered to drive him somewhere else along the way? Had they met Adalita when she was hitching from Ararat and offered to drive her to her farm job? Then maybe Andrew had convinced her an impromptu camping trip at Arapiles might be fun. Skye hadn’t just seen Andrew being violent and toxic: she’d also seen him be charming and flirtatious – and both brothers shared the same clean-cut good looks. Had Callum driven them both to the Arapiles campground, and fallen asleep and left them to their own devices?

If Andrew had then done something to Adalita, he wouldn’t necessarily have told Callum about it. He could well just made his way back to Melbourne.

But if that was what happened, when Callum found out Adalita was the victim Skye had found, why hadn’t he spoken up? Had Callum helped Andrew cover something up? If he had, then he was going to be in trouble, but Skye knew that possibility couldn’t stop her from doing the right thing.

And she had to know for her own peace of mind. Her hand rested protectively on her stomach as she thought it through for the nine hundredth time.

She told herself that when the DNA inevitably came back as unrelated, her moral dilemma about the fact Callum had been at Arapiles when Adalita had likely also been there would disappear. It was quite possible he’d decided to stay quiet because he hadn’t seen anything he thought would help the investigation. She’d keep quiet, preserve her relationships with Callum and Sylvie, and chalk it up to a weird coincidence, to Callum wanting to be absolutely certain his red eyes and jittery mood were well and truly gone before he came home.

She twisted her mouth wryly. She did have something of a sniffer dog reputation when it came to knowing when Callum had been using. Call it a sixth sense, or call it years of experience as am ambo, but she was generally on the money.

She thought about how she would have reacted if she’d seen Callum’s pupils and read his mood. She’d seen it enough times in the past. And if she found out he’d driven all the way from Melbourne with drugs in his system …

Moving out of Melbourne had worked. She hadn’t had any reason to suspect Callum was doing anything other than having the odd boozy night since they arrived here four years back.

She reminded herself of that now.

And even if he had had a brief foray back into his brother’s world in a moment of weakness, she knew the news he was going to be a father would ensure it was the very last time that ever happened.

She wondered how long the results would take to come back. Hopefully not ages, but strangely, the very act of handing Elly the bottle had almost made the situation feel resolved in her mind.

She felt that familiar sense of warmth as she heard Callum’s ute pull in.





SIXTY-TWO

Skye didn’t see much of Elly for the rest of the week, especially now she was back to her real job. When they bumped into one another in the coffee shop Elly had been cool, saying only that she had sent the bottle off for testing, and Skye remembered with shame how she’d manipulated Elly, preyed on her insecurities.

The procession of broken bones, heart attacks and, more cheerfully, a baby born on the long driveway of a farm outside Green Lake, kept Skye busy in body and mind for the week, until Friday morning dawned, crisp and cloudless. Not even the hint of a breeze stirred the leaves that had collected under the plane tree.

Callum had an RDO and Skye wasn’t rostered on. He had cooked breakfast and Skye was curled on the couch, holding a mug of coffee with both hands.

‘Let’s go for a climb,’ he said.

‘Sure,’ Elly replied. ‘Want to give Hollow Mountain another crack?’

‘Nah, not in the mood for bouldering. Kachoong?’

‘You must be in the mood to show off.’

Kachoong was one of Arapiles’s most photographed climbs. In the right position it was possible to get a shot of a climber seeming to hover from a horizontal roof above a vast void, only cliff and skies surrounding them. The angle had graced the cover of many a magazine and guidebook.

It was a fun short excursion, popular on weekends, but they’d likely have it to themselves today. It could be knocked off in a couple of hours, leaving time for a pub lunch or afternoon movie.

‘Always,’ Callum agreed.

Skye wondered if being back at Arapiles would make Callum come clean with her about being there that night, but they’d been dozens of times since then and he hadn’t mentioned it. She shoved the whole saga to the back of her mind, stood up and grabbed their gear bag from the spare room while Callum threw some muesli bars, sunscreen and water bottles into a small backpack. They were ready to go in five minutes flat and were throwing the bags into the boot of Skye’s car when her phone buzzed.

Skye threw the keys to Callum. ‘You drive, Sylvie’s calling,’ she said, answering the phone.

‘Yo, how’s it going? Just checking to see if you felt like a dog walk this arvo?’ Sylvie asked.

Skye knew Sylvie well enough to know she didn’t just want a dog walk. She was keen to find out if everything was sorted between her and Callum.

‘Yeaaaaaah, maybe,’ Skye replied. ‘We’re actually just leaving for Araps for a climb, but it’s not a long one: we’re just doing Kachoong. We might go to the pub after for lunch but I reckon I’ll be free by late arvo if that suits.’

‘Yep, sounds good. I’m off at two,’ Sylvie replied. ‘I’ll meet you at the river.’

Callum and Skye drove in companionable silence for most of the twenty-five minutes it took to get to the campground.

It was quiet: a smattering of campers were sitting on logs eating cereal or brewing coffee. One pair was doing yoga in the weak morning sunshine. Callum manoeuvred Skye’s hatchback over the deep ditch that had scraped countless chassis over the years and drove up the side track that ran along the base of the crag to the smaller carpark. Empty.

Bonus, Skye thought.

The approach to the start of the climb was a scrubby scramble. Loose scree and wobbly boulders made watching foot placement important and spiky branches seemed designed to snag backpacks and scratch legs and faces.

The wind had picked up and the dry leaves sounded like static as it rushed through the branches. By the time they got the belay point they were both ready for a break and a slug of water.

Skye laid down a tarpaulin to coil the rope on while Callum fed it out into a neat and snagless bundle.

‘Want to go first?’ she asked.

‘Sure thing.’

Callum stepped into his harness, tightening it with a jerk around his slim hips. He tied the end of the rope into his belay loop with a quick figure-of-eight knot. He held both palms up. ‘Check me.’

Skye eyeballed his knot and gave him the thumbs up.

‘And me,’ she said.

Satisfied both knots had snaked safely through the right loops, Skye secured Callum to her belay device.

‘Climb when ready.’

‘Climbing.’

His light, muscular frame made short work of the first few metres of the climb. He placed protection precisely and methodically. She always had a sense of why he was such a well-regarded employee when watching him climb. Customers and bosses couldn’t fail to notice his conscientious approach to every task he took on.

At the fifteen-metre mark he reached the underside of the ceiling. A serendipitous ledge here was what made Kachoong such a perfect combination of achievability and drama. It was the perfect place to rest, and a good position to lean out from and place a bomb-proof piece of gear into a crack in the roof: that would stop a falling climber from slamming hard into the vertical section they’d just climbed. Callum placed an expandable cam into the crack and tested it a few times by pulling down on it with a jerk. Satisfied, he clipped his rope into the carabiner hanging from it and took a deep intake of breath.

‘Here goes,’ he shouted down at Skye. ‘Brace yourself. My confidence level isn’t sky high here.’

‘I’ve got you,’ Skye replied. ‘Go for it.’

Callum hooked his heel into a crevice and started crawling across the ceiling. There were plenty of hand and footholds, but few people had the upper body strength to hold themselves horizontal for the three metres required to get across.

Callum was at his first piece of protection. He paused, hanging by one arm and his feet as he quickly slammed another piece into a niche and clipped his rope in.

Skye held her breath as he slunk another metre to the roof’s end. One final tricky move and he let his feet drop then hoisted his body up to vertical ground. He placed another piece of protection and allowed himself to rest on the rope, his feet on two narrow foot holds.

‘Oooof. That took it out of me,’ he said.

‘I think I might have bitten off more than I chew too,’ Skye shouted up. ‘I reckon I’ve got about a ten per cent chance of doing that without falling. I hope you’re in the mood for some hauling.’

Falling off the ceiling of Kachoong usually left the second climber dangling in mid-air, but that was better than penduluming into the cliff face, which was what the first climber risked. The downside was, with nothing to hold on to, the only way for a second climber who fell from the roof to get to the top would be for their belayer above to create a pulley system to haul their dead weight. The rig reduced the load, but it still required significant effort. Lucky Skye was light.

Callum resumed climbing, finishing the final five metres quickly. Skye waited, watching cloud shadows speed across the plains below her. She realised she hadn’t thought about the case for the hour they’d been there. She didn’t remember the last time that had happened. It had consumed her life, and it was time to disentangle herself from it. And she also hadn’t thought about her worries Callum had been lying to her.

‘I’m safe,’ Callum yelled down.

‘Okay, you’re off belay,’ Skye replied. Moments later Callum began hauling in the rope. It snaked up the cliff through his expertly placed carabiners until it was taut on Skye’s harness.

‘That’s me,’ she shouted.

‘Okay, climb when ready.’

Skye dusted her hands with chalk and began. She loved this moment. The nerves sharpened her senses and her mind was ready to solve the puzzle, to pick out a path where there sometimes seemed to be none.

She couldn’t see Callum, but felt him in the reassuring sensation of the rope tugging at her harness as he took in slack, keeping it taut, keeping her safe.

She reached the ledge quicker than he had. The job of removing the pieces of protection and clipping them to a harness was easier than placing them.

‘I’m about to start on the roof,’ she shouted up.

‘All good, I’ve got you,’ he replied, his voice bouncing off the cliffs facing them.

Her muscles tensed as she began picking her way across. She jammed a foot roughly into a crack, and twisted it, the top of her foot holding her lower body close to the rock as her arms took the weight of her upper body. She quickly flicked the first piece of protection out and attached it to her harness. She paused for a moment. A great pair of hand holds here gave the arms some relief. She straightened them and hung, letting the lactic acid drain away.

‘How’s it going?’ Callum yelled down.

She let out a strangled ‘Okay.’ All her energy and concentration were about to be spent on not falling from the next tricky section.

She reached the second carabiner, her arms screaming, her mouth bone dry. She managed to get the nut out of the slot and on to her harness before she felt her grip begin to fail. Her hand was slick with sweat, the chalk a slimy paste.

‘I’m going,’ she shouted. Even after all these years of climbing the moments before a fall were still pure animal terror, devoid of logic. It didn’t matter how much she knew about rope strength, falling was a hardwired human fear. She worked her foot out of the crack. Falling hard with a foot wedged and twisted into the roof was a recipe for a broken ankle. Better to give in to the inevitable.

She dropped like a stone, the force swinging her out into mid-air and back again.

‘Got you,’ Callum shouted down. ‘You’re all good.’

Skye’s breath came fast and she forced herself to take deep, long breaths to calm her heart rate. She whistled air through pursed lips.

‘Well that was exciting,’ she said eventually as she turned slowly in her harness. Callum was peering down at her from the top.

‘Stay there a bit, get your breath,’ he said. ‘I’m going to get myself somewhere with a bit of leverage for my legs before I pull you up.’

‘No worries.’

Skye sat up in her harness, one hand on the rope to stop herself from tipping upside down.

‘I haven’t seen the view from this vantage point, so at least there’s that,’ she said.

Callum laughed. ‘Bit of a dramatic way to get it.’

She watched as a grain truck cut its way through the fields far below, between the outcrop of Mitre Rock and the dark bruise of the dry billabong.

‘Remember last year when that was so full it almost went all the way to the road?’ she said, pointing.

‘Yeah, hopefully we get enough rain this year to fill it again. I’ll be spewing if we can’t go for a swim this summer,’ Callum replied. ‘I guess your harness wouldn’t have been found without this year of no rain.’

It took a moment to process what he had said, and then Skye felt a jolt, a rushing of air. Her eyes widened involuntarily and she looked up at Callum. He was staring down at her, a stricken look on his face. They stared at each other as time stood still.

‘How did you know that’s where it was found?’ she said eventually.

Callum swallowed. ‘I guess I must have just heard it around the traps,’ he said.

Skye shook her head. ‘That information was never released.’

‘I had a look through your files one night,’ he said quickly.

‘You didn’t, Callum,’ she said. ‘I didn’t bring home anything that had that in it.’

They stared at each other in silence. She saw his eyes darting back and forth. She knew he was thinking. Desperately searching for a story that made sense.

‘Callum, what have you done?’ she blurted out before immediately regretting it. She couldn’t be more vulnerable. The ground spun slowly below her.

‘Call, pull me up,’ she said in a softer tone. ‘We need to talk this through, but whatever’s happened, I love you.’

He kept staring, saying nothing. She saw his jaw tense as he clenched his teeth tight.

‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,’ he said.

His head disappeared and she heard him open a zip. He leaned down and took the rope in both hands, grunting with effort as he pulled it across to a sharp edge of rock.

‘Callum, what are you doing?’ Skye shouted, alarmed. Then she saw the flash of a blade: the Swiss Army knife he used as a key chain.





SIXTY-THREE

Elly and Sam were in the conference room, the long table buried under a sea of paper and files.

They were giving Amer and Garry an update in an hour. The prosecutors wanted to know if they were any closer to linking Patrick Coulter to Adalita. They were ready to try him for Zin Moe’s murder, but wanted to know if they should be preparing for a second trial.

Elly looked at the whiteboard where they’d recorded each significant piece of evidence. ‘There’s nothing there,’ she said. ‘Except for her answering his bogus ad, we’ve got nothing on him for Adalita.’

Sam rubbed his face. ‘I mean, that’s a big piece of circumstantial evidence, but so is Dane whacking her and following her to the railway station,’ he said. ‘Not to mention being in Horsham the day that harness went missing from the tip shop.’

‘And lying about looking for her at the station,’ Elly added. ‘Regardless though, neither of their DNA matches. We need to start again, go over every document and every interview we’ve done from scratch. Maybe get some help from Melbourne: fresh eyes can’t hurt.’

It pained her to say it, but her desire to put away whoever had done this far outweighed her professional pride. She thought again about the fact it had been Skye who noticed Adalita’s pendant on her Instagram and gave herself another mental admonishment, even as Skye throwing her own words back at her echoed in her mind: ‘You think you’re going to fuck this up.’

Maybe she wasn’t up to this. She’d done good work in the domestic violence unit, made a difference. That might be where she belonged.

The conference table phone rang.

‘Senior Detective Shaw, Melbourne forensics for you,’ the front desk constable said when Elly answered.

‘Thanks, put them through.’

‘Elly? Kat Dowsley here. I’ve just emailed you my report but I wanted to make sure you got this news straight away. You’ve got a match. The DNA on the water bottle matches the DNA sample from Adalita.’

Sam was watching Elly intently as her eyes widened.

‘Are you serious?’

‘Obviously. You’ve got your man. Congratulations. Is he someone you’ve had on your radar for a while?’

‘I don’t even know who he is,’ Elly said. ‘It came from an anonymous tip. Does it match anyone in the database?’

‘No, but it’s a close familial match to a new entry, someone called Andrew Cowper. He’s only been in the system for a month, went down for a hit-and-run. Looks like your man is a close relative, possibly a brother. Does that mean anything to you?’

‘Yes, it does. Sorry, Kat, I’ve got to go, but thank you so much for doing that so quickly and for letting me know in person.’

Elly hung up. ‘The water bottle DNA matches the DNA found on Adalita,’ she said. ‘It’s not in the system, but the DNA of a close relative, possibly a brother is. An inmate called Andrew Cowper.’

Sam looked at Elly blankly.

‘Sam, Skye’s boyfriend Callum: his surname is Cowper. We need to find her, right now.’

‘Holy fuck,’ Sam breathed. ‘Fuck. I’ll call Garry and let him know we need to reschedule.’

Elly was already outside the conference room and on her way to the carpark. ‘Call him from the car,’ she said over her shoulder as she searched for Skye’s number in her phone.

It went to voicemail.

Elly swore under her breath. She took the stairs down two at a time and nearly knocked Sylvie over as she threw the back door to the carpark open.

‘Bloody hell,’ Sylvie said with a start, reeling back to keep her face taking the brunt of it. Her takeaway coffee sloshed out of the hole in the lid.

‘Do you know where Skye is?’ Elly asked, without preamble.

‘Yes, she’s gone climbing with Callum, why?’

‘Where exactly, do you know?’ Elly ignored Sylvie’s question.

‘Yes, Arapiles. She said she was going to do Kachoong.’

‘Do you know where that is exactly?’

‘Yeah, what’s going on?’

‘Get in my car: you need to direct us to the right spot.’

‘I’m meant to be on the desk until two,’ Sylvie protested.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ Elly almost shouted. ‘This is more important.’

Sam was already in the driver’s seat when Sylvie and Elly got in.

Elly turned back to Sylvie in the back seat. ‘Sorry, there’s been a breakthrough in the case and we need to speak to Skye urgently. Her phone’s going to voicemail. Do you know if Callum has a brother called Andrew?’

‘Yes … I’m pretty sure that’s his name. He’s just gone to jail, though that’s not something Skye would want me telling you.’

Elly and Sam exchanged glances.

‘Lights?’ Sam asked.

‘And sirens,’ Elly replied.





SIXTY-FOUR

Skye’s brain would not process what she was seeing.

She jerked and swung involuntarily as Callum hauled the rope across from the safe rounded lip he’d hung it over to the sharp edge half a metre along the ledge.

‘Callum, my god – what are you doing? It’s me, Callum, please talk to me,’ Skye said.

She looked around wildly for other climbers, but they had this section to themselves. The rush of the wind stole the sound from her words. She was alone. Alone, thirty metres above a jagged pile of rocks, twisting in the breeze.

She heard Callum mumbling to himself above her but she couldn’t make out the words.

‘Whatever happened I know it wasn’t your fault, babe. I know that. I don’t even need to know what happened to know that. You’re covering for Andrew and everyone will understand that.’

Callum’s mumbles suddenly fell silent. ‘What are you talking about?’ he shouted after a pause.

‘I don’t know what happened, but I know you’d do anything to save your parents pain and I know you’re a good man. Whatever you did, you thought it was right, and I’m not going to say anything. Just pull me up, we’ll just go back to how it was before. I promise.’

She could hear him sobbing now.

‘You’re wrong. I’m not good,’ he said. ‘But you are. And you would say something.’

And then the scraping. The rope jerked back and forth over the serrated edge of the clifftop.

Climbing ropes were strong enough to hold a refrigerator, but a hard fall on taut rope against a sharp edge was something climbers all feared. It could slice like a hot knife through butter.

Callum had stopped crying now, working silently, methodically.

He was through the rope’s sheath. Skye felt herself drop a sudden half-metre as the threads separated and the rope stretched. She screamed.

She had to act. If she started swinging her body enough she might be able to reach the roof and a hand hold. It would be terrifying to be dangling from that roof without a rope, but at least it would give her a chance. Her mind raced. If she was clinging to it when he cut the rope the weight of it might even pull her down. And her swinging back and forth violently to would only help Callum sever it.

But she couldn’t just dangle here waiting for the inevitable. She started to move her body, swinging her legs, leaning back on the rope, trying desperately to get momentum. The wind helped and soon she was moving, back and forth, back and forth. She stretched her arm out to grasp a hand hold on the underside of the roof but her momentum ripped her hand away. She would need to place both hands perfectly on a rock-solid hand hold for this to work, and she imagined every swing stripping yet more fibres from the protesting rope.

An animal scream came from her throat as she gave one hard effort. This time she swung so violently she almost slammed face first into the roof. She got one hand on, then two, but there was no time to place a foot and she felt a fingernail peel back as her hands were once again ripped from their purchase.

She hung, sobbing, from her harness as her swing slowed, her mind clawing desperately for options. ‘Callum, I know you don’t want to do this to me.’ She stared up at him but he didn’t look back. His face was set, putting all his concentration into his task, treating it like a tricky job, blocking out the horror of what it was.

‘But it’s not just me you’re doing it to. It’s your baby.’

He stopped and looked at her.

‘You’re going to be a dad, Callum. I’m not going to do anything to hurt the father of my child. Whatever you did, you did it to protect your brother, and your parents, and now we can be a family, Callum.’

He stared at her tear-streaked face. ‘It wasn’t Andrew!’ he shouted. ‘It was me.’

He disappeared from view, only one hand visible as he started sliding the rope back and forth again. She knew what he was doing. He’d fray the rope on the rock until it was hanging by a thread, then all it would take would be a touch from the knife and she would plummet. A cut rope would look deliberate. A frayed one could be a tragic accident.





SIXTY-FIVE

A B-double pulled obligingly to the shoulder of the road as Sam sped along the long flat ribbon towards Arapiles, siren blaring.

‘Is Skye in danger?’ Sylvie asked. ‘From Callum?’

Elly turned around. ‘Why would you say Callum?’

Sylvie paused. ‘I did something for Skye. I broke protocol and I guess I’ll be in trouble for it.’

‘Come on, Sylvie, we don’t have time to fuck around. Forget about trouble, what is it?’

‘She asked me to get his mobile phone ping records. She told me she needed his whereabouts for a specific date because she suspected he was seeing his brother again. His brother was a bad influence on him, got him into ice at one stage. I got her his mobile phone records for the day after grand final last year. I know I shouldn’t have done it, but it seemed harmless.’

Sam glanced at Elly.

‘Do you have those records on your phone?’

Sylvie flicked through her emails and opened a PDF. ‘Here.’ She handed it between the front seats to Elly.

Elly was quiet, expanding the document and following the lines with her finger. ‘He was at Arapiles that day,’ she said.

‘Do you mean the day the girl was killed, Elly?’ Sylvie asked quietly.

Elly looked back at her and nodded.

‘Oh god,’ Sylvie breathed. ‘Where do you want to go: the top of the climb or the bottom?’ She glanced at her watch. ‘They would probably have finished the climb by now so I think the top would be where we’d most likely find them.’

‘The top, in that case,’ Elly said.

Sam accelerated past a row of cars that had moved aside. He slowed for the hairpin turn on to the summit road.

The road was narrow and twisting. Elly hoped anyone coming the other way could hear the sirens but Sam was forced to slow for blind corners just in case.

‘Where do we stop, Sylvie?’ he shouted.

‘The last carpark, where the lookout is,’ she said. ‘There’s a path from there to the top of it.’

‘It’s no more than two minutes away,’ Sam said, flicking the sirens off. ‘We don’t want to scare him into doing something stupid.’

There was only one other car in the carpark and they saw a couple picking their way down the stone stops from the lookout. They looked curious as the three cops flew out of the police car and ran past them.

‘Here.’ Sylvie gestured. A faint pad led off the main lookout platform. She looked at a map on the online climbing guide she had open on her phone. ‘The top should be on the other side of that outcrop there.’

They set off running, Sam in the front, heedless of the roughness of the path. Sylvie and Elly caught up as he started to climb over the rocky rise Sylvie had indicated. And they were by his side when they crested it and saw Callum squatting at the top of a sheer drop, dragging a rope back and forth.

Elly pulled out her gun. ‘Raise your hands!’ she screamed.

Callum looked up, startled, and slowly stood up. He recognised all three and his face crumpled in despair. He raised his hands above his head.





SIXTY-SIX

Skye heard Elly say, ‘Turn around and put your hands behind your back.’ Thank god, thank god, she thought.

‘That rope, it’s nearly severed,’ Callum said. ‘Skye’s down there.’

Elly leaned over and Skye saw her turn white. ‘What can we do, Skye?’ she asked.

Skye tried not to move. ‘I’m going to need another rope,’ she said shakily. ‘There’s one at the bottom of our gear bag. Someone needs to run down the path to your right and get it and bring it back up to the top. Secure it to something up there and throw it down to me. Do it now, Elly.’

‘Sam’s going now,’ said Elly. ‘We’re doing it. Keep breathing.’

‘There’s some slings on my harness,’ Callum said suddenly. ‘Get them all off.’

Elly said, ‘We’re not doing that, mate. We’re cuffing you and taking you in.’

Skye understood immediately. She felt a sliver of hope.

‘Elly, trust him,’ she shouted up while trying to remain entirely still.

Callum tried again. ‘Sylvie, if you get the slings I’ll tell you how to secure her. That rope.’ He sobbed. ‘That rope isn’t going to last.’

The longest pause ever. Skye breathed as lightly as she could.

‘Move back from the edge first,’ Elly said. ‘Both of you. Callum, turn around so I can cuff you.’

‘Handcuff me at the front. I’ll be able to link the slings together and attach them up here. It will be faster than the rope.’

Another pause.

‘We might not have enough time, please!’ Callum said.

She heard jingling: they’d decided to let him try.

‘I’m keeping the gun on you,’ Elly said.

‘They should be long enough all joined up,’ Callum said. ‘I know it’s over now. I didn’t want to hurt her.’

The women all remained silent as he clipped carabiners – Skye envisaged the sling rope he was fashioning. Clipped into the belay anchor he’d made it would be enough to keep her safe until she could be rescued. He leaned over the edge. ‘Skye, I’ve joined all my slings together. I’m sending them down to you.’

She nodded almost without moving at all and watched as he lowered the makeshift rope. It stopped about forty centimetres above her harness.

‘Fuck,’ she heard him mutter.

‘Will the rope hold if I pull myself up to that?’ she asked.

She saw him stare at the mess he’d made of her lifeline. ‘I don’t know.’

He was crying again now, the full horror dawning on him.

She reached up and looped two fingers through the metal of the carabiner. She wouldn’t last long hanging by two fingers if the rope snapped now, but it was something, and at least it took some of the weight off it. She slowly arched her body, pulling on the rope with her other hand. One explosive move would be more effective but she couldn’t risk it.

Her world narrowed. She could hear nothing, see nothing: only the dangling carabiner. She called on every last vestige of her strength, hoisted her hips level with the safety device and in one expert motion clipped her belay loop into it.

‘I’m safe,’ she shouted up.

And then all she could hear was gut-wrenching animal sobs.





SIXTY-SEVEN

Skye sat on Sylvie’s couch, a cold cup of tea in front of her. Tiny lilypads of congealed milk floated on the surface. The cup was surrounded by wadded-up tissues.

Skye’s face was puffy, her nose and eyes red. Now she felt nothing but a creeping numbness.

Sylvie hadn’t asked her anything. She’d guided her to the couch, put a blanket around her shoulders and tea and crackers in front of her. Now she sat watching Skye. Worry was etched on her face. ‘Do you want to talk, Skye?’

Skye sighed deeply. ‘No. I don’t think I do. I just want to sleep for the rest of my life. I should call my parents and my sister: it’s going to be on the news soon. But I can’t even think about doing it. And the dogs! Shit, I forgot about the dogs.’

Skye stood up.

‘Sit down, Skye. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to give you an out-of-date Valium from my last long-haul flight and then you’re going to bed. I’ll go over and get the dogs and then I’ll drop in at your mum and dad’s and tell them what’s happened. I’ll bring them over if they want to come, and when you wake up you can talk to them yourself. And then, unless you’d rather stay with your parents, you’re going to stay here for a while. Okay?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

Skye dissolved into sobs again. ‘I don’t know what happened with that girl, and I know he tried to kill me, but I still love him, Sylvie. How fucked up is that? I told him I was pregnant to try and get him to stop, and he didn’t. And the thing is, I am.’

Sylvie enfolded her in a hug until she stopped crying then went to the bathroom, returning with a battered blister pack of Valium with three pills left and a clean pair of pyjamas. ‘Whatever you decide to do, I’ll be here for you, but you don’t have to make any final calls now. Have a shower, put these on, take two pills and get into the spare bed. Leave your parents’ and sister’s number on this pad and I’ll take care of everything I can.’

Skye started crying again then. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.





SIXTY-EIGHT

Bill Henty left the interview room and closed the door behind him. ‘I’ve advised him not to answer your questions,’ the solicitor said to Elly and Sam.

Elly nodded.

‘I’ve also advised him to find a more experienced criminal lawyer. We’re going to help him do that. This kind of matter isn’t something we can give him the best representation on.’

‘Okay; thanks, Bill,’ Elly said.

She and Sam opened the door to the interview room where Callum still sat in almost eerie stillness.

‘Can I get you anything to eat or drink before we start?’ Elly asked.

Callum shook his head. ‘My lawyer said I shouldn’t answer your questions so you’re probably wasting your time,’ he replied.

‘Even so, we’d like to hear anything that sheds light on your involvement with Adalita Alves,’ Elly said. ‘Was it an accident and you panicked?’

Callum remained silent as Elly and Sam sat down, placing two thick files on the table in front of them.

‘Callum, we know from your mobile phone records that you were at Mount Arapiles on the day Adalita went missing. We know she was there because her pendant was discovered there. And your mobile also puts you at the old house at 3am the next morning.’

Callum looked up and his gaze flicked from Elly and Sam and then back to the table.

‘And Callum,’ Elly said.

He looked up at her.

‘We’ve matched your DNA to DNA found on Adalita’s clothes.’

Callum’s shoulders slumped then, and he raked his hands through his hair. ‘I never gave a DNA sample,’ he said, weakly.

‘You didn’t have to. We collected one from a discarded drink bottle. Tell us what happened. You’ve been carrying this for more than a year. Tell the truth now, Callum. I promise you it will be a relief.’

Callum sighed deeply and steeled his shoulders as if he’d made a decision. He didn’t look at them when he began to speak. ‘It was an accident,’ he began. ‘I was on my way home from Melbourne and she was hitchhiking. She was hitching just outside Ararat and I pulled over to give her a lift. She said she was going to Nhill to get picked up by some farmer to work on his place and I kind of talked her out of it, I guess.

‘She was a real chatty girl, seemed like she’d be bored as batshit on some Wimmera farm with no car. I told her she’d be better off going to work in a cafe on the coast, or a vineyard in South Australia where there was a bit more going on, and she just made a spur-of-the-moment decision and told me not to worry about taking her as far as Nhill. She said she’d stop for the night in Horsham and work out what she was going to do next.’

Callum’s voice was steady but his fingers were kneading his knuckles as he spoke. ‘We hit it off, you know? We were laughing and carrying on pretty well straight away. I thought about asking her to come and stay the night with us, but then I just found myself asking if she wanted to do some rock climbing. I told her all about Arapiles and what a great place it was and she was excited about it.’

He paused for a while.

‘I’d fucked up the night before, took a bunch of drugs for the first time in years, and I was hating myself. I’d seen my deadshit brother, and even though I went over the next day to tell him I didn’t want to see him again, I was just feeling shit about myself. I don’t know what I was thinking – just that I’d already fucked up so may as well fuck up again. Skye … can be a lot to live up to, you know?’

Sam nodded sympathetically, but Elly couldn’t bring herself to even acknowledge the pathetic piece of horseshit she’d just heard.

Callum sighed and continued. ‘I had my gear in the boot of the car, and I still had Skye’s harness. I’d dumped that rope and a few other things at the tip shop a few weeks earlier like I told you.’ He looked at Elly. ‘But the harness had fallen out of the bag. I found it under the seat a few days later and I hadn’t bothered chucking it yet. Anyway, I had what we needed for a climb. I wanted somewhere easy so she could do it in runners, and when we got there I just had this idea that we should go somewhere out of sight. I guess I was kind of hopeful, you know, that something might happen. And I didn’t want to see anyone I knew – anyone Skye and I knew.’

Callum looked at Sam again, who nodded encouragement.

‘Everyone makes mistakes, mate,’ he said softly.

‘We drove down the far end and it was empty, like it always is. I had a bouldering mat and we brought it to the bottom of the crag with the gear and she asked if I wanted a spliff. She had some she’d bought off some guy she’d been staying with in Melbourne. So we lay on the mat and smoked a joint. It was really strong. I felt like falling asleep but then we were kissing all of a sudden and that was it: I just had no willpower, even though I knew it was wrong.’

‘You had sex?’ Elly asked.

‘Yes.’

‘And then what happened?’

‘It was about three o’clock by then and she said she wanted to climb, so I kitted her up, gave her my helmet and showed her how to belay me and we climbed this grade nine route that’s there. It’s easy – I could have done it without a rope no problem. It’s about seventy metres high, but there’s nothing really tricky about it. She came up after me and she didn’t find it hard. And we sat on the top and smoked another joint.’

Elly and Sam remained silent.

‘Then we had to abseil down. You can walk off if you really want to, but it’s a pain in the arse and you end up about five hundred metres from your gear, and she wanted to try abseiling. I showed her what to do, talked her through it, and said I’d keep an eye on her as she went. But I made a mistake.’

Callum stopped talking. He took deep, shuddering breaths.

‘I didn’t notice she was roped up to a gear loop, not the belay loop. The gear loop is just for hanging cams and nuts and stuff off; it’s not for taking your weight. I was so fucking stoned I didn’t notice. She walked backwards off the top and as soon as she put her weight on it it popped. She dropped like a stone. I didn’t even have time to reach out before she was gone. She bounced off a ledge and hit the ground. I can still hear the sound of it.’

He stopped speaking again and now he was crying.

‘It sounded like a car crash. It was so loud. I don’t understand why it made that noise. I just sat up there, shaking, too scared to look down. I stayed up there until it was getting dark. I think I was there for a few hours, probably in shock and straightening up. And then I abseiled down, and she was dead at the bottom, like I knew she would be. Her head was on a bad angle, and her leg.’

‘So what did you do then, Callum?’ Sam asked, quietly.

‘I packed all the stuff back into the car, and then I went back for her. I took off the harness, wrapped her in a tarp and put her in the tray of my ute. I wrapped Skye’s old harness around a rock and chucked it in the billabong. I was going to leave her body in there too but realised it was too shallow, and too busy, so I drove to the old house where you found her. I know it’s wrong but she was dead anyway and I couldn’t call an ambulance, could I? How was I going to explain what I was doing there with her, stoned? I needed to put her somewhere she wouldn’t be found.’

‘Why there? Why not bury her somewhere?’ Elly asked.

‘Have you ever tried to dig the soil around here?’ Callum laughed bitterly. ‘It would have taken a month.’

‘Or just leave her there? There was nothing to connect you to her,’ Sam said.

‘I don’t know that. Someone might have seen me pick her up, or seen us drive through the carpark. There would have been an investigation; I couldn’t risk it. I figured if I put her under enough junk in that lime pit she might never be found and it would be like it never happened. I wasn’t thinking right.

‘Then I drove out of town and chucked her backpack in the river from the old bridge between Horsham and Natimuk.’

He looked up at Elly. ‘I know it’s terrible what I did, so terrible, it’s been eating me up, but it was a dumb accident. A stupid fucking accident, and I’m so sorry.’

Elly remained stony faced as he cried into his hands. ‘Yes, her fall may well have been an accident. But what you did next wasn’t, was it, Callum?’

He looked at her again. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You strangled her. When did you strangle her, Callum? Was it when you decided to hide her body, or at the house? She had a broken neck, fractured skull, broken pelvis, broken leg, but none of that’s what killed her – she died of strangulation. We have proof of that, Callum, so keep going with your story.’

Callum put his forehead on the table and took deep breaths. ‘I’m going to be sick,’ he said. He stood and looked desperately around the room. Elly handed him a bin and he immediately retched violently into it. Elly and Sam sat watching him until he was finished, then Elly put her hand out and opened the door.

‘Get rid of this,’ she said, handing the bin to someone outside. She returned and filled Callum’s water glass from a jug on the bench behind her. ‘Keep going,’ she said.

He took great juddering gulps from the glass. ‘She woke up,’ Callum said miserably. ‘I thought she was dead. But she opened her eyes when I started piling the rubbish back in. She opened her eyes and looked at me and she knew. She knew what I was doing. She couldn’t move but she knew what was going on. I couldn’t pull her out and take her to the doctor then, could I? And I couldn’t leave her there like that. What choice did I have?’

He was shouting now, desperately glancing from one to the other.

‘She’d have been paralysed forever – who wants to live like that anyway? Her neck was broken, her head was floppy. If something like that happened to me I’d want someone to do what I did. I was doing her a favour.’

He broke down and sobbed then. He was still sobbing when Sam and Elly left the room.





SIXTY-NINE

Skye and Elly climbed the rough stone steps up the gully between the Tiger Wall and the Main Wall. It was the best time of year to be here. April kept the snakes and the temperature down, and coaxed the wildflowers and blossoms out. This year’s autumn rains had felt ceaseless but the reward was a lushness Skye knew to enjoy while it lasted. The usual spikiness of the bush here had been softened somehow. The green was soothing to the eye, and the billabong was full again.

They could see it from here, snaking through gullies that had been dry a few months earlier, winding its way between enormous stands of river red gums.

Skye was pleased to see it back. It felt like it was covering something rancid, washing it away. It would never be clean enough for her though, not enough to keep her in Horsham.

‘Thanks for meeting me here,’ she said. ‘I wanted to say goodbye to it, but I didn’t want to do it alone.’

Elly looked back at her. ‘I guess it’s a good way for me to close a chapter too,’ she replied.

Skye nodded. ‘But Elly, I also wanted to apologise to you. I know how hurt you were by what I said to you when I brought you the water bottle. I used your words against you because I felt I had to to make sure you tested it, but it wasn’t fair. I know you don’t tell many people about that stuff.’

‘Any,’ Elly said.

‘Sorry?’

‘Any people. I don’t tell any people. Anything.’

She turned up the gully and kept walking. Skye paused for a moment and followed her up the steps, and Elly began talking again.

‘I was hurt and pissed off. And I’m still pissed off, but mostly at myself. You solved this crime, Skye, not me. We did all the things we were meant to do, and if we’d run the DNA from Adalita again it would have led us to Callum via Andrew, but that doesn’t change the fact I did fuck it up, and I did miss something, just like I told you I feared.’

‘I didn’t solve anything,’ Skye said. ‘It was solved because I’m uptight, untrusting and judgey, not because I worked anything out. And even right at the end I was blaming Andrew for it. You would have got there, Elly, once you’d finally ruled out Dane and Coulter, I’m certain of it. You didn’t miss anything, because there was nothing to miss. Only I had a reason to look at Callum’s phone data. It was unrelated.’

‘Well, either way, I guess we can be grateful that he pleaded guilty. Our prosecutors weren’t looking forward to explaining to a judge that the initial phone data came from an illegal request.’

Skye looked sheepishly at the ground.

‘Why do you reckon he pleaded guilty?’ Elly asked when Skye didn’t say anything.

‘He wanted to save his parents another trial. And I’d like to think he wanted to save putting Adalita’s parents through one too. And himself. You’d have got him even without it, though, Elly. I know you would have.’

Elly sighed. ‘At the very least I’ve learned some stuff,’ she said.

‘Like what?’ Skye asked.

‘That you can’t do and know everything. That asking for help isn’t an admission of failure.’ She paused. ‘And that you can furnish an entire house from a shop at the tip.’

They both laughed at that.

They walked in silence for a while, with nothing but the birds and their own heavy breathing to break it.

‘I keep thinking about how many ways this might not have happened,’ Skye said eventually. ‘Remember last time we were here together and we were talking about watching the video of Adalita at the station, and wanting to warn her?’

‘Yep,’ Elly said.

‘Well, I keep thinking that if Callum hadn’t bought me that new harness this wouldn’t have happened. Or if my old one hadn’t fallen out of the bag when he went to the tip it wouldn’t have happened. I keep going over and over every little inconsequential thing that led to this big, awful thing. There were so many ways the universe could have stopped it.’

‘Yeah, or if that bus hadn’t broken down, or if Dane hadn’t been a creep. You can say that about everything that ever happens, but fate isn’t to blame here, Skye. You need to get that notion out of your head.’

‘I know. I can feel it sending me mad,’ Skye agreed. ‘When do you start in the city?’

‘Next month,’ Elly replied.

‘Are you happy about it?’

‘Yeah, I’ll be able to see my mum a lot more.’

‘Do you think maybe we could catch up as well?’

‘Well, yes. Does this mean you’ve decided to leave too?’

‘I think so. I can’t stay here. I can’t climb here ever again; I can’t live in our house; I can’t meet people’s eyes because they all know. I put the house on the market last week. I finish work in a month and I’ll keep staying with Sylvie until I go.’

‘What about your parents?’

‘I’ll come up to see them. They’re a little way out of town anyway, though I guess I might regret not having them round the corner when this one comes along,’ Skye gestured to her belly, full and round.

‘How are you feeling?’

Skye knew Elly wasn’t asking her about morning sickness and cravings.

‘Terrified. Stupid. Got no idea what I’m going to tell him about his father. Got no idea if I’ve got the strength to be a single mum. Just keep thinking about being in that delivery room without him when the picture I had in my head was so —’ Skye’s voice broke ‘— different.’

‘I’m not surprised you’re terrified, but you’ll make it work as a single mum. My mum did. I always felt loved. Even when I was making my own school lunches and coming home to an empty house. It was a house that someone had made sure was clean and safe and full of food and had a cosy bedroom and a desk for me to study at, someone who checked I’d done my homework and always made a cake and bought presents for my birthday. That’s most of what I needed, and you’ll do that too,’ Elly replied.

‘Yes, I will. I’m just thinking about those long nights and days alone, thinking about what happened. I wasn’t going to go ahead with it, you know. But then I decided this might be something good, something beautiful, to come out of something so fucking awful.’

Elly nodded.

‘It will be. And when you need someone to talk to, someone you don’t have to explain a very long and awful story to, you know how to find me.’

Skye had the feeling it wasn’t the kind of offer Elly made very often, and she was genuinely and deeply touched. And relieved. Even among all the awfulness, the night she’d brought the water bottle to Elly had been something she kept coming back to with a sick feeling of guilt. ‘Thank you. I will be doing that,’ she said.

They kept walking and paused at the flat rock lookout where Skye had taken Elly months earlier.

Skye stared out at the folds and escarpments she’d spent so long ranging over. So very beautiful but unforgiving, so unyielding and now so ruined for her. Callum had broken her trust and broken her love for this place, and she felt something like grief as she looked out at it.

‘I’m sorry you’re losing this, Skye,’ Elly said.

Skye was once again touched by her words. ‘Me too.’

‘Do you see him?’

‘I visited him once. It’s the first time I’d seen him. He wrote me a letter asking if I would visit. He just said he was sorry, over and over. I thought he was saying sorry for what he’d done, but he was apologising for sleeping with her. Can you believe that? He said he would have called an ambulance for her, but he couldn’t risk being drug tested, or me finding out he’d had sex with her. I don’t need an apology, but I will never forgive him for making me part of the reason for what he did.’

‘And what about for trying to kill you?’ Elly asked softly.

‘You know, weirdly, I can kind of understand that. His brother had already all but destroyed his parents. I know he was thinking about them, what it would be like to have two sons, both in prison for killing someone. I think if it wasn’t for that he honestly would have turned himself in once he realised I’d worked it out.’

Skye sighed.

‘Or maybe I’m just being unbelievably naive, and can’t accept I was planning to spend the rest of my life with a man who could hide the fact he was a murderer.’

They kept climbing as the track twisted back on itself under an overhanging shelf where a man was belaying a little girl. They said hello and fell silent until they were well past the father and daughter.

‘He’s a good actor,’ Elly said. ‘I think it’s because he’d halfway convinced himself that he’d done the only thing he could have, and that it was all just a terrible accident.’

They paused on a rocky outcrop to catch their breath. There was no wind and they could hear the calls of climbers as if they were only metres away.

‘Off belay, James!’ they heard, the sound bouncing from wall to wall to reach them along with the clank of climbing gear and the sound of ropes being tossed from the top of routes to land with thumps below.

‘Will you see him again?’

‘No. It’s done,’ Skye said. ‘I loved him, still do probably, but it’s done. I don’t think there’s any point torturing myself, or him, for the next twenty years. I wrote to her parents, you know,’ she added. ‘Never sent it. Why would they want to hear from me? But I wanted to get so much off my chest, and it helped a bit. Are you in touch with them?’

‘Yes. They didn’t want to come here for the trial, but they asked for a transcript, which I’ll arrange for them. They don’t blame you, Skye. They know you’re the reason we arrested him when we did.’

‘If you ever speak to them again, can you tell them I think of her and them every day, and that I’m so sorry?’

Skye started crying then. She sat down and looked over the wide plains far below. Elly didn’t move to comfort her, but she stood quietly back until Skye wiped her face with her T-shirt, and then held out her hand to help her to her feet.





Author’s Note

The Crag is set in and around the Wimmera region of western Victoria. Mount Arapiles is, of course, a real place, and I hope my fifteen years of climbing there have helped me do its beauty and mystery justice. While Skye is a far superior climber than this weekend warrior will ever be, I think anyone who climbs, regardless of skill, knows the serenity and satisfaction of sitting high on a ledge, quietly contemplating a beautiful view, while safeguarding a partner from a fall.

Most of the specific locations mentioned in the book are real, though some have been relocated to serve the plot, and a few are entirely made up. 

The only character in The Crag who bears any resemblance to a real person is Mia Gordon, who is loosely based on legendary Kiwi climber, and Punks in the Gym’s first female ascender, Mayan Smith-Gobat. Smith-Gobat did indeed spend weeks at a time over some years camping at Mount Arapiles until she eventually sent the climb in 2012, an achievement that made international headlines in the climbing world.

I’ve chosen not to make the current possibility of climbing bans at Mount Arapiles part of the plot of The Crag, largely because it’s still unclear what the end result will be. I hope it will conclude with the sharing of knowledge about this place and the continued respectful enjoyment of appropriate parts of it for climbing.
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Thank you, Matt, for your belief and your generosity of spirit.
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