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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






































OEBPS/images/cover.png
? | devoured this thrilling crime novel ...
a gripping, vertigo-inducing read.”

SUTHERLAND





OEBPS/images/copy.png
A catalogue record for this
book is available from the

Natiouay  DOOK is ava )
MEKARY  National Library of Australia

LIBRARY





OEBPS/images/aut.png














OEBPS/images/logo.png
H amrm





OEBPS/images/title.png
<
\HE

CRAG

CLAIRE
SUTHERLAND

QY





