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Chapter One

Smiling Jack came into my life about ten-thirty, one November night.

The rain outside had stopped. I was in my father’s house, sprawled out on the couch, working out my arguments for the fight I knew lay ahead. One of those Brit murder mysteries was on telly, appropriately enough, because the dark, isolated little town of Tucker was about to get a lot darker.

I had a fair idea why Dad had hauled me down from Christchurch at such short notice—no doubt to hash over the usual two questions. Why had I dropped out of school, and what was I going to do with my life? My dad loved giving these lectures—I just made the right noises, then moved on.

As it was, I did have a career choice, but it was not one he’d like or understand.

So when the doorbell rang, I sighed. It rang again, impatiently, as I was levering myself off the couch. I groaned out loud. Dad must have forgotten his keys—my super-efficient father who hated forgetting anything—so I was grinning as I opened the door.

‘What are you smiling about, Robert?’

‘Nothing, Sarge.’

Senior-Sergeant Pegeen Connor came in, shaking herself like a dog. Our local top-cop was thickset and plain; she seldom smiled, but always seemed laid-back nonetheless. And you didn’t mess with ‘Sarge Peggy’, you just didn’t. If my dad had been drink-driving, then she would show no mercy. I went back to the living area, then turned, and that’s when it started. With her standing there, uniform cap held in both hands.

Her voice was low, her words measured. Country cops get a lot of practice in breaking bad news. Dad and his brother Harry had been to the next town on business. At Hooky Bend, the last corner into town, their vehicle had lost control and gone over the steep bank into Breakbridge River. It had been raining on and off for some days now, so the river was running high. With the dark and mist, it was more than an hour before a passing vehicle noticed the broken barrier. By then, it was much too late.

It was strange getting bad news like that. Sort of deadening: I knew that what I was being told must be true, but I just could not believe it. I remember reaching for my jacket, and Sarge Peggy’s quiet voice saying no, the morning would be fine. The morning? The confusion must have shown on my face, because she quickly explained that, while they’d found Uncle Harry’s body in the car, they hadn’t found my father’s body. He’d been swept out into the river; the currents would have been too strong even for a good swimmer.

‘Tomorrow morning is fine,’ she repeated gently.

They were still looking, she said. A terrible accident, and so unexpected. She was right about it being unexpected, but wrong about it being an accident.

It was Smiling Jack.

The rain stopped the next morning. Breakbridge River was still running with ugly, yellow force down to the sea. It girdled around Tucker, and even not at full flood it was easy to see how the river had got its name. Tucker was an outlying town, population about three thousand (including Atenists), and was circled on three sides by thick pine forest. It was off the main highway and reached through a narrow gorge. The road cornered sharply at Hooky Bend along the steep riverbank. A low, stout wooden barrier ran around the bend, and Sarge Peggy pulled up where it had been smashed open. She looked at me.

‘Sure you want to see this, Robert?’

I wasn’t. I’d slept badly and woken with a numb sense of unreality—lying there and remembering my father was dead. There was no sense of loss; no doubt this would come later. I hadn’t eaten, just made a cup of my beloved coffee and waited for Sarge. You don’t always think about your relationships with people before they die—or about the things you should have said. My father and I were like that. After Mum had died, there’d been little talk. So I didn’t feel the loss, yet.

Standing at the broken barrier, there was very little to see. Just the SUV itself, rear section and wheels projecting from the water. The driver’s door splayed open like a metal wing in the yellow, swirling current. Uncle Harry had still been in the SUV after the crash, in the passenger seat. Maybe Dad had got his door open to drag Harry out, and then the current had taken him. Two policemen in yellow-and-green jackets and waders were as deep as they dared be in the river, and were using long gaffs in case Dad’s body was hooked around the front somewhere. Sarge kicked away at the torn-out posts.

‘It shouldn’t have given way this easily,’ she said. ‘Bloody hell, if those miserable sods can save a buck, they will.’

The ‘miserable sods’ were our notoriously tightfisted Tucker Town Council. Maybe this was grim justice—at least for Uncle Harry. He’d been on the council.

‘We’ll go on looking,’ said Sarge. ‘There’s always a chance we’ll find him.’

Translated, that meant no chance at all. Breakbridge River flows into Wreckwood Bay, which is well-named, too. At least a dozen ships had been driven onto the rocks in the past hundred and sixty years; the bay itself is full of rips, and a row of No swimming signs practically fence it off. Dad’s body would be well out to sea by now.

I turned away and walked a little out onto the road. Sure, accidents happen, but there was something wrong about all this.

‘Dad was a good driver. What would force him off the road? Hell, he was a strong swimmer, too—’

‘Robert, the best swimmer in the world couldn’t handle those Breakbridge currents.’

‘But he’d been around Hooky Bend a thousand times. How—’ I broke off.

It was then that I saw it, on the other side of the road. The bank is almost sheer there, and covered with scrubby gorse bushes. There was something on one of the bushes, and I went over to it. A playing card, impaled on a thorn. I pulled it off as Sarge came up beside me.

‘What’ve you found?’

‘This.’

A Jack of Hearts card—and somebody had drawn a manic smile on the prim moustached features. Sarge Peggy turned the card over in her hands.

‘Somebody’s idea of a sick joke, Sarge?’

‘Hardly, Robert. Maybe it blew out a car window.’

‘Complete with smile?’ I turned it over. ‘And it must’ve have got here after last night’s rain. It’s dry, see?’

‘Gee, Robert, I would never have noticed that,’ she said mildly. ‘How clever of you.’ She dropped the card. ‘Come on, you’ve got enough to think about.’ She turned back to the vehicle.

I don’t know why, but I bent to pick up the card. Maybe it was the oddness of that smile…But then I had second thoughts and flicked it away, letting the wind flutter it along the road.







Chapter Two

I hate funerals. People get up and talk about moving on, celebrating a life, etc. Somehow that doesn’t cut it with me. This funeral—three days later—was Uncle Harry’s, because they’d still not found Dad’s body. A lot of people were there, including the Aten cult-leader Bertram Baydon, lawyer Judith Carne, and Dad’s secretary, Elissa Wainwright, who scarcely glanced at me. Some of Uncle Harry’s real-estate mates were there, too, but not many of them; there’s little money to be made here in real estate as nobody comes to Tucker to live, and the locals can’t afford to get out.

Since the service doubled as my father’s memorial service, there were also his business associates and assorted others. Dennis and Mandy Wayne, retired farmers—he’d added twenty-five per cent to their capital and they venerated him. Best mates: Sean Rudd, fellow hunter; and Jack Rourke, car dealer and closest thing we have to a slumlord, renting out run-down old cottages to share-milkers. Most of those there were dressed in black, because Tucker, if nothing else, is very conservative. The other towns reckon that Tucker will be dragged kicking and screaming into the nineteenth century any decade now.

Of course, Harry’s daughter Susan was there, and with her a dark-haired young woman of about the same age. And Janice, Susan’s mum and Harry’s widow. While she was just about able to stand up, she was not able to give the words of thanks she was supposed to. I liked Aunt Janice, but her problems with the bottle were well known.

Susan found time for a word with me. ‘As far as I’m concerned, this is all a total bitch, Robert.’

‘My bitch, too, Susan.’

We might be cousins, but we weren’t friends. She’d gone to the local high, me to private schools. Harry had drunk and gambled away what little money there was. She tended to have a bit of a mouth, which made her a bit of a loner, and had short brown hair and a plain, round face. She was dressed casually, as always. You can’t keep secrets in a small town, and it was no secret that Susan hated her father. Still, at least she was honest about it. I glanced at the dark-haired girl standing a little way off. Dad had mentioned something about her.

‘Is that your home-stay student?’

‘Yes, Robert,’ she said with her knowing grin. ‘Not your style, though—aren’t you more into mother substitutes?’

I’d once gone out with a girl two years older than me, so that remark was typical Susan, too. ‘Oh, please: go for the jugular.’

She grinned. ‘Yeah, more fun that way. Anyway, I have to pour Mum into the car. Look after yourself.’ She paused a moment, looking past me before moving off. ‘And don’t get converted.’

I wasn’t sure what she meant until a hand came down on my shoulder. I turned to see the gentle, smiling face of Bertram Baydon, cult-leader of the Aten Sun Assembly.

‘A very sad loss, Robert. Your father served us well.’

Quite a way outside town and up a rough unpaved road was the Aten compound; a collection of buildings which had started with a single hut, built by Bertram’s great-great-grandfather in about 1850. He’d struck it rich on gold and become a religious maniac. A lot of people here, and even in other places, follow the Aten cult, although Bertram-Aten, as he is known, doesn’t like that word. Cult implies the Christian god-head, whereas his god, he says, goes back four thousand years to ancient Egypt and the sun-god, the Aten.

Bertram-Aten is the latest High Aten, and certainly lives up to the part. He’s one of those short guys who somehow manages to look tall; a pink, unlined face, long, silver-white hair square-cut along the forehead, and a short, plaited beard. His full-length white robe had hieroglyphic symbols on the wide cuffs, and a square-cut neckline. A gold ankh badge, of crudely-beaten solid gold, hung around his neck. A lot of people had turned when he came over to me, but they were looking at him, not me. Bertram-Aten inspires a dog-like devotion in his followers, and commands their unthinking obedience.

‘I will pray that his spirit-force finds the star path,’ he continued.

‘Thank you.’

Dad had handled the impressive Aten investments, but private boarding schools had kept me out of Tucker for most of my life, so I had no idea what the Aten was talking about. He smiled broadly, raised two beneficial fingers—the Aten blessing—and left with a swirl of his snow-white robes.

That was about it. People were drifting off, my fingers were sore from all the tight handclasps administered, and I’d heard enough ‘great guy, sadly missed’ to last a lifetime.

Judith Carne came over. Our highly talented and very good-looking family lawyer. She was dressed in black, but that’s her basic colour anyway. As a young teenager, I’d had the almighty hots for Judith, and sometimes I still did.

‘There’s a lot of protocol to get through, Robert.’ She shook her head, and her blonde hair swished on black-garbed shoulders. ‘You know, having to be declared officially dead. And he’s got a big portfolio—trusts, investments—a lot of money altogether. I know it’s awfully soon, but we do need to move on this fairly quickly. Does tomorrow morning at nine, my office, suit?’

I nodded but must have looked a bit daunted, because she shot me a reassuring smile as she left.

Sarge Peggy joined me. She was in dress uniform, but gave me her usual unsmiling look. ‘Drive you home, Robert?’

It was practically an order.

Sarge Peggy came in, but didn’t stay long. She wanted to know if I was alright alone, was anyone looking in on me. Whether I was planning on staying in Tucker, and for how long. She’d be there for me if I needed help. Sarge was like a slab of concrete most times, but that day she gave me an awkward hug and a pat on the back as she left. She paused at the door.

‘If you need any help, Robert…’

‘Thanks, Sarge.’

So the door closed and I crashed into a chair. I cracked a beer, feeling half-guilty, but I needed to loosen up. Even after three days, I honestly could not feel any grief for my father, perhaps because there had been too little between us. I looked at my watch and sighed, knowing I wouldn’t sleep that night.

When the phone rang, I grabbed it. One of Dad’s business associates, sorry he couldn’t be at the service, pressure of work, etc. I couldn’t wait to get rid of him. Then it rang again, another ‘pressure of work’ apology. Great epitaph, eh Dad?

After that, no calls. I cracked another beer, still feeling a little guilty, but I needed the boost. The past was tumbling back on me fast. I’d thought that this long day would be an end to it—that in a sense I’d buried Dad as well as Uncle Harry—but now I realized I’d been wrong. There’d be no quick-fix solution to all that distance between us. He’d always be a top guy in his field, and me effectively a drop-out—I was more like my mum than my dad.

These dismal thoughts were interrupted by a banging on the door. When I opened the door, physical force and a stinking blast of whisky-breath forced me back. Aunt Janice, tottering with booze, pushing her way in. The push took what was left of her strength, and she stumbled back against the wall. I tried to smile, like it didn’t matter.

‘What are you smiling at, you little runt!’ Her voice was thick with hostility and alcohol. ‘Cos you made the big score, eh?’

Shocked, my smile vanished.

‘Aunt Janice? Please, sit down. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘You know, you duplicitous…’ She had trouble with ‘duplicitous’, but got it out eventually. ‘Like your smoothy control-freak father—oh, you’re a good-looking boy, Robert, but full of the same evil crap.’

‘Aunt Janice—’

‘Don’t lie, Robert! Your dad’s a ratbag and so was Harry. Well, I know all about your ratbag plans, because I was never that drunk when your dad came around.’ Her voice was rising to a feral scream. ‘You think you can get away with it, well you can’t, you are not hurting Susan—’

‘I’m not hurting anyone!’ I shouted. ‘Aunt—’

‘I told you: don’t lie!’ She staggered again, still propped up against the wall, hair falling around her face, raddled and glaring. ‘Robert, I know about what you and them were up to, about that creepy, evil shit, and—and—’

I pulled her into the living area where she collapsed on a couch. She was still conscious, leaning forwards, her head between her knees. I just managed to pull away the Persian rug before the full load came up. At least she couldn’t damage polished floorboards.

Throwing up and some coffee seemed to sober her up, and she looked around as though she was somewhere alien. She looked at me the same way.

‘Aunt Janice, I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

She blinked and focused bloodshot eyes. ‘You must know what is going to happen now. Uncle Harry, the Jack card—’ She broke off, both hands over her face, and sat there. Then she took her hands from her face and blinked like she was waking up. She looked at me as though I were a stranger.

‘What am I doing here?’

‘You crashed in, Aunt Janice, something about creepy, evil—’

She flinched, and there was a look of sudden terror on her face. She got unsteadily to her feet. ‘I have to go.’

‘I’ll drive you. I’ve got my licence now—’

‘No.’ She was already heading for the door with a vague look of distress. ‘Not far, I can get there.’

I followed her out and down the path. The night air made her stagger, but she kept walking. ‘Aunt Janice, what were you talking about—that creepy, evil stuff? What am I supposed to know?’

Aunt Janice was at her car, and turned. She seemed almost sober. There was distress in her voice now, and something else—fear? ‘If you don’t know, then don’t ask. Just get out of town, Robert: get out quick.’

She got into her car, slammed the door, and turned the ignition. I should have taken the keys and got her back inside. But it had all happened too quickly. She looked at me, her face white in the darkness. Then she drove off unsteadily. I turned and went back inside.

Yes, I should have stopped her. At least I should have asked about that Jack card. Those missed opportunities could have been a turning point.







Chapter Three

I woke early the next morning, feeling frustrated that I had not questioned Aunt Janice more. Especially the mention of a Jack card—what the hell had she meant by that? I showered and dressed, wondering if I should go over to her place. Before I’d made up my mind the phone rang—Judith Carne’s secretary: it was nine-fifteen and where was I? I put on my shoes, grabbed a jacket, and headed for the door.

Tucker has only one long main street and still looks over a hundred years old. That’s because the Atenists own most of the buildings and are mean landlords. There are rich farms, too, over the ridges, where the farmers run sheep and shoot wallabies. It would make a great tourist resort, if you didn’t mind being swept away by rips, drowned in the river, or lost in the bush. And snubbed by everyone in town, because if you are not born in Tucker you don’t really exist.

When I arrived, something was going on. The town’s two cop-cars came screaming out as I drove in, and they don’t often get to use their sirens. I parked by Judith Carne’s building—one of the very few stone wedding-cakes from Victorian times, and inside, wooden floors and stairs that creak loudly. As I parked, someone came out from under the arched stone entrance and blundered past. It was Dad’s mate Jack Rourke, looking red-faced and tight-lipped.

Judith’s office was on the first floor. She had the coffee ready, and there was not even one sarcastic word about being late. I sipped the coffee and thanked her. She just smiled: Judith Carne is sharp.

‘The beverage not up to your standard, Robert?’

I’m known for the great coffee I make. My ‘non-job’, as my dad called it, is working in a top Christchurch coffee bar, and this stuff tasted like diluted axle-grease. ‘It’s fine, thanks.’

Judith chuckled. She is fifth-generation Tucker, and I sometimes wonder why she’s stayed here. Judith has the legal smarts to go to the top of the tree, but maybe she likes being her own boss. Now she was sorting out papers and her mood became serious.

‘You have money in trust from your mother?’ She waited for my nod. It was more a statement than a question. Mum had kept her finances separate from Dad, and I’d scored the lot. He hadn’t even offered to invest it and given me the chance to say no. So I just nodded and sipped her awful coffee.

‘It may be some time before we settle your father’s estate.’

‘It’s complicated?’

She pursed her lips and went on. ‘Yes. I suspect a whole briefcase of documents was in the car and went out with him. Personal documents as well as Aten trust files.’

Her family were Aten lawyers, although not Atenists themselves. Judith had been on the doorstep the morning after Dad died. She had apologized for the indecent haste of her visit, but explained that there were deals cooking which could not wait. She’d cleaned out all the files in his study and had a guy in to drill out the floor-safe. I was sort of sleep-walking then and didn’t take too much notice. Now I remembered something.

‘I passed Jack Rourke going out—looking ready to shit himself.’

‘He was raising money for investment on his title deeds. Your father was supposed to have them—along with lots of other papers.’

‘So, Jack can get copies made.’

‘No, he can’t. We’ve traced the originals—they’re in a Christchurch bank.’ She gave me a long, steady look. ‘You didn’t get on too well with your father.’

Again, it was a statement, not a question. He was into finance and I wasn’t, along with the usual father–teenage-son stuff. Even now, nearly a week after his death, I couldn’t feel anything, which troubled me. I’d felt a lot more after my mother had died from leukaemia when I was fifteen. Perhaps because her final illness was so prolonged…

Remembering my mother made me think of Aunt Janice, and I told Judith what had happened the night before.

‘Evil…creepy…ratbag plans?’

‘Yes.’ I frowned. ‘And something about a Jack card.’

‘As in a deck of cards?’

I nodded, and told her about the Jack card I’d found at the scene of Dad’s accident. Her lawyer’s mind went straight to it.

‘You don’t know that the card was planted by anyone—or intended for your father. Uncle Harry was there, too, remember. The cops may have asked Janice something and her own imagination took over. All that booze, Robert, and not too many brain cells left.’ She sighed. ‘Anyway, your dad’s estate is going to take time. These “presumed dead” situations can be hell on wheels.’

She went over some estate details and closed the file. Then she sat for some moments deep in thought, and I let her. Even frowning, Judith Carne was very good-looking. Finally, she looked at me with those direct blue eyes. ‘Did your father keep money in the house?’

I shook my head. ‘A few bucks, maybe. He was totally into plastic.’

She nodded. ‘A few days before his death, he did that Rourke mortgage deal and withdrew the funds from the trust account. And we don’t know where he re-deposited them.’ She waited for my nod, then went on. ‘There are other gaps, too—some very big gaps.’

That took a moment to register. ‘You think he was—’

She interrupted quickly. ‘Robert, I’ve always known your father to be absolutely straight—but we do need to fill in these gaps. Until then, please don’t talk about this.’

I wouldn’t, but as I’ve said there are no secrets in Tucker. Jack Rourke would be blabbing about it right now. ‘OK. If I find a shoe-box full of cash, I’ll let you know.’

She nodded without smiling. ‘More like a suitcase, Robert.’

I made to go, and to my surprise she came out with me. We went downstairs together. ‘Your father handled a lot of nest-eggs in this town. A lot of people will have to wait for their money. Human nature being what it is—’

She didn’t have to finish. ‘I won’t be too popular?’

‘Why not go back to Christchurch? I’ll keep you posted.’

We were at the door now and the sun was on our faces. Suddenly there was a loud yell, and we looked over in the direction it came from. A small group of people was gathered outside the police station, which is opposite Judith’s office. Someone burst out from the group and came running across the road. It was Susan, her face flushed and eyes blazing with pain. She swerved around a car and shot out a pointing finger. ‘You!’ she screamed. ‘What did you say to her!’

‘Susan—’

Sarge Peggy was up beside her, grabbing Susan’s arm and frowning. ‘That’s enough. Inside. You too, Robert.’

Judith Carne interposed. ‘I’m his solicitor—and going with him.’

Sarge Peggy just nodded. There was a sort of cop–lawyer distance between them. ‘Alright, let’s get off the street.’

A crowd was already gathering as she led the way into the police station.

Susan was sent home—much to her outrage—and Sarge Peggy took us into her office. We had to go past the desk and Constable Barry Dickerson. We knew each other, and he grinned at me. ‘Trouble, mate?’

‘Not unless you’re an investor.’

Wrong! I got a furious look from Judith Carne and a sharp one from Sarge. So Judith explained briefly, and said it was too early to know if there was a shortfall. When she’d finished, Sarge gave her a pointed look.

‘So you’ll be keeping me informed?’

Judith nodded tightly. ‘Now, what’s this about?’

‘Janice Taylor is dead.’

Dead! No wonder Susan had lost it. But how come she was laying it on me? Something that had happened after her mother’s drunken visit. I just gaped, and Sarge went on talking.

Susan and her home-stay friend, Nicole, had got Aunt Janice home after the funeral (said Sarge) and then gone out to do some shopping. Janice was not there when they returned, but came home later in a real state, just about paralytic. Susan could get nothing sensible out of her, just mumbles about Harry, my dad, everything, and telling the cops about the ‘creepy, evil’ plans. Susan and Nicole had put her to bed, still dressed. In the morning, Aunt Janice wasn’t there.

She was out on the patio.

It seems that Aunt Janice had woken in the early morning and needed a drink—as in another bottle of vodka—and had taken it outside. They’d found her seated at the table. A notepad and biro on the table, but—judging from the pill bottles—she must have opted for a cocktail of drugs instead. Or maybe the pills just took her before she could write the suicide note. Susan called the doctor, but it was only a formality: Aunt Janice had been dead for several hours.

Sarge Peggy told us this in her neat office, with its tidy stacks of files and one of those whut-whut fans occasionally smiting some flying insect and dropping it on the table. It was a hot morning already, and the sounds of the town were coming through her open window. She was sweating, with damp patches under the sleeves of her blue blouse. Now she pulled out some tissues and wiped her face.

The pause gave Judith Carne an opportunity to speak.

‘So, Susan was there all night with her friend and heard nothing?’

‘Yes. Why?’

‘Just getting the facts straight,’ replied Judith.

Sarge looked at the lawyer and went on. It all appeared deceptively simple. Aunt Janice had been drinking about a litre of alcohol a day for just too long. Her liver and kidneys were a total mess, and the pills had finished her off. So the crash at Hooky Bend had indirectly taken another life.

‘With all due respect, this doesn’t concern Robert,’ said Judith Carne, with another polite smile. ‘So we are free to go.’

‘Any time you like,’ replied Sarge Peggy. ‘But I do have something to say to Robert—in private.’

‘I would advise against it, Robert,’ said Judith.

‘It’s OK,’ I said.

When I was sixteen, Sarge had caught me smoking dope and had read me the riot act. Another time, she’d hauled me over for dangerous driving and just said don’t do it again. I respected her and knew she’d be straight with me.

Judith left, and the fan went whut-whut for some long moments. Because I trusted Sarge Peggy, I told her a little more about the investments—that there might be problems.

She nodded. ‘That’s all this town needs.’ She was getting up, slipping on her jacket and cap. ‘A word of caution, Robert. I know this town, and something’s wrong—not just your dad and the investments, either. It’s just a gut instinct, but something is badly wrong. So watch yourself carefully. And get back to the city.’

‘Why are you telling me all this, Sarge?’

She settled her cap firmly and looked out at me from under the brim. ‘Because you’re an OK kid, Robert.’







Chapter Four

Susan didn’t want me at her mother’s funeral. I was relieved; I was still getting over my own problems, and the last thing I needed was another funeral. Anyway, it was an ‘immediate-family only’ thing, so not many people attended. Uncle Harry had few close friends, and Aunt Janice’s drinking had long since turned hers away.

Word was already getting around town that there was something badly wrong with the business deals. A few small-time traders were getting uneasy about their invested capital, and I didn’t blame them. Time to keep a low profile.

I should have gone back to work, but my trust money meant I didn’t have to. So I waited a day or two, still feeling not quite with it. I just hung around the empty house, eating when I felt like it, not sleeping much. Judith Carne had asked me to check for any business papers, and I did, finding nothing, no papers—and no suitcase of cash.

It was weird to enter the neat and tidy bedroom; bare, except for a single photo of Mum. I picked up Dad’s bottle of aftershave, then dropped it quickly. It was like touching him.

His study was the same. A photo of himself, Mum and me from years back; a larger one of him—cracking a grin, tinnie in hand—posing beside one of the big black boars that roam the nearby hills, the boar dead of course. The big, curving tusks were now on the study wall as brackets for Dad’s .30-20 Winchester rifle. I’d fired it once, and my shoulders had ached for a week. Like finance, blood sports didn’t turn me on. I’d gone hunting with him once; never again, no matter how many times he asked.

‘Come on, son, it’ll make a man of you.’

‘I don’t want to go, Dad. I don’t like hunting.’

‘He doesn’t have to go, Charles.’

Mum would stick up for me, and he’d roll his eyes—where did I get this wuss kid?—and go without me. We were never close. In the photo, my mum’s arms were wrapped around me and he was sitting to the side. He’d started to notice me again, though, when I got good marks at school—like I was an asset he could maximize.

‘Robert, you need a life-plan, and you won’t get it working behind a coffee bar. Go to university, boy, and get yourself a real education.’

Maybe one day I’d go to university. But right now I wanted to taste some real life, away from Tucker and from boarding school. Coffee bars are fun places, full of life and people. After living a bit, maybe then I would write.

So, Dad’s quiet, empty study echoed with unspoken thoughts. The study clock, a hound-dog with the tail wagging, was still ticking on the wall. I felt empty, too, like the whole house. Somehow I could not bring him to mind.

I decided to check Dad’s office in town, risking an uncomfortable encounter with Elissa Wainwright. I hadn’t seen her since the funeral, but she was always exactly the same: thin and prim, with blue-rinse hair, a long skirt, a white blouse, and one of her countless baggy cardigans.

We’d never liked each other. In her eyes I was the lazy, loutish son of a caring, dedicated father. Even worse, I’d once accidentally trodden on her spaniel’s tail and the dog had bitten me, so I’d sort of nudged his backside with my shoe. Now he growled from his basket in the corner, and his mistress gave me a cold look when I told her what I was going to do.

‘You have no right to go in there, Robert.’

I went through anyway. The office was as clean and tidy as his bedroom. Another photo: some kind of a booze-up, Dad and some other guys with drinks in their hands. I wondered what those guys thought of him now. But, like home, there was no real identity here. I went back to the front office.

‘Did Dad have a safe here?’

‘Ms Carne cleaned out the safe. I’m only here to answer calls and attend to any business that comes up.’

Not much, judging from her bare desk, her computer switched off, and the pile of lemon-coloured knitting—another cardigan, presumably.

‘There’s hardly likely to be much now he’s dead,’ I said.

‘We can’t assume that, Robert,’ she said quickly; then her mouth tightened, as though she regretted what she’d just said.

I looked at her: assume? Did she think that he was being hauled out of a trawler’s net as we spoke? Or was clinging to a rock off Deadfinger Headland?

Her face was closed, and the dog had started growling again, probably wishing it was a rottweiler. I thought about growling back, but exited instead.

‘Good idea, Robert. It’s been a good idea for some time.’

Judith Carne smiled as she gently reminded me of her advice. Go back to Christchurch, and she’d keep me posted on developments—I could buy her a coffee some time. She was right, and anyway I couldn’t spend another night here with my thoughts. So I’d gone back to the house, sent out for a takeaway, and for the first time in days turned on the telly.

Shortly after seven the doorbell rang, just like the evening of the accident.

This time it was Susan, scowling. She walked in, and I closed the door and followed her through to the living room.

‘I was about to make some coffee—would you like some?’

‘Robert’s world-famous coffee? Who could refuse?’ Susan always did have a mouth.

She looked at me, still unsmiling, as I poured us both a cup. She sat without sipping it, then spoke abruptly.

‘Did Mum talk to you…about anything?’

‘She just babbled, Susan. I couldn’t make head nor tail of it. Hey, I’m really sorry.’

She studied me intently. ‘What, exactly, are you sorry about?’

‘Your mum killing herself, of course. What else?’

She stared at me, so I stared back and she relaxed a bit. ‘Listen, I didn’t mean to yell at you the other day—and thanks for not coming to the funeral.’

Susan? Apologizing?

‘You didn’t want me there.’

‘I didn’t want anyone there.’ She sighed. ‘So now I have to find some where to scatter the ashes. Any suggestions?’

‘Somewhere she liked to go?’

‘The local bottle-store then.’ This was said without humour. She sipped her coffee and leant forward again. ‘Robert, do you know what they’re saying in town?’

‘My dad scored a huge sum of money out of his investors? And Uncle Harry was in it with him?’

She nodded. ‘You’re not going to be popular around here. Have you thought about leaving town?’

‘Judith Carne said practically the same thing. I’m leaving tomorrow morning.’

Susan put her cup down. ‘I stayed home to help my mum—now I find out my dad might be a thief. Night, Robert, and thanks for the coffee.’

‘You hardly drank any.’

She just shrugged and got up.

We went out together. At the open door, she turned. ‘Robert, I’m getting out, too. Tucker is just too bloody suffocating. Night.’

‘Goodnight, Susan.’

I shut the door.

I went for a shower and tried to relax under the steaming water. Afterwards, I dried myself, wrapped the towel around my waist, and walked through the house. My dad was very likely a thief, and suddenly that was a burden I didn’t want.

I stopped at his bedroom door. Everything so neatly arranged: had he just as neatly stolen all that money? It was like I was in a stranger’s bedroom. One that smelled of his aftershave from the bottle I’d dropped.

I struggled to bring him to mind.

He’d been tall. I had his height, yeah, and the same fair hair, but he’d had a broad, smooth face. People say I’m more like my mother, with her sharp features, high cheekbones and blue eyes—his were grey. I’m excitable, shoot my mouth off; Dad never spoke without considering consequences, and his pocket calculator was practically an extension of his hand—except when he was off hunting.

The smell of his aftershave was still overwhelming. I picked up the bottle and looked for some where to chuck it. In the long, plastic basket? No, that was for his discarded linen and shirts. I’d have to get rid of those, too. I suppose op-shops take Armani and Boss—

Then it registered. His clothes.

That last afternoon, he’d come back early from the office—he was going to Bromley, about an hour up the main highway, a spot of business to clean up. Then a phone call from Uncle Harry, on the landline. I’d taken the call because Dad was changing his shirt. He was due to pick up Uncle Harry, so he was getting ready to go. He had paused to look at me, as though I was an investment going wrong.

‘We’ll have that talk when I get home.’

‘About what, Dad?’

‘Money—and the pursuit of happiness. You won’t find it in a coffee bar, as a—’

‘Baristo, Dad. And I do like it.’

A little smile came to his face, just a shade patronizing. ‘We’ll discuss that. Later.’

Enjoying the prospect of keeping me dangling, of teasing me with the power he had over me, he had left.

Now, I noticed a shirt-sleeve sticking out of the clothes-basket. He was changing shirts, talking on his cell-phone. Harry called on the landline. I pulled on the sleeve, dragging the shirt out. Cream silk, his favourite—it was like dragging out a collapsed part of him. The shirt he changed out of—As I closed my hand around the shirt’s pocket, I heard a faint rustling: inside the pocket, a page torn from the little notebook he always carried. The paper crackled again as I unfolded it and read words scribbled in that bold, deep print of his: two d’or mint, and a cell-phone number.

I wrapped my towel around more tightly, and went into the living area. I dialled the number on my cell-phone. At this time of night—of course—an answer-phone. Hello. You’ve reached the number of Gold Shoppe, dealers in gold coins, ancient and modern, guineas, nobles, sovereigns and eagles. Trading hours and website—

So that was it. I hung up. As far as I knew, Dad had had no dealings with gold-coin dealers—

Crash! A rock—no, a half-brick—shattered one of the front windows and skidded over the Persian rug.

A shout from outside, high and drunk-sounding, followed by the rev of a car engine.

I ran out to the driveway in time to see a vehicle doing a U-turn and speeding off back towards town. I stood there a moment, shivering and half-naked, a cool wind blowing in from the mountain. So the reprisals were starting, driven by rumour and fear.

Suddenly, I felt scared and very vulnerable. I turned and went inside.

I needed company, someone strong and friendly. It was after eleven, but luckily Judith Carne was still up.







Chapter Five

Normally, I wouldn’t discuss your father’s business, Robert, even with you. But, all things considered, you’re entitled to know. That brick through the window means your dad’s business dealings are starting to affect you. Gold Shoppe is a dealer in gold coin, run by one Gerald Hunnicutt. He had several deals with your father, Robert. He was a little coy, but when I mentioned cops he suddenly decided to co-operate.’

‘D’or—what does that mean?’

‘Louis d’or, a seventeenth-century French gold coin. Hunnicutt deals in them.’ Judith could make even a long-skirted business suit attractive. Now she sat forward, her dark-blue eyes on me. ‘It seems your father had been buying gold coins for some time. Antique ones, those with the highest value. I was able to build up a ballpark figure.’

She paused. It was about eight in the morning, and all around you could hear the sounds of the town starting up. She sat back in the old swivel chair that her father and grandfather had sat in. It squealed as she turned and gave me a very careful look.

‘About a million, maybe more.’

A million dollars in gold!

She saw the look in my eyes and shook her head slightly, her long, blonde hair rippling. Mouth tight, she was very much the family lawyer informing you of bad news. ‘Robert, I got the first audit report last night. Funds missing, the investments have been systematically stripped over the past few months.’ She paused, taking a deep breath. ‘Another ballpark figure, but it looks about…another million.’

Another million? It was just too much to think about.

‘Do you think it was with him in the car?’

Judith shrugged. ‘Perhaps. But this has been happening over months. Quite brilliant really: if someone asks, it’s legitimate to invest in gold.’

But not so legitimate to keep it. So my upright father, community leader, was really a thief who stole from everyone who trusted him. The shock and disappointment must have shown on my face, because she reached out and touched my hand sympathetically.

‘Robert, you’re not to blame for this, but—’

‘—but I got a brick through the window last night. The first of many?’

‘I told you to leave town. Apart from others, Robert, the Atenists have been really hurt. They won’t like that at all. High Aten Bertram Baydon may look the picture of spiritual leadership, but a tiger has lovely stripes.’

I was getting angry now. ‘Alright. I’ve got my mother’s money, I can sell the house—’

I broke off. The compassionate look in Judith’s eyes frightened me.

‘There are no assets in the estate,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s mortgaged up to the hilt, and all the capital has been invested in gold investment.’ Judith did a quick estimation on his assets, including the farm. Another million—so, three million altogether.

Three million dollars in gold. Somewhere.

‘Well, if it isn’t Robbie-boy.’

I hate being called Robbie-boy. And Steve Leary was the last guy I wanted to see; we’d disliked each other since pre-school. I have a cap on one of my front teeth to remind me of when we’d last met; he’d got a broken nose. The guy runs a two-bit towing business—he’s sort of the town thug: number-one haircut, big spider tattoo all over one forearm, leather jacket and patched jeans. A couple of his mates were with him, dirty T-shirts, jackets, jeans and tats.

‘What’s it to you, Stephen?’

He hates being called Stephen. I flinched slightly as he pushed up closer: the guy has breath that would stop a tank. ‘Your old man’s dead, and bloody good riddance. Word is, Jack Rourke’s lost big money—that means I’ve lost contracts. That means you can push off anytime you like.’

‘I take it the brick was the response directive of your awesome intellect…Stephen?’

Leary scowled. He hates intelligence, because he has none. ‘The whole bloody town’s going to be chucking bricks at you, Robbie-boy.’

He gave a nasty grin, and he and his mates sauntered off. A low chuckle from behind made me turn. Susan was there, standing by a nice late-model Subaru. ‘Good morning, Robert. Didn’t want to interrupt you and the fan club.’

‘I bet you were hoping he’d deck me one.’

‘Susan?’ Another voice from behind her. ‘Do I rate an introduction?’

So came my first meeting with Nicole. She wandered up, chucking some supermarket bags into the back of the Subaru. She was tall with a handsome smiling face, and long, black hair in two thick braids. We shook hands and said hello, and she gave me a big smile.

She was staying only a few weeks. ‘Susan needs someone, but she’s too uptight to admit it, right honey?’, which got her one of those knowing looks back.

Nicole was on a gap year before starting at some mid-western university. She chatted with a sophisticated ease, and even her casual clothes looked expensive. Jeans, a loose embroidered blouse, and a wide-brimmed black hat. There was a silver and turquoise pendant around her neck. Finally, Susan rolled her eyes and suggested that Nicole get on back home—Susan wanted a few words with me in private. Nicole grinned and nudged her.

‘Keeping him for yourself, eh?’ With a wave of a hand at me, she went to the car.

Susan gave me a cold look as Nicole drove off. ‘Robert, your tongue’s hanging out—don’t step on it.’

‘She’s hot,’ I defended myself. ‘OK, what are we talking about?’

‘Not here on the street,’ said Susan. ‘Your place.’

We drove there in silence.

At the house, a local handyman (and our part-time gardener) was putting in a new window. He turned and frowned. Mathew Hingle is tall and balding, with ears that stick out, and he’s always frowning, maybe because his wife and kids are long gone. The frown deepened when he saw me, because Mathew is a devout Atenist. He used to be a devout Presbyterian and, Dad once quipped, when they go wrong, it’s all the way.

‘Our leader would like to see you.’ ‘Our leader’ uttered in almost mystical tones.

‘That’s you for the chop, Robert. Human sacrifice probably,’ murmured Susan.

The thick-tufted eyebrows met: you do not mock the High Aten. Susan, however, mocked everyone, including Bertram Baydon. She just raised her eyebrows and gave her maddening smile. We went on past into the house, to the sound of Mathew disapprovingly clearing his throat.

‘He desires to meet you today,’ came the harsh voice, and I waved without turning.

Desires? Inside, we weren’t free of Mathew. He was putting the finishing touches to the window and glowering through it. The half-brick was still on the coffee table, and Susan picked it up, looking speculatively at him. She settled for pulling the blinds shut.

‘That guy gives me the creeps. I can just see him sacrificing a virgin by the light of the full moon.’

‘The Atenists don’t do that, Susan.’

‘True, Robert: they just molest their kids.’ She gave the brick another speculative look. ‘Ah…I got a really obscene phone call this morning. Something about my dad and your dad—and that big stash of bucks. Come on: I need to know. What’s behind these rumours?’

At least it wasn’t a brick through the window. But I figured she had a right to know, so I told her what had happened—and what Judith Carne had told me. She’d find out soon enough, anyway. When I’d finished, she whistled loudly and shook her head.

‘You said you were leaving town.’

‘Leary thinks I should.’

‘So will a few others when they find out what our dads have got away with.’

‘They didn’t get away with anything, Susan.’

‘Get real, Robert. There’s a big, big pile of loot stashed some where. Know anything about it?’

‘If I do, I’ll tell the cops.’

‘Oh, sure. Who’d want to score three million bucks?’

I could have been rude back, but that never works with Susan. Anyway, I was thinking about my run-in with Leary. Soon the whole town would know about the missing gold. And this, for sure, would be what Bertram-Aten wanted to see me about.

Something else Susan had said made me think.

‘What makes you think Uncle Harry knew?’

‘He was always your dad’s flunky. Drank nearly as much as Mum, and lately was boasting about this mega-deal he’d lined up—reckoned this town wouldn’t see him for dust.’

‘Did you and Aunt Janice figure in the dust-vanishing bit?’

‘I assume not.’ She tightened her lips. ‘His doxy in Christ church would, though, for sure.’

Uncle Harry had made frequent trips to Christchurch, most of them ending up in the casino. But this conversation was going nowhere, and I had lots to think about. ‘Susan, I’ve got things to do. Want a lift home?’

She frowned, then spoke quickly. ‘Listen, I know Barry Dickerson quite well. I talked to him after the accident, and he said something about you finding a Jack card.’

‘What of it?’

‘Was it like this one?’

She showed me the card. The Jack of Hearts, and the same manic etched smile. A creepy feeling prickled over me. ‘Where did you find this, Susan?’

When Susan had found her mother’s body out on the patio, she’d yelled for Nicole and had shifted some papers as she called the doctor. The card had fallen from between the pages of the notepad her mother had been writing on. Maybe something she’d intended showing the police? Aunt Janice had been going through Uncle Harry’s papers before then, muttering to herself, becoming defensive and rude when asked what she was looking for.

Susan was still frowning.

‘Do you know what it means, Robert?’

I shook my head, and could do so honestly. I didn’t know what a smiling Jack card meant. Uncle Harry was a hot-shot at poker, so perhaps he’d doodled on his cards—and the other one had flicked from the SUV by some kind of fluke when it crashed?

‘Have you told Sarge Peggy?’

‘No. And I won’t.’ Her face relaxed a little. ‘There are things about this I don’t understand.’

I nodded. I could hear something now, a faint and faraway screaming sound, coming closer.

Susan insisted: ‘A Jack card, smiling. It must mean some thing—’ She broke off: the noise was getting closer and was—unmistakably—a police siren. Louder and louder, and coming our way.

It stopped outside our door, and running feet came up the drive, followed by hammering on the front door. Susan skipped ahead of me to open the door, and there was Constable Dickerson. Susan squealed in mock alarm and pointed back at me.

‘Arrest him, Barry. He’s confessed to everything—I’m your witness.’

Barry Dickerson was a nice young guy, only a little older than me. Skinny, earnest—and he fancied Susan. God alone knows why, she teased the hell out of him with her nickname for him: ‘Three-B’. Barry Billiard Ball—a reference to his already-receding hairline. Not nice, but that was Susan.

Anyway he paused, puzzled to find her there. ‘Ah, Robert, Senior wants you at the station.’

‘I’ll stay and plant evidence,’ said Susan. ‘Do you think he’ll get life?’

‘You’d better come, too…’ said Barry, uncertainly.

‘Before I throw you out,’ I finished.

He wouldn’t tell me why Sarge wanted to see me. I locked the door and we went to the patrol car. I looked around, but Mathew Hingle was nowhere to be seen.

Susan and I sat in the back (Susan asking why I wasn’t handcuffed), and Barry drove us back into town. We pulled up at the police station and—of course—it seemed as though half the town was there. Tuckerites can sense trouble like a shark smelling blood. I glanced over to the law office, wondering whether to ask for Judith Carne, and Barry saw it.

‘Dunno if you’ll need her, mate. Wait and see, eh?’

Elias Longbottom was an old-family Tuckerite, and a passionate devotee of the Aten. Dad had reckoned it appealed to those dour, single-minded folk whose umbilical cord to Tucker stretched back unbroken over all the generations. Elias was a paper-hanger and painter, and had been implicated in the great child-molestation scandal of some five years earlier. He was divorced, his wife and kids long fled, too, and now his only world was the teachings of Bertram-Aten.

He was also treasurer of the Aten town investments, and so had known my father well.

Elias had won a contract to paint and paper a ramshackle Victorian mansion out of town; one of those dead and rotting outer circle of great houses that were dotted around Tucker like the ring left on a bath-tub when the water is let out. It seemed that the Atenists had plans to convert the house into a gaming establishment, to attract some of the main-route tourist traffic. Personally, I couldn’t imagine anyone going half a metre out of their way to lose money at a small and boring little town.

Anyway, Elias had been redecorating the interior with all the single-minded intensity of a fervent disciple, and had now begun work on the exterior. He had water-blasted the walls and put up the scaffolding himself—snarling off all offers to help. He had sandpapered and begun to paint, slipping his master-brush around the cornices and ornate kauri lace-work. He was doing the windows first, completing two gables and on to the third.

He’d been halfway through painting it when something happened. Maybe he’d slipped or maybe he’d been knocked off the broad scaffolding planks, but down he’d gone—three storeys. His neck was broken, and he’d died with a pool of paint spreading out around him like cream-coloured blood.

Someone walking a dog had passed a few moments before and had called out hello, getting a wave in return. When he heard the crash, he’d run back to find Elias on the ground. He’d called the cops, and Sarge Peggy had driven there at once. Call it instinct or just police smarts, but she’d looked for something and found it. Tucked in his front overalls pocket, and already smudged by the thick cream flood of paint.

She showed it to us now, still smudged down one side with the cream paint, but the manic-smiling features were obvious. The hand-wrought art, differing minutely in the manic smile.

Another Smiling Jack.







Chapter Six

Robert, it is very good to see you here. We should have met much earlier. Please be seated, young man, and tell me about yourself.’

Thus spoke Bertram Baydon, High Aten, in his booming but pleasant voice; inviting me into his office with a wave of a white-sleeved arm. His ‘office’ was a large room built in the early days from thick-planked totara, varnished a deep brown-red and lit to a rich sun-fire from the single long, narrow window. A lean, biscuit-brown cat with dark, pointed ears slept on the broad sill, opening one yellow eye as a blue-bottle buzzed lazily past.

One wall had shelves up to the ceiling, stacked with toppling masses of books and parchments; some were framed—old and wrinkled papyrus covered in neat, close lines of hieroglyphics. On one thick-planked shelf lay the massive fragment of a huge statue, a corner of lip and half a chin. Around the other walls, shelves of small statues, sitting and squatting Egyptians in black granite and sandstone, regarding us with unblinking dignity. The window pane was of colonial hand-fired glass, whose colours and imperfections danced and dotted the russet fire on the walls.

Amid all this sat Bertram Baydon, High Aten, in a high-backed chair, which was minutely carved with twining patterns and—so legend said—had been cut from a single totara trunk. Inset atop the peak of the chair-back was another gold ankh. The Aten smiled, benign and righteous, and leant back, clasping surprisingly long white hands. A thick hand-beaten gold ring gleamed on one finger. I felt as nervous as a little kid.

‘What would you like to know, Aten?’

It was a week since Elias Longbottom had fallen—or been pushed—off his ladder, and in that time a posse of city cops had descended on Tucker. Sarge Peggy had been turned out of her office by the detective-inspector, and for a couple of days the main street was thick with reporters and camera crews.

Susan had to show her Jack card, too; and Smiling Jack became a household name.

But at the end of a week’s intensive work, there was no evidence that it was anything more than the work of a sick prankster. How that prankster just happened to be at all those accidents was glossed over. Susan’s unfortunate sense of humour got her questioned, and I was hauled in and questioned again. A platoon of cops hunted for that first Jack card along the gorge road, but never found it.

I’d put off my plans to leave Tucker, because the cops were still taking an interest in me. Three people—possibly four—were dead, at least two suspiciously, and I was an obvious link. Judith Carne said I was better off here than in Christchurch, where (if so inclined) the cops could really sweat me without her being present. She didn’t really think they would; it was more a matter of better safe than sorry.

There was another unpleasant incident, too. Dennis and Mandy Wayne came up to me in the street. Dennis, the retired farmer who had invested all their money with Dad, had a terrible look in his eyes and was shaking with distress. ‘It’s not right, is it, Robert? Not right, is it, son?’ He clasped my hand urgently. ‘Your dad was a fine chap—Cripes, all we had was with him—’

And Mandy, her eyes red with tears and stress, looking at me as though I could help. Hell, I was eighteen, and a good baristo at best. How could I help? I just shook my head, and took my hand away. Mandy’s sharp wail of dismay cut right through me.

The Atenists also came in for their share of attention. The old child-molestation affair was raked up, and their esoteric lore put through a media filter. One camera crew staked out the Aten compound; a journalist was bitten by one of the Aten hounds, which had escaped ‘accidently’ when the compound gates were open. Then suddenly it was over, because death and a Jack card have only so much news value. Most of the cops left, and Sarge Peggy got her office back.

She called by to talk with me. She even apologized: feeling it that I was alone, barely out of school, and pitchforked into all this. But with three, perhaps four, deaths in such a short time—and all linked by a Jack card—questions and pressure came with the territory. OK, the city cops had dismissed this, but Sarge still felt it would go further. She didn’t want to frighten me, but…

She got up with a troubled frown and made to go. Reaching the door, she turned.

‘I really do have a feeling that this is not over.’

‘Well, thanks for coming by, Sarge. I appreciate it.’

She looked at me, her eyes frowning under the peak of her cap. ‘Keep away from trouble, Robert.’

The door closed.

As Bertram-Aten leant back in his imposing chair, sunlight struck gold into the sign. Blue-grey eyes blinked at me from under white eyebrows. He soothed long fingers over his shoulder-length white hair.

‘Robert, let me tell you something about us. Have you heard of Pharaoh Akhenaten?’

Was I supposed to have? I’d spent most of my youth away from Tucker, sometimes not even back in the term holidays—almost never after Mum had died and Dad had grown that self-contained armour-plate. To me, the Atens were little more than a local bunch of weirdos.

I forced myself to listen, though. It seemed that, about three thousand years ago, Pharaoh Akhenaten had torn down the old gods of Egypt and decreed worship of the sun. This was not popular with the priests of Egypt, and on his death the decree was overturned. Akhenaten’s statues were destroyed, and the former pharaoh became a non-person. But enough of his records—and his religion—had survived, worshipping a One-Force older than the Christian god. And as for that newcomer, Jesus Christ? Bertram-Aten shrugged.

‘Do you know that Christ was not even declared the son of God until the fourth century CE at the Council of Nicea? Christian politics have long since distorted the message of Jesus the prophet—who received his spiritual training in Egypt, by the way. Atenism is the oldest and most pure One-Force religion. On death, the soul goes to the Orion star cluster to await rebirth.’ He himself, declared Bertram-Aten, was a rebirth of Akhenaten.

‘You’ve aged well,’ I said, trying to lighten things up.

No chance. The righteous force-field deflected this, and Bertram-Aten continued talking. The Knights Templar had re-established the ancient knowledge: did I know that the cathedrals they built in Europe were in the outline of the constellation Orion?

A certain sense of unreality was stealing over me. My father was missing, three people had died in the past couple of weeks, the Aten cult was now supposedly bankrupt because of my father—and I was getting a lesson in religious history? But Bertram-Aten was being very clever, outsmarting me: he was far too smart to just grab at his bird. He stood now, suddenly.

‘Lunch, Robert?’

Lunch? Bertram-Aten was already striding out, so I didn’t have much choice but to follow. He was taking big steps under those long robes, and I had to trot to keep up, feeling like a puppy scampering behind its white-garbed master.

The centre of the Aten compound was on level ground—which was scarce in the pine forest around Tucker—and still had the first cabin, built with slab-planks of totara. Now it was built out on all sides by a rabbit-warren of corridors and rooms. Inside the compound, and also encircled by the chain-mesh and barbed-wire fence, long huts spread in all directions, creating smaller compounds and winding paths. At the far side, another fence held back the forest. The back fences were a simpler post-and-wire construction, with heavy thickets of some Australian thorn planted against them. They had been there about a hundred years, and you could get through if you didn’t mind all your clothes and most of your skin being ripped off. Then getting bitten by a patrolling hound.

The compound was rumoured to have a temple of gold some where, and a couple of intruders had been badly bitten trying to find it. A team of three professional burglars had come through once, but had never checked out of their motel or come back for their car. They might have penetrated the compound, but if so their bodies were never found. The Atens kept their secrets, and the dirt road—called The Track—was for private use only. To any others, it was a no-go zone.

In the compound, there were cats everywhere, totally ignoring the big black hounds. The dogs played with the children, letting their tails and ears be pulled, but appearances were deceptive, as the journalist with eight stitches in his butt could testify. The Aten had apologized and paid his medical expenses, and they shot the hound—they said. We stepped around one cat, gambolling with its kittens.

‘The Egyptians were into cats, weren’t they?’ I asked, just to show I wasn’t a complete idiot.

‘Worshipped them, Robert—and mummified them by the hundred thousand. Shredded cat-mummies were a major fertilizer in Victorian times, a source of locomotive engine-fuel, too, I believe.’

There were women—and some men—in the compound. The men in white cotton trousers and knee-length white tunics. The women in long denim-blue dresses and flat little caps with side-flaps. They all looked over as Bertram-Aten appeared; the men bowed slightly, and the women slid down in graceful curtsies. Only one looked at me instead of him—a slim, dark-haired young woman who looked familiar—then she turned and left. The Aten’s white robe swirled as he led the way into a large eating hall.

Some men, women and children were already seated at the long trestle tables, and their subdued conversation broke off when Bertram-Aten entered. We sat at a side table, and one of the women placed two bowls of some pale porridge in front of us. Bertram-Aten began eating quickly. A cat jumped onto the table and started lapping from his bowl. He laughed and gently pushed it away, saying something about sacred cats and Bubastes. I didn’t ask him to explain: one lecture was enough.

‘It doesn’t look much,’ he said. ‘It’s a grain pottage, rich in basic nutrients and one of the oldest foods known to man.’

‘Eaten by the ancient Egyptians?’ I asked.

He beamed and nodded as though I was converted. ‘Never mind slave labour. The pyramids rose on this and barley beer, fed to happy and committed workers.’

The porridge tasted alright, a little flat. Bertram-Aten continued to expound on the Egyptians. Their culture, philosophy, their enormous skill as architects and engineers, and—inevitably—their way of death. He knew all about this.

‘Most ancient cultures mummified crouching in the fetal position. It was simple and practical, because when the stomach and intestines rotted they simply drained out the anal passage. The Egyptians mummified the entire body and head. The brains were allowed to decay, and then the grey matter drained out through the nostrils.’

I put down my spoon. Rotting brains coming out the nostrils—a little more information than I needed when eating this stuff.

‘More pottage, Robert?’

‘No, thanks.’

A young woman—teenaged—appeared and took the bowls. The same girl I’d seen earlier, but she didn’t look at me this time, her eyes remaining downcast in the presence of the High Aten. Bertram-Aten dabbed at his bearded mouth with a spotless white handkerchief.

‘Time to let you in on a little secret, Robert.’

I said nothing. He was enjoying himself and took his time. The mess-hall was quiet around us, save for the scrape of spoons on bowls. The followers were not listening, but they remained politely silent in the presence of the Aten. Even so, his voice dropped a little.

‘Your father was one of us.’ I made to speak, but Bertram-Aten lifted a finger to silence me. Then he went on in the same low tone. ‘Many of our members—the more influential ones—wear their Aten robes in spirit form, as it were. We had full knowledge of his activities in trading gold, and we fully approved.’

‘What about his other clients—’

Again that reproving forefinger. ‘We are concerned only with the whereabouts of our gold.’

The others were shuffling quietly out of the mess-hall now, the girl among them—did her eyes flicker towards me again? I looked at the Aten; his features were composed, but there was definitely something wrong here. ‘Then why don’t you know where the gold is?’

‘Your father and your uncle changed the location at short notice. They were on their way to tell us the very night of the accident.’

‘Why did they change the location?’

‘They were going to explain that, too.’

I was getting tired of the Aten and his secretive conversation.

‘Did it have anything to do with one of these?’ I took a Jack from my pocket; the manic smile was my own artwork, reproduced from memory. I’d had some days to think about this meeting, and had thought it might be a useful prop.

Bertram-Aten’s face flickered with real emotion, the blue eyes glinted a moment—fear? Out shot the hand like a snake striking, and snatched the card.

‘Where did you get this!’

‘Did it myself, Aten. What does it mean to you?’

‘Nothing.’ Then correcting himself: ‘Only what the media said.’

Bertram-Aten got his features under control quickly. He crumpled the card and stood abruptly to leave.

Out in the main compound, a big, shaven-headed man walked up, a dog trotting beside him. A headband and a simple, sleeveless white tunic down to his knees; a leather belt encircling his waist, with a bunch of keys dangling from it. Khamen (the name supposed to be an ancient word for ‘keeper’) was the compound foreman, and he even went into Tucker dressed like this. He was over two metres tall, so it would take a brave guy to laugh at him.

His dog sized me up, undoubtedly hoping for permission to bite a chunk out of my leg. Khamen unlocked the huge padlock securing the gate chain and made to open it. Bertram-Aten gave me a final big smile.

‘Robert,’ he said, ‘you know where the gold is.’

What!

‘Do I?’

‘Yes, your father told you.’

I just shook my head slowly. ‘No, Aten, he didn’t—and I don’t.’

Bertram-Aten’s features were under perfect control again. ‘He telephoned me that night to say there was a new location for the gold. That only he and Harry knew where. Then your father chuckled: said he’d hinted the whereabouts to you, by way of a fable.’

‘No hints, Aten. And my father wasn’t into fables.’

He smiled. ‘It will come to you, Robert. Meanwhile, please remain in town. It would inconvenience us if you left now.’

Inconvenience?

‘Are you threatening me?’

‘Robert, I am trying to protect you.’

He motioned to Khamen, the gate opened, and I walked out. The foreman shot me a cold look from his dark eyes as I brushed past him. The gate shut and the chain jangled as the padlock was reset. Khamen stepped back again, and Bertram-Aten looked at me through the wire.

‘You will remember, Robert.’

He was so certain that I was scared, that I suddenly wanted to hit back. ‘And you look out for Smiling Jack, Aten.’

He turned away—quickly—and I watched the white-garbed body depart back across the compound. I got into my car and sat thinking a moment. I was sinking in deeper, drowning in confusion, but aware that the consequences of my father’s death were spreading like ripples in a dark pool, outwards—and sucking people blackly downwards. There were no clues and only a puzzle: the Jack card. That was when Smiling Jack became a real person in my mind—my unseen and murderous foe.

I had no idea who Jack was. But Jack knew who I was, and had me firmly in his sights.







Chapter Seven

I drove slowly down The Track back towards town. Massive old pine trees stood on either side, like bleak wooden giants with their heavy, overhanging branches. The road was still the rutted and rough path that the first Atenists had cut out, seeking their Shangri-La. They had the money and influence for a decent paved road now, but preferred access to be difficult. The path to enlightenment could not be easy. It was with relief that I saw the main highway ahead—and then it happened.

A sudden snarl of engines, and a dark vehicle hurtling out of nowhere. I spun the steering-wheel, my car shuddered, and there was a grinding noise as the metal screamed, throwing me forwards against the seat-belt. The other vehicle, a four-wheel-drive, hurtled on ahead to the main road. A leather-sleeved arm stuck out the window—the hand with one finger upraised. The engine noise died quickly away.

I got out to inspect the damage. One side of my car had been neatly scalloped by the collision, but everything seemed to be working still. Had Bertram-Aten arranged this as a warning? Or was it just a revenge-strike from someone my father had ruined? There were any number of four-wheel-drives in a farming community; Steve Leary had one, as did probably all his mates.

The thick pines watched me stolidly as I got back into the car, shaken.

It was clear that deep secrets had been stirred, and were now swirling around me. There’d been three deaths already, and I had a disturbing sense that there’d be more.

There were no other vehicles on the road. If the drive-by had been by Leary and his mates, they’d be cracking open tinnies in his yard by now. I was coming up to The Tub, a deep, round pond just outside town. Someone was sitting on the raised lid over the dark waters. Sunlight flashed on the wire-mesh safety-screen that covered them. I knew the figure, and stopped. Nicole greeted me with another of her big smiles.

‘Need any help?’

‘No, thanks.’ She gestured to a bike parked among the trees. ‘Just getting to know your little town—and get some exercise.’ She looked at my car. ‘Nice spot of customized artwork there.’

I sat beside her and explained what had happened. She nodded sympathetically. ‘Human nature, Robert—they have to take it out on somebody.’

I was still uptight and it must have shown, so Nicole went on to talk about herself. She told me she was a half-Cheyenne orphan, adopted into a rich white-American family. When her adoptive father had died, she’d used her inheritance to travel and get back in touch with her roots. She intended studying anthropology and Native American culture. She took out a little pendant from inside her blouse and showed it to me. It was an old chipped flint arrowhead.

‘I found this at Sand Creek. The militia butchered our people there, even though they were at peace.’ Her expression darkened. ‘There were mostly old people, women and children in the camp: nits make lice, they said, so most of them were shot—then butchered.’

‘Do you hate white people for that?’

She smiled. ‘I’m part-white, Robert, can’t hate half myself. I hate injustice, though’—she looked around her with an uneasy grimace—‘and therefore can’t say I like this little town. It’s sort of empty, without spirit, and such crude place-names. And there’s no real sense of long-term history here, no evidence of indigenous people.’

I grinned. ‘The Atenists found this place, and they only care about what happened four thousand years ago.’

Nicole patted the side of The Tub. ‘This place—The Tub—my Cheyenne blood tells me it’s evil. A place with bad spirit: no Cheyenne would go near somewhere like this.’ She grinned to break the tension: ‘Guess I’d better get clear then.’

‘Can I see you again?’

She smiled and got back on her bike. I liked that smile more and more. ‘Sure, give me a call.’

She cycled off. Great leg motion, and an even greater butt; so I stood watching until she was out of sight. Then back to the dark waters of The Tub, under their mesh screen. Bad spirit forces…? I knew enough about Tucker history to realize that she was right about that. Brutal and rough names, belonging to a brutal and rough history.

All the names—Breakbridge, Wreckwood, Dead Pig Creek, Steep Hill, Damp Caves, Deadfinger Headland—were the simplest of labels, because the Atenists cared little for what was around them. There was only one war memorial, a brass plate in the old Anglican church that had closed ten years before for lack of worshippers.

I sat there for a while, thinking about what Bertram-Aten had said—thinking about Jack, too. Maybe Nicole’s bad spirits stole into my thoughts from the brooding landscape around me. I even looked up over the bridge, where the hills steepened to cliffs and Hag Rock towered, looking down on me. Hag Rock and The Tub, both places of mystery and death.

Hag Rock is a dark, high pillar of black granite jutting out from higher cliffs behind. It doesn’t seem to really belong, as though it’s a dark fang-shaped meteor which has fallen and plunged itself into the ground. It was called ‘Hag’ because of the seamed impression of a face and long rock-fissures of hair. It’s gothic and menacing, the more so because of the natural deep pond at its base, also overlooked by those high cliffs.

Nicole was right: The Tub was a ‘bad spirit’ place if ever there was one.

The Tub was so-named because it was where the first Atenist settlers had done their washing. It’s an irregular, roundish pond, seemingly bottomless, and its dark waters are always stirred by an invisible current. Fed by underground streams running down from the high hill waters, it’s bitterly cold. It empties into Break-bridge; once via natural gutters, now through storm-drains by the road.

The Tub is a natural deep shaft in the limestone; volcanic perhaps, and some forty feet down. However dark and cold the waters are on the surface, they are immeasurably more so at the bottom. The plateau here is limestone, and underneath it are tunnels—some natural and some man-made by gold-miners—which are rumoured to be threaded with thick veins of gold-bearing quartz. One or two miners had tried diving here; their bodies had surfaced a week later.

In 1870, a renowned Victorian swimmer, one Edward Walter Lascelles, arranged a great event. He would dive to the bottom of The Tub to see if there were any such tunnels. He was equipped with a line, a packet of candles wrapped in oilskin, and wax vestas or Lucifer matches, in case the tunnels went above water.

So he dived. And never came up again.

His line surfaced, frayed, so they waited a day or two for his body to surface. When it didn’t, two other divers were persuaded to go down—firmly attached to ropes—but there was no sign of Lascelles. There were some large cracks at the bottom (they felt around in the darkness), and general opinion was that somehow he’d become caught in one of the fissures and eventually got swept away into some black, underwater tomb.

After that, there was not too much swimming there. Anyway, bordering private Aten land meant the No trespassing signs did the rest. The Tub did gain an entirely new reputation, though, when in the late nineteenth century a serving-maid named Edith Chard climbed one night to the top of Hag Rock, took off her shawl, and pinned her suicide note to its folds. The note revealed that she was carrying her master’s unborn child, and she could not live with the guilt. Going to the edge, she jumped off, down into the shatteringly cold waters of The Tub.

Well, it was assumed that she’d jumped—as her note said she was going to do—but, like Lascelles, she did not reappear. Once more, divers went down and found nothing. The Tub had swallowed another victim, and after that you couldn’t pay people to use it as a swimming hole.

There were other suicides, one a mother and child, then a bank clerk who first killed his family because One-Force Aten had told him to. Their bodies were not recovered either. It was as though Hag Rock—shaped like one of those European standing-stones—called them in some ancient sacrificial rite, to drown themselves in the black pool. Much later, oxygen tanks allowed divers to go down to the depths, but it was too dark and cold to stay long. And the silt on the bottom, when stirred, turned the water to fog. There were dangerous underwater currents, too.

Then, about twenty years ago, two star-crossed teens had linked hands and jumped from Hag Rock. After that, the council had ordered that a stone and wood frame be built around The Tub, covered at water level with thick steel-mesh. The darkest gothic fantasies were no proof against the awful thought of jumping, though. But now the bodies fell onto the mesh, leading to its ghoulishly descriptive nickname: the cheese-cutter.

I stood by my car, lost in thought. A local New-Ager claimed that these waters held a dark death-entity. Nicole had said much the same.

I was pondering on Bertram-Aten’s words. A fable? And his warning not to leave town? The High Aten did not need deliberate menace to make his point clear: he believed implicitly in his own god-head.

So I gazed moodily at the dark waters as they rippled, like a distorted face looking back at me.

Before long, a car was stopping behind me, a door opened and shut, and footsteps scrunched across on the gravel.

‘Don’t even think about it, Robert. I’m not scraping you off the cheese-cutter.’

‘Right, Sarge.’

‘Who did that?’ referring to the damage to my car.

‘Someone too shy to hang around for thanks.’

Sarge sighed and pulled out her notebook. ‘Where?’

‘Coming out of The Track.’

‘You’d gone to see the Aten?’

I nodded. She hooked her thumbs in her belt and looked at me, considering. I have often wondered about Sarge Peggy. She’s top cop here, but, like Judith Carne, she could have gone a lot further. ‘So you’re not leaving town?’

I shook my head.

‘You should,’ she repeated flatly. ‘I can’t protect you.’

‘Sarge, if anyone’s after me, they won’t stop at the main turn-off.’

She shook her head, looking angry and also concerned. ‘You really don’t understand, Robert, do you? OK, then: learn the hard way.’ She turned back to her vehicle, got in and slammed the door.

It was as though the cold breath coming off The Tub possessed me, as though the confusion planted by the High Aten was finding expression in savage, angry emotion. I thumped on the roof above her window, and she wound the window down.

‘How the hell do you know!’ I yelled. ‘Why the hell does everyone think they know more than me? I have nothing to do with the whole bloody thing!’

Sarge Peggy got out of her car again, her face grim. She was known to dispense her own unique brand of justice among errant youths and wife-beaters. She grabbed both of my forearms tightly. ‘Robert, I don’t know that much either. But I do know this: my gut instinct as a cop is talking to me. Whatever’s happening here, whoever put the smile on those Jack cards is behind it. And somehow it all affects you.’

‘Then I’m better staying here.’

That look of fury mixed with concern distorted her face again. ‘Bloody hell, will you look at yourself! Eighteen years old and you don’t bloody know you’re born! Alright then, be it on your own head—and it might well be, Robert.’

She scowled, got back into her car, and drove off. I looked back at The Tub and its distorting, gurgling, restless waters.

I’m not a brave guy, but I am stubborn. I got that much from my father. And I had a sense that running from this problem would not solve it.

On my own head—then so be it.







Chapter Eight

The phone was ringing when I got home. I could hear it from outside, hear it as I fiddled with my keys, dropped them, and fiddled again. Opening the door, snagging my bag on the handle as I leapt inside, and skidding on the throw-rug as I grabbed for it. All the while, the phone kept ringing: whoever was calling wanted me badly or was very patient.

‘Hello—’

Silence at the other end, then a voice, female and whispering. ‘Hello, is that Robert Taylor?’

‘Yeah—’

‘You don’t know me, but you know my sister—’

Click. The call disconnected. I hung up and waited. If this was someone’s idea of a joke, it needed some work. The phone rang again, and I picked up. ‘Think you can get past the first sentence this time?’

‘Sure, Robert, if you let me.’

I sighed. There was no mistaking that strong, pleasant voice this time. Nicole. She was taking me up on that invite: maybe we could have coffee together? Susan had talked about what a fantastic baristo I was.

‘Nicole, did Susan use those exact words?’

She laughed. ‘Not exactly. But she’s with the real-estate people. I was thinking we could—’

At this point my attention became distracted by the unmistakable sound of an SUV braking outside, and quick footsteps striding up the path. The door was still open, and there, framed in the doorway, was the red-faced, aggressive figure of Sean Rudd. I broke in on Nicole’s words.

‘Ah, I may have to get back to you. One of Dad’s business mates has turned up, looking pissed—’

That was as far as I got, because Rudd came striding in, muddy boots and all. The stink of stale beer hit my face as he grabbed me. I yelled, dropping the phone. Rudd was a big man and drunk, and he dragged me outside, around the back, throwing me down by the barbecue. He stood over me, eyes glaring, his big sheathed hunting knife in his belt. He was drunk and looked very dangerous.

‘True, Robert—is it true?’

His speech was slurred, but not too much so, and there was a queer, whimpering note to his voice. He shouted again, pulling out a letter.

‘I just got this from some bloody accountant, making it “official”. Nothing in the bloody trust account! Your dad had two hundred thousand bucks of mine, the whole jackpot—and he didn’t tell me! Chazza wouldn’t do that, he wouldn’t!’ Those last words ending on a near-hysterical note because mates—best mates—just do not do this to each other.

‘Sean, go to Judith Carne. The whole thing is in her hands—’

‘I have—the bloody stone-faced—’

I made to get up: big mistake. He shouted and shoved me to the ground again. He wiped spittle from his mouth, and one hand went to the knife. He shook his head again. ‘No, he’s not like that—he wouldn’t do it. I reckon you know what happened, you’re a city parasite now, Robert. They’re all parasites in the city. You do know, don’t you!’

‘No—’

This ‘parasite’ tried to get up and was kicked down again. Sean Rudd drew his knife, and things suddenly became very unsafe. He and Dad went pig-sticking: he was good with a knife, I’d seen him gut a pig. His eyes narrowed; I tried to speak but he cut across.

‘All this Smiling Jack crap, you’re a devious little weasel, Robert. I’ll gut you, lad, by all that’s bloody holy, I will—’

I made to slip back, and he grabbed one leg. The knife was out now, the cured blade glinting wickedly.

‘Tell me where you’ve stashed it!’

‘Sean—’

‘Don’t you bloody “Sean” me—’

And on that, twisting my ankle and turning me over, my face hitting the gritty flagstones. With that I felt my own rage build, and I kicked out, connecting with something, hearing a clatter as the knife fell. I struggled to my feet, tottering a pace forwards as he roared. I grabbed up a hoe that Mathew Hingle had left, and turned around.

‘Sean, listen to me—’

‘Oh, the boy wants a fight, does he? The boy thinks he’s good enough?’

Sean almost crooned those words, dropping his bulky body to a knife-fighter’s crouch, his eyes slitted. He was spaced-out, crazy on alcohol and stress. He took a little step forwards. I took one back. I had no idea how to fight him, let alone use a hoe as a combat weapon.

‘Sean, this is crap—I don’t know where the bloody gold is!’

He charged again, I skipped back, the hoe tangled between my legs and I went over. He grabbed my foot again, twisted it—then stopped.

‘Outdoor aerobics, Mr Rudd? Or some form of male bonding?’ Nicole’s voice as she came around from the front, a joking note to her voice.

‘Leave us alone,’ he warned.

Nicole pouted. ‘Hey, no fair. I’m studying anthropology and I just love tribal rituals.’

Sean looked at her uncertainly and wavered a little, but held me just as tightly. ‘Push off. I’m going to gut this weasel—’

‘Perhaps best done on the flower-bed: save hosing down the flagstones afterwards?’ She was entirely without fear. ‘And I under stand that blood’s a great fertilizer.’

‘I mean it—’

I opened my mouth and Nicole kicked me—hard. ‘Shut up, Robert. This guy has every right to kill you.’ She looked at him. ‘Then spend a lifetime in jail.’

Sean was lowering the knife. Quite suddenly, he let go of my leg and rubbed one hand over his face. The disbelieving, whimpering note came back into his voice. ‘It was my bankroll, jeeze, my home’s going…Someone has to know where that gold is!’

‘I’m sorry, Sean, I really am.’ Nicole was calm, soothing. ‘I haven’t been here long, and even I know that Robert and his dad never got on. D’you really think he’d trust Robert with something like that?’ She touched his arm. ‘Think about it.’

Sean Rudd tottered a little, and then shook his head as though waking from a bad dream, muttering half to himself. ‘I’m bloody finished without that money.’

‘You’re even more finished in jail, guy.’

He blinked and turned, as though we weren’t there. Then he sighed and, knife in hand, turned and walked unsteadily around the side of the house to the front. I scrambled up, holding the hoe, but neither of us moved until we heard the SUV head off up the road.

‘That was too damn close,’ said Nicole quietly.

I was shaken and bruised: a lucky escape. Well, not quite lucky—Nicole must have clicked to what was happening and got over quickly. We went back inside, and she began making some coffee.

‘Aren’t you supposed to make the coffee, Robert?’

Then she did something fantastic. She sat beside me and hugged me tight. And she talked, about her six months as student teacher at a reservation school: how the young bucks would drink too much, and out would come the knives. So they had to be talked out of it, too.

‘Those young guys didn’t really want to cut each other. But behind all the anger and alcohol, they were hurting so badly, were so vulnerable because their way of life was gone.’ She sipped her coffee and swirled the black liquid around in her cup a moment. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Tough it out.’

Nicole got up and refilled both our cups. She had her coffee strong and black like me. Now she pushed my cup into my hand, lifting hers as though in a toast. ‘Way to go, warrior.’

All the tension of the day fell away. I had someone who cared for me, someone with no agenda. So we talked, about the Aten, the whole mess. Nicole sipped her coffee and thought hard.

‘There might still be something at your Uncle Harry’s place. What say we bring Susan in on this?’ She went on, despite the look on my face. ‘I know you don’t get on, Robert, but you’re going to need allies. Right?’

She was right. I nodded.







Chapter Nine

Nothing, Robert—absolutely squat. I have been over the house, even into the crawl-space, and you know how I hate spiders. The garage, all the frozen meat out of the freezer. It’s back inside, by the way: want some wild pork?’

‘I don’t eat wild pork, Susan.’

‘Venison, then?’

‘Ditto.’

It was evening. A chill wind was coming in off the hills, bending the shrubs in the patio flower-pots. I got up to close the Venetian blinds. Nicole had stayed all afternoon and even knocked up a meal for us both. Susan arrived about six, heard what happened, and shook her head.

‘Rudd must’ve been out of his head,’ she said. ‘I mean if Robert knows where the gold is, why cut him up before he can tell us? After would be more logical.’

‘Shut up,’ said Nicole quietly.

Susan was about to laugh, then actually did what she was told—shut up. She even became serious when I told them what had happened at the Aten compound that day. Particularly the bit about some Atenists wearing their robes ‘inside’.

‘Was your dad one?’ I asked.

‘No—at least he never said so.’ She gave me a doubtful look. ‘Why? Was yours?’

‘Bertram-Aten said he was.’

‘Bertram-Aten is totally out to lunch.’ She got up and poured another coffee. ‘Robert, did it ever occur to you that he did the Jack killings? Or at least ordered them done? That guy Khamen is a real piece of work. He’d kill—without even blinking.’

Nicole interposed calmly. ‘Susan, he may be a religious nut; that does not make him a killer.’

‘Nicole, for this much gold, everyone’s a killer,’ said Susan. The phone rang and she reached out to answer it. ‘Hi.’ She made a face and replaced the receiver. ‘Hung up.’

I remembered the earlier call, the one before Rudd came steaming in. Was someone checking that I was alone? I would have to be careful. Susan looked at her watch and nodded to Nicole. ‘Gotta go, Robert. Lock up tight in case Rudd comes back.’

‘Thanks for all your help, Susan.’

She grinned and made to go. ‘Anytime, guy.’ Then she paused, suddenly serious again. ‘You know something? I think there’s more to this than the gold.’

As Susan exited, Nicole smiled at me, speaking in a low voice. ‘Are you cool, Robert?’ I nodded and she touched my cheek, flashing me a smile. ‘Think about all this, start getting in touch with yourself. See you tomorrow?’

‘Sure.’

After they had gone, I felt as bleak and cold as the wind outside. Suddenly I wanted to leave Tucker, get in the car and go that night. But Susan was right, there had to be more here than that scrap of paper from Dad’s shirt. I took it out and looked at it again. And because this time I had it under the light, I saw something.

I looked for a pencil. There was one in Dad’s study—sharpened to a point, of course—and I sat down at his swivel chair. It squealed, just as it had when he’d sat down, and the sound brought back his ghost. I smoothed out the paper and began shading lightly over it.

It was notepad paper, serrated at the top where it had been torn from the little spiral-bound notebook he always carried. And there were faint marks where something had pressed through from the page before. Squiggly lines as though Dad had been doodling—perhaps with this very pencil, the way he did when talking on the phone or just thinking. And under the shading, circular, irregular lines were coming out—and a letter. The letter incised more deeply than the others, as though it had been gone over several times.

The letter ‘G’. Then the letter ‘T’.

Wonderful, I thought. Now all I need is the Shorter Oxford so I can work my way through the ‘G’ and ‘T’ sections. Galaxy…geyser…gopher? Or just ‘gold’, in which case it tells me nothing. And ‘T’? Maybe they just stand for gin and tonic? I sighed: this was crazy. So, I decided to follow the advice of my Cheyenne wise-woman and think things through. I also decided that all such deliberations should be aided by a beer. I grabbed a can, turned off all the lights, save for a little lamp, and sat down to think.

I had to get right inside my own head to answer two riddles. Where was the gold? And who was Smiling Jack?

Three hours and one beer later, I was feeling more relaxed but just as confused. ‘A fable’ the High Aten had said, but my father had probably been about the most non-literary man on the planet. He read hunting and fishing and golf magazines, stock balances and investment guides. His brother Tony had been the literary one; as Uncle Tony had wryly put it to me once, ‘Charles and I are “genes apart”.’

I had really liked Uncle Tony, and suspected I’d collected more of his genes than my father’s.

Uncle Tony. Degree in Anglo-Saxon literature from Oxford University—biggest bloody mistake I ever made, coming back here—and the only thing in common with my father was a taste for single-malt whisky. In Tony’s case, too much of it, compensating for a life of lost opportunities. When he was alive, we’d met as often as possible; and when he was happily ‘juiced’, as he put it, Tony would roar out snatches from The Battle of Maldon or the Blickling Homilies. Beowulf had been his favourite. Talking about his proverbs, his fables, his face would be flushed, chuckling and grinning, enjoying himself. His favourite? The tortoise and the cockroach.

A tingling thrill came over me, as though the deep thinking was getting results. But it couldn’t be that simple, even if Tony had repeated the little fable so often that Dad was bound to hear it. And it was certainly short enough for Dad to remember…That little tingling thrill…You will remember!

That last night, Dad going out, and Uncle Harry calling on the landline. Dad taking the call in the living area, his cuffs open, because he still used cuff-links—gold, of course. Talking on the landline, seems Harry is concerned about something. Dad chuckles: ‘Remember the story’—and his eye catches mine a moment, a knowing flicker.

Surely it was not that easy? The cold wind continued to sigh outside, but the heat-pump had warmed the room and the alcohol had warmed me, too. So was I making too much of this? Surely it couldn’t be this obvious, this easy? But it was easy—Remember the story— and that knowing glance at me. In my father’s super-devious mind, that throwaway comment could read almost as thought-transference: telling me something, but not telling me. How typical of him. For ‘story’, read ‘fable’—and only one, shared between the three of us, came to mind.

‘This one’s not Anglo-Saxon, Robert. Indo-European, I think, and—like the best of them—almost too bloody small. Seems there was this cockroach, and a tortoise was about to make a meal of him. So the cockroach needs somewhere to hide. He springs into the armpit of the tortoise—where better? In the unreachable close part of his enemy.’

The story fascinated Uncle Tony. The unreachable ultra-close place where he could hide from his own father—or his mistakes. Once Dad had sneered that Uncle Tony had spent all his life hiding. Only his book collection remained now, the best of his leather-bound first editions behind the glass-fronted oak bookcases in the study. ‘They look good,’ Dad had said, ‘and they’ll appreciate in value.’

A clue in the fable: the unreachable close part…I didn’t have much time to work it out, though, because Judith Carne had said that the book-dealer was coming the next day. Well then, I would have to check each book before the dealer came. How smart of my father to hide his secrets with a dead brother.

I wandered through to Dad’s study again, turning on just a little sidelight. Darkness helped memory. There were the books, looking handsome and literary—creating, as Dad had intended, a great impression on invited guests. I opened the glass doors of the cabinet holding them. The hinges creaked loudly, as they had when Uncle Tony had opened them. The smell of his books came, a leather smell. I opened The Battle of Maldon. As with most of his books, it opened at his favourite page, and I could hear the timbre of my uncle’s voice, enriched with whisky, roaring out the bold words:

‘The tenth century AD. Vikings were raiding Essex, and Earl Byrhtnoth mustered his war-band to fight them. On the banks of Blackwater River, the battle-hardened Vikings cut them to pieces. Byrhtnoth goes down and his personal guard fought on for him. The Vikings offered surrender and one roared back an answer, rich in Saxon virtues and immortal in Saxon lore.


Though we be the fewer, we shall not surrender,

We shall fight on though our strength fails,

Here lies our leader in the dust of his greatness,

Who leaves now is damned forever.

We who are old will not leave this battle.

But lay at his feet in the dust, with our leader.’



So he roared, and so they fought on—to the last. Uncle Tony would get misty-eyed at this point; I think that’s the way he’d wanted to go. Not stuck in a grubby little flat, selling off his books for whisky; disgraced, his academic career in tatters. I put down Maldon and picked up The Exeter Book Riddles: hell, if it was in that, I was finished already…

It was only because I was standing there in the utter silence, lost in memory, that I heard something. A little clicking, snapping sound outside. Somebody was out there, maybe Sean Rudd on a return visit. I snapped back to reality and looked around. My father’s golf clubs were in the corner: I pulled out a nine-iron and headed for the door.

Whoever was outside thought the place was in darkness. I flung open the door, heard a whooshing sound, then someone gasped. Something clattering, a pair of footsteps running up the drive. Then another figure, appearing around the side of the house, colliding with me. I smelt halitosis as a fist connected. The figure—dark, but I knew damn well who it was—ran on past, and I swung the golf club around, making contact some where on his back.

I made to follow, tripped on something, and fell down. By the time I was up, the ute was roaring off down the road.

I stood in the darkness a moment. I had a couple more bruises to add to the ones Sean Rudd had given me. I swung the club around in the darkness, and it clattered on something: a can of spray-paint. Around the back, another thrown down, but a broad swipe of dark colour already on the white-painted wood. That was the whooshing I’d heard.

I went back inside and turned on some lights, in case they came back. Unlikely, though: it was pubclosing time, and the plot would have been cooked up over the last beers no doubt. Besides, I had a more personal score to settle, and I knew damn well who Mr Halitosis was. I was shaking a bit, but somehow felt oddly stronger.

Stronger from the fight with Rudd, from painful memories, and maybe the beer had helped—and those lines from Maldon where the bodyguards died for their Lord. An army of Vikings couldn’t budge them from their duty, and I had one now, too. But it wasn’t heroics that prompted this decision: it was anger and a stubborn determination. My father was dead, the fortunes of this town in ruins, and I was a legitimate target for everyone.

If Smiling Jack was orchestrating all this to get rid of me, then it wasn’t working anymore. My decision by The Tub stood good. I had Nicole on my side—even Susan—and with their help, I would find the gold and the killer.

You, Smiling Jack.







Chapter Ten

Burleigh is coming this afternoon, about two o’clock. He estimates it’ll take about three hours. Is that alright with you?’

‘Fine, Judith.’

‘I’ll pop in as well, just to supervise. Wouldn’t want him presuming on your youth and ignorance.’

‘Gee, nicely put. Thank you.’

She chuckled and hung up. It was just after eight in the morning, and Judith Carne had apologized for calling at an early hour. Not too early for me, though: I was still strung out from the night before and was already having breakfast. I had told her briefly what had happened, and she promised to contact Sarge. So I sipped a cup of life-giving coffee and pondered what to do.

A quick trip into town first. I was nearly out of food and I had unfinished business. That would take out an hour, but leave enough time to check my leads. It was impossible to read all of Uncle Tony’s collection in a few hours; still, long enough (I hoped) to look for another scribbled note.

Burleigh, the premier antiquarian book-dealer in Australasia, had been scheduled to come the month before. Uncle Tony’s collection was valued at a cool seventy-five thousand bucks, and therefore had been part of the asset-stripping…until Fate and Hooky Bend had intervened. And, yes, I bet Judith would be there: to pick up the cheque.

I sighed and looked at my watch. A long day lay ahead, so best get into town quickly and get back. I shouldn’t have been taking the hour off, but that unfinished business still nagged.

It was market day in town, and it begins early, too. The town park gets cluttered with stalls piled with all the local produce, from artichokes to free-range eggs, all at low prices. So when I slipped into the supermarket for bread and milk, it was almost deserted. Outside again, I threaded through the crowds, back to my car. I put my groceries in the boot and stood for a moment, considering my unfinished business. No, it couldn’t wait.

I went back into the crowds. There were Aten women at the market stalls, in their long, blue robes and carrying big baskets. One seemed to pause, so that I had to brush past her: the girl from the mess-hall, when Bertram-Aten had fed me that disgusting plate of gruel. She looked at me—longer than a glance—her face expressionless, a mere flicker in her eyes, then went on her way. It was as though she were communicating something with that flicker of the eye, and I remembered the phone call and that whispering girl’s voice—hers?

No time to think about that now. Steve Leary’s little business was about six doors up from the cop-shop; very inconvenient for him at times. I had to go past the station, but luckily there was no sign of Sarge Peggy, so I went into Leary’s yard and looked around. His truck, some stripped car engines, and a long shack at the back. There was a crudely lettered sign—Shout for business—but it was quicker, and louder, to kick over a crate of empties. The shattering crash brought Leary out in a flash, followed by two of his low-life mates.

‘Well, well.’ He grinned, showing those frightful yellow teeth. ‘If it isn’t Boy Wonder.’

‘Just wanted to thank you for customizing my car. And for last night’s redecorating job. When were you thinking of finishing it?’

Leary raised his eyebrows. ‘Redecorating? I was with my mates: all-night poker session. Right, guys?’

‘Right,’ sniggered one, in torn overalls and an oil-stained skivvy.

‘That’s OK, then, Stevie-boy. The cops can always lift fingerprints off those cans you left behind. Or do we discuss it in private?’

‘See ya, guys,’ said Steve, and they left, Torn-overalls giving me a nudge—and getting one back—as he passed. Steve grinned. ‘So you and I are going to have a little chat, are we?’

‘Stephen, your intellectual powers knock me out. You really should have finished primary school.’

The grin widened. He came a little closer, his fists bunched. ‘You’re a smart-arse, Robbie, just like your dad. And I’m going to have a lot of pleasure—’

The old ex-army sergeant who ran our gym at school used to say that if you’re going to start a fight—start it. So, risking septic infection from those awful teeth, I punched Steve Leary right in the mouth. He shook, then came right at me, boots and head-butts, classic pub-fighting habits. I skipped back from the boot, Stevie grabbed me and we went over, crashing down another pile of junk, rolling over on a painful assortment of old car-parts.

I broke free, scrambled up. Clothes ruined, but what the hell. Leary got up, an ugly look on his uglier face, grabbing up a crowbar. ‘You’ve been asking for this, Robbie. Fancy a few missing teeth?’

‘Knock your own out, mate. Improve your appearance—’

He swung hard, I backed off. He swung again, his eyes slitted, then jerked and grunted sharply, dropping the crowbar. A scientific clout on the elbow with a baton, courtesy of Sarge Peggy, topped off with a sharp push.

As he turned, staggering, she hit him again, across the shoulder. Leary yelled and went down. There was something wrong here: Sarge had a face like stone, and she hit him hard and deliberately on his arm. He yelled in pain.

‘Sarge, he’s had enough—Sarge!’

She looked about to go on, then relaxed and tucked the baton back in her belt. A brief glance at me, then she knelt. She cupped a hand under Leary’s unshaven chin and jerked his head back. ‘Leary,’ she said softly in a chilling voice, ‘I want no more crap out of you. Do we understand each other?’

All the fight was gone from him, and he nodded. She stood up, her knee managing to connect with the side of his head. I knew Sarge was tough—country cops are—but I’d never seen her like this. She glanced in my direction.

‘Come on.’ A brief look at Leary. ‘He’s had that coming a long time.’

Naturally, I did not argue. Leary was still kneeling, his head down, when I turned at the entrance and looked back. Sarge didn’t, and we walked to the police station in silence.

She indicated her office and we went inside. The stony look was still on her face.

‘Robert, any trouble—any at all—and I want to know about it. Clear?’

I nodded. ‘Clear. But how—’

‘Because I checked your house on patrol last night: some graffiti work started at the back?’ Her voice was accusatory and flat. ‘And I nearly tripped over a hoe.’

OK, so she knew about that, too. I nodded and mumbled, trying to look shame-faced. Not that that fooled her for a moment. ‘Robert, I make it my business to know what goes on in this town. And Dickerson saw you go past, heading for Leary’s place. Now get out of here.’

I got up and paused at the door. ‘Ah, I’ll be home all day, some book-dealer’s coming to buy Uncle Tony’s collection. But I suppose you knew about that, too.’

‘Get out of here, Robert.’

Outside, I went back to the car. There were still crowds, but no sign of the Aten. It wasn’t my imagination that I got cold looks. And as I got into the car, it became clear that it had been a mistake leaving a window slightly open: somebody had dumped eggs onto the seats. I spread some paper over the driver’s seat and drove home.







Chapter Eleven

Simon Burleigh was exactly the kind of guy who has a first name like ‘Simon’ and a last name like ‘Burleigh’. He was slim, with thin, sharp features, his thin lips set in a perpetual sneer at anyone who wasn’t him. Long, greying hair was brushed in careful wings over his ears, and he moved long, white hands in affected mannerisms.

‘It will take some little time to pack all these, let alone price them,’ he said sniffily. ‘You are, I take it, not an authority on Anglo-Saxon literature?’

‘No,’ I replied, longing to be rude but I needed to keep the guy sweet. ‘But I’d like to ask you a question about it, if possible.’

A long-fingered hand flapped me away. ‘Later, dear boy, later.’

He had an effeminate young guy with him, who was dressed in cream slacks and a pale blue skivvy. Burleigh himself was in slacks, another pale skivvy, and a short-waisted black leather jacket. I looked at my watch. Nearly half past one: I’d better let them get on with it. Anyway, I had my own thoughts and some leads to nut out.

I’d already looked through all the books as best I could. No scribble marks, no bookmarks even, and no slips of paper. A note addressed to my Uncle Tony from Dad, saying that all arrangements were in hand and that the bank payment would begin the following week. It was dated eight years earlier, two years before Uncle Tony died.

I was still young when Uncle Tony’s life had started to unravel, and learned the details only later. Uncle Tony had been lecturing at a big city university when a female student claimed he’d offered to show her the exam questions for sexual favours. His version was that she had offered him the favours, and I believed my dreamy bachelor uncle—the hurt and bitterness were too real when the university booted him out. It was political, too. Lecturers can be like a pack of wolves: when one goes down, the others turn on him. So my uncle was chucked out, then wasted his money fighting the dismissal in court, leaving him with practically nothing.

At that point Dad took over, and was secretly delighted to do so. The assured man, controlling his more feckless brother. He gathered what was left of Tony’s capital, set him up in a small unit, and arranged a monthly payment which would be enough for whisky, rent and food—usually in that order. So, my uncle spent his last years quietly self-destructing, selling off titles for whisky, becoming fatter and more red-faced until the heart attack killed him.

I think that’s when I began hating my father.

After my uncle had died, we were in the flat, sorting out stuff, when Dad picked up the last book my uncle had been looking at. Uncle Tony had keeled over, reading one of his favourite books: The Saga of Beowulf. It was still on the floor, the spine cracked where he’d fallen over it, a whisky stain on one page. Dad had picked it up and read out a passage in a sneering tone—maybe the very passage Uncle Tony had been reading when he’d died. An epitaph for the drunken brother who had wrecked his life, instead of seeking money and power.

I found the book now, and opened it. I found the passage and read it aloud, trying to forget my father’s sneering note. Yes, I hated him, but I hated myself, too: we’d both let Uncle Tony go. And, knowing that, he’d just slid faster downhill. Reading the passage now, I felt self-conscious and unreal.


This fight is not yours, nor is it up to any man to measure his strength against the monster, or to prove his worth.

I shall win the gold by my courage or else mortal combat, doom of battle, will bear your lord away.



As I read out the passage, my father’s dismissive words hung in the silent room: ‘Pity he didn’t apply a little heroic endeavour to his own life.’

Well he was dead now, too, and Simon Burleigh was listing and packing the books. When I told him that I’d decided to keep the copy of Beowulf, his good manners barely hid his annoyance. ‘The book is in the catalogue and forms part of the total price.’

‘So take it out of the catalogue and re-jig the price.’

‘I certainly will.’

Now I was hanging around, feeling useless as he and his assistant checked each book, muttering some arcane lore about foxing, endpapers, shaken spine, errata, etc. The phone rang—Judith, for sure. I picked up the receiver.

‘Is that Robert Taylor?’ That female voice, whispering and still sounding frightened. ‘My name is Laurel Chadwick. I saw you in the market place. I’m with the Aten—’

The frightened tone was making sense. There were few phones in the Aten compound, and certainly no cell-phones, and women weren’t supposed to use the phones at all. Bertram-Aten controlled any hi-tech himself. Even getting to the phone would be difficult.

She went on, whispering quickly.

‘Please listen. I can’t talk for long. Your problems, I know something, maybe can help. Our big supermarket shop is tomorrow, early, about ten. Be there, might get a chance to talk. Don’t tell anyone—’

A stifled gasp, then the dial tone. I put the phone down. Silence, except for the modulated tones of Burleigh and the dutiful responses of his assistant.

An hour later, I was still thinking about the call when Judith Carne’s car pulled up outside.







Chapter Twelve

Sorry that I’ve got to take all the money from you,’ Judith said.

‘No worries,’ I said.

‘You’re really not at all like your father,’ she commented dispassionately. ‘Losing money made him wince. Birds of a different feather, my dad once said. You were about six then, so God alone knows how he knew.’

‘Maybe he was as smart as you, Judith.’

She smiled and tapped my nose with her forefinger. ‘Are we nearly finished?’

‘Better ask the Great Antiquarian Bookseller.’

‘Nearly through, Mr Burleigh?’ she asked, raising her voice.

Burleigh came wandering out of the study, sniffing as though thoroughly disinterested. ‘An hour… perhaps less. A lot of the good stuff is gone. I’d settle for a first edition of the Book of Kells, of course.’

‘Well, a thousand years ago, you could have ordered one and watched the monks copy it,’ said Judith.

I was getting annoyed at this banter: they were acting like I knew nothing. ‘I kept Beowulf because I like the theme of conflict. Beowulf and the dragon.’

Burleigh gave me a thin-lipped smirk. ‘Or a lindworm in some translations. Which do you think is the more correct?’

It was an open invitation for me to display my literary skills, but Judith glanced pointedly at her watch and Burleigh took the hint.

‘Beowulf?’ she asked, as soon as he’d left.

‘Uncle Tony’s favourite, so I kept it back. OK with you?’

‘I don’t see it anywhere. Excuse me.’

She wandered through to the study, and I heard her pleasantly asking Simon Burleigh where the book was. Whether (just as pleasantly) he might have packed it by accident. A moment’s silence, then another pleasant thank-you, and she returned with it. ‘Mr Burleigh’s assistant “accidentally” packed it up.’

It was more than an hour before Burleigh was finished. I made coffee, and he scored a cup (not without a gracious look of surprise when he tasted it).

Judith had a quiet word with me, as we drank ours. When I told her I was staying on, she shook her head doubtfully.

‘Robert, a few people are still clinging to hope—really bad news takes time to sink in. But most people are looking for a scapegoat. The mood is bad—and it won’t be the local thugs next time. You should leave.’

‘I’ll think about it.’

She shot me the same exasperated look that Sarge Peggy had. ‘No, you won’t. Not until a bunch of farmers break their fence battens over your head.’

At that moment, Susan walked through the front door, grinning at my ‘forgotten to knock?’ glare, and looked around. ‘Are you packing?’ She eyeballed Judith—who eyeballed her right back. For some reason, those two had never liked each other. Then she picked up the copy of Beowulf and leafed through it. ‘Have you taken to poetry?’

‘It’s more like blank verse.’

‘Pretty blank to me. Oh, Robert, Nicole sends her regrets: family conference call from Wyoming and they can take hours. Her boyfriend was on the line, too. He sounds like a real hunk—just thought you might like to know.’

She gave a bitchy-sweet smile and poured herself a cup of coffee, sipped it and grimaced. ‘Ugh! Can’t you even arrange for the coffee to be hot?’ She stuck the cup in the microwave and eyeballed Judith again. ‘Only poetry I know is that bit about the female being worse than the male. I don’t think it quite went like that, though.’

‘I think it was the female of the species more deadly than the male,’ corrected Judith.

‘Give the girl a banana,’ grinned Susan. ‘I bet you can remember the author, too.’

‘Kipling,’ said Burleigh, coming in and dusting off his hands. ‘Finished. Who do I make the cheque out to?’

‘Her, I’ll bet,’ said Susan with a snigger, pointing to Judith.

Burleigh began writing, and Judith checked his list and stuck it in her briefcase. The cheque followed, and I saw Burleigh and his assistant to the door, the young man staggering up the path with the last carton.

But there was one thing I had to ask Burleigh, knowing he would hardly pass up the chance to show off.

‘What’s the difference between a dragon and a lindworm?’

He raised his eyebrows, but at least he didn’t patronize again. No doubt he’d done himself a good day’s work getting all those books.

‘A lindworm has two legs,’ he said, ‘a dragon has four—or so I am reliably informed.’ He paused a moment. ‘I knew your uncle: he was a scholar, and there are few like him these days. I even sold him some of those books.’ There was a hint of sadness in his eyes, and the thin lips met in a wry pucker. ‘Life goes on, eh? And so do books.’

I never thought I’d shake that slender hand, but I did. He smiled briefly and went on up the path.

I went back inside. I don’t think Susan and Judith had exchanged a word. Judith was ready to go, and touched me lightly on the arm. ‘Remember what I said about leaving.’

‘Robert’s not a kid,’ said Susan with a smirk.

‘Neither are you, Susan,’ said Judith as she left. ‘So stop acting like one.’

Susan opened her mouth to reply, but Judith had gone.

Game, set and match to Judith, I thought, and made sure Susan caught my grin.

She drank her coffee. ‘So are you leaving? Going back to Christchurch…or has Nicole talked you out of it?’

‘I’ll let you know.’

Susan was heading for the door. ‘Do, please. With you gone, the town might take it out on me.’

‘Susan, why did you come over?’

She turned. ‘Robert, Nicole is a nice person. And she’s got a life back in the States. I don’t want her drawn into this business—get the message?’

‘Have you told Nicole this?’

Susan looked serious now. Her moods could change so quickly. ‘I’m telling you, Robert. I don’t want Nicole in the line of fire—OK?’

‘Or yourself?’

Susan ignored that, and the door shut. Well, self-interest had always been an art form with her, and I had no doubt that Judith was giving me good advice. But even if the town was turning on me, I still had that appointment at the supermarket the following morning. And maybe now I had a clue, however slight, to think about.

The difference between dragons and lindworms…and what Laurel knew about her Aten family that scared her so much.







Chapter Thirteen

Judith Carne was right. I should have remembered those bleak looks—and the eggs—from the day before. I parked on the main street, making sure that the car doors and windows were locked. At the zebra crossing I had to skip back as a car hurtled past, horn blaring. There was a stock lorry coming the other way—one of Sean Rudd’s trucks—and it didn’t slow down either. I crossed and looked at my watch. There were no Aten minibuses in the supermarket car-park, and it was nearly twenty to ten. I didn’t fancy hanging around the supermarket, so went for a coffee.

There was a little place nearby, the ‘Country Tea-Pot’, even though I think the coffee came from stewed rubber tyres. The waitresses were usually nice, but they seemed a bit distant that day. Two old ladies at the next table, knitting, looked at me, then put their heads together, whispering.

I ordered a long black and began thinking. I was thinking about Nicole. I didn’t want her in on this, but I did want to see her again. She was a really good person, and I didn’t want to believe Susan’s pointed remarks about a boyfriend. I liked Nicole, and she was just about the only person who liked me.

Laurel Chadwick. I was thinking about her, too. The Chadwick family were Atenists and farmers, living about a mile out of town, by the real bush. Dad and his hunting mates had used their lands as a short-cut into the bush. They were a big family, and I’d got to know the older daughter, Primrose, one school holiday years back; but my fumbling adolescent hots for her had fizzled out quickly.

Then the child-sex scandal had blown up and Primrose had fled to Australia. Several Aten girls did, and it was rumoured that their sudden flight had been funded by the Atens, to avoid awkward questions. Laurel would have been about ten at the time, and still living on the farm. Then her father had died—shot himself, cleaning his gun—and her mum had taken the remaining kids into the Aten compound, sublimating herself to The Worship.

Apart from what Laurel might say, I was no further ahead. Just that letter ‘G’, which meant nothing, and the hint of a secure hiding place. How to link those two together?

My coffee came and I sipped it—then sighed, beckoning the waitress over. ‘This isn’t hot.’

Josie was a nice girl, long hair and a stud in her nose. She looked surprised, and picked the cup up, sniffing cautiously. ‘Oh, I think you’re right—sorry.’

She smiled and tipped the cup of coffee all over my jeans. I cursed and grabbed some napkins, while Josie stood there, eyes wide with feigned surprise. ‘Ever so sorry. Lucky it wasn’t too hot, then—might’ve been very painful.’

The manager was coming over, and Josie went back into the kitchen. Shona Keenan was a thickset woman with frizzy hair, and a force to be reckoned with. She dropped some tea towels down, without offering to help clean up. ‘Sorry, Robert. Josie’s dad is on notice because Jack Rourke’s going bust. Want another coffee?’

 ‘Like the first one?’

‘No—I’ll tell her to make sure it’s very hot.’

‘Pass, thanks.’

Shona smiled nastily and just stood looking at me as I got up. I even skirted around the two old ladies, in case they had a go at me with their knitting needles. A short walk back to the car, and of course everybody noticed the huge damp patch on my jeans. I drove back home, did a quick change and raced back, in time to see the Aten minibus turn into the supermarket.

The panel door, emblazoned with an illuminated sunburst, slid open and the women descended. An Aten male in his white tunic waited at the wheel. Equal opportunity stopped at the gates of the Aten compound, and Bertram-Aten had strong views about the traditional place of women.

They formed a line, each woman segmented by a metal trolley, and their line wheeled into the supermarket like some remorseless caterpillar. The other customers moved politely away with guarded smiles. The Aten were regarded with a certain awe, and most townsfolk trod warily around them—half of them having homes on Aten leasehold land, the other half having a layperson Aten employer.

The head woman, white hair protruding from under her blue cap, produced a list and called out groupings. Fruit & Vegetables, Canned Goods, Cleaning Aids, Toiletries, Frozen Goods…The metal-jointed caterpillar split up into separate segments and nosed purposefully off. I followed at a distance, getting looks from some customers and wishing I’d worn dark glasses. One Aten turned to look at me, and I recognized the girl. Black hair and the same hazel eyes as Primrose had. Laurel was looking after Cleaning Aids.

I followed. I didn’t know how long the Atens would be shopping, but judging from their efficiency it wouldn’t be long. Bertram-Aten tended to get twitchy if the followers stayed out too long. So I grabbed a shopping basket and followed, dropping in some items as I went. Apples, a packet of sausages, toothpaste…waiting for the Atenists to well and truly split up. Finally they did, and there was only one other Aten trolley in sight, at the end of Laurel’s aisle. I sidled up to her and spoke in a low voice.

‘You want to see me?’

She nodded, replying in the same low voice. ‘Yeah. I know stuff, about your dad, the gold. I overheard it.’ She glanced quickly around. ‘I want to join Primrose in Aussie, settle there, but that’ll need bucks.’

‘How many bucks?’

‘Five thou.’

Her lips scarcely moved as she said it. Five thou! Where was she planning to settle? Some luxury resort on the Gold Coast?

‘What sort of stuff do you know?’

Another Aten came up, and asked Laurel if she was finished. A brief, cold glance at me as she did. ‘Nearly,’ said Laurel, and was instructed to join Frozen Products when she had. Laurel waited until the woman had moved off again.

‘Can’t talk here. Look, there’s a Moon Ceremony tonight. I’ll slip out, meet you some where.’

‘By the compound?’

Laurel shook her head. There was fear in her eyes. ‘No, the bridge maybe, The Tub—and bring the money.’

‘Hey, how do I know—’

Laurel was already moving off, clattering her trolley as though the matter was concluded. Maybe she was scared—or just knew she had me by the shorts. Whatever, I tried to get close again, but the trolley segments were regrouping and Laurel did not even glance at me. The complete line headed for a checkout, and the Tucker folk parted politely to let them through. I joined the next line. The Aten trolleys were rattling through, and Laurel avoided eye contact. Once the old guy ahead of me had been served, the checkout girl, with a blank look at me, flipped up her Closed sign. The other customers were looking at me in that same blank way—as though I were a non-person. I dumped my basket and left.

The Atenists were outside ahead of me, the women loading the shopping into the bus while the driver sat behind the wheel, looking bored. They were working quickly and had nearly finished, some already sitting back in the bus. Laurel was among them, staring straight ahead, arms folded.

‘Robert.’

Sarge Peggy. The Atenist bus was backing out, all inside staring straight ahead. A few people watched as Sarge took me down to her vehicle; they were probably hoping I was under arrest. She stopped and leaned against the side.

‘How’d the book sale go?’

‘Seventy-five thou. Judith Carne’s got the cheque.’ She nodded and I went on, trying to be smart. ‘Female of the species, you know? Deadlier than the male? Kipling?’

‘How interesting, Robert. Were you trying to make contact with those Atenists?’

‘No.’

‘Looked to me as though you were. Don’t do anything before checking with me. That includes getting coffee spilled over you, by the way.’ Was there anything she didn’t hear about?

I shrugged and received another hard look.

‘Robert—understand: this sleepy little town is starting to wake up. The layers are peeling off, and soon you will see the nature of the beast underneath—and it won’t be nice.’

I nodded. ‘Yeah, it’s good of you to tell me this. Thanks.’

I got that queer exasperated look again. ‘Robert, if I were to kick your brains out right now and stamp them into mush, there would be no witnesses—get me?’

‘Get you, Sarge.’

‘Be a good kid—be smart. Leave town.’

She put on her cap and got into her vehicle. It was a hot day, but it wasn’t the heat that was making me sweat. I liked Sarge Peggy, and was about to disappoint her again. Hoping my car would stay undamaged, I headed for the end of the car-park. Someone bumped me with their trolley and didn’t apologize. I crossed the road and went up to the bank.

As I passed Dad’s old office, I looked up. Elissa Wainwright was looking down from the first-storey window, and seeing me her expression changed—was it fear? Anyway, she moved back and twitched the curtains across. Five thousand, Laurel had said. Well, she wasn’t getting one ten-cent piece unless her information was very good. The amount was too much to withdraw from the cash outlet, so I went inside.

It was just my luck that Jacki Sellars was on duty. Bleach-blonde hair in spikes with purple highlights, a row of studs up one ear, and one of those sexy but sneering mouths. I pushed over the withdrawal slip, and she read it out aloud—to make sure everyone in the bank heard.

‘Five thousand dollars, Robert? Thinking of burying it some where?’

‘I really appreciate your sledge-hammer sense of humour, Jacki. You’ll be saying something intelligent next.’

I got a sour look and smiled. She pushed the money over and pointedly snapped up her Closed sign as I counted it.

I was getting used to people doing that, and exited, sticking the money in my hip pocket.

I thought for a moment. Fables. Any clue that my dad had given. There was one person who might know.

It might have just been an overactive teenage imagination, but I’d always wondered if Elissa Wainwright had had a thing for my father: he certainly wasn’t slow to put himself about. And I wondered, also, how much she knew about what he was up to. Anyway, his office was still open—for the time being—and she was still there, paid until the end of the month.

She had her back to me, and was talking on the phone as I entered. At least there was no sign of her rabid little mutt. I knocked on the door, and she turned quickly, disconnecting the call. She frowned at me.

‘Yes, Robert. What can I do for you?’ Translated: push off, please—and as soon as you like.

She listened to what I had to say, but could hardly wait to firmly shake her head. ‘No, Robert. He never mentioned fables—or sang nursery rhymes for that matter.’

Extremely amusing, Elissa. Look at me, I can’t stop laughing. Oh dear, don’t you look worried now I’m wandering into Dad’s office…Who were you talking to?

Just to amuse Elissa further, I asked if Dad had ever talked about poetry, even trying out the ‘female of the species’ line. ‘Never read Kipling,’ she said, as though I’d made an improper suggestion. I mentioned Beowulf, and she asked if that was an investment company.

‘Thanks, Miss Wainwright. See you,’ I said.

‘Goodbye, Robert. Have a pleasant day.’

Yeah, right.

I exited back down to the street, aware that the five thousand was making an unpleasant lump in my hip pocket. Back at the supermarket car-park, I saw there was a little crowd by my car, including the supermarket manager. He turned and saw me coming.

‘Not my problem,’ he said. ‘All care, no responsibility.’ That little mantra to cover the two back tyres which had somehow got themselves slashed in a public car-park. From the snickers and nasty grins, it would clearly be pointless to ask if anyone had seen anything.

Two slashed tyres and only one spare meant I needed to get another one, quickly. And that meant going down to the service station and getting charged double for a new tyre. Mr Bowcock used to be a nice guy, too.

I rolled it back to the car-park and—after checking that the other two hadn’t been slashed—I put the new tyres on. There was of course an audience, but no offers of help. Mandy Wayne came out of the supermarket, took one look at me, and turned away. Even Steve Leary, who couldn’t wait to give me the finger and walk off grinning. It took about half an hour, and I was hot, sweating and very bad-tempered before I was ready to drive off…Only to find a big delivery van blocking the way and the driver nowhere in sight. When the driver appeared ten minutes later, I yelled and he gave me the finger. It was getting to be the standard greeting in Tucker.

And the day was far from over.







Chapter Fourteen

At home, there was a note pinned to the door. In hastily printed words, it read: Robert, found something and need to see you. Don’t call, will explain when we meet. Plateau over Hag Rock and be quick. Susan.

Susan? Sounding urgent? Had I stopped to think, I would have realized how stupid it was; but I was stressed, and tired, and still up a blind alley. So I got back in the car and did the big circle around our home, onto the hill road.

I was halfway there when I realized that the cash was still making a big lump in my pocket. Too late now, and I was too damned tired and uptight to turn back. The town was giving me a hard time, and I was getting angry, too.

I was driving more or less in a big uphill circle. Our house fronts onto farmland, and across it is the hill which levels out over Hag Rock and The Tub. It is heavily forested with pine on the lower slopes, thinning to the plateau. There’s a small flagstoned area, the edge railed off with a rickety old wooden fence that nobody dares lean on. The flagstones are thick with moss from the damp surrounding forests, with a couple of observation benches near the railing. But the council didn’t pave the hill-access road, so just about nobody ever goes up there. There’s little point in shaking your car suspension to overlook a local suicide spot and the view beyond: Breakbridge River, another killer and never the most pleasant of sights, and dense forest.

I parked the car nearby and looked around. There was nothing but rows of pine trees in most directions, and I’ve never liked pines. They’re gloomy and deaden the ground in shadow beneath them. I got out of the car. There was nobody in sight, but I had a jack-handle on the front seat—in case someone was hiding and ready to spring out.

Suddenly a strange feeling came over me.

How to describe it? A sort of prickly, crawling feeling, as though someone was watching me from the dark woods. Below, the cheese-cutter was raised for a cleaning, but there was no sign of the workmen. The exposed black waters of The Tub gleamed and rippled like madly distorted human features—like a pagan mask of murder.

I waited a few minutes longer, but there was no sign of Susan. Below, the waters of The Tub reflected their pagan mask back up, and then it registered. I must be just about the biggest jerk alive! There I was, the most disliked guy in Tucker—standing over a suicide drop with five thousand bucks in my pocket!

I turned, skidding on the moss, grabbing a bench for support. Some rustling in the trees—did a dark shape flicker into sight a moment? A clattering sound, and more rustling. The faint little touch of sweat on my face as I walked back to the car.

I paused, looking carefully around. Nothing. The door sounded loud in the stillness as I opened it—even louder when I got in and slammed it shut. I gunned the engine and moved off slowly down the road.

A glimpse of movement at the corner of one eye, like somebody ducking down. Then I was bumping onto the hill road, breathing an uneasy sigh of relief.

A little too soon.

The hill road has one major turn before it reaches back to the main road into Tucker. I was gaining speed by this time, so I hit the brakes as I reached the bend. Nothing happened. I spun the steering-wheel to bring the car over. Again, nothing. I slammed my foot on the brakes—nothing! The car was going faster and faster. Now the main road was ahead: I hit the useless brakes and spun the wheel again—hell, I couldn’t stop it.

The car jarred as it hit the main road. No other cars were there, thank God; otherwise I would have been dead. I braced as the car slammed into the crash barrier on the other side, holding a moment. In that moment, shaken and jarred, but still moving, I jerked the handle frantically and shouldered out the open door as the car kept moving. The car was slipping away, the open door banging against me, clutching me back.

Then I was out on the road, rolling headlong, breathless and shocked, glimpsing the car slipping over and over with a tearing crash of undergrowth. I staggered to my feet, just in time to see my car upend itself, trailing the undergrowth like a bizarre shroud—then fall in a lazy half-turn to descend with a shattering splash into the racing waters of Break-bridge River. It had turned over completely, and I saw the underside, wheels still spinning as the river flowed over it and the vehicle sank from sight.

Breakbridge was a deep river, and it swallowed the car as though it had never been there. As it was supposed to have swallowed me. I should have listened to Sarge: she was right about the nature of the beast.

Stunned and shocked, I realized somebody had done a bloody good job of crocking my car—maybe when the tyres were slashed with a crowd looking on? But the note…No, this was planned, and the tyreslashing was part of that plan.

I reached for my cell-phone, then remembered that it was in my jacket pocket…and my jacket was in the front seat of the car—and I was supposed to be there, too. Just like my father.

I walked home. I had to. Some cars passed, and I made ready to jump into the ditch—in case the guy who’d crocked my car was driving one of them. One or two did slow down, then saw who I was and sped up again. I received at least two more upraised fingers, and some shouted advice about where to stick my head. I spent most of the time thinking—about the car, about that note…and about what I would do.

For some reason I sensed this wasn’t the work of Smiling Jack. Jack was clever and sudden and didn’t make mistakes. I still had the feeling that Jack was killing around me—but wanted me alive.

The road skirted around the pine forests, and our house was on the far side. When I got home, the note was still on the door. Don’t call…will explain…be quick…I must have been crazy to react the way I did.

I unlocked the door and went inside.

Somebody had done a number on the whole house. Maybe while I’d been at the Plateau, because when I’d first read the note, I hadn’t gone inside. Drawers pulled out, cushions slashed, sending a white drift of foam particles everywhere. In the study, bookcases overturned, Dad’s desk looking like someone had worked it over with a sledge-hammer. Things tumbled, slashed and spilled, kicked aside. In the kitchen, drawers and cutlery sprawled over the floor, oven and fridge doors gaping open, the contents pulled out. Likewise the pantry, even a bag of flour torn open and emptied out. I didn’t even swear as I looked around at the destruction.

Somebody had been looking for something, but untidily, quickly.

There was also no sign of a forced entry. That somebody had a key.

Dad had two sets: I had one of them; the other was still with him, some where in Wreckwood Bay. And there was no way anybody would get through those deadlocks without a key. A window was open, but I was sure they’d all been bolted shut.

This, I was sure, was Smiling Jack. A few moments later, I was even more sure.

I went back into Dad’s study and looked around. At first I almost didn’t know what I was looking for—then it connected. The volume of Beowulf was missing. Looking around, I saw a piece of notepaper pinned behind the door with some printed lines of poetry:


When the Himalayan peasant meets the he-bear in his pride,
He shouts to scare the monster, who will often turn aside.

But the she-bear thus accosted rends the peasant tooth and nail
For the female of the species is more deadly than the male.



Behind it was pinned something else. A Jack card. Smiling.

About an hour later, Nicole turned up, just as the locksmith was finishing and pointedly asking to be paid in cash. She said Susan was busy again with the real-estate people, and she’d tried to call me (some Internet stuff on Beowulf) but got no answer. Hardly surprising, because my phone would be ringing at the bottom of Breakbridge River. She took one look around, pulled off her jacket and began helping clear up.

Nicole was smart: she could see I was uptight, but she waited, letting me talk about it in my own time. When I got to the bit about my car going into Breakbridge, she sat up and whistled; those beautiful brown eyes wide with real concern.

‘Oh no…Guy, that was murder…’

Maybe, I thought. Or a grab for five thousand bucks gone wrong.

I told Nicole my suspicion, and she looked at me just like Sarge Peggy. ‘Robert, why don’t you carry a sign: I have a death-wish, somebody please kill me.’

Then she insisted on making me a cup of coffee, which I drank to please her. She asked if I was going to call the cops, and I shook my head: I wanted to see who started talking about this. Chances were, nobody would even notice the broken crash barrier for a while. Tucker Town Council was not exactly famous for its attention to civic administration—witness the lethal old mesh over The Tub.

‘Thanks for the compliment,’ said Nicole.

It took a moment to register, then I realized: I was trusting her not to talk, even to Susan. So I showed her the poem and the Jack card. She quoted aloud the last line of the poem in that strong, quiet voice, then looked at me. ‘Robert, Susan told me about this yesterday, after she’d been here. You know what that means?’

‘That Susan is Smiling Jack? That wouldn’t surprise me at all.’

I got a hard nudge. ‘You know what I mean.’

Of course I did. She and Susan had heard it, Judith Carne, Elissa Wainwright—all women, she said—but that did not mean Jack was a woman. Maybe we were supposed to think that? Nicole reasoned through all this with her quiet, careful logic. ‘There’s no way Jack would leave such an obvious clue unless the suspect pool was wide.’

She was right. Elissa Wainwright could have told anyone, even Judith Carne could have. And Susan had the fastest mouth this side of the border. Jack was still sending me a message, though: I am close, I know what you do! And Jack was just too clever to be so obvious. Then I remembered about my appointment with Laurel that night. I asked Nicole if I could borrow her car. She asked why. I said I couldn’t tell her, so she said no.

I knew Nicole was strong, but now I was learning just how incredibly stubborn she could be. Patiently, she pointed out that going anywhere by myself was not clever—and since I already knew this, why continue with an argument I could not win?

Instead, I made myself as clear as possible: ‘You’re not coming.’

‘Wanna bet?’

I was right not to take Nicole. This could be a Jack-trap, and she was the one person I wanted out of harm’s way. Or Laurel could have some friends with her, to take the money and no questions asked. I still couldn’t work out what she had to tell me, unless she’d overheard something while serving at tables. Yes, I was right not to take Nicole, and I said so again while we were getting into the car. Once again she just smiled, then turned the key in the ignition.

Susan was in the city, staying the night with a friend. Nicole had called, told her she was with me overnight, and listened, amused, to Susan’s outrageous speculation. She hung up with a grin. ‘That young lady has too much imagination.’

We crossed Breakbridge River, our headlights briefly lighting up the dark waters and the mesh of The Tub. I tensed slightly, remembering being on the plateau and looking down at those rippling waters, and how they had formed a distorted face.

Nicole looked at them, too.

‘The Cheyenne believe that every pond and river has its spirit. Some are good and some are bad.’ She jerked her head over at The Tub. ‘I sensed it, the first time there: that one is bad.’

I remembered what she had said when we’d met there. ‘How do you know?’

‘Because it kills people, Robert.’

We stopped briefly and looked around. There were lights at the end of the bridge, but the stony ground was bleak and without life. Of course Laurel wouldn’t be there yet: Nicole had suggested coming early, which was a good idea.

‘If this is a scam,’ she had said, ‘Laurel won’t leave the compound alone. So let’s stake out The Track, eh? See if she comes down with some friends.’

‘Is that an old Cheyenne hunting trick?’ I asked.

Nicole smiled. ‘Oh sure. We caught a lot of buffalo like that.’

It was about eight when we parked just past The Track, behind a big clump of gorse. The Moon Ceremony began at nine, and I was meeting Laurel at ten. It was going to be a cold night, and I’d brought a thermos of coffee. Nicole sipped hers and looked through the windscreen.

‘There’s no other way out?’

‘No. The compound is enclosed by heavy tree plantations on three sides, and this dirt track is the only way in and out.’

By half-past nine, we were cramped and tired. A few cars had passed, going up The Track, but nothing had come down.

Nicole talked a little more about herself. How, away from her adopted family’s middle-class values, her identity had come back, like slipping on a moccasin. Or as she put it: ‘the Cheyenne spirit came burning alive in me’. That New Zealand was a good place, too. Here she smiled at me—she’d met at least one good guy. Then she shifted again and stretched, looking at me.

‘What do you want to do, Robert?’

So I told her about my own cherished plan. Forget university and open a coffee bar. ‘Ten-Ten’ (open from ten in the morning to ten at night), and I would make it the best coffee bar ever. I broke off, self-conscious, but she just smiled. So I dared to ask about the boyfriend.

Nicole sighed loudly. ‘No boyfriend, Robert. You of all people ought to know Susan’s sense of humour by now.’ She stretched again and glanced around. ‘Let’s have a look around.’

We got out. It was a frosty night and a morepork was calling somewhere. As the sound floated distantly through the trees, I wondered why moreporks called—surely they’d only warn their prey? Maybe that was the idea: to scare the prey into movement. I shivered. Jack was my hunting owl.

We walked in silence, ducking aside once to avoid a late-comer to the ceremony. Then Nicole nudged my arm and pointed ahead.

‘There?’

I nodded. The security lights of the Aten compound were ahead. They outlined a cluster of vehicles by the main entrance, and beyond the walls came a muffled chanting. I knew how heavily chained the gates were, and about the nasty little thread of barbed-wire along the top of those high walls. I couldn’t see Laurel getting through those gates or over those walls. The chanting rose and fell in a high sing-song cadence, and we stopped just before the vehicles. I brought my watch up to my eyes and could just read the time by the security lights. Nine-forty-five.

‘I don’t think she’s coming,’ whispered Nicole.

She made to move, then tripped suddenly on the road. A ferocious noise split the darkness, and the gate shuddered: one of the black Aten hounds had thrown itself against the wire-mesh, barking loudly. Others joined in, and Nicole grabbed my arm—time to go!

The chorus of barks was explosive and savage; already we could hear shouts over the chanting and the gleam of torch-light. We ran quickly down The Track, stopping just out of sight. More torches and a voice—Khamen’s, I think—shouting to the dogs. The barking stopped.

There was no sound of the gate being unbarred, and the torch-light went out. Maybe they thought a rat or something had spooked the dogs, or maybe—Nicole whispered—they were just waiting in silence. Either way, Laurel would not be coming through the gate that night.

We got back into the car and sat for a few minutes. Nobody came down The Track and, listening intently, we could hear faintly that the chanting had resumed. Nicole sighed. ‘Sorry—that damned road,’ she said quietly. ‘I blew it for you.’

I nudged her not to worry. It had been a long shot anyway, and Laurel could still get back in touch with us. So we drove off down and back on the road for town. As we approached The Tub, I stopped. It wouldn’t hurt to check: maybe she had got out early. Nicole looked doubtful.

‘Be careful,’ she said.

We got out. The bridge lights gleamed off the mesh, reflecting off the dark water beneath it. Nicole fetched out a torch and shone it around. Nothing. She shrugged. ‘Long shot, I guess.’

I took the torch and shone it over the wire-mesh of The Tub. Something pale had glimmered there when Nicole’s torch-beam had flickered over the water. Something like a thrown white rose. I focused on it, and we both went closer. I shone the torch directly down on the ‘white rose’.

‘Oh my God…’ breathed Nicole.

Laurel’s pale hand was clenched up through the wire-mesh in a death-grip; the other hand secured by a single hooking finger. Her features, white as marble, were almost indiscernible in the dark waters. Wedged between the clenched fingers was a playing card.

A Smiling Jack.







 Chapter Fifteen

You didn’t tell anyone?’

‘Hell no. We agreed—right?’

‘Right.’

‘So where’s the magic coffee, guy?’

I smiled and got busy. Nicole collapsed on the sofa—like me, she hadn’t slept too well. We’d talked until about two in the morning before agreeing to meet later. I had wanted to phone Sarge Peggy, but Nicole had argued her points with a remorseless logic. They could be summed up in a single line: don’t go near the cops. Yet.

‘You’re having second thoughts about that, aren’t you?’

I nodded. So she made the same points again. OK, it was my life, my decision. But she’d done a lot more figuring during the night. Laurel’s killing linked Smiling Jack to the Aten, right? Maybe they didn’t want just their gold back, but the whole jackpot. To set me up, blackmail me, so I’d be in their corner. So if I found the gold, they’d get it all. Laurel’s death would be a small price to pay for that. She was their bait, no way she could have got out of that place alone.

‘Look at it, Robert—carefully. Just about everyone in this town is connected to the Aten, maybe even your dad’s damned secretary. Maybe even Sarge Peggy, you don’t know.’

‘I could talk to Judith Carne—’

‘Oh sure, the Aten’s own lawyer? Good call, Robert.’ I was pacing up and down, and she grabbed my arms. ‘Robert, I like you. And when that girl’s body is found, this town will swarm with cops—and they will have you in their sights.’ Her voice became intense. ‘Then you will need the Aten very badly—and don’t tell me that freaky boss of theirs isn’t beyond planning all this.’

I nodded doubtfully, and she sighed, glancing at her watch. ‘Gotta get back.’ She looked at me, concerned. ‘Robert, you had nothing to do with that girl’s death— so keep it that way. No moves without talking to me. I’m involved, too, remember?’

‘I remember.’

Unexpectedly, she kissed me and smiled. ‘You are one tough guy to help—you and your damned coffee.’

She smiled again, and left. The kiss had made me feel better.

As I did some tidying up, the phone rang. It was a male voice speaking.

‘Hi, Robert? Listen, I know where your dad hid that gold.’

‘What? Who is this?’

‘Just listen. You know Breakbridge—by the bridge itself, this side of town. It’s under there, but you’ll need to dive. So just fill your pockets with rocks and jump in.’

He hung up. It had sounded as if the call had been made on a cell-phone. Then I realized that the call had been made to keep me busy, because, in the moments that we were talking, a car had stopped outside, then started up again and headed off. I went to the door and looked outside. Halfway down the path was a very dead, very flat possum—road-kill. A big packing-label was tied to its neck, the words on it printed with a red felt-pen: Push off, scum-bag. Or you’ll look like this.

Another graduate from the Steve Leary school of humour, no doubt. I fetched a spade and dug a shallow grave, reflecting that maybe Nicole was right. I was in deep enough already without inviting any more trouble.

The phone rang again, and I cursed: the prankster back for round two? I picked it up, speaking quickly.

‘Yeah, got it, thanks. What about the side-order of maggots, please?’

Silence. Then Sarge Peggy’s voice. ‘Your sense of humour’s a little gross today, Robert.’

‘Sorry, Sarge, thought you were someone else.’

She sounded terse and grumpy…like someone who’d had to get up early, to fish a girl’s body out of The Tub.

‘I’ll pick you up in a couple of minutes. We need to talk.’

The line went dead. She must have been close, because the car stopped outside while I was grabbing my jacket. I received a very black look as I got in, and my heart sank as we headed for Breakbridge and The Tub. Over the bridge, and to my surprise she kept going. I didn’t dare look over in case she noticed.

‘Ah, where are we going, Sarge?’

‘Deadfinger Headland. You and I are going to have a quiet chat, Robert.’

It was a great day, and Wreckwood Bay was looking peaceful, with little blue lines of white-tipped waves coming in, nice blue gaps between them. Those blue gaps were rips, however: Wreckwood was about as safe as a swimming pool full of sharks. Beyond the bay, a rocky headland curved out to sea like a giant, long finger bone of stone.

I don’t know why she wanted to take me out there. Maybe it was psychological, to impress on me that this was serious. But I was already convinced, because the whole town knew about Sarge Peggy’s ‘quiet chats’. Given her old-school crime-prevention methods, the quiet chat might well include a couple of smacks in the face.

I was certainly getting the full treatment from Sarge. She drove in silence, ignoring my questions, her face set and frowning under the peak of the uniform cap. She parked by the headland and we got out, walking over to where it dominated the bay. Here, a mix of those murderous currents had dumped huge, rotting masses of brown seaweed and the wreckage of a dozen ships. Dominating them were the broken wooden bones of Eloise Braebourne, mouldering among the seaweed. For me, it was a reminder of the Aten.

It was our most famous wreck. Eloise Braebourne had come ashore about 1870, although not one of her one hundred and sixty passengers and crew did. All were swept away and drowned when the ship broke apart on the rocks. Also apparently lost at sea was her strongbox, containing twenty ingots of gold—about fifty million dollars in today’s money. There were rumours that Aten wreckers had lured the ship to her doom with a headland fire which was supposed to mark safe passage. There were observation benches here, too, usually unoccupied because of those stinking piles of seaweed and the loud ever-lasting squabble of seagulls. Sarge sat down on one of the benches and motioned me to sit beside her.

‘When did you last see Elissa Wainwright?’

Elissa Wainwright?

‘Ah, yesterday. No, day before—when I saw you at the supermarket.’

Yesterday morning, a neighbour had heard Elissa’s dog whining. They’d found it locked in the house, hungry and distressed. Elissa was gone, but her handbag, passport, house keys—all left behind. Her car was in the garage, and nobody had seen her anywhere in town.

I thought about it, but couldn’t help.

‘Sorry, Sarge.’

She gave me a searching look, then nodded and went on. ‘Robert, I am very concerned about what’s happening. This town will come apart at the seams—more people getting laid off, more stress. I’ve told you all this and it hasn’t registered.’

I had to be careful here. ‘Sarge, I’ve just got a couple of things to sort out.’

‘Such as?’

‘Nothing much, just private stuff.’

This earned me a very long look indeed. ‘Does this “private stuff” have anything to do with the break-in—’

‘They just trashed the house, Sarge,’ I interrupted. ‘Local hoons, probably.’

There was another long pause, then she sighed quietly. ‘I was talking about your bedsit in Christchurch. The neighbourhood constable emailed me: somebody has broken in and done the place over. Nothing stolen as far as they know.’ She shifted to face me, pushing the baton at her belt out of the way. ‘So when did yours happen?’

There was a grim note in her voice, an even grimmer look on her face as I told her. What the hell, go for broke—so I told her about the car as well, making it sound like an accident. She saw through that straightaway.

‘An accident, and you didn’t tell us—or the insurance company?’ She slapped one fist into the other palm. ‘Robert, I’d like to bend my baton over your head! Somebody tried to bloody-well kill you!’

She shot me a look of furious exasperation. ‘I can’t help you anymore, Robert. From now on, this is official. You are coming down to the station, you are making a statement—and don’t leave a damn thing out. You’re in way too deep for that now.’

So, it turned out to be a pretty short chat.

We drove back into town, and this time I managed a quick glance at The Tub. There was no sign at all of Laurel, which meant her death was not going into my statement, and neither was the poem or the Jack card with it.

But Sarge was right about one thing: I was getting in way too deep…

‘You’re in the deepest of deep shit, Robert. The cops are bound to pin something on you: that’s how they operate. I think you’re looking at ten years—maybe more. Twenty, twenty-five?’

Susan was back from the city. She’d come around with Nicole to help tidy up, although in her case this consisted of setting up an overturned chair and sitting on it. Nicole and I had agreed not to say anything about Laurel—not that it mattered. We did the working and Susan did the talking, all of it her usual brand of black humour.

‘You won’t be able to spend all those millions, either. Imagine: all your good years behind bars, then you’ll probably get out and find they’ve built a supermarket over the hiding spot. That’s how it usually works out in the movies.’

‘Thanks, Susan. I suppose it was you who broke into my Christchurch bedsit?’

‘Would have if I’d thought about it,’ she replied, grinning. ‘Why? Y’got anything worth pinching?’

I was pushing a bookcase back up and stacking stuff on it. ‘Thanks for coming over to help—we couldn’t have done it without you.’

‘No prob.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Hey, someone’s coming to look at the house. See ya.’

Out she went, leaving the door swinging wide. Nicole caught my look as I went to shut it, and grinned. ‘I know, she’s a bit hard to take.’

‘You’ve noticed that, have you?’

Nicole just grinned again, and we sat down. Her grin vanished, though, when I told her about the grilling I’d got at the station—and the statement I’d had to sign. Then the scolding I’d got from Judith Carne, who’d seen me coming out and instructed me that there was to be no talking to the cops without her. I’d done a lot of thinking about that, too, and I talked to Nicole about what to do next. She was a good listener.

‘I’m letting everyone push me around. Spill coffee, chuck a dead possum, slash my tyres—hell, nearly kill me. And Jack, just watching and waiting. I’ve got to do something, not wait for things to happen.’

‘Something as in what?’

‘Get back to Christchurch and check my place out for starters. Ask around a bit, about Dad. Can I take your car?’

Of course this led to an argument, but I really meant it this time. People tampered with my cars, and no way was she going to be in it when that happened again. Surprisingly she nodded, but said that we were to keep in touch. She said I was to call every day, and kissed me again.

I called Judith Carne to let her know that I’d be away. Then Mathew Hingle, asking him to mow the back lawns and collect the mail. Big mistake: he was an Atenist, and they all had their instructions about me.

On the way out, I stopped at Hooky Bend. The barrier had been repaired, and I stood looking down at that turbulent river. It was odd that I hadn’t been grieving much, as though Dad had just gone out of my life. It should have bothered me, but it didn’t. I glanced over to where the first Jack card had been, and tried to imagine what had happened. How could anyone force two men and a big four-wheel-drive off the road and through the crash barrier? Both experienced swimmers and divers, both at home in the water, and no signs of a struggle—Uncle Harry’s body had been unmarked; he’d died by drowning. There were too many secrets here, and I shivered, heading back to the car.

I went on down the gorge road, which had been cut by a long-bankrupt mining corporation. Before then, Atenists and miners had struggled over the ridges and cut their own trails before Tucker township existed.

There was another bend, and I jammed on the brakes going around it. An Aten van was there, parked halfway across the road. I stopped and got out.

Khamen and another man, short and stocky, came over. I knew him slightly: Mathew Hingle’s brother—which explained how they knew where I’d be. Khamen folded his arms, stony-faced and grim as ever.

‘Leaving town, Robert?’

‘And that’s your business because…’ I retorted. ‘Hey—’

The stocky guy had opened the back of my car, checking the contents of my bag and the boot. He shook his head at Khamen, who nodded. ‘The High Aten would like another talk when you get back.’

He didn’t wait for a response, but turned and walked back to the van. The stocky Hingle walked past too, and, with a murmured ‘Make sure you do’, he slammed his fist in my solar plexus. I went down, choking and gasping as he walked on past. The van doors shut, and the van swung out, heading on past me. I picked myself up and got back into the car.

I should have expected that. The Atenists, like everyone, were playing for keeps.







Chapter Sixteen

Gold never loses its value, young man. The one metal that doesn’t tarnish or rust, that remains bright and pure, and scarce enough to always be in demand. Diamonds used to be good, but not now that there are warehouses full of them and the market could destabilize overnight.’ Gerald Hunnicutt let a reverent note creep into his voice. ‘But gold—take that King Charles First guinea. Eighty thousand dollars. Liberty Head, about the same. A Sun-King Louis, a Saint Gauden…A few like those and you won’t get much change out of half a million.’

Gerald Hunnicutt was in his sixties, with a thick mane of striking black hair that was combed back from his forehead and over his ears. By contrast, his face was wrinkled, his eyes sharp and foxy. He was cleanshaven, save for a small white beard which made him look like a highly intelligent goat. His business was on the third floor of a high-security building, and his front door was made of steel. He scrutinized me carefully through a little armour-plate glass window before opening the door. He was reserved and conceited, perhaps with cause—just about nobody in this country knew more about gold coins than him.

‘Let me show you.’

He took out a small tray of coins, slipping on a white glove before he handled them. He wore a dark suit, a silk waistcoat, and a droopy bow tie. Gold cuff-links sparkled in his shirt-sleeves, and he wore a chunky gold signet ring. His voice was soft and assured as he gave me a five-minute lecture on coins. Names like Louis, Moulin, Napoleons, Maria Theresa made no sense. He delicately picked up a Napoleon, showing the emperor’s plump-chinned profile.

‘1806. Napoleon was master of Europe. This later one, struck in 1812, retreating from Moscow, his army lost in the winter snows. Together, their value now would equip another division. This one…’ the white-gloved hand hovering lightly over another coin, ‘King Charles the First lost his head a year later. The coin worth…oh…fifty thousand?’

When I asked him about my father, however, he pursed his lips. Gerald Hunnicutt was clearly not in the habit of talking about his clients. But he did tell me what he had told the police. All in all, about two hundred coins; the élite and rare ones. I thanked him, and he relaxed but did not smile.

As I left, he spoke in that low, modulated voice.

‘If you find them, lift with care. Gold is a dense metal: you’d rupture yourself on that much.’

‘Thank you again, Mr Hunnicutt.’

‘Pleasure.’ His tongue flickered over his lips. ‘Oh, and I shall be happy to buy back any coins that you might discover.’

‘Complete with hernia?’ I said.

‘Levity and gold do not mix, Mr Taylor.’

Remembering my last few days in Tucker, I agreed he was quite right about that. Gold was about greed and murder.

Out in the street, I nearly bumped into a young guy in a tan leather jacket and a woman with purple-striped blonde hair in denims and a yellow blouse. I said sorry and went on past. One stop to buy a new cell-phone, then I headed back to the car.

Next stop, the pagan demons of Anglo-Saxon mythology.

‘I knew your Uncle Tony. Good chap, but he committed the same cardinal sin that I’m guilty of.’

‘And that was?’

‘Not belonging, Robert. Teaching a subject which is not PC in the eyes of Those-Who-Know. Not being in the right power groups, thus leaving your back unprotected. You are vulnerable, so the pack turns on you.’

Professor Finlay Russell was another version of my Uncle Tony. He was skinny, with long, greying hair in a pony-tail, and was dressed in a polo-neck jersey and rumpled cords. A takeaway carton perched on top of an overflowing waste-basket. His office was stacked with filing-boxes, along with a bookcase crammed with books. The room smelled of alcohol, and he’d kicked a drawer shut when I entered, to the clank of bottles.

‘That thing with the student—was Uncle Tony set up?’

‘That neurotic kid was a fantasist. Let’s just say the rest was convenient for the department’s budget.’ He waved a hand around. ‘I’m sorting through the detritus of fifteen years, because I shall soon fall victim in the same way.’

I bet that stink of alcohol didn’t help.

Anyway, I told him why I was there. I wanted to know about Beowulf and Grendel and lindworms in general.

When Finlay Russell groaned and flapped a hand at me, I noticed the fingernails were badly bitten. ‘You have read the poem, haven’t you, Robert?’

‘Ah, I looked it up on the Internet.’

‘You sound exactly like my students.’ He rolled his eyes, grabbed a couple of tissues and coughed. ‘Listen, it’s not just Beowulf and lindworms et al. Beowulf was the hero. Grendel—and his dear old mum—were not lindworms, not even dragons. They were sort of water monsters.’

There was a dismissive, tired note to his voice, like he was giving a too-general explanation about too broad a subject. He coughed again, levered himself up in his chair, and began.

As he spoke, the hoarse note went from his voice, his body language tightened, and he became animated, like Uncle Tony on a good day.

The saga of Beowulf. Dated to the eighth century AD. The saga is probably a lot older, but was re-written with a Christian overlay. Beowulf the good Christian warrior fights the water demons, the old pagan spirits of pond and lake. The dragon (or lindworm) came later. I looked at him blankly, and he rolled his eyes again and explained. Christianity fought the pagan deities of wind and stream and rock. Grendel appears to have been a scaly, humanoid water-beast, and his mother—well, she was just ‘Grendel’s mother’. Although even worse than Grendel, she is not described.

‘In a sense that makes her more dreadful. She is faceless, just a savage irruption of feral and natural force. Beowulf is fighting the pagan demon incarnate—’

‘—and a pissed-off mother because he just killed her son.’

Russell grinned. ‘You put my students to shame, Robert.’

I thought about it. ‘Water demons…’

Russell looked at his watch. ‘Have to go soon: a dozen scruffy ratbags are waiting to be bored stiff. Look, water demons lived in lakes and rivers. They had to be placated with offerings, weapons, gold, the occasional virgin if they could find one.’

‘What about ponds?’

‘Deep ponds,’ said Russell briskly. ‘Get Beowulf out of the library. The Seamus Heaney translation is the best. Now, you will have to excuse me.’

He jumped up briskly, his foot catching a bottle under his desk. A whisky bottle rolled out, and he booted it skilfully into one corner. ‘Early retirement coming soon, Robert.’ He gave a lop-sided grin. ‘Like your Uncle Tony, I intend to seek solace in an alcoholic netherworld.’

‘Thanks for your help.’

It was just after the start of term, and the university was crowded with a swarming, kaleidoscopic mass of humanity; old, young and just about all nations. There was a long plaza area lined with little shops and banks. I got sandwiches and bad coffee in a food bar.

I felt a little more relaxed. At least here I didn’t have to look out for slashed tyres and dead possums, raised fingers and stomach-punching Atenists. Risking destroyed taste buds, I ordered another coffee. Professor Russell’s words came to mind again. Water demons…pagan deities of wind and stream…deep ponds. The Tub was a deep enough pond…placated with offerings…

That scrap of paper that Dad had…the doodles of ‘G’ and ‘T’…Grendel and Tub? An obvious and close hiding place: hence the fable. A pagan pool of sacrifice and hiding—that simple? No, not simple; that smart, because it was just a little too obvious for people to believe it.

And that would make sense of that other riddle. The armpit of the tortoise. A fortune in gold hidden somewhere obvious but inaccessible and closed to divers—but Dad and Uncle Harry had been scuba-divers! My hand was shaking as I reached for my coffee. This time I nearly spilt it over myself. Yes, completely and utterly simple—and so bloody clever.

I got up to go, and, as I did, someone by the door made to move. A young woman in denims with purple-streaked blonde hair. I’d seen her outside Hunnicutt’s building with the young guy in the tan jacket. I bet Tan-Jacket was some where nearby, too: maybe he and Purple-Streaks were taking it in turns to keep tabs on me. I smiled a little as I left. They were cops for sure, so Sarge Peggy would know I’d been to Gold Shoppe. Maybe they thought I had something for sale?

I was so busy thinking about the two cops that I didn’t think about someone a lot more dangerous. Only later would I find out that Smiling Jack had followed me to Christchurch and was watching me, even as I walked across the plaza. Jack knew where I’d been, and maybe had made the same connections that I had.

And that would lead to another killing.

I paid a visit to my bedsit and collected some clothes and my laptop. Somebody had broken in, looking for…what? A treasure map? I had to smile at that, because there was one possible treasure map and it was in my head. But sooner or later it would get into someone else’s head. The Tub was a no-go zone for townsfolk, but only one person had to make the connection. And I could be completely wrong.

As I drove back to Tucker, someone followed all the way. Maybe Purple-Streak or Tan-Jacket, maybe not. A dark Holden, always a distant speck in my rear-vision mirror. Whoever was driving it knew their job. When I stopped once for gas, the speck just disappeared; but back on the motorway, there it was. The cops carefully shepherding me back to Tucker. When I turned into the gorge road, I stopped at that first bend but nothing came down. I didn’t see the dark Holden again. As I reached home and turned into the drive, my new cell-phone rang.

‘I was in town. I waved and you drove right past—in my own car. I’m a Cheyenne warrior-woman: you could get your scalp lifted for that.’

Nicole.

I grinned. ‘Sorry, wasn’t looking.’

‘You’d better have that coffee ready.’

She came not too long afterwards, and I entirely forgot about my problems for a few minutes.

It was nearly evening and we got together a meal of sorts. Meal over and the place locked up, I told Nicole what had happened and how there might be missing millions in gold at the bottom of The Tub. She shook her head in wonderment, breathing out her words.

‘Absolutely ingenious. Robert, you’re brilliant.’

‘We haven’t looked for it yet,’ I replied modestly. ‘Maybe we should let the cops do that?’

Nicole considered this, then shook her head. ‘They’ll think you knew it was there all the time.’

‘So I get it and show them.’

‘Fine, but supposing it’s not there? And, ah…how will you get it? Hold your breath and dive in?’

‘Dad’s scuba gear is still here. I can use that.’

‘And you can cut a hole in that cheese-cutter thing, too—with most of Tucker watching?’

I was starting to get annoyed. ‘OK: at night—nobody’s near the place then.’

‘I know a guy called Jack who went near it, Robert. Remember Laurel?’

I jumped up, angry because she was so bloody right! ‘Look, you don’t have to get involved.’

Nicole got up and took my arms. Her strong grip was matched by the strong, quiet note in her voice. ‘Robert, I am involved and you damn well know why. I care for you, and we’re going to talk this through, OK? That gold will stay there one more night, and we have to figure out how to get in.’

She was right. The observation hatch had its own steel frame, with a padlock as big as a house on it. Maybe Jack had cut the padlock and replaced it with another? Maybe he’d worked something when those workmen had had the cheese-cutter open for cleaning? There was a hardware shop in Tucker, but the manager had money invested with Dad. I could just see him selling me a pair of bolt-cutters.

‘We’ll talk about it tomorrow, Robert. Promise me you won’t do anything tonight?’ She kissed me hard, and there was an indefinable hurt look in her eyes. Nicole was someone who held her emotions in check: tears were considered a sign of weakness among Cheyenne women, she said. So I nodded and she made to go.

I went outside with her, and she clucked, seeing the car. ‘Ever heard of car-washes, Robert?’ She opened the door and turned. ‘You did promise, remember?’

I smiled. It was always so good and easy talking to Nicole. ‘Hey, how do I know you won’t go for the gold?’

Nicole’s smile showed those lovely white teeth. ‘I’ve got money, Robert, and I’m not interested in your gold. And we can always force a padlock.’

Then the bloody maddening woman smiled again, waved and drove off—with an entirely unnecessary toot of her horn.

I went back inside and the phone rang almost at once. It was a voice I hadn’t heard for some days, and for some reason it crawled right through me.

‘Robert, we have to talk alone—now.’ I knew that strident, rather high-pitched voice. ‘Please come and see me, and come alone: it’s very, very important!’

‘Miss Wainwright! Where—’

She cut in. I’d never heard anyone sound so frightened. ‘I’ll tell you, but you must come alone. I know where the gold is, Robert—and I know how to get to it.’







Chapter Seventeen

Miss Wainwright sounded terrified. This, from the lady who emptied rat-traps and twisted the heads off chickens. She made me promise to come, her voice shrill with fear. She was at the old Hillarton place, and I was to go there in half an hour, alone. Come alone! A little gasp, and the phone clicked in my ear.

Half an hour meant seven o’clock—getting dark—so I spent that time thinking. Of course I should have phoned Sarge Peggy, even Nicole. I should have let the cops go around there and sort things out, but there was too much I had to know. I know where the gold is—and I know how to get to it. And insisting that I ‘come alone’. I thought hard, but I knew all along what I was going to do. And I’d better move soon, because I’d be jogging.

The old Hillarton place was about three kilometres away, but there was a short-cut around the fringe of the pine forests. It was where Elias Longbottom had fallen three storeys off his ladder—with the Jack card found on his body. And he was linked to Dad, via the Aten trust. Elissa would have known him for sure. Had she been hiding there all this time? And hiding from whom? Well, I could answer that one easily enough: Smiling Jack. So I had to reach her before Jack did.

I slipped out the back, took a careful look around, and began jogging. It was hardly the time of night to be visiting a place like Hillarton House. It might have been the grandest house in the area, but it had also been abandoned the longest, and for good reason. In 1873, old man Hillarton was a rough miner who’d struck it incredibly rich, digging out a nugget as big as his head. It went to his head, too. He built this fine home and married a lady who turned out to be something of a ‘gold-digger’ herself. Anyway, he found her in bed with a lover and annulled the marriage with a couple of shot-gun blasts. Then he reloaded and blew a hole in himself. The kitchen staff heard his wife screaming for mercy, and according to local legend she’s still in there—screaming. Anyone who’s tried to live there has decamped hastily, and even the local hoons give Hillarton House a wide berth. The High Aten had been thinking that a casino with its own ghost would be interesting. Problem was, he’d given Dad the cult’s funds to develop it, and their entire security was now bound up in those missing gold coins.

It was an awful place. All gables, steep roofs, and mock-Grecian columns. I went in through the back. The landscaped garden hadn’t been looked after for about a hundred years, and so resembled something out of the Amazon jungle. It was still light, but ahead of me the house was quiet. I scouted around carefully. There was no motor vehicle outside, and all the windows were dark.

The back door nudged open at a touch—and I remembered there’d been a set of keys to the house at Dad’s office. I went inside and looked around, jumping a little as my foot hit a paint-tin.

I was in the big kitchen out the back that Elias had used as his depot. More stacked paint-tins, a paintbrush reduced to a jellied mass in turpentine, unwrapped newspaper and some rock-hard sandwiches. His jacket still draped over the chair. I had to step over the pile of stuff to reach the kitchen door. The floor creaked as I walked on through to a main central corridor, and made to shout her name. Instead, another voice spoke, deep and male.

‘Robert—’

A light dazzled in my face, and I flinched, blinking. The shadowy figure came forward, and even in the gloom I could see the big, white grin. Constable Barry Dickerson lowered his torch, still grinning. ‘Scared the hell out of you, eh?’

‘What the hell are you doing here!’

‘My job.’ He switched off his torch. ‘We got a call.’

Somebody had called on a cell-phone, not leaving a name, but saying that there was an intruder in the old place, and there were breaking sounds coming from inside. Barry was returning from a domestic and was told to investigate. He’d parked outside, come in through the unlocked front door, and heard me in the kitchen. He looked at me curiously, and I could see the cop’s instinct taking over.

‘How long’ve you been here, mate?’

‘About the same time as you.’ I hadn’t the slightest reason to be here, and now Sarge Peggy would have to know. ‘I got a call from Elissa Wainwright, asking me to meet her here.’

‘Robert, she’s been missing three days. Why not tell us?’

‘I’m not exactly flavour of the month.’

‘Well, there’s a lot of money missing, and big bucks change people, Robert.’ Even Barry’s smile was a little careful now. ‘You’re not exactly flavour of the year with her.’ He switched on his torch again. ‘OK, let’s go look for the lady.’

Dickerson and I liked each other, but he still let me go first, as though he wanted to keep an eye on me. So we went up the creaking stairs, into the gathering shadows above. Dickerson was muttering into his radio, then listened to the answering stutter. He grinned tightly at the top of the stairs. ‘Sarge is on her way over. She’s somewhat pissed off.’

‘You don’t say?’

I was thinking, though. If this was a Jack-trap, then why tip off the cops? But it was no accident: somebody had tipped off the police and unlocked the front and back doors. We were at the top now, and Dickerson looked around, tense. ‘All the doors into rooms are shut,’ he said.

‘Maybe—’

He came to a halt, flashing his torch down the darkening corridor. A door at the end was slightly open, letting in the fading pink-red light of sunset. As we walked down, the floorboards creaked, mockingly. At the door, we paused.

‘Miss Wainwright?’ Barry called out softly, flashing his torch forward.

She was there alright. Sitting motionless, facing the window, her head a little bowed, a flutter of silk at her neck. Barry went forward and I followed. Elissa didn’t move. Her hands were crossed in the lap of her skirt, the corner of something white peeking out from between her fingers. I looked away from the tightly knotted scarf around her neck and the staring eyes. Barry gently raised one hand, and something dropped out. He bent to pick it up.

‘Bloody hell,’ he whispered.

He was holding a Jack card. That horrible manic smile beamed up at us.

Something else had slipped from her lap onto the floor. I picked it up. A Yale key attached to a little tag displaying my father’s bold printing: Tub. So the gold was there—it had to be!

‘What’ve you got there, Robert?’ There was no trace of Barry’s good humour as he held out his hand. ‘This is a crime scene.’

Yes, and I’m the criminal. You found me here—come to get the key. They’ll find the gold and there’s me, neatly in the frame…

‘Robert, I’m calling in back-up.’ A hand went to his belt. ‘You’ll be held for questioning—’

I hit him, in the same place the Aten thug had hit me. I think it was the first time I actually panicked, and maybe he wasn’t reaching for his handcuffs. But I could hear another sound: the distant sing-song noise of a police siren, sounding worse than any ghostly screams. Sarge Peggy would not believe me this time, and I had to get out—fast. So putting Barry down was my only option.

With an oof, he sagged at the knees. He made a clutching gesture at me, but I was already halfway down the corridor. Barry was fit, though, and I could hear him following as I reached the stairs. Down the staircase in several bounds; the police siren louder and louder. Racing back into the kitchen, over the paint-tins, one crashing over as I headed out the door. Barry’s following footsteps ending in a skidding crash of overturned tins, the sound of paint splashing and a loud obscenity. Out front, the siren had stopped amid a screech of brakes.

Adrenaline and simple panic were pumping hard. I ran on into the shadows and back among the pine trees. I could hear shouts now and see the flash of torch-lights; once, Sarge Peggy yelling my name—very angrily. I kept going until I stumbled and fell among a shower of damp, musty pine needles, cracking my head on a tree-root. As I sat up, all the adrenaline drained away, and I kneeled a moment, flushed and sweaty, brushing pine needles out of my hair and breathless.

I was sunk deeper now than the bloody Titanic. Maybe what had happened back there was a Jack-trap sprung a little too soon. I didn’t know. Whatever, I was on the run, and in a town the size of Tucker that wouldn’t be for long. Even Judith Carne would only advise me to give myself up. So I ran on, about another two kilometres, then collapsed. It was dark now, but I had my bearings—a small road ahead, named as plainly as all of Tucker: Stony Step.

I waited just out of sight of the road, but there was no sign of any trouble. Once a farmer’s ute went past with a barking dog on the back. There was no way out. A cop-car parked at Hooky Bend would stop me leaving town, and I’d be hunted down, literally, the next day. Sarge Peggy would find no lack of willing volunteers.

Looking down at my watch, I was suddenly weary and very hungry. Half an hour had passed; it was pitch-dark around me. I brought out my cell-phone and jabbed a number.

‘Robert, you are not safe out on your own, you simply are not. We’ve just had the cops round here—Sarge Peggy, no less, and boy did she look out of sorts. Susan is cackling her head off as we speak.’

I could hear that clearly, too, over the phone. Nicole must have moved further off, because the laughter died away. Just hearing her deep, caring voice was good, even if she also sounded exasperated.

When I explained what had happened, she became even more exasperated.

‘Jeeze, Robert, a ten-year-old wouldn’t have fallen for that. Alright, this brings up the schedule, doesn’t it? Never mind the cops: we have to assume that Jack knows. We’d better move fast—we dive tonight.’

‘Tonight—’

‘Yes, Robert. And you’d better hope the gold is there.’

‘But we have a couple of things to discuss, Robert. The first is how to get in.’

‘I’ve got a key. Elissa Wainwright had it. What’s the other thing?’

It was an hour later, and Nicole and Susan had picked me up in Susan’s car. They’d driven around for about half an hour, but nobody was following. I guess the police thought they had me bottled up. ‘Police’ and ‘Sarge Peggy’ used to be synonymous; now it was them against me. Nicole had brought a thermos of coffee and some sandwiches, and Susan watched dispassionately as I ate, commenting that it wasn’t touching the sides on the way down. Nicole hadn’t answered my question and was looking embarrassed.

‘So what’s the other thing?’ I repeated.

‘The gold,’ said Susan calmly. ‘Some of it strolls in my direction.’

I couldn’t believe it! ‘What!’

She spelt it out, a calculating and dispassionate look on her face. Uncle Harry had mortgaged the house, and she’d get sod-all for it, anyway. I couldn’t go into The Tub without back-up, and she’d done some scuba-diving. So she wanted her whack before everyone spent a year or two sorting everything out, and a little more—for her trouble.

‘That can come out of the Aten share,’ she said. ‘I’m not greedy: just enough to get a new life outside this rat-hole.’ She paused, then added: ‘You have to agree, Robert.’

I knew exactly what that meant, too. Susan was tough and we weren’t exactly good mates. But, actually, I agreed with her. And I wanted closure on this, so if a few coins ‘weren’t recovered’, then so be it. It was better than me maybe doing twenty years for murder. So I shrugged and nodded, and beside Susan, Nicole nodded faintly. It was the right call.

‘Are we cool on this?’ said Susan carefully. ‘I want another fifty thousand.’

I nodded. ‘Cool. We’ll take it out of the Aten share.’

She smiled tightly and got out of the car, opening the boot and bringing gear out. Nicole turned in the front seat and looked at me. ‘Life is never black and white,’ she said, ‘and we do need her.’

Nicole could not scuba-dive (‘Wyoming is an inland state, Robert’) and somebody would have to stay at home, in case the cops did call—even to alert us via cell-phone that they had called. Susan and I would meet at The Tub, at about two in the morning. Nicole would call me first.

Susan came back, chucking a long, heavy plastic bag into the back seat with me.

‘Tanks all topped up, you’ve got an hour. Careful. My father said it can get bloody thick with silt down there.’

About two years before, the local scuba team had dived to get samples of a super-rare algae for the university. Her dad said that the silt was easily stirred up, and that it was bloody dark and cold. ‘There was no sign of that Victorian swimmer who dived there,’ she said, then added, straight-faced: ‘Maybe the monster gobbled him up.’ So Nicole had told her about Grendel.

‘Fine, Susan. It can eat you while I look for the gold.’

She grinned. ‘Or likewise.’

There was an old shelter down a bush track, about a kilometre’s walk from The Tub. They would drop me there; Susan and I would rendezvous at The Tub. We got out to stretch our legs before taking off. As we got back in the car, Nicole took me aside and gave me an unexpectedly tight hug. ‘I’ll be looking out for you, honey.’

None of us spoke on the way out, circling around back roads and across Breakbridge River. There were hardly any cars about, let alone a police car. Up the side road, we parked and I hauled the gear out. ‘Bye. See you soon.’

Nicole squeezed my hand tightly, which was better than words.

I lugged the gear into the shelter and looked at my watch. It was past nine, and for the next five hours I would have the night bush-sounds and my own thoughts for company. If the gold wasn’t there, then life would be blacker for me than the bottom of The Tub.

Just after one, I left and trudged the kilometre down the track. I had spoken once to Nicole: husky-voiced, she’d wished me well, said Susan was ready, and not to put up with any crap. Near The Tub, and shivering with cold and excitement, I changed into the scuba gear. The Tub and the nearby road were deserted. I looked at my watch: it was just past two. I pulled out my cell-phone, but the batteries were low — yeah, always at the wrong moment!—so there was nothing I could do but wait. I waited another freezing fifteen minutes.

Susan didn’t show.







Chapter Eighteen

There was no sense in waiting any longer for Susan. Maybe she was keeping back for her own reasons, or perhaps she had gone ahead to make sure of that fifty thousand. Whatever the reason, I had to make a decision: dive now or wait. If I waited, sooner or later someone would be along—Dickerson on night patrol, maybe, and he’d love this. Catching me in scuba gear by Grendel’s Tub? Even Sarge Peggy wouldn’t believe my story if the gold was there and a police diving team recovered it. I had to get the gold now—if it was still there—and dump it on her desk.

I was fresh out of options. That meant going now.

I unlocked the padlock and raised the observation hatch. I checked my equipment, adjusted the goggles. An hour’s oxygen, but I had to move quickly: I would be crazy to risk a full hour in those waters. I climbed onto the mesh, then looked back. Was that the sound of something moving that I could hear through the diving hood? No, nothing. I swung my legs over and into the black waters of The Tub.

The water was shockingly cold.

I grabbed the edge and let myself down. Worse—icy! I slid down under the wire-mesh, thought a moment, then closed the hatch: no sense taking the risk of somebody seeing it open. I let myself sink, and water rushed over my goggles. As I slipped further down, the dark waters closed around me like freezing iron fingers, and I gasped into the oxygen mouthpiece. I turned over and dived down, the waters getting colder and darker until they numbed any feeling.

I fumbled for the torch and switched it on. A bar of cold, yellow light shafted ahead of me, little floating particles filtering through it—and still I dived. How on earth had Lascelles managed the dive, just holding his breath?

The darkness, the utter cold, that horrible feeling of a stone throat swallowing me…And all those haunted images from Anglo-Saxon mythology crowding in. Along with the sense that something blacker and colder was waiting below, and the only weapon I had was the pale shifting sword-bar of light. At least Beowulf had had a real sword.

Then, in the darkness, the torch beam seemed to shorten and broaden: I was at the bottom.

Now all the cold water was pressing down like a dark iron fist. I could hear my heart pounding, a loud pulse thudding in my ears. My own breath loud and panting in my head, my eyes staring through the misty goggles. I poised, still kicking, and put out a gloved hand. It touched solid rock, and a little cloud of silt rose suddenly. Those were the particles floating in the torch-light, so I had to be careful. I panted in the cold darkness, and cautiously moved my numb fingers around. More silt rose.

It seemed my heart was thudding louder. I didn’t know how much time had already passed. I probed again; more silt. The tank straps were tight around my shoulders, and I suddenly panicked. There’s nothing down here! As I moved my hand, the silt seemed to clutch upwards at me. I had a strange feeling of wanting to surface for air even though there was air coming through my mouthpiece. I had to fight down the panic.

Amid the thick silt, my fingers hooked onto something. I brought it up to the torch-light, aware of things dragging heavily after it. I had snagged a nylon cord, and now suddenly a little plastic bag swung free, bobbing heavily. When I pressed the torch close, a yellow gleam came, even through the icy cold, dark haze.

Coins—gold Napoleons and guineas, about ten of them. I could just about hear them clinking. Panting, ice-cold in this dark, drifting closeness, I tucked the torch under one arm, the beam pointing downward as I scrabbled for more gold, the nylon cords hooking on my fingers. There were too many bags to carry, but I sawed the knife over the nylon cord until some of them came away. I stuffed them into the pouch. It swung, oddly heavy; a gold fist dragging me down. The silt was almost impenetrable now as I cut away a last plastic pouch. There were dozens of them, scattered over the silt-laden floor of The Tub.

You might have thought of this hiding place, Dad—but I bet Uncle Harry did all the hard work.

Stuffing the last coins into my pouch, I grabbed the torch from under my arm. The torch-beam flickered over something which caught my eye. I steadied the beam. As it stabbed through the murk, I chilled to the bone. But this chill came from inside as I settled the torch-beam on what I had seen.

With sickening horror, I saw the pale yellow light outline a pair of feet enclosed in sneakers and ankles clad in denim.

I was not alone.

The torch-beam travelled up. Legs wrapped in snow-chains, then a jacket, two hands trailing like floating white fish. Then Susan’s face, her mouth open, hair floating around wide, unseeing eyes. I jerked back in horror, and the torch-light flailed out, dancing yellow over her arm. One hand drifted up, the white fingers beckoning. Something entangled around them with string. I pressed the torch up close; a Jack card.

Susan hadn’t been late, she’d been early—maybe only a few minutes, but early. And Smiling Jack was waiting.

I kicked away with revulsion, the silt clouds blinding now, only her white face and hands visible. Then a terrible thought coming to mind as I sucked on the oxygen mouthpiece and kicked upwards to the surface. It seemed endless, horrible, knowing that I was leaving Susan behind. And a more awful foreboding, as my hand jarred against the wire-mesh. The torch-beam stabbing onto the metal mesh and glinting along to the wooden frame of the hatch. I rammed my hand against it—no movement!

I felt a frantic bubble of terror and pushed harder. The hatch did not move, and now, shining up the torch, I could see the fat iron padlock back in place, securing the metal hasp. As I pushed again, the torch slipped from frozen fingers, the light-beam cartwheeling away. I turned back to the cover, hooked both gloved fingers into the mesh, and pushed desperately.

It didn’t budge. I was trapped!

I hung onto the mesh and the icy water hung onto me. I could stay up here until my oxygen ran out in about half an hour, but there was no way anyone passing would see me. The mesh was flush with the water, so I wouldn’t be able to breathe without the tank. Eventually, hypothermia and exhaustion would take me down to join Susan. The waters were more clouded now, as though the brown silt hand was reaching up to pull me back. Down, and like Lascelles, never to come up again.

I would die like Lascelles: I had to think, think!

My teeth were chattering now, and the plastic grip of the air-tube began to slip. I rammed it back into place again.

Lascelles, he didn’t come up—so where in hell did he go? Nowhere that he survived, but even that didn’t matter. Anything was better than waiting for death. Soon I’d be too weak and my brains too scrambled for anything. I had minutes only.

I turned over and dived down again, into the horrible brown soup of silt. Through it, the yellow glow of my torch was like the unblinking baleful eye of some wakened water-monster. I scooped it up with numb fingers, and began looking for anywhere that could take a human body. It would have to be around the sides, so that’s where I started looking.

The torch-rim thudded and jarred, and I thrust my frozen fingers into the cracks at the bottom. One awful moment, my hands closed around Susan’s denimed ankles and sneakers, jerking away repulsed. She must have been stunned or killed by Jack, and then slipped into the water. If only stunned, she would have been shocked into consciousness by the cold, realizing what was happening as she plunged down. I hoped she was dead when Smiling Jack did that to her. We should have known that Jack would out-smart us!

On and on. The killing hand of cold tightening its grip. I scrabbled and ran my hands over every surface, scraping the knuckles painfully through the gloves, peering into the brown silt, not daring to look back at Susan’s staring face. Sometimes the cracks widened a little, but not enough; sometimes nothing at all.

There had to be something: Hell, Lascelles had disappeared! But there was nothing, and there was no way I could kick my way back upwards now. Even the sound of my sucking air was mocking me, and my eyes were red-rimmed and sore from blinking through the misty goggles.

There had to be some where!

I kicked my way back towards where I had been, because logic and desperation said that the hole could only be in one place—and that meant fighting down my revulsion, grabbing Susan’s cold body, and pulling it sideways.

Yes! Something was plucking at me! Water was flowing, a slight current; maybe it had taken Susan’s body. There—a black cleft opening in the rock, less than a metre wide, shaping up to a witch’s hat pattern. I pushed in, but my tank jammed on the top.

Panic was forcing everything else aside; the horror of being trapped down here. Susan to one side, hovering and even bending a little. A hand floating towards my face. I swiped it aside. This was a nightmare, unreal: I was in a frozen black tomb and everything was slowing down, everything but the urge to live.

I took off the oxygen tank, breathing in and out, filling my lungs then throwing the tank aside. The burst of bubbles made Susan bob and dance, her hand brushing my shoulder a final time as I squeezed into the dark cleft.

As soon as I was inside, the rock seemed to close in, ripping at my wetsuit. My lungs already seemed about to burst, but I forced myself on, using my elbows and knees to propel myself along. My goggles knocked sideways, tearing them off. My hood pulled away, my head pounding, already needing urgently to breathe. And the rocky maw still closing, catching me. I forced my way on, choking with panic, my eyes slitted against the black water.

Finally, breaking free, glimpsing a white burst ahead. Air bubbles!

I kicked ahead, suddenly buffeted by a side current. Another flicker of white bubbles—perhaps water bouncing off the rocky ceiling—then a longer scatter, and I headed for them. My lungs now at the point of bursting; jagged red dots exploding before my eyes. I didn’t swim so much as aimed and kicked at those white bubbles, bursting through and cracking my head against the rocky ceiling of that underground river. But no matter, suddenly the water was streaming off my face and swirling around my chin. Oh blessed relief, I can breathe!

The water was roaring in my ears and catching at my body. Some strong underground river coming straight down from the mountains; I had to get out while I was still strong enough to fight it. Otherwise the current would tumble me along on its long journey to the sea.

I kicked out with numb legs, aware that my wetsuit was in tatters. Aware, too, that the stinging pain of numbness was now being shared by scratches and bruises. Water was running down the side of my face—no, blood from that crack on the skull.

Somehow I got across, the current buffeting at my back. There was no light, but some water was coming at me from the front, and there was another brief swirl of bubbles where the two flows met. Then my toes stubbed against something hard, and my flailing fingers closed over an unseen ledge of rock. I grabbed it hard and struggled towards it, pulling myself over. It was a long time before I found the strength to drag my legs out as well, before I lay down.

I was bruised, broken and nearly dead, but I was alive.

I was more than alive: I was back from the dead.







Chapter Nineteen

Exhausted and cold, I was cut and scratched all over, with one very painful rib and blood caking one side of my face. Only the rags of my wetsuit must have saved me from hypothermia. I felt like a rugby ball that the school team had just finished kicking about all day. I was almost incapable of moving, and was shaking with fear and cold. My teeth chattered loudly, and my gasping breath whistled between them. But I was alive.

I don’t know how much time passed in that blackness. A half-hour, an hour perhaps. Disordered thoughts of Susan, still back there, standing on the bottom of The Tub. Eventually, I gathered my thoughts and turned my attention to what lay ahead, rather than what was behind. I began to wonder just how far this side-tunnel went, and whether it became more shallow.

Then something happened which reminded me just how precarious my situation was.

I had propped myself up on one elbow, then sat up, wincing as my head touched the top of the tunnel. I put out a hand, and touched something smooth in the darkness. A bone, and another above it, more…and then something large and round. I prodded at it, and it clattered down beside me. Putting my hand down towards it, my finger slipped into—the eye-socket of a human skull.

My breath was loud enough that I could hear it over the greedy gurgle of water. Groping further, my hand brushed dry bones and closed around a package. The material was nearly rotting, but I managed to get a hold on it and pull it over. Something tinkled among the leg bones. Long, round objects, shaped to a point, lay in the rotting material. Candles?

I groped around the leg bones and pulled out a little brass cylinder.

I knew whose skeleton this was now.

Walter Lascelles had dived to check for underground passages. He’d carried an oilskin packet containing candles, and a brass cylinder of wax vestas. My hands were still shaking, and my fingers numb, but I managed to unscrew the cylinder and take out a match. The cylinder had ribbed sides, and I drew the match down them. A scratch, a sput, then nothing. Another caught a spark. I clenched my hands tightly to help my circulation. This time a match flared, and I pushed one of the candles against the flame. It flickered, then for a horrible moment nearly went out, finally flaring up. I nursed the candle for a moment, in shaking red hands, then held it up. It was a relief to feel the hot wax dripping onto my fingers.

The tunnel seemed natural, and the rocks above the water were dry. The ledge was dry, too, and beside me Lascelles’ skull grinned up at me, hollow-eyed. The finger bones of one hand had scattered where the skull had rolled on them. The bones still had a tattered covering of skin on them, but you could see where a rib was broken. I looked down at Lascelles’ skull—tilted and looking up at me—and it was as though it nodded in the flickering candle-light.

I broke a rib and could go no further, it seemed to be saying. I got this far, passed out from hypothermia, and died.

Even feeling the way I did, I had to admire him, and mourn a little, too: fighting his way out of The Tub only to die a lonely, wretched death in the darkness. I hope he hadn’t suffered for long. It seemed unlikely, as it seemed he hadn’t even had time to light a candle, because there were still six of them. I cupped first one hand over the flame, then the other. I even tried to suck the heat into my mouth. I lit another candle and placed it by the scattered finger bones. Wax trickled down, congealing the bones to the ledge, and shadows danced in the upturned eye-sockets.

Utter darkness lay ahead, but I had the impression that the ground was tilting slightly downwards. So the water level might get lower further on, or—and this chilled worse than the cold—the air pocket might close off. If that happened, I was as dead as old Lascelles, because there was no other way out. Even if a rescue team found out how I’d left The Tub, they’d not arrive in time. And Jack wants them to think that I found some gold and got out—Nicole might think that, too!

I was still shuddering, and was not feeling much better, but I had to find out what lay ahead. I made ready to go, stashing the candles and the brass matchbox in my pouch, and wondering why the hell I’d brought the gold. Then I sat a few minutes longer to enjoy the illusion of safety. I looked up and around, and picked up the candle, the little finger bones dropping away.

Along the top of the rock ran a thick band of another metal. It sparkled with tiny specks of light, reflected from the candle. Judith Carne had used the expression ‘hell on wheels’. Well, this was ‘fortune on wheels’: raw rock that was pure cash in the hand.

I had seen a similar rock in our little town museum. It was gold-bearing quartz, and this vein was as thick as my arm. As Lascelles had died before he could even light a candle, he never knew about the riches just above his head. It was the worst of black jokes, and I was almost glad to lower myself back into the freezing water and turn my back on that skull and its open-jawed grimace against flickering shadows.

I was back in water, up to my armpits. The rocky bottom did rise slightly, then downwards, and in one horrible moment the waters were slopping over my chin. The candle-light danced on the black surface as I walked and walked. The walls narrowed at one point, and I had to squeeze through a stone gut, sick with dismay and gasping loudly before the walls opened out again. Slowly, as I stumbled on, step by step, the water-level began to fall away and I waded on.

I don’t know how long I kept stumbling on. Sometimes I had to stop and lean against the rock wall out of sheer exhaustion. Once I painfully cracked my kneecap on the side; another time I nearly passed out when I bashed accidentally against the rock and my bruised rib exploded with pain. Two more of the fat white candles burned out, and I nearly lost the matches in the dark water.

It may have been an hour, two hours, before I noticed something on the walls. Marks, as though made by a pick-axe, and the tunnels were more rounded. Miners? By now the water was only up to my knees, but there was still no apparent way out.

Will Nicole be looking for me now? Will she drive down to The Tub? Hell—will Jack still be lurking there? It had to have been Jack I heard before I went in.

I had two candles left, and one in my hand, burning down. I lit another from the stub and held it out. The water was running around my ankles now, and to one side lay a battered metal pan that crumbled to red powder when I touched it. An old gold-pan: so this was a miner’s tunnel—and, barring rock-falls, had an exit. Barring rock-falls: one of the reasons that mining had stopped. Maybe these miners had stopped when they broke through to the underground stream?

My feet were raw, but I forged on. At least they were also numb so I couldn’t feel any pain. The wax was cold on my fingers; the candle’s flame guttered in a breeze. It flared into the shadows—and that was when I saw the steps.

They were at one side, uneven and roughly chiselled, leading up through an alcove. It may have been natural, but it had certainly been widened, as there were chisel-marks on the sides. But miners who cut tunnels and stone steps?

There was something else here, though. A blackened ring of fire-stones, an old burnt-out pot, and a pile of wood. I don’t know how long it had all been there for, and frankly didn’t care: I just wanted to light it! Shivering from head to toe, I stuck the candle into the middle of the pile of wood. Soon a fire began to crackle, and I reached out to the little red tongues as though to hold them close.

Lighting the fire may have been a silly thing to do, but I was too cold to worry, and I fed the fire until the flames roared in the breeze coming down the tunnel. I prickled all over as my circulation returned, and my bruises and cuts began to ache. I had no idea where I was, and right then didn’t care: I was alive, and that was all that mattered.

I sat on the steps as the fire burned. I still could not think of that awful ice-cold darkness without shivering again. I looked about me. There were some tins rusted to nothing, and an old broken glass bottle. A clay pipe and some rags of clothing lay nearby. As I began to thaw out, I turned my mind to where I might be. I was still some where underground, but I had a faint idea where I was: I was well out of town for sure, and there was only one place I could think of which would have stone steps leading up to it.

It was about then that I fell asleep.

I woke after what must have been an hour. The fire had burned down and the breeze had dropped. The tunnel was filling with smoke, and I splashed water on the embers. More smoke coiled up and I cursed: I didn’t need the sort of attention smoke would draw. And the people up the stairs wouldn’t be that happy to see me, especially carrying gold coins.

I was still hurting like hell, and even walking was painful, but I knew I had to keep going. I started up, the last candle and matches in hand. I didn’t need them, though, as it was growing lighter.

With a sense of dread, I realized that the smell and traces of smoke were following me up. Dread, because another chiselled clue in the rock confirmed my suspicions. A big letter ‘A’ with that slanting down-stroke on the cross-bar: I was under the Aten compound.

As the light got better, I battled to try to keep ahead of the smoke. There were more side-tunnels now, and I stopped at one. It was stacked with a clutter of old sea-chests; one, with heavy iron clasps, had Eloise Braebourne lettered on the side. It looked like a strongbox: it seemed the old stories of Aten wreckers might be true. And with the whole Aten compound above me, it was going to be tough getting out.

Even tougher when my candle-flame flickered, nearly guttering, and I turned around. I was facing another alcove which extended into a deep tunnel. A cold breeze was blowing, and what met my eyes made me even colder. There were people in the alcove: two rows, extending into the darkness, of people crammed together and facing each other. Some looked down, some up; one or two were cocking their heads at me. They were squatting, arms around their knees, unmoving. They were also all quite dead—and had been dead a very long time.

What had Bertram-Aten said? Squatting in the fetal position, so that the rotting intestines would drain through the anus — and mummified here in the cold stone chamber. Faces dried into yellow skull-masks, eyes slitted, lips curling in a sneer. The hands brown claws, and here and there claw feet peeped out. Ragged denims still clothed them, sometimes torn to reveal bony shoulders or knees. Hair stirring on the parchment scalps. Near me, a familiar face looked up with sightless, sunken eyes.

Laurel.

She squatted in the front, her arms around her knees, her hair still thick and long. So the Atens had found her body before anyone else had—perhaps they knew where to find it—and had brought her here to be with her extended family. Only chance had cocked her head slightly, so that the pinched, dry features looked up at me. How do I look, Robert? You did this to me.

Sorry, Laurel: Smiling Jack was just too smart for us both.

I turned away. More steps and more alcoves, all crammed with squatting, silent occupants, heads down and sometimes a creaking, rustling as though muttering to each other. Then a scuttling, squeaking, and I tensed; the rat scampered off. I went on up the stairs, and my candle guttered and went out.

Ahead was an iron-grilled door. It was unlocked, and the hinges made an almighty screech when I pushed it open. I walked forwards, the traces of smoke wafting behind me. Up more steps, and then I stopped in my tracks.

I had been in the icy black waters of The Tub and the underground river, through underground tunnels, in an abandoned miners’ camp and a catacomb. But what was now in front of me was something else—so incredible that I forgot my aches and bruises and the pain of walking. Before me was the Aten inner temple, and it was a wonderland. Standing there, I felt as though I’d been transported back some three thousand years into Egyptian history. I stood there for a long moment, lost in wonder.

The last steps were smoothly polished and finely cut. A neatly cut doorway, arched to a point, and beyond it the circular chamber itself. I can’t remember whether I noticed the floor or the walls first. The floor tiled in blue-green marble, set with brighter blue lapis lazuli, chasing each other in concentric, entwining patterns. In alcoves were the animal-headed Egyptian gods—I recognized Horus’s falcon head—and rock-crystal lamps; each had a small tear-shaped yellow flame, and was flanked by full-length purple drapes, embroidered with zodiac and constellation signs. Between them, also floor to ceiling, line after line of beautifully painted minute hieroglyphics. The conical ceiling was set with more of the blue tiles, as though ceiling and floor together flashed the different polished hues of ocean and sky.

Then there was the gold.

The door I opened had a handle of solid gold. The candle-holders, which held fat, unlit white candles, were also of chunky, shining gold. The alcoves were edged with jet-black stone set in solid lines of gold. Gold twinkled from the hieroglyphics, and each row was bisected with an underlining of gold. Gold nails were hammered in the door, and the embroidered zodiac signs were stitched with gold thread. Overhead, over the black polished stone, set in the very centre of the ceiling, a huge and magnificent sunburst of pure beaten gold dazzled and flashed into every part of this strange and splendid place. The Aten Temple, the Holy of Holies.

I stood there, ragged, bloodstained and tottering, utterly out of place amongst such blazing, arcane splendour. I walked into the temple, but instinct made me skirt around the polished black stone that looked so horribly like a sacrificial altar. Ahead was another arched doorway, which was screened with a purple curtain. The rich, heavy velvet scarcely moved at my touch, and its cross-stitched gold thread sparkled interlaced constellations of sun-fire. An odd thought came to me: if the lustre of stolen gold—gold gained by deceit and murder—is dimmed, then how much of this chamber and its fittings would be dark with the memory of the Eloise Braebourne?

Then another thought, less odd but more disturbing. What would the Atenists do with a trespasser?

On the other side of the chamber was another stone stairway and walls set with deep alcoves. Years and years of rock-cutting must have gone into creating this place. I went up the stairs to the first full-length dark alcove—and stopped.

I wasn’t yet finished with surprises or dead Atenists.

I was looking at one.







Chapter Twenty

The alcove had 1862 chiselled over it, and inside stood the first Jerome-Aten, looking just like his photographs. His neat, long Victorian coat and striped trousers, the top-hat on his shoulder-length white hair. His eyes shut, his gloved hands crossed, just the sunken cheeks and bloodless lips to say he was dead. Sedate, dignified and perfectly preserved.

Then further up, in the light cast by the rock-crystal alcove lamps, an alcove with 1902 recorded above it. And there, Henry-Aten, in a long frock-coat and top-hat, the same gloved handclasp, but lips and cheeks fuller. My skin was crawling now: this was unbelievable! Others, maybe senior Aten priests; even two women in their long, blue dresses, one whose white hair fell to her waist. Up the steps, looking at those motionless faces, but with the dread that the dry eyelids might snap open to reveal eyes glaring with the fury of the dead.

Suddenly, the real world started to ting, ting, ting some where; a faraway and modern sound. Hell, a fire alarm! It must have been a very sophisticated system to pick up the faint traces of my fire’s smoke. Still, with a hundred-odd pounds of gold waiting to melt into sludge, it would be. There were voices ahead and lights, the click of an opening door and more light.

I didn’t know what the Atenists would think of me, and I had no intention of finding out—especially when I heard Khamen’s deep voice saying he’d check it out. If Khamen found me there, I’d get checked out alright. But nearly all that smoke would have gone by now. With any luck, they might think that the equipment had glitched and was picking up smoke from the lamp-flames. Yeah—but not if they see me!

I ran back down the steps and across the blue-tiled floor; the ocean colours flashing around me, the gold shining, the gods watching me with their animal faces. I tugged open the door—carefully, trying not to let the hinges screech—and went down the stairs. I paused halfway down, hearing the clatter of sandalled feet behind me. Now they were in the temple chamber and coming over to the stairway. The grilled door rattled and screeched.

‘We oughta get a lock for this bloody thing,’ someone growled.

Then Khamen’s voice. ‘Probably the temple lamps again. Check the stairs anyway.’

‘Me?’ came the first voice.

Obviously nobody came down these steps to see the ancestors unless absolutely necessary. I went down some more steps, as quietly as I could. A pause above, then Khamen saying he would go. The grilled door screeched again, loudly enough to wake the Aten dead. I knew Khamen: he’d go all the way down just to prove he didn’t care.

I was back down at the first deep tunnel now. Where Laurel’s body squatted, where the candle-flame guttered, and…And that cool breeze had to be coming from some where! There was one horrible way to find out and, with Khamen’s heavy footsteps coming closer, I didn’t hesitate. Sorry, Laurel—has to be! And I jumped in amongst the squatting figures and threaded through them.

It was nearly as bad as being lost in The Tub. I tried to move quietly, but that’s not possible among dry bodies. My feet ground on toes, once a clutching hand broke apart in a shower of dry knuckle-bones, and paper-thin clothing tore. I froze once, bending over as Khamen clattered past in a gleam of torch-light. He wasn’t stopping to say hello to anyone, and I hoped like hell he would not notice the wet ashes. I carried on. Then from below, a shout that echoed up.

‘Somebody’s been here—come on down!’

By then I was halfway down the Aten tunnel, and there were still more bodies, jumbled and broken as though pushed against each other to make more room. These older bodies disintegrated to parchment-covered skeletons. I slipped, my outstretched hand hitting a skull and knocking it off, followed by the distinct sound of it clattering on a rag-covered rib-cage. Now there were other voices and a dazzle of torches. One flickered down the tunnel as the owner ran past, in that moment lighting up a dead face—You can’t outrun us: stay. Now there were louder shouts and more torch-light.

Ahead, darkness…giving way to a bar of light—moonlight? So this was no longer just an Aten catacomb: maybe it connected to a mining tunnel, one of the many tunnels dug in the quest for the quartz-gold that marked the tomb of Walter Lascelles?

With the promise of moonlight ahead, and the torch-dazzle of Khamen and his henchmen behind, I surged forwards, tripping in a last crackle of bones. The first shout echoed down as I hit the boards, which broke—dry and rotten as the bones—and I crashed through, into clear, cold, open black space. And moonlight—real silver light—as I crashed down a bank, bracken whipping in my face and stones grinding underneath as I rolled into a ditch. Through interlocking black tree-branches was a full, silver moon.

I was free, and this crazy night was over. Then I realized that I’d been underground too long for a moon like that—I’d been underground nearly twenty-four hours, and this night was still young.

As a gleam came up the slope from the broken entrance, I turned and walked off among the trees.

This strange night—this second night—was far from over. For now, all I wanted to do was walk among the trees. I was hurt and bruised all over; my ribs feeling like someone had stuck a knife between them. I had been underwater and nearly drowned, been underground, and then in the strange, dark heart of the Aten—all in the past twenty hours. I hadn’t eaten in all that time either, but I’d drunk enough cold water not to feel hungry. I should have been collapsing, running on empty, but was not.

It was as though a second force had just kicked in, a new energy that was blocking out the memory of the desperate struggle and horror. I felt light and liberated. While I walked through the dark forest, leaves and undergrowth rustling underfoot, I felt no pain, only exultation that I was reborn. I felt at one with the darkness: I had defeated Smiling Jack—I had escaped Jack’s best plan for murder.

So I just walked around the perimeter fence and lights of the Aten compound. There was no special stir of activity, and when a dog barked somebody merely shouted for it to stop. There was no other sound of life; the enclosed compound had hunkered down for the night like a watchful beast at rest.

Overhead, the moon that had expected to never see me again as I had slipped below the waters of Grendel’s Tub, my last sight of it puddled with water through my goggles. Now I was back and walking around the hulking Aten beast, but unafraid—more like a wolf stalking a fat, black, sleeping cow. There was an edge of danger to my sense of calm now, as though I’d learned enough to hurt, to hit back. A cleansing, dangerous darkness lay inside me, making me at one with the dark night.

Judith Carne said that she’d had to make a late visit to the compound, that Bertram-Aten had wanted some papers checked before he signed them. Also, that Bertram-Aten had been getting a little erratic lately. So she’d driven out there in her big four-wheel-drive, even though she was concerned about my disappearance. About Susan’s disappearance, too. The cops running around like headless chickens, and the town full of rumours, like Susan and I having done a runner with the gold. That would be the real reason that Bertram-Aten had called her out. He’d done so earlier, but she couldn’t make it until ten that night, and only then because he’d called her cell-phone twice. So she’d driven out, cursing and wishing that Bertram-Aten was in an Egyptian hell—whatever that was—as she took the Aten turn-off.

Halfway up the Aten Track, she’d had to brake as something emerged from amongst the trees; a human figure, in ragged black and walking ‘like it owned the world’, she said later. It took a long moment before she realized that the ashen-faced, blood-splattered creature was Robert Taylor. I was wandering in such a casual way and with such an inane grin on my face that she didn’t recognize me.

She offered to take me home, and I got into the car without a word, and didn’t speak all the way home. Not when she parked and gently helped me out, nor when she got me inside, set the shower and pushed me, still grinning, into it.

I don’t remember anything before waking up under the hissing, hot, steaming water, and coming back to the real world like a baby out of the womb. Then I began to remember scraps, but as disjointed images, like a film whose frames are skipping and jumping all over the place.

Image One. Sarge Peggy, with Nicole and Judith Carne; me, wrapped in a big towelling robe that had belonged to my father. Doc Carmody muttering about shock and hypothermia, so I must have told them something. He told me to sleep, left me a sedative, and said I was lucky to be alive. Then my voice telling him to send the bill.

Sarge Peggy with a thick notepad on her knee. I remember the blue plastic cover. Nicole sitting there, her gaze never leaving me. Her dark eyes widening with horror, and a hand going to her mouth as I reached the bit about Susan. I remember Sarge telling her to go home, but she came to sit beside me. She took my hand, and her grip was warm and strong. Sarge said something about it being too late to check, that she’d pick me up in the morning. She left, taking the gold.

I’m not sure if I took the pill, but I can’t remember anything more.

Image Two. Morning, early, and I was suddenly conscious. Suddenly, because Nicole was shaking me awake from engulfing black dreams. Nicole had made some breakfast, and wanted me to stay in bed. But I was still detached; everything seeming a little unreal. Nicole saying how she’d gone to The Tub and found nobody there. And, yes, she had thought I’d made off with the gold. But with Susan? That took a little more imagination than she had. But Susan hadn’t reappeared, so Nicole had waited at home until Judith Carne called. Apparently, I had asked Judith to call her. I do not remember that, but I was bloody glad she was there.

Nicole was putting it all together. Susan had wanted that bonus…and maybe a little more. So she’d got to The Tub early, but Smiling Jack had been waiting. Jack knew where I was headed because of The Tub padlock key with Elissa Wainwright, and so when Susan unexpectedly arrived first—well, she had to be disposed of quickly.

The Tub at ten in the morning. Of course word had got out, and so there was already a crowd of people there. Two police divers, kitting up in their black-and-orange wetsuits, coils of white nylon cord at their belts. I was with Judith Carne, Nicole and Sarge Peggy as the first cop went in, followed by a second cop with a lamp the size of a watermelon. Two more divers were on back-up. I looked around. Yes, a white Aten van with Khamen beside it. He was looking at me as much as at The Tub, and it was not a nice look either.

I didn’t care about Khamen, though. I was hurting all over, and my bruised rib made it painful to breathe. Judith Carne had picked us up, and had made it quite clear that when they brought Susan’s body up she’d do the talking. ‘Not a word, Robert. They can fit you with this, sure as a gun.’

So we waited for what seemed like an age. While we were waiting, I apologized to Barry Dickerson for punching him. He was surprisingly relaxed about it, even asking if I knew how to get paint stains off a uniform. Sarge Peggy came over, nodding for me to step away from the others. That didn’t stop Judith Carne from following. Sarge’s expression was as closed as usual.

‘Steve Leary and Jacki Sellars have left town.’

I was about to ask how that concerned me, when I remembered that it was Jacki Sellars who had handed over the five thousand bucks to me at the bank, served with a snide remark. And then telephoned her boyfriend, Leary. He’d slashed my car, giving her time to write the note (she’d seen me with Susan, so signed her name), and time for Leary to get ahead of me to the plateau. Problem was, he’d crocked the car a little too well and thought I’d gone into the river with it. Result: they’d shot through.

‘Good riddance,’ said Judith quietly.

Suddenly, a diver’s head burst out of the water. By the time Sarge Peggy joined the other cops, he was up and climbing over the hatch, pushing back his goggles and hood. Then he was hauling up a white cord. Sarge and another cop had to help him, and finally a floppy, streaming mass of plastic packets, like some bizarre deep-sea fish, came out on the end of it. They pulled the cord out carefully, but one packet caught on the wire and split open. Gold coins tumbled out, sparkling like chunks of sunlight. The bystanders whooped: maybe they thought all their problems were over.

Sarge Peggy scooped up the coins and held a whispered consultation with the other cops. Then she came over to us, her lips drawn tight. Well, she’d known Susan a long time.

She looked back, not sure what to say. ‘Robert, we took a lot of gold coins out; not sure how much until it’s valued.’

‘What about Susan?’ I asked.

‘A lot of silt has been stirred up. The other diver’s still looking.’

‘Still look—’ How could they have missed her!

‘May I see those?’ asked Judith, quietly.

Sarge opened her hand. Judith looked at one of the coins, frowning slightly. ‘Quite a mixture: must have been packed in a hurry. Louis d’or, maple-leaf dollar, Krugerrand…’

‘Birds of a feather,’ said Sarge, her expression dark. ‘All the same to me.’

Judith was looking at her sharply, but whatever she was going to say went unsaid as a hail came from The Tub. The second diver was surfacing, and Sarge went back over. He came out and sat down on the edge of the frame. They conferred briefly, Sarge looking over our way once or twice.

‘I don’t believe they can’t find her,’ I muttered.

‘Don’t say a bloody word,’ whispered Judith in a queer, low voice.

Sarge was coming back over, her expression unreadable. She looked at me directly. ‘Robert, Susan isn’t there.’

That serene white face amid the cloud of drifting hair, white hands floating like pale lilies…

‘She was there!’ I must have responded loudly, because people looked over at us. Nicole gasped, and I looked at Sarge, who just shook her head. No sign of Susan, and the divers had looked very hard. Judith Carne’s voice, very quiet beside me.

‘Perhaps the body was taken down the same cleft that Robert went down—was somehow pulled in after him?’

Sarge Peggy looked at me, then over to the second diver, who was hauling on another length of white cord. He could manage this one by himself, and if the crowd was expecting more gold they were going to be disappointed. All that came up was a streaming, tangled mass of chains. Sarge Peggy shrugged and looked back at me.

‘Then she took her chains off first. And she left this tied to one of them.’

It was the way she said it. I knew what ‘this’ was before I saw it, enclosed within a little plastic envelope. A Jack, grinning manically. And why not? Whatever black joke he knew about was on me.







Chapter Twenty-one

N aturally we ended up at the station, and were there all morning.

Sarge Peggy was a lot less nice this time, and she made the situation very clear. Susan and Elissa Wainwright were Jack’s victims. She’d been over what Barry Dickerson had seen and done, and believed my story—just. That I’d been set up and had panicked. But none of this explained where Elissa had been for the past few days. The results of the first examination were just in: she’d been dead for only a matter of hours.

And, Sarge said heavily, the case was about to be taken out of her hands. She’d just had the word from headquarters: tomorrow morning, a full team of cops would be descending on the town, headed by one Chief Inspector Treadwell.

When she heard this, Judith Carne muttered something about ‘fitters’.

Sarge Peggy blew: she’d done her best, and Robert seemed to think that he could do whatever he damned well liked…Off they went—and when I tried to interrupt with a ‘Remember me?’, they both told me to shut up.

It was only the phone ringing that led to a ceasefire. Sarge Peggy took the call, listened a few moments, then hung up. There might or might not be a body down there some where. She couldn’t trust anything I said anymore.

Judith Carne interrupted sarcastically: Robert had returned the gold and shown them where the rest of it was—had Sarge Peggy missed that?

Sarge smiled just as sarcastically—I had a feeling she’d been waiting for that. The phone call was from Christchurch, where they’d taken the gold. Gerald Hunnicutt had valued it and—surprise, surprise—at least half a million was still missing.

I have never seen Sarge Peggy more serious. Very quietly she warned me that, although I would not be arrested that night, I had better not leave town. That I’d admitted to diving in The Tub and seeing Susan dead—and half a million dollars’ worth of the rarest coins were still missing. There was a case to answer, and things would get a lot tougher with Chief Inspector Treadwell on my case. Then she let us go.

Back at the law office, Judith sent out for food and some awful takeaway coffee. While we ate, she expounded a few ‘facts of life’. She was as explicit and as deadly serious as it gets. The cops did have a case of sorts against me, and Chief Inspector Treadwell was a notorious ‘fitter’.

‘Fitter?’ asked Nicole. ‘What exactly is that?’

Judith explained in a few terse words. Somebody not fussy about how they made the pieces of jigsaw fit, even if that meant hammering in a few pieces, bending the evidence. She was silent for a moment, then went on: ‘Robert, I have to go to Christchurch on urgent business. I should be back tomorrow. Until then, please tread carefully—very carefully.’

I promised. She nodded, reiterating: do not talk to the cops, and do not leave town. She was tight-lipped, more anxious than I’d ever seen her, and she seemed in a hurry. Her phone rang and she waved us out, not even managing a smile.

Nicole and I paused on the landing. ‘Let’s get back to your place,’ said Nicole, with a little smile. She touched my cheek. ‘Consider yourself under house arrest tonight.’

I smiled back, then winced as pain from my rib stabbed.

As we made to go down the stairs, somebody entered the stairwell and came up. Even silhouetted against the entrance, the big, shaven-headed form of Khamen was unmistakable. He hulked up, and we met halfway.

‘The Aten wants to see you.’

‘Good afternoon, Khamen,’ said Nicole sweetly. ‘How’s life among the ancient Egyptians? And just when are you guys going to build your own pyramid?’

Khamen’s face darkened in a scowl. Then perhaps he realized that midway up the steps of a law office and over the road from a police station was not exactly the best place to start a fight. So the scowl shifted from her to me.

‘He wants to see you about that missing half-million—come on.’

I was beginning to really dislike Khamen, and particularly that cruel sneer on his face. I was hurting all over and still had him to thank for the horrible scramble through the catacomb. There was still that energy, though, still that fire that had kicked in the night before, and tomorrow would be too late.

‘I’ll be down,’ I said.

‘Make sure you do,’ he snarled, turning to go. ‘And come alone.’

He clumped back down the stairs, and I followed. That tight, tense anger was building. ‘Nicole, wait at home.’

‘Hey—’

I was already on my way over to the car, which was parked by the police station. Across the road Khamen was back in the van, glowering at us. Nicole caught up with me as I reached the car. She opened the door and got in.

‘Not alone,’ she said.

Fine by me. I nodded and gunned the engine, aware of Dickerson standing at the station door. Khamen was already swinging out—assuming I would follow—and I accelerated, forcing him to brake suddenly. Beside me, Nicole chortled. ‘That’s more like it.’

I stepped on it getting out of town, faster when no cop-cars showed in the rear-vision mirror, not even Khamen’s van. On past The Tub, where Nicole looked over and shivered. We were both thinking of Susan in those ice-cold depths, and the underground river where her body could be now. In Breakbridge River for sure, and on her way out to join my father somewhere at the bottom of Wreckwood Bay.

But this was not the time to be thinking about Susan. I swung around The Tub and up The Track. In a bumpy few minutes we were near the Aten headquarters, with the entrance in sight.

‘Do you think they’ll let us in?’ Nicole asked.

I had one eye on the rear-vision mirror, and could just see Khamen’s van now, bumping on The Track behind us. He must have driven hard to catch up. I glanced over at Nicole, noting that her seat-belt was on, and grinned tightly.

‘Oh, they’ll let us in.’

I didn’t stop. The car hit the gates and they burst open. A padlock banged against the windscreen and bounced off the bonnet. Two of the black dogs bounded away, and a flock of chickens squawked upwards as we charged through them and braked hard at the main entrance. Behind us, both gates swung crazily and one crashed down flat.

It was about two, and most of the Atens were in the main eating hall. A scatter of white- and blue-clad people appeared, but I ignored them. I was out of the car, not even waiting for Nicole, and headed into the office. I barged right past another white-clad guy, and into Bertram-Aten’s office.

He was seated in his chair, cherubic as ever. A beaming smile curved under the white moustache. ‘Robert, lad, thank you for coming so promptly. I trust Khamen wasn’t too insistent?’

‘Screw Khamen!’ I shouted. ‘You know you’ve got most of your gold back!’

‘Yes, commendable. And the remainder…?’

‘Screw the remainder! I want you off my back or the cops’ll be taking a guided tour through your catacomb—and maybe asking about Laurel.’

The screech of Khamen’s van braking outside was followed by the sound of running feet. Then he was there in the doorway, pushing Nicole to one side as Bertram-Aten blinked at me reproachfully. On the surface he remained serene, however.

‘Yes, you trespassed among our sleepers and the sacred closeness of our inner temple. You disturbed Laurel, but I comforted her.’ He gestured across the room. ‘I think she understands.’

She understands?

I turned, and so did Nicole. On entering we had flung the door open wide, thus screening off one corner of the room, but the door had now swung back. Nicole gasped. Seated on a stool in the corner was the squatting body of Laurel, her head still cocked, the colour of her hair seeming to be fading already, and her eyelids peeling back from dark, empty sockets. Thin lips framed a gleam of teeth; her hands clasped, shrivelled fingers interlocked.

As we looked at her, Bertram-Aten continued speaking behind us.

‘Laurel understands, as we all do who embark on the journey to Orion. We will all be sleepers and take the spirit path until we are called to inhabit our bodies again. Then we will walk, and Laurel will find you and forgive your sin of murder—’

I whirled around at that.

Khamen was ahead of me, gently placing a hand on Bertram-Aten’s shoulder: ‘Aten-Father, they understand. I will deal with this. Be peaceful.’

Bertram-Aten nodded, with the same benevolent smile. ‘Make our guests comfortable. I must commune with Laurel.’

Khamen jerked his head for us to leave. He followed us out a moment later, shutting the door, his grim mastiff face set in its normal tight lines. His voice, however, was unaccustomedly quiet. ‘He must have got her up when I left to get you.’

‘How did you know it was me?’

‘A few scraps of wetsuit, and news of your dive.’

Outside a small crowd of Atenists had gathered, but Khamen’s scowl soon sent them drifting away.

Nicole spoke as we reached the car, saying exactly what was in my mind. ‘You do know that he’s quite insane?’

‘He is my father,’ replied Khamen, simply. He looked at me, mouth down-turned as always. ‘We won’t bother you again, but don’t speak of this—please.’

That ‘please’ must have cost him something, so I nodded and got into the car. Most of the Atenists were gone now, and some of the men were already at work on the broken gates. They pulled back the still-swinging half as we drove through. In the rear-vision mirror, I saw Khamen turn back into the office building, then we were bumping back down The Track.

‘Laurel’s spirit will not like such an indignity,’ said Nicole quietly, her expression unreadable. Nicole’s Cheyenne background seemed to make her a lot closer to life and death. ‘That place is full of bad spirit, enough to send them all insane.’

We drove on in silence, my thoughts on Khamen. While I still didn’t like the guy, now I understood what was driving him. Having to conceal from everyone—even perhaps their own members—that the spiritual Aten had lost his reason. I understood, too, that in his own way that grim, single-minded man had been making a pact: there would be no more trouble.

I could sense something else, too. Khamen was not Smiling Jack.

And with the discovery of the gold, everything had changed. There was a reminder of how much had changed when I got home: opposite was a police car with Constable Dickerson sitting in it, like he was a permanent fixture. The usual smile and wave of a hand, but he was there as a cop—and that meant I wasn’t going anywhere.

We went inside, and through the window saw Dickerson talking into his radio, recording our time of arrival, I suppose. Nicole slatted the blinds shut and brewed some coffee. I was suddenly tired, still bruised and still feeling as though I had been kicked all over by what had happened.

The nightmare kept smacking away at me, and Nicole knew it, too. She served the coffee, then took a notepad and biro from her bag. She opened the notepad and looked at me. Her next words, along with that cop-car outside, were a reminder that by the next morning I’d be out of options.

‘OK. Suspects?’







Chapter Twenty-two

I don’t want to spook you, Robert, but I think all of this might go back a long way. Maybe it was your father and then you. It’s been so well planned, and it’s not about the gold—otherwise why return most of it? It’s about hate, Robert. A really murderous hate, and therefore about revenge. Somebody who hated your father and you so much that killing doesn’t matter—not even a fortune in gold matters that much.’

An hour later and the sheet of notepaper was still blank. There was no point in putting down names just for the hell of it. Judith Carne had known me a long time. Ditto Sarge Peggy. And Elissa Wainwright, who had been murdered. Bertram-Aten, who was insane. Maybe some others—but someone with a hate like that? No.

And all the time we talked, something remained unspoken between us.

Nicole made something to eat, but I couldn’t taste any of it. Another cop-car was outside; a sound of engines as it took over from Dickerson. I bet they had someone around the back, too. Nicole sat beside me, an arm along my shoulders.

I felt like a rabbit with his foot in the trap. Even getting the gold back had done no good.

But there was one thing I was sure of: if Jack hated me this much, then it was personal. And Jack would want me to know this. It was not a sense, not even an instinct. It was just a nasty little prickle, digging away in the pit of my stomach: Jack wanted us face to face. Jack wants me to know who has done this and why.

So Jack had just one more night to murder.

‘I want you to get out of here,’ I said. ‘Book into a motel.’

Nicole was silent for a while. Maybe she was thinking about what remained unspoken as she took my hand in hers and squeezed it tightly. ‘I’m not going, Robert.’

‘I’ll call Sarge Peggy—’

She interrupted in that calm way of hers. ‘And I’ll tell her that you confessed to being Smiling Jack.’ Then, utterly seriously: ‘You’re meant to be Smiling Jack, you know that?’

I shrugged, not sure what she meant. Nicole gave me another long look, then went out into the kitchen. She returned with a white envelope and silently handed it to me. ‘I found this when I was tidying up the other day. There’s just never been a good time to show you.’

I opened the envelope and half a dozen playing cards slipped out. Jacks of Hearts, all of them, and all with a manic smile. I didn’t need Nicole’s explanation, how she’d found them taped under a freezer shelf, why she thought they were there and the house trashed to cover it up, so that when the cops searched—and they would—the Jack cards would be found.

‘Jack wants you in jail forever, Robert. Your entire life destroyed.’

She looked at me with her big, brown eyes. I had never seen such depth and intensity in them. She was with me, this was personal to her as well, and whatever dark force was out there would have to take on both of us. She put both hands inside her blouse neckline and carefully took out the little arrowhead. She draped it around my neck.

‘Wear this, Robert. I’ll always be close.’

I nodded and she gave a tight smile, then said she’d sleep in the spare room, adding, her smile just as tight: ‘Sleep means exactly that, OK?’

It was just a little joke, but when we got up, we hugged and I have never felt so close to another person. It was tight and possessive, and we held on even though my bruised rib nearly cracked. Emotion raged deeply in her dark eyes when we stepped apart, and I felt safer. I knew Jack was out there, but there were two of us now, looking out for each other.

Nicole kissed me and went to her room. I toured the house, locking doors and bolting windows. It was after eleven by then.

I wasn’t sleeping, and went to Nicole’s door and opened it a crack. I could hear regular breathing coming from the bed. Well, she’d hardly slept the night before. I returned to the lounge and turned off all lights: lights on would attract police interest, and this was personal—Jack had made it personal. The little red stand-by lights from the sound system, TV and recorders winked at me, and I waited. I sat there. Sometimes I got up and walked around. I didn’t want to eat or sleep, because that deep prickle in my stomach told me that Jack was close. I didn’t need Cheyenne instincts for that.

Hate. But what kind of hate linked me and my father? We had nothing in common—nothing, it seemed, but that hate. He embezzled and he betrayed trust, sure, but nothing to provoke these stalking murders.

So I sat there in darkness, the little red lights gleaming their tiny demon eyes.

Outside, the night was dark and utterly silent.

At one point I heard the police-car door open and shut. Quiet footsteps walked around the house, then the car door opened and shut again. So maybe there wasn’t anyone at the back? Maybe Sarge Peggy trusted me, knew I’d be here in the morning.

And the missing gold coins. According to Hunnicutt, the rarest coins. Moulins, nobles, Spanish doubloons and Tudor nobles, they’d soon build their value again, and Jack could wait. He clearly knew when to strike at just the right moment…But how had Jack known when that right moment was? My secretive dad, who’d never even told Uncle Harry everything, must have trusted someone—because Jack knew.

And if that were not the case, then intruding through this, the awful horrible logic of one unspoken name.

I must have slept, because I blinked and it was sunrise.

A cop-car was still outside—Dickerson’s turn again—windows shut, occupant doubtless asleep. I peeped in on Nicole, and her deep, regular breathing told of exhausted sleep.

I was back in the living room when my cell-phone rang. I clicked it open with a horrible sense that this had to be Smiling Jack.

‘Robert…meet me on Hag Rock plateau.’ The voice urgent and tense and catching—but, even whispering, unmistakable. ‘Judith Carne will be with me, she’ll explain. Lots you have to know…For God’s sake, come alone—’ A final, strangled pause. ‘I’m still your father.’

‘Dad…’ I whispered.

The caller disconnected. No mistaking that voice, that someone whose name Nicole and I did not mention after all that had happened, because it made such horrible logic. The little click of the call disconnecting like the last piece of the jigsaw clicking into place. So my father wasn’t at the bottom of Wreckwood Bay. So the accident had been staged. So he’d watched Uncle Harry drown.

Well, my father had always been into maximum profit.

That made sense of Elissa Wainwright’s death, too. She knew too much. And Laurel? He’d be watching me carefully, maybe through Elissa. Then of course Susan, to protect the gold—and smart enough to take the very best coins, a fortune in themselves. Thinking all these disordered thoughts, still bits that made no sense, but he would tell me—he knew how to plan.

I should have thought it through a little more, but it was all too sudden, and that was how I reacted—suddenly and too quickly.

I would go there alone, because now this was personal.

So far as I could tell, the cops weren’t watching the back of the property. And thinking that, and how quiet the house was, I realized I could not hear the sound of Nicole’s sleeping—

‘Robert.’

I jumped. She was there, her expression more tense and worried than I had ever seen it. She spoke, gently. ‘We both knew it might be him—it had to be.’

I shook my head. ‘I can’t think of him as a killer.’

‘Somebody is—somebody he knows…Is it time to call the cops?’

‘No!’ It was still too unreal, and instinct drove me: he wasn’t a killer! ‘He wouldn’t kill me—no way. I’ve got to see him.’

‘Not alone.’

I made to protest, but she interrupted fiercely. ‘Hell, Elissa Wainwright was killed after she called you. You cannot go alone! We go together, Robert: we look after each other!’

She was right. Although I sensed my father would not hurt me, he did have a partner in the killing, or someone who was stalking him, too. A quick look outside to Constable Dickerson’s car, then we were out the back and running past the swimming pool, past the flower-beds, and over the back fence into pasture.

Nicole jogged easily beside me. We went down one of the hunting tracks Dad used, and then up into the back paddocks and the dark pine forest. Both of us looked back from time to time, but nothing—just the dawn and a light mist, transparent and somehow mocking. Once a white shape loomed up, a sheep that blundered away with a loud baa that sounded across the silent fields.

I was almost relieved when the first dark belt of pine forest closed around me. I looked back once more—nothing—then ran on into the shadow of the trees.

The sound of our footsteps was deadened by the thick carpet of pine needles. A branch tore at my face. I was hot with perspiration and cold with fear—tense for the sudden sound of police sirens. Beside me, Nicole looked around, gasping, feeling as oppressed as I did.

‘Too silent,’ she breathed.

There was nothing but silence.

Then a small sound, and I whirled around again. There was just the slope, the black trees and the sound of my own breathing. Running on with a horrible feeling that we were running to our doom. Trying to shut out the disordered thoughts…Judith Carne, was she involved? It made sense: he’d need someone in town…Hell, what was I going to say to him?

Then the last trees, the plateau and the observation benches ahead. The trees still cloaked in early-morning darkness, in a silence that brooded over secrets. I needed only a long moment to glance around: my father—anybody—was nowhere to be seen. I stopped by the observation benches, took another look around, then said aloud, my own voice catching as his had on the phone: ‘Dad?’

A longer, sick moment, shouting his name—Dad!—and realizing as the echoes died away among the brooding trees that he was not here, that he never would be.

Alongside me, Nicole breathed: ‘This is a trap, Robert.’

Yes, this was a trap that Jack had set—and we had been caught, just like that rabbit in the snare. Out here, alone and vulnerable, without even a weapon to defend ourselves with.

‘Dad!’

‘He won’t answer, Robert. He’s not here.’ There was a crackling sound behind them, and Nicole whirled around. ‘But somebody is—come on!’

She ran off towards the trees.

I shouted, turning and skidding on that damned moss, grabbing the rail. Steadying myself, I shouted again—Nicole!—then took off after her. She was ahead of me in the trees, braids swinging as she looked back, beckoning me on. I ran quickly as she vanished behind a tree-trunk.

‘Robert—’ Her voice choked off, jolting me into an unreasoning panic, as I yelled and plunged into the forest. My feet ploughed into the thick carpet of needles, stirring up a spicy smell.

Then I stopped with another jolt: Nicole was facedown on the ground, one braid lying like a black snake over her face, a smudge of red at her forehead. No, not Nicole! She moaned—still alive—and I made to kneel beside her.

I don’t know what warned me, a flicker in the corner of my eye or simple instinct throwing me sideways as a heavy wrench hissed murderously past my ear. I glimpsed a blur of it again as I ducked a second swipe.

Was this Smiling Jack?

Among shifting morning shadows, dark clothes flapping and formless on a skinny frame—not my father!—a flat-brimmed little hat and a grotesque clown mask—why hide behind that, Jack?

I scrambled up. Jack paused, murderous intent gleaming through the eye-holes of the mask, then struck, viciously, with inhuman speed, the blow glancing painfully off my shoulder. I threw myself back through the trees, making Jack follow—away from Nicole—back through the trees on to the plateau, Jack at my heels.

Turning there, Jack stopping, his formless dark clothes flapping. A tingling through me: I’m no longer afraid, because you have human substance. I can talk to you.

‘Where’s my father! What the hell is all this!’

And Jack speaking with a human tongue, a hiss made more horrible by the distorted clown features. ‘No explanations—you are the last…’

Then jumping towards me, a prancing evil spirit in dark, loose clothes. I was ready, and met him with a stiff-arm tackle as he sprang, ducking away from the flailing wrench. Jack missed, skidded on the mossy plateau, and crashed up against the railing. It cracked loudly and the wrench sailed out into space.

Jack tried to recover, slipped on the moss, and tottered some steps forwards before falling heavily and cracking his head on the flagstones.

I was on him like a flash—Nicole is hurt back there—and pulled the mask away. I knew that face—not possible—blood trickling down from the forehead, half-conscious and murmuring.

Constable Barry Dickerson.

Not believing it could be him, but so much suddenly making sense. Most of his life spent in Tucker, he would know the secrets. He was waiting at Hillarton House, even if he missed me at The Tub. Nice, grinning Barry, sympathetic and on my side—warning me about danger…

But even in this moment, numb and shocked, thinking about Nicole, getting up, slipping on the treacherous curb and stumbling back. This time, the fence-rails parted, I skidded, bashing a knee, then was over. I grabbed the edge of the curb, the moss slippery under my fingers. Hold on: two hundred metres below was the cheese-cutter!

I tried to fling one arm over the side, but the slimy moss made traction difficult. Now, ahead, another figure in the trees, coming towards me. And sick dismay as my legs dangled over the edge, seeing someone in the trees coming towards me. Realizing that Dickerson was just a stooge: this person pulled the strings. Walking quickly towards me, her expression grim.

Sarge Peggy.

I clung on, sick with the horrible sense it was making. Dickerson just your stooge. The woman who’d said that she thought I was a good kid, who’d always believed in my innocence. Her chubby face now set in stony lines, her police jacket open and flapping in the chill breeze. Even now, she was hiding behind her uniform. Kneeling, reaching out for me, grabbing my wrist—and hauling me over the top, to safety. I stayed on my knees, panting.

‘I told you to stay put!’ she barked.

‘Smiling Jack warned me not to fall into the trap!’ I yelled.

Sarge looked at me, disconcerted. ‘Smiling Jack?’ She was breathing deeply, as though she’d been running, and shook her head. ‘No, Robert. Judith Carne—’

A loud scream interrupted us. Out of the trees, features distorted with hate, running towards us, arms outstretched to push us both off. Sarge moved to stop her, was pushed down. I threw myself sideways, and she tripped over my legs and fell over the edge. She clung a teetering moment to one broken rail, spitting out a single word—‘other’—then screaming with undying hate, her eyes meeting mine.

The rail gave way, or she just let go—and disappeared.

She screamed all the way down. Not with fear, but with hate and anger, the awful noise hanging in the air before shattering to a stop as Nicole’s body hit the cheese-cutter.







Chapter Twenty-three

I just stood there, in shock. Somewhere, penetrating my consciousness, came the distant whoop-whoop of a siren.

Sarge Peggy raised me up gently. Before us, the shattered barrier; aside from the siren, only an appalling silence.

Carefully, Sarge made her way to the edge and looked over. She shook her head and came back.

‘Don’t look, Robert.’

I hadn’t been planning to. Sarge’s strong hand on my arm, I tottered back to the benches and collapsed. The whooping siren now louder; Sarge snapping handcuffs on the still-moaning Dickerson before sitting down beside me. She buried her face in her hands for a moment, as though trying to register the horror, and pull back from it.

‘As I was saying, Judith Carne phoned from Christchurch. I got here as soon as I could. Dickerson was missing, and I just caught sight of you and Nicole heading into the woods. She was taking you into the trap, Robert—the final trap. I guess when it failed, she snapped. She was insane anyway, for sure.’

Sarge extended a foot and kicked Dickerson none-too-gently in the ribs. ‘That was the plan, eh, Barry? You arrest Robert as Smiling Jack, but he goes over the side. And Nicole splits the remaining gold. Problem is, you would have gone over with him. One thing she didn’t want was witnesses.’

Dickerson just lay there. His eyes were open, but he lay there, unmoving.

Strangely, her words meant nothing to me.

A few minutes later, the police cars were there—although it might well have been a few hours later. Nothing meant anything, after what she’d told me. But something was niggling away at the edge of my consciousness. I concentrated, reaching out to grab the thought and pin it down…It was the strange last word that Nicole had uttered.

‘She said “other”. Why?’

‘Nicole was your sister. Not just that: she was your twin—your non-identical twin.’

‘Other’ she had said…No—brother!

It was about then that I blacked out.

I have made contact with Susan. She is a bit of a loner, almost no friends, and is flattered by my attention. Easy enough to work the home-stay thing, and it will be good cover.

And so excellent when she tells me about the gold—overhearing her drunken father blabbing to Robert’s dad about what he will do with his share.

When she was younger, Susan’s father knew the way to her bedroom. She is ready to kill.

Not Nicole’s voice, but her words. She’d kept a diary of sorts on her laptop. The password was ‘Sand Creek’, and all her secrets lay locked behind that Cheyenne place-name. Boastful words, almost burning and biblical. At once ferocious and chilling, because she’d been planning this for oh-so-long. And step by step, in her own exultant words, she outlined the journey of revenge and murder.

Your father, Robert, he took you and not me. I was the unwanted girl. I have met him only once—so patronizing and genial. He didn’t recognize me. How could he? I’m no longer the baby girl he cast off into a lonely unloved hell of abuse and incest, or, like Susan, loved for the wrong reasons. No, I have become Cheyenne, the proud people of the plains who know the meaning of family and honour.

Robert, you are such a stupid and self-doubting boy, but I will make friends with you, protect you and guide you—and send you to prison or Hell.

Judith Carne told me all this when I had recovered. The crack on the head, coupled with the stress I’d been going through, gave me a fever which lasted some days. Out of it—and off the police hook—she spent the morning with me. Dressed in basic black and composed, because all of this was too much for simple emotion, she read out the transcript in a passionless voice.

My father first. Years ago, an affair with a younger woman. She’d had twins and couldn’t keep them, so he took one—me. The other, Nicole, was given away. Clearly, she took this as rejection. This had led her to adopt a second—Cheyenne—personality, creating for herself a whole new background and ancestry.

The gold had given Nicole’s mission—‘mission’, her word—a new dimension. She was rich enough not to care about the gold, but Susan did: hence the seeds of discord were sown early—as early as the first killing on Hooky Bend.

So easy! Susan phones, giggling with a fierce delight. A misty, rainy night and she’s jemmied loose some of the road barrier. She calls Uncle Harry on her cell-phone to check where they are, then places one of her mother’s dress dummies on the road. In the drifting rain, they see a white figure and swerve, the weakened barrier gives way, and the SUV goes over the side. Susan is passionate at the sight of her father drowning—Robert’s father trying to pull him out and being swept away—and all the time they know Susan is watching them, on an almighty high.

So at least my father had died well, trying to save his brother. And to have Harry’s wild-eyed daughter screaming taunts at them both, her frenzied passion the last thing he heard as the cruel Breakbridge currents took him: he didn’t deserve that.

The Jack card was Susan’s idea: a good one to divert the police. But her mother found it and maybe knew other things. Whatever, she could not handle it, and she took the pills—better that she did, because Susan now hates herself and is even more under my control, and more dangerous. I must get close to Robert, but not too quickly. We need to divert suspicion, a random killing…

Who better than Elias Longbottom, Aten elder and child-molester? Susan has taken that one on herself—and has become an Angel of Death. So now, by gentle stages, I will get to know Robert and thereby ensure his doom. You have had your good years, Robert; mine are ahead.

‘Problems, of course,’ said Judith, ‘with Susan getting out of control. But things were going well, too. Nicole carefully getting to know you, that “accidental” meeting at The Tub, and for her the lucky coincidence of talking Sean Rudd out of gutting you. That made her special to you, Robert, because she did have you sussed. Isolated, shunned by just about everyone, hating your own father, she became a natural and real friend who just couldn’t be involved in all this.’

‘Hell, what a sucker I was.’

Judith took my hand firmly. ‘No, Robert. You had an enemy—an evil and remorseless force, whom you could not know existed. Every offer of help from Nicole was intended to dig your grave a little deeper.’

Robert trusts me and is on track for the gold. Susan trashes his Christchurch flat for clues without telling me—curse her! I don’t want him too scared: I want the gold found with him, that and the Jack cards that I will let him handle. The DNA will be enough to convict.

Susan is becoming a problem, and we have another: Elissa Wainwright knows about the gold. That chance meeting with Susan, who couldn’t resist dropping a hint, the fool, intoxicated with excitement. Elissa has to vanish, and she will…

Susan has now asked to meet Elissa, and we are both waiting. Into the freezer goes her body to await the right moment for thawing out.

Elissa Wainwright, and Susan’s remark about a freezer full of meat. Susan high on the drug of murder, getting out of control. And seducing Barry Dickerson, a remark of his coming to mind: Big bucks change people. It had certainly changed Barry.

Now Nicole had to corner me, make herself my only salvation. Thawing out Elissa Wainwright and using Susan, who was such a good mimic, to get me over there.

‘It worked well—too well,’ said Judith. ‘You found the Tub key that Uncle Harry, as town councillor, was able to get. Dickerson was supposed to let you escape—one mate helping another—but got flattened instead. Just as good. But Susan was getting greedy, she wanted a share, remember—and much bigger than what she told you. She and Dickerson were set to get it all, but Nicole was much too clever and moved first. She pushed up the dive to that evening and struck first.’

Susan is too greedy now, and is leading that fool Dickerson by the nose. So tonight I go along with her, pretend I don’t know about the double-cross. But I do, as she finds out too late. So she goes in the water for Robert to find—and be found. I am watching in the shadows and dive myself, two hours later, in Susan’s gear. I find her body, but no Robert! Has he escaped somehow? So I loosen the tyre-chains and bring her up: Breakbridge River next stop.

‘She had nothing to worry about,’ said Judith quietly, and closed the laptop. ‘Dickerson was in way too deep, and Nicole had a half-million in gold. So he did what he was told. He became the physical entity of Smiling Jack, and, according to this,’ tapping the laptop, ‘he was set to follow you down into The Tub, or at least onto the cheese-cutter.’

‘But that cell-phone call…?’

‘Nicole had met your father once at Susan’s place. Also arranged. A long-enough chat, all recorded on a voice-recorder. Then some clever voice-splicing on a computer: her back-up plan in case The Tub didn’t get you. She planned and planned, because everything had to be right.’

End-plan. My father who abandoned me is dead. The son who had the good life will die or spend the rest of his life in prison. Prison might be better, because I can tell him the truth when it is too late. I want to see the look on his face, I want him to think of nothing but me all those long years as he pays his father’s debt.

It went on like that, and none of it the words of the strong, understanding Nicole I’d known. She was two people: one who cared for me; the other who had somehow fused into a psychopathic identity with Susan—both shaped by events that they’d had no control over.

I didn’t want to hear any more. Judith Carne saw this and made ready to go. She would handle everything, including the media, and that was fine with me. She left a few minutes later.

I think she was waiting for one more question; I didn’t want to ask her, because I was pretty sure I knew the answer. Judith Carne was my mother, and if she didn’t want to tell me, then so be it.

Deadfinger Headland was exactly the same, down to the stink of those rotting heaps of seaweed and the eternal screeching of the gulls. Two days after my talk with Judith, and my last day in Tucker. I had been into town only once—that morning—and nobody had looked at me. They had their gold back and their isolation. Once I was gone, they could seal themselves off again.

Somebody once said Hooky Bend was the longest corner of all. I would be glad to go around that corner, never to return.

The Atenists had released a brief notice, signed by Khamen. They were closing off to the outside world for an indefinite period. Bertram-Aten was in ‘deep seclusion’. But everything had changed, and the town would just take a little longer to realize it.

I had realized it, and now I had to work for my life choices and damn everyone else. Ten-Ten was going to be the best coffee bar in Christchurch.

I had Nicole’s arrowhead pendant in my hand. It had meant something to her—maybe the life she’d never had. I would never know why she’d given it to me. Now I twirled it on the cord and threw it high over the headland, down into the sea. It fell from sight, and that was the end.

I didn’t turn as a car came to a halt behind me. Or as footsteps scrunched over the sand and pebbles towards me.

Sarge Peggy sat down beside me, pushed her cap back on her head, and for a time we looked over at the crooked chain of black rocks. The gulls continued to scream overhead. Finally, she spoke.

‘Robert, it was a one-night stand. Your birth-mother was seventeen. Scared like hell of having children, not even aware that it was twins until too late. Not recognizing her fully grown girl-child until much too late. She’ll go on paying for that all her life.’

‘I understand.’

I didn’t—it was only a moment later that everything clicked.

‘I’m leaving the police force, Robert.’

‘What’ll you do?’

‘Don’t know yet.’

As I looked at her now, a kaleidoscope of fragmentary scenes came flooding into my mind, suddenly taking shape and making sense as I recalled them. The times she could have arrested me. Beating up Steve Leary. You’re an OK kid, Robert. The times she’d protected me and been there for me, in a way that my own soft and indulgent adopted mother never had been.

I looked at that plain, stolid face and saw how like me she was.

‘You want to try running a coffee bar…Mum?’

My eyes were a bit misty. From the way she blinked, I think hers were, too.

But I loved that big, shy grin.
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