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Prologue

Tonight the city looms large through the open bifold 

doors. It glows. The corporate towers crowd in on each other, 
a blaze of fluorescence and neon. To the right the arch of the 
harbour bridge reaches into the black night sky. This is what 
the real estate spivs still call a million-dollar view. A million 
wouldn’t be nearly enough anymore.

There’s a constancy to the skyline at night that he’s always 
found comforting – a sort of steady predictability that defies the 
restless energy flowing through the streets below.

Inside the lights are off. He sits in a low armchair at the 
back. The room is sparsely furnished. There’s a slight cool 
breeze blowing in through the doors. A salty tang lifting off 
the harbour.

He can hear the low rumble of traffic in the distance. A siren 
wail rises above it, then fades away. Someone else is going to 
die tonight. Of course they are.

His breathing is a steady rhythm. In, out. In, out. He is still. 
To an observer he might look calm, almost meditative. But he’s 
on edge. Hyper aware. Every sense is sharp.

He takes his eyes off the skyline and looks down, shifting 
the Beretta from his right hand to his left and back again. The 
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pistol – a dull shade of charcoal – is cool to the touch. It has 
come to this. A lifetime condensed into a single pragmatic act. 
Life and death. He has known too much of both.

Looking back, he feels almost claustrophobic, as if he has 
tried to cram too much into his time. There have been compro-
mises. Mistakes too. But they say overcoming obstacles builds 
character. Character. That’s something he’s always had plenty 
of. From the beginning he felt he was marked. But now? Have 
his footprints on this earth left anything?

Maybe.
Yes.
Definitely.
Another siren spills above the background murmur now. He 

hears it slice its way through the traffic. He’s in no doubt that 
the wailing from this one has his name on it. It’s time. They’re 
coming. They’re finally coming for him.

It takes just a few minutes. From the street below he hears 
the screeching tyres, the slamming car doors and the shouted 
orders. The blue and red lights from the squad cars cast a steady 
pulsing flash into the dark room.

The intercom buzzes. He doesn’t move.
A few seconds. It buzzes again. A few more seconds— 
‘Police. Open up.’
Still he doesn’t move.
‘Open the door.’
Nothing.
Bam. Bam. A fist. Then something much heavier. Metal on 

metal. Crack. Crack.
They’re ramming down the door now.
One.
Two.
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Three.
It gives. Crashes open. Now they’re running up the stairs. 

They stop when they hit the landing. How many of them are 
there? he wonders. Five? Six? He hears them take up positions. 
It’s an ordered and well-practised routine.

‘Police. Open up.’
This time there’s no pause for an answer.
Bang. Bang. Bang. This door will be easier.
He puts the barrel of the Beretta into his mouth. The cold 

hard steel hits his teeth, he feels the weight of it on his tongue. 
So much power in such a perfect violent package.

They say when you’re about to die your life flashes before 
your eyes. If so, he hopes there’s a good editor. There’s a lot of 
this life he’d prefer not to be reminded of.

The door splinters. The flashing lights illuminate snatches 
of movement. He watches them spill through the doorway. 
They’re dressed in black riot gear and helmets, weapons held 
high. A torch beam hits him in the eyes.

‘No!’ someone shouts. ‘Put the gun down. Put it down.’
He pulls the trigger. The lights go out.
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This hour before dawn was Sidney Allen’s favourite time 

of day.
As he walked up Crown Street the air was warm velvet. Early 

autumn tinged with frangipani. It had been raining hard enough 
to fill the cracks and potholes in the footpath and leave pools of 
water in flat reflective sheets on the streets. The damp intensi-
fied the smell and lifted it with notes of oil-stained bitumen and 
concrete. He loved that smell. Sydney.

He could disappear here. No one cared who or what he was.
A city. Sid knew he needed a city big enough to swallow 

him up.
This morning Crown Street was quiet. A few taxis cruised by. 

A couple were sitting on plastic chairs outside a terrace house 
on the other side of the street; a bit further on, a heavy-set man 
ambled north with a chocolate lab, tail wagging, straining on 
the lead.

The lights came on in Rachel’s Pantry as he walked past. 
A young woman, early thirties by the looks, bustled over to the 
coffee machine and started her set-up routine. She had short 
blonde hair that spiked in all directions and she was wearing a 
Rachel’s Pantry apron over black skinny jeans and black T-shirt. 
Sid hadn’t seen her before. He used to know most of the staff at 
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Rachel’s but hadn’t had much time for cafes lately – or women. 
She looked up toward the big glass window at the front of 
the cafe, threw him a smile and then cast her gaze across to the 
door, running her eyes over the locks.

Cautious.
Fair enough.
He knew what she was seeing. A slightly built man, late 

thirties. Six foot or thereabouts. Fit. Short dark hair starting to 
grey around the temples. His eyes. Were they green or blue? She 
wouldn’t be sure. He wasn’t in real estate or business either, she’d 
guess. He looked more circumspect, maybe more suspicious. She 
might even join a few dots. Something about the way he held 
himself. The way he tilted forward slightly as he walked as if 
he were leaning into the wind with purpose. Was he a former 
soldier, a doctor, a first responder of some sort, a paramedic, 
maybe a cop? She’d be unable to place him. That’s okay. Just 
as well she couldn’t see inside his head. That could be a dark 
place. We are our past but we don’t have to be prisoners to it, 
the psychs liked to say. Easy for them.

Crown Street. Quiet.
No freezing nights. No desert dust. No fear.
It was a long way from Tarin Kowt.
In those first few years after Afghanistan, Sid would often set 

the alarm and run these streets until the sun came up. Chasing the 
dawn. On Taylor Square the newsagent would be doing a brisk 
trade selling the day’s first papers to that otherwise unconnected 
group of people whose lives converge at 5 am. Actors, singers, 
musos, chefs, politicians, cops – some just about to start another 
day, some coming to the end of a long night.

The nightclubs on Oxford Street would be pumping well into 
the morning. The drag queens, the spruikers, the dealers, the 
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junkies, the drunks. The packs of young women out on hen’s 
nights weaving along the footpath, arm in arm, laughing. The 
beefcakes and the pretty boys spilling out of the gay bars.

A great wash of humanity.
He would run past them knowing they had no idea what 

he’d done and where he’d been. Their own lives untroubled by 
a conflict most of them never thought of.

He would overtake them like he was trying to outrun his 
old life.

He knew now he never would. He had come to a sort of 
peace with it. He feared it and missed it at the same time. That 
exquisite mix of pain and release. The terror and adrenalin of 
a night patrol beyond the wire. Once you’ve been there, there’s 
no coming back.

He shivered.
The spiky-haired blonde in the cafe threw him a questioning 

look. He summoned up a smile he hoped was benign enough, 
waved and moved on, past the Thai takeaway and the EzyMart. 
Past the real estate window advertising ‘fully re-imagined’ terrace 
houses with multimillion-dollar price tags, and the wine bar 
frequented almost exclusively by the sort of people who could 
afford all those German kitchen appliances and the off-street 
parking.

His phone vibrated. Nothing good ever comes from a phone 
call at 5 am. He tossed up letting it ring out but reluctantly pulled 
the mobile from his pocket. The screen told him it was Kelvin 
Rice. Detective Senior Sergeant, NSW Police. Former South 
Sydney front rower, Labor Party royalty and, as it happened, 
Sid’s new partner.

Rice had been transferred to the new joint strikeforce 
from Homicide at the State Crime Command. Sid had come 
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in from K block. A Joint Counter Terrorism Team. It wasn’t an 
easy mix. The state cops viewed Feds like him with suspicion. 
‘Plastics’ was what they called them. Desk Jockeys who’d never 
got their hands dirty or blood on their boots. An easy assumption 
to make. How were they to know? Sid didn’t talk about it much. 
Most of his career had been spent seconded to the military as a 
federal investigator. There was nothing plastic about an IED in 
Afghanistan or a Taliban ambush. Except maybe the Semtex.

Sid had only been in counter terrorism in Sydney for a few 
years. He was new, and the NSW cop fraternity was like a 
country town; it took at least a generation to belong.

Rice, on the other hand, had been around for years. To say he 
had a reputation would be to let him off lightly. He’d come into 
the new squad from Liverpool, one of a handful of senior detec-
tives looking for a transfer after an investigation found some of 
them had been squeezing the local dealers. Rice wasn’t adversely 
named himself but as he said, ‘Shit stinks and when you’re that 
close to it, it can take a while before the smell fades.’ He had 
other reasons to shift too. His long-term work buddy, Blake 
Cochon, got taken out by a B-double on the Hume Highway 
in Yagoona. The truck ran a red light. It was carrying a load 
of aerosol cans. The whole thing went up in a ball of fire and 
toxic smoke. Cochon didn’t stand a chance.

Rice and Cochon were close – they called themselves ‘Pork 
and Rice’. Cop humour. Funny guys.

Not everyone liked Kelvin Rice. He was arrogant, tough, 
old school. Liked to say he didn’t have time for the protocols 
and red tape that had come to rule policing – the ‘bells and 
whistles’ as he called them. Liked to remind younger officers 
that what they needed above all else was results. Nothing else 
mattered. ‘Sometimes you need to bend the rules a little.’ Over 
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the years Rice had had a few run-ins with internal affairs but 
he wasn’t Robinson Crusoe. He wouldn’t be the first or the last. 
‘Professional Standards Command’ – ‘The greatest oxymoron 
in the force,’ he’d say whenever it was mentioned.

Sid hadn’t made up his mind about Rice. The man never gave 
much away but he liked to be the centre of the party. Loved 
a drink and liked to live large. He had a big appetite for life. 
Liked to be the one in charge. Rice had worked his way up to 
detective sergeant the hard way. He’d done the years of grind. 
They say it can take ten years to get to sergeant in the NSW 
police force, but even with his pedigree it had taken Rice fifteen.

Sid and Rice were like chalk and cheese. Oil and water. 
Sometimes that worked. Who knows? It had only been a few 
months.

He slid his finger over the phone and took the call.
‘You’re up early,’ he said.
Rice didn’t engage in small talk. He got straight to the point.
‘We’ve got a body over at Brighton Le Sands.’
‘And?’
‘It’s special. Homicide’s all over it but AJ wants us there.’
‘Who is it?’
‘Daniel LeRoi.’
‘Daniel LeRoi the politician?’
‘That’s him.’
Sid stopped walking, looked up Crown Street. He felt the 

world shift a little but he looked around and nothing had 
changed. The young couple across the street were holding each 
other close. He watched them deep in conversation, their noses 
almost touching. The dog walker was waiting for his labrador to 
shit in the park. A small truck pulled up in front of the EzyMart. 
So much normality.
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His head began to spin. He felt a wave of nausea seep over 
him and settle like a rock in his stomach. He knew the feeling. 
It came over him every time they’d lost one in Afghanistan. 
A sniper. A roadside explosion. A suicide bomber. So many ways 
to go. They were there, then they weren’t. Dan LeRoi would 
have felt it too. SAS – Special Air Service – squadron. They were 
on the same rotation back in 2013. Back before the ambush. 
Before Rosie died. Before everything changed.

‘Allen? You still there?’
‘Yeah. Sorry. LeRoi. He’s one of the good guys.’
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2

The traffic was light all the way down South Dowling 

Street and on to the freeway toward the airport. Sid lowered the 
window as the runway came into view. A gentle north-easterly 
was blowing. Jet fuel and jasmine. The curfew had just lifted 
and the big international jets were beginning to arrive. Long-haul 
flights from the US and Asia full of tired passengers and harried 
crews. Watching them land was hypnotic, comforting. When he 
was a kid his grandfather took him plane spotting whenever he 
came to visit. They’d drive down from the house at Arncliffe 
and park over at ‘Sheps Hill’ – a carpark just under the control 
tower. All the spotters knew it. When the north–south was 
working it was the best view going. So close you could see in 
through the windows. Entrancing for a boy with a world view 
limited to Griffith and the dreary towns on the road to Sydney. 
There was still so much to see in the world, so much unseen. 
All those people behind the little plane windows. All the places 
they’d been. All those plans. Lives so different from his.

He took the exit on to The Grand Parade. The first grey of 
dawn had started to creep across the bay.

It was going to be a circus. He knew that. A dead politician. 
Everyone would be there or be on their way. Ballistics. Forensics 
with the full kit. Homicide, of course. Regional Command would 
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have contacted the Field Ops. Field Ops Command would have 

woken up the big office. The deputy commissioner himself would 

be there for the TV cameras before too long.

A kilometre or so down the road he came up against the first 

of the flashing lights and the uniforms redirecting the traffic. 

Young guys. Barely out of the academy. One of them was about 

to get stroppy and order his car to get moving. Sid couldn’t 

really blame him. He wouldn’t have expected a bloke in leisure 

wear and a three-day growth, driving a little white Hyundai, 

to have been a detective. Sid wound the window down, waved 

his badge and handed over his ID.

The young officer took it. Checked the picture. Looked up. 

Checked the picture again. Eventually satisfied, he pointed to a 

prefab hut positioned at the corner of Bay Street about a hundred 

metres down the road.

‘The log’s in there.’

He cocked his head toward a bayside picnic area in front of 

the hut already half full of cars.

‘Take a park over there wherever you can find one.’

Inside the hut the crime-scene log was being run by an older 

constable with a pinched mouth and a filthy attitude. She took 

his ID, wrote down his details and gave it back with a grunt.

‘You took your time,’ she said.

Not a morning person, Sid guessed.

‘CT?’ More of a statement than a question. ‘You with Rice? 

He’s been here for a while already.’

Sid ignored the slight.

‘Who’s in charge?’ he asked. ‘Olen?’

‘For the moment. Who knows what’s coming down the pipe, 

though. Not every day we get a dead MP.’
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Carl Olen, Detective Inspector, Homicide, Central Crime 
Command. Olen was said to be one of the best. Cool under 
pressure. Looked good in front of a camera too. That always 
helped propel a career.

Sid turned up Bay Street and walked toward the next check-
point. He took a deep breath. The air down here by the bay was 
damp and salty with a cover note of rotting seaweed.

Once through the final ID check he continued up Bay Street. 
The red and blue lights of the rescue trucks flashed and flickered 
in reflection off the glass front of the RSL club.

The crime scene was on the other side of the road. Dan LeRoi’s 
dark blue Lexus sat gleaming under the big lights that had been 
thrown up. His car was parked out the front of Melissa’s Charm, 
a shop full of fashion accessories about as charming as the rest 
of this part of Brighton Le Sands. Sid knew that Dan LeRoi 
wouldn’t have been stopping off to buy a cheap handbag.

Forensic teams were already hard at work but the action was 
happening on the other side of the car. He couldn’t see the body.

Two hundred metres further up the street a bank of TV 
trucks had set up on the other side of the police tape. A clutch 
of reporters stood around under the broadcast lights. Some were 
already singing for their morning shows. Moths fluttered in and 
out above their heads, dancing with the broadcast lights.

Olen and Rice were standing off to one side watching the 
forensic team. Olen was holding an iPad. He was a commanding 
presence – six-and-a-half feet tall, lean, dressed in a smart suit. 
Standing next to him, Rice looked short and fat – which he 
was – more than a few inches short of six feet, bald and wide 
with a face that looked like it was searching for cheekbones.

Rice waved Sid over. There were nodded greetings all round.
‘Welcome to the show,’ Olen said.
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Sid could see the full scene now. The car door was open and 
the body was slumped on the road face down. A pool of blood 
about a metre wide had run toward the gutter and started to 
congeal. LeRoi was dressed in expensive trainers, jeans and a 
white T-shirt stamped with tour dates. He’d been shot several 
times through the back of the head. Dan LeRoi, the Member 
for Barton, Chairman of the Joint Committee on Intelligence 
and Security, was well and truly dead.

‘Bowling ball and one extra,’ Rice said.
‘What?’
‘Four shots to the head.’
Rice had a way of finding a shorthand for everything.
Sid looked across to Olen, seeking permission to take a closer 

look. Olen said nothing, just nodded.
Careful not to get in the way of the forensic team and mindful 

of contaminating the crime scene, Sid took a few steps closer.
The forensic photographer, who was concentrating on the 

inside of the boot of the car, came over. He had on the full suit 
and mask.

Sid introduced himself.
‘Hey.’ The photographer nodded but didn’t offer up a name 

in return. ‘There’s another one, in there,’ he said, nodding back 
toward the rear of the car. As he said it he spooled through the 
photos on his camera, settled on one and showed Sid the screen.

The flash had illuminated the scene in the boot. A young 
man. Slight. Dark. Middle Eastern? Also shot in the back of 
the head. Blood everywhere.

‘Jesus.’ Sid felt sick. He’d seen enough. He stepped back to 
join Olen and Rice and let the forensic team get on with it. The 
shock must have shown.

‘You knew him?’ Olen asked.
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He nodded.
‘Dan was a good soldier. Six rotations. Two in Iraq. Four in 

Afghanistan.’ He paused. He looked across to the body on the 
road, the blood pooling in the gutter, and let out a deep breath. 
‘A good soldier. And he ends up outside an RSL club in Brighton 
like that. Maybe he wasn’t such a good politician.’

Rice blew air into his cheeks and a small grunt escaped his lips.
‘Well, he won’t be worrying about his pre-selection anymore,’ 

he said.
Rice would know. Pre-selection battles were as common as 

Corn Flakes in his family.
Dan LeRoi was from the other side of the fence – one of Prime 

Minister Brian Williams’ new generation of young conservatives. 
Still, it didn’t matter who you barracked for, Sid thought, both 
political flavours played it tough and everyone in this city was 
well aware of the ins and outs of the seat of Barton. For the few 
years that LeRoi had held it Barton had been marginal. Hard 
work to hold and not of much interest to those who viewed 
a safe seat as a birthright. A recent boundary redistribution 
had brought in more of the suburbs to the north-west. Migrant 
suburbs. Middle Eastern migrants – older people, the first wave 
that came in the 1970s, and those newly arrived from more recent 
conflicts and displacement. The boundary had been stretched a 
long way south too, mostly into the more affluent areas along 
the bay and toward the big houses along the Georges River. 
The seat had become a much safer option and a conga line of 
conservatives had been lining up to challenge LeRoi. He was 
engaged in a hard fight against the uglies – the dominant hard-
right faction of the party. Years of doorknocking the voters in 
your electorate meant nothing if you didn’t go to the right school.

‘What do you think? Was he in the business?’ Rice asked.
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Sid looked across at his partner. Did he really think that? The 

business? Just about all crime in this town led to drugs in one 

way or another. The drugs themselves. Turf wars over territory. 

Fights over money. A dealer straying into the wrong suburb. 

Someone’s import gone missing. It always came back to drugs.

‘Unlikely. Not his thing.’

Rice cocked his head toward the car.

‘How do you explain that, then?’

‘What?’

‘The car. A hundred and fifty grand’s worth of Lexus RC. 

That’s one hell of a novated-lease payment for a backbencher.’

‘Guess so.’ Sid shrugged. He didn’t know much about cars. 

‘Dan married well. His wife’s eastern suburbs society.’

Detective Inspector Olen cleared his throat and flicked his 

well-shined leather shoe in front of him like he were kicking an 

imaginary soccer ball.

‘Well, if it’s not drugs it’s Jihadis, then,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave 

that to you boys.’

Rice didn’t respond. Neither did Sid.

The three of them stood in silence watching the forensic team 

in their blue suits measuring, filming and photographing from 

every angle.

‘Cameras?’ Sid asked.

Olen looked back down the street.

‘There’s a couple on the corner. Doesn’t look like there’s any 

this far up. There’ll be one pointing at the front door of the 

club, I’d say, though.’

Olen’s phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket.

‘The deputy commissioner’s awake,’ he said and moved off 

to take the call.
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Sid pulled out his own phone to check the time: 6.15. He 
looked across at Rice.

‘Did he have his phone on him?’
‘Yep. Murph’s on to it,’ Rice replied.
As the head of digital back at Crime Command, Damien 

Murphy would already be going through LeRoi’s data. Where 
he’d been. Who he’d called. Who he’d met. His web history. Any 
connections that might be useful. These were the foundations 
of any investigation.

Sid took another breath, steadying himself for what was 
about to come. No one liked a dead politician, least of all other 
politicians. His phone vibrated in his hand. He half expected 
it to be AJ. She would already be feeling the pressure. But the 
screen said ‘ZW’.

Zephyr Wilde was the police reporter from the Herald. With 
her, there was always one more question, one more phone call. 
She knew everyone and she worked her contacts hard. Most 
cops liked her – some feared her. Sid was one of those who 
liked her. He liked her a lot. She’d earned his respect, and that 
was more than he could say for most journos. It was a tough 
round for a woman. Full of bullshitters, big drinkers and big 
noters. And that was just the journalists. The cops were even 
worse. Cops and journos – it was a strange dance. Some cops 
got off on seeing their anonymous quotes in print. Some loved 
the idea of being able to influence public opinion. The journos 
loved being inside the circle. Drink with the right people at the 
right pubs, write the right stories, get the good leaks, stay sweet 
with your contacts. Most of them were hacks who’d do anything 
for a story; didn’t worry too much about the truth. But there 
were a few good ones. Zephyr was one of the good ones. She 
lived and breathed the betrayal, the dishonesty, the underbelly 
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of this city. She was only in her late twenties, Sid guessed, but 
she’d already busted open a few big stories. Politicians didn’t 
like her much, and Sid reckoned that was a good sign. One 
described her once as a ‘scarlet fever’ who spent too much time 
chasing ‘subterranean odours’.

Good work.
He hit the green bar on the phone.
‘Zephyr Wilde? What might you want at this time of the 

morning?’
‘Hey, Sid.’ Zephyr’s voice sounded soft but clipped. ‘You took 

your time. We’ve been here for hours already.’
‘Yeah, so I believe.’
He looked across to the media pack. Zephyr was standing to 

one side wearing a bright blue Gore-Tex windbreaker. A mess 
of red hair spilled out over her shoulders. She waved.

Sid waved a small acknowledgement, cupped his hand around 
the phone and walked across the street away from the crime 
scene – and away from Rice and Olen. He stopped outside the 
doors of the club and looked back up the street. They locked eyes.

‘He was a good guy,’ Zephyr said.
‘You knew him?’
‘A bit. I know his wife, Cherie, pretty well. But I was helping 

him with— ’ She stopped mid sentence, obviously thinking better 
of it.

‘Anything that we might find useful?’ he said. Even from a 
distance he could see a small smile break over her face.

‘Maybe. Another time, Sid, okay? Nothing urgent.’
He took a few steps in her direction then stopped, not wanting 

to draw attention. He looked back across the road, but Rice 
was talking to one of the forensic team and wasn’t showing 
any interest in what Sid might be doing or who he might be 
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talking to, and Olen was still on the phone. Behind the detective 
inspector the rescue squad was turning over: 6 am marked the 
end of their twelve-hour shift, and a new team was coming in 
to replace them. Voices were raised in greeting, a few laughs 
drifted across. They weren’t looking his way either.

‘You talk a good game, Zephyr,’ he said. ‘We don’t know 
much yet.’

‘What do you think? If you had to make a call.’
‘Too early to tell, I’d say.’
‘Well, it’s obviously a hit. We can see that much. Any ideas 

who would want to knock off the Member for Barton in such 
a public way?’

‘Your guess is as good as mine. Probably better at this stage.’
The conversation paused. Zephyr was standing off to one side 

of the group of journalists and camera crews. She was looking 
down at the ground, her foot twisting on the black bitumen. 
Then she lifted her head and turned back to face him.

‘He’s certainly been putting the raz up the extremists,’ she 
said. ‘Could be payback for that, maybe? That parliamentary 
security committee wouldn’t be too popular down at the Jihadi 
social club.’

She was right. LeRoi wasn’t popular with some of his constitu-
ents. All politics is local. Didn’t someone say that?

‘I’ve got to go, Zeph. Call me in a day or so.’
‘Hey, just before you go— ’
‘What?’
‘What do you make of the calling card?’
‘The what?’
‘The surprise package they found in the boot.’
‘And what would that be?’
‘Come on, Sid. I’m told there’s another body.’
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‘Who told you that?’
‘I couldn’t possibly say. That would be giving up a valuable 

source, and you more than anyone know how much I value a 
source.’

‘You haven’t— ’
‘Not yet, no. I’m trying to get you to confirm it.’
‘No comment.’
‘Can I quote you?’
Sid laughed.
‘You didn’t get it from me,’ he said. ‘And that’s off the record.’
‘Thanks, Sid. I owe you one.’
He saw her smile again. She put the phone in her pocket and 

walked back to the rest of the pack.
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