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For Macey & Erin
Because the apples never fall
far from the tree




Extract from Jacob Muller’s journal, 8 November 1874


At last, a place to keep my nightmares …


I find comfort writing in my journal, this pastime of putting my thoughts on a blank page without engaging judgment—a way to take these troubles from my mind and stain them in ink.


As I stare out the window, through the gnarled branches of the apple tree I planted so long ago, I see everything as if for the first time: the cottages and their withered gardens, the broad timbers of the mine gantry, the motionless waterwheel and chutes drying ghost-grey from a season of drought. I see the fine line between heaven and hell. Are we building something here, or destroying it? Then I hear the first raindrops hit the leaves on the apple tree and close my eyes in thankful grace.
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Jacobs Peak, Mitchell River National Park, Victoria


When the flicker of life left their eyes, the pupils dilated and oil-black, the surface marble-dry, he knew they were dead. Yet, against all rationale, he sensed they could still see, judging him as he prepared the grave. That’s why he closed their eyes. That’s why he turned their faces away.


The day remained parched, the taste of dust on his tongue and the smell of eucalyptus in the air. November, the month nature abandoned her mild spring for the heat of summer. A bank of dark clouds had ambled across the mountains at noon, promising rain, but leaving only dry lightning strikes in their wake as they walked across the landscape. Thunder talks and lightning walks, his mother used to say. He could sometimes imagine rain drifting in from kilometres away; the bristling of the hairs on his arms as he smelt the bitter ozone aroma of the lightning to come. But not today. He sighed, disappointed. Everything he did was about the rains.


The temperature had dropped quickly once the afternoon sun drifted beyond the canyon’s peak, the valley floor veiled in shadow. He felt the tension leave his body beneath the canopy of manna gums and yellowwood. Their trunks were draped in staghorn ferns and mosses, the sandy soil carpeted with bracken and vines migrating to the rockfalls against the canyon walls; this lost valley of wild deer and rock wallabies. He inhaled the heavy scent of cooling vegetation. The isolation, so far from the farm, was comforting, forgiving. This valley had been his sanctuary for much of his twenty-five years, his secret place.


‘For the Father,’ he whispered in homage. Then he frowned, realising something was missing. ‘For the greater good,’ he added, distracted now, staring into the tree canopy.


Where are the birds?


The only sound was the whisper of the breeze. Despite the shade, his eyes remained sensitive to the daylight after the darkness of the caves. He closed them and gently rubbed the bridge of his nose then opened them with a sting of pain. When he looked down at the girl at his feet, he tried to remember the life that once pulsed through her pallid body. And with the image before him, he felt a sadness, a connection with her loss and the empty vessel her body now represented. He knew her better in death than life; seemed to have more in common with her now than before.


Her jeans were dirty and frayed from the struggle, her grey T-shirt crumpled and bloody from the knife wound in her chest. The pale pink cotton shirt with the embroidered rose on one shoulder had gathered high around her neck. He leant down and pulled it over her head, struggling against her stiffening muscles to peel it from her arms.


His old sense of remorse was beginning to creep back in, tightening around his insides like vines on a tree. He countered it with his favourite passage: Evil in the hands of a righteous man is a tool for the greater good, imprinted on his mind like words etched in stone, their power always easing the regret after each girl left him.


What first attracted him to this one was her hair. Raven black, trailing down her spine in a ponytail, like silk between his fingers. She was a traveller, mid-twenties, but not like the others. They had looked through him as if he were invisible … something he was used to. That made it easy. But this one had smiled, looked at him, said hello, her French accent intriguing.


Damn it! The tears were forming again, stinging.


He wiped them with the knot of the faded red kerchief tied loosely around his neck, then made his way to his stash of tools by the game trail. Have to be stronger, he told himself, parting the cluster of low wattle where he kept a shovel and pickaxe wrapped in a garbage bag. For the greater good, he reminded himself.


He wiped his eyes again and drew a deep lungful of air. His fingers glided over the familiar Bendigo Tool Co. stamped into the shovel’s blade.


But something was amiss. He raised his face to the light breeze and paused to listen, eyes darting through the woodlands. Driving the blade deep, he turned the first sod of earth. The sandy soil and thick leaf litter yielded with ease, the rich scent of turned earth filled his nostrils. He settled into a rhythm and dug deeper, focused on the task, ignoring the anxiety gnawing at his gut.


Suddenly every sense flared. Stones cascaded down the cliff face, followed by voices from above the canopy. He threw the shovel aside and sprang to the cover of a nearby tree. Peering through the branches, he watched the facade of Jacobs Peak, its bald pinnacle marking the highpoint of the canyon. He listened, heard the voices and focused on two figures abseiling the ravine.


No!


What were they doing here?


No! No! No!


This was his place. A sacred place. No one had been in here since … He thought of the Father and the ages pressed in at the canyon walls. He looked down at the girl at his feet, the disturbed earth, the spade and the footprints, the unfinished grave. Everything pointed to his presence—screamed it.


The voices, a male and a female, grew louder as the figures descended with a clatter of small stones ahead of them. He had to leave, return to the sanctuary of darkness. Scrambling towards the rockfall leading to the caves, he identified something new in the air and paused; the distant smell of smoke. He understood why the birds had fled, remembering the noon lightning strikes.


Fire!
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It was a defining moment. Years of searching, flimsy leads, dead ends—the treasure hunter’s lament. Aroha Ross and Dylan Franklin had crossed the point on their map where a dry creek bed began its descent into the canyon and traversed the edge of the northeast cliff face until they located the ruined foundations they were searching for at the base of Jacobs Peak.


Dylan grunted with relief as he slid his pack off his shoulders and it hit the dirt with a thud. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. Aroha smiled. ‘You’re getting old,’ she said as she dropped her pack. She squatted beside it, pushing her own fatigue to the back of her mind and removed her water bottle from the side pouch. The top came off with a twist and she took a long gulp then passed it to Dylan.


The taste of her last energy bar lingered in her mouth. She stood tall and fearless at the cliff’s edge, the lean build of a climber, her mother’s dark complexion and high cheekbones indicative of the island heritage she had tried so hard to conceal in her teenage years. She winced at the mild cramp in her calf, a small price to pay for their trek through the High Country woodlands of eucalypts and black wattle three kilometres north from where they had left their Subaru at the fire trail.


She checked the time on her watch and the sun’s position. ‘There’s not a lot of daylight left,’ she said. ‘Do we, or don’t we?’


Tanned from a life dedicated to the outdoors, Dylan stood an inch taller than Aroha. ‘Are you kidding?’ he said, unable to control his smile, his green eyes stark in the afternoon light. ‘I’m not spending the night up here when we’re this close, babe.’


She watched him tighten the pale blue bandana he was so fond of wearing over his short blond hair. When he stared at her, she couldn’t help smile back at the man she loved, mirroring his joy.


‘If that gold is down there, I’m gonna make you the biggest wedding ring you’ve ever seen.’


She held up her ring finger, bare, wiggling it a little. ‘Promises, promises.’ It was a running joke of Dylan’s, but one wearing a little thin with Aroha. Truth was, she’d be happy with a small ring anytime soon.


They stowed their packs clear of the edge so they could travel light and move fast. Everything they needed for the reconnaissance descent could be crammed into their waist packs. Dylan marked their waypoint on the GPS as they prepared their rigs. It took little more than fifteen minutes, each checking the other’s anchor points, carabiners, harnesses and descenders before bracing themselves on the cliff’s edge.


‘Love you,’ he said.


Aroha blew him a kiss, still amazed by the little thrill she got each time he said those words. She winked. ‘Right back at you,’ she said and stepped off.


‘Hey, this isn’t a race,’ he cried, descending behind her.


The cliff face was parched from the drought, making traction easy and the way clear for clean, tight rope. Aroha watched over her left shoulder at the arid waterway where fern trees, vines and moss-clusters clung stubbornly to the dark shelves, just an inkling of how beautiful the falls must be when the creek flowed. She wondered how long the dry spell would last; how long the plants could hang on. Kicking out in a steady cadence, concentrating on the whir of rope through carabiner, she suddenly braked and stared into the shadows of the ancient watercourse.


‘Dylan?’ she cried.


He had already overshot and braked a metre beneath her. ‘You okay?’ He followed her line of sight.


‘Uh-huh,’ she said, a flutter of excitement tapping in her stomach. ‘What do you make of that?’ She pointed at a rock shelf where timber stumps were lodged in the sandstone either side.


He relaxed into his harness. ‘More gantries maybe. A bridge. Some kind of machine foundation.’ He shrugged, then smiled. ‘Definitely man-made.’


‘If it was once a bridge, it didn’t go anywhere.’ She looked down at him. ‘And if this is the old mine, chances are they ran everything with water power.’ She forgot her tired muscles, now certain this was the place. ‘The canyon’s not channelling water now, but maybe it did when the mine was running.’


‘A waterwheel frame?’


‘It was how they washed gold and powered their machines in those days.’


‘You want to rappel over and check it out?’


She thought about it for a moment and looked at her watch again. ‘Nah,’ she decided. ‘We can explore later.’ They had been searching so long now, she just wanted to get down there. ‘Let’s drop to the floor while we still have a few hours of daylight.’ She kicked off, releasing her descender to seil past Dylan.


He remained two kicks behind her for the rest of the decline. It was a long drop, muscles aching. A look of relief flooded Dylan’s face when they finally plunged through the tree canopy and touched down on the canyon floor.


Aroha unhitched the rope from her harness and stepped over to help him. ‘Man, will you look at this place?’ She felt her smile broaden.


‘Beautiful,’ he said, ‘just like you.’ He took her in his arms and kissed her. ‘You want to christen the treasure?’


She playfully pushed him away, though considered the prospect for a split second. ‘Now behave. We don’t even know if we’ve found any.’


His eyes scanned her body as his mouth broke into its familiar grin. ‘It’s all gold from where I’m standing, babe.’


‘Eyes on the prize,’ she said, feigning seriousness.


‘I thought they were.’


She shook her head, but couldn’t hide her appreciation of his attention. She tapped the face of her watch. ‘Tick-tock,’ she reminded him. ‘We’ve got an hour’s climb out of here and two hours of light left. Let’s spread out, take as many photos as we can, and come back tomorrow for a more detailed search.’


‘Yes, Boss,’ he said, flipping her a mock salute.


Aroha left him and headed to the rockfall where she hoped to find the waterwheel wreckage. She glanced over her shoulder. Dylan recorded their current waypoint on the GPS before he headed down into the dry creek bed.


She retrieved her phone from her waist pack to use its camera. No reception. That wasn’t a surprise considering the location. Not that it mattered; she had no intention of telling the world of their find just yet. Climbing the stepped rubble, she took photos of anything that may have been part of the wheel or mining infrastructure. She was compelled to stop, the isolation making her feel like an intruder, but pushed on regardless.


Her attention was drawn to the deep vertical fissures in the cliff face, many veiled by dense curtains of vine, some fractures breaching two metres wide at their base. As she climbed higher her right hand clasped something jagged that caught on her fingerless gloves. It looked to be the rusted bulk of what might have once been the wheel’s axle. ‘Oh yes,’ Aroha whispered. She snapped some photos, the flash flooding stark light across the scene. Scanning the area, she identified a number of flat timbers, perished but man-made, possibly the waterwheel frame or paddles.


She began reviewing the pictures on her phone when she stopped, unsure if it was the light breeze on her skin or the image that made her shiver. Her brow creased and her smile faded. The flash must have enhanced it. A boot print on sandy soil, barely moist enough to maintain its integrity, on the stone above the axle where she was yet to climb.


We’re not alone.


The thought flew across her mind as she whipped her head around, searching the crevasses and dark places that curved around her.
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He repeated the mantra over and over in his head. Evil in the hands of a righteous man is a tool for the greater good. He liked the sound of his mind’s voice. It was deep, confident and commanding. But even it couldn’t ease his building anxiety. He looked at his hands, shaking, then clutched the knot of the kerchief around his neck, mouth dry.


As he watched the woman come closer, his heart pounded harder. He melted into the sanctuary of his perch in the canyon wall. This is bad. He felt as if his heart would explode, the flash of the woman’s camera burning white-hot spears into his sensitive eyes. If she was alone he could do something, but her companion was down there somewhere. He pressed his eyes shut, tears forcing their way out the corners as he tried to picture his angel, willing her to him. I need you now! He heard a fluttering sound, perhaps an angel’s wings, his eyes sprang open … but she had abandoned him. It was just the rustle of the girl’s clothes against the small bag carried around her waist as she placed her phone inside.


Careful not to make a sound, he felt around the narrow fissure until his hand touched the large stone by his side. Evil in the hands of a righteous man … Then he recognised the look in the woman’s eyes. She knows. He had seen it before, that inkling of dread when they realised all was not as it should be. His fingers closed around the stone and he waited to see if she’d climb higher, closer, within his reach. But she didn’t. She scurried back the way she came, calling out the other’s name. The weight of the rock in his hand left him wondering. If she had taken that final step … if they had seen each other …


He let it roll from his grip.
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‘DYLAN?’


Aroha called his name all the way to the creek line, continually glancing over her shoulder until the trees obscured the rockfall. Her skin crawled. It was just a footprint, but there was something about this place, the fissures in the walls, a presence as if someone was watching. If this canyon was so inaccessible, how could the boot print be there?


‘DYLAN?’


She stopped suddenly, the sound of a stick snapping against dry leaf litter. Someone was coming towards her through the thick woodlands across the creek bed. What if it’s not Dylan? She stiffened, afraid to call his name again as whoever it was surged closer.


A deer burst through the tree line pulling up a metre from her, testing the air before it sprang off into the underbrush on her left. Relief overwhelmed her, but it was short lived. Something else ran at her, flailing at the low tree branches, stumbling in the deer’s wake.


‘Dylan?’ she called. He ran across the creek bed and fell at her feet. Something was wrong. His face was pale. He hadn’t been running to her. He was running from something.


‘What’s wrong?’ She’d never seen him like this—and never wanted to again. ‘What is it?’ She crouched beside him and looked over his shoulder, expecting someone to come crashing after him. Despite all the research, the exploration, that wonderful moment of discovery, all she wanted now was to get out of there.


Dylan was fumbling for something inside his waist pack. ‘Here!’ He was panting and had to spit the words out, holding up his phone. ‘Look!’ He tapped the screen.


The photo was clear, not hurried and unfocused, and it turned her cold. The body of a girl, a bloody chest wound. Enough to know she was dead. Her skin was ghostly sallow, dark bruising around both wrists. There was no decomposition, and Aroha had watched enough episodes of CSI to recognise a fresh body. This place … The boot print … There was only one option.


Get the hell out!


She helped Dylan to his feet. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’


‘You don’t have to tell me twice,’ he said. ‘But we should call the police.’


She started running to the ropes. ‘No signal.’


He followed, glancing at the lack of signal bars on his screen before stuffing the phone into his waist pack. Aroha’s heart hammered as she glanced nervously over her shoulder while they hurriedly hitched the suspended ropes to their harnesses. Dylan fashioned a quick Bachmann knot with trembling fingers to ensure they couldn’t fall if they lost a foothold on the ascent.


‘This is an express climb,’ she said. ‘See you at the top.’


Dylan remained a pace or two behind her. The higher they climbed into the dying light, the better Aroha felt. She cleared the canopy by fifty metres and locked-on to rest in the harness until Dylan caught up. That’s when she smelt the smoke. There was a fire out there somewhere.


That’s just what we need.


She watched as Dylan climbed closer, then something caught her eye down below, something moving through the trees on the canyon floor, a fleeting blur beneath the canopy. She wanted it to be the deer again, wanted it so badly. Her eyes widened, and she realised what she suspected all along. It was a man.


‘Dylan?’ she said as calmly as possible.


‘Yeah?’ he said, pulling up beside her, panting.


‘Climb!’
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‘For the greater good,’ he told himself. Nothing like this had happened before. This place, his sanctuary, was known only to one other—until now. Will they be back? Will they bring others?


He ran towards the body. Oh, you really fucked up this time.


Once he reached the game trail, he crossed the creek line, constantly watching their progress as the two climbed out. Wish I had a gun. Pluck ’em off one by one. But who was he kidding? That wasn’t how he did things … He felt sick, nausea burning in his stomach.


When he reached the body, he stared around at the site, and even in the dim light made out the distinct footprints, larger than his own, scattered around the girl. They found her!


‘Damn!’ he swore, not caring if they heard him.


‘Damn! Damn! Damn!’ he repeated. He hurriedly filled in the beginnings of the grave with the shovel and wiped away the footprints. Clutching the girl’s ankles, he dragged her deeper into the woodlands and hid her behind a fallen tree. Can’t risk them returning to this place.


He knew he had to hurry, the fire’s smoke, although still faint, was drifting into the canyon. He had seen it before. A wildfire could travel fast in this country, creating its own windstorm ahead of its dragon’s breath.
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Aroha breached the top ahead of Dylan, every muscle aching, her lungs coarse from the building smoke. She rolled onto her back, the shrouded twilight sky void of stars. The ascent had been a Herculean effort, and now she was paying for it. She clenched her cramped hands then unhooked the rope from her harness and crawled to the edge. Dylan’s rope twitched with each draw of his arms as he scaled the cliff face. Aroha braced it for the last two metres of his climb, looking past him, wondering if the man below would attempt to follow. Even though she knew it was virtually impossible to climb out of there without a harness, she couldn’t shake the unease filtering through her blood that somehow he had followed them. Dylan locked on, pulled himself over the edge and pitched onto his back, his head resting on Aroha’s lap as they took a moment to catch their breath.


‘We can’t stay here,’ she said, gesturing towards the red glow beyond the ridgeline. The fire’s rage fuelled the terror building in Aroha’s core. Images of the man in the canyon flashed through her mind.


Dylan stood with a groan. ‘We need to get to the Subaru.’ He reached out and gently grasped her arm. ‘We can do this.’


Aroha dug out the headlamp from her pack. If ever she felt like crying, it was now. Dylan had already strapped his to his forehead, and she knew she was slowing them down. He slung the pack over his shoulder and helped her to her feet as she switched on her own lamp.


‘This way,’ he gasped, as he set the GPS to return.


Aroha paused, staring at the ropes still hanging into the canyon.


‘Come on,’ said Dylan.


‘One minute,’ she said, stepping to the peers and unleashing each rope, taking a moment to watch them whip over the rim and into the canyon. She knew it was unlikely the figure below even had the skill, but … she needed to be sure.


‘Aroha, now!’


She followed. The light beams pierced the haze, darting about as they stumbled through the bush. They had barely broken into the tree line when the northern ridge flared in a wall of flames. Her skin prickled at the heat on her back.


‘How far to the car?’ she cried.


He glanced at the GPS. ‘Three kilometres … Maybe forty minutes in the dark.’


The forest became a blind labyrinth in the haze, the heat forcing Aroha forward. The spectre of trees advanced from the acrid smoke with every step, branches whipping their exposed skin and tearing at their clothes. Aroha had seen the aftermath of many bushfires in the wilderness, but had never been in the heart of one. The rule was simple: anyone who knowingly entered a forest on fire deserved a Darwin Award.


Dylan stopped abruptly in front of her. He tipped at the waist, hands on his knees, coughing violently. Aroha’s eyes watered from the heat as a shower of cinders began to fall like tiny lanterns through the thick smoke, nipping at her shoulders. She wanted to cry out, to keep running, but the smoke was taking its toll—and her air—each breath like sandpaper on her lungs. She saw Dylan shake his head and tap the GPS screen.


‘The car,’ he said. ‘It should be here.’


A surge of wind pushed a wall of blistering air across them. Aroha strained to find the Subaru through stinging eyes as hope dwindled. A grey shape appeared through the haze. The car? Her spirits lifted, then her heart sank. No, it was just a wilting bush. She placed an arm around Dylan’s shoulders and burrowed her face into his neck as she rested. Is this it? Her emotions tore at the last of her confidence. Is this the end? Even now, strength gone, blind, starving for air, she couldn’t believe her life would end like this. The crown of a nearby tree flared up, illuminating the area in a red glow. She closed her eyes, unsure whether her tears were from the smoke or fear.


‘Aroha?’ Dylan’s voice was soft and sure. ‘Look,’ he said.


She looked ahead, wiping the tear tracks from her grimy cheeks, and there, beyond a partition of trees, was the faint shape of the car parked beside the access trail. Like cool water washing over her body, the image injected her with a rush of hope. Strangely, she wanted to laugh. Dylan pulled her forward. They stumbled hand in hand towards the car. Aroha took the keys from her pack and threw them over the roof to Dylan. He popped the rear hatch and tossed their gear inside.


‘Get in,’ he cried.


The interior was warm but the air clear. The engine started with an uncertain sputter, the headlights reflecting off the smoke. It started, she thought. Thank God it started. She wanted to pat the dashboard with affection. Dylan cautiously drove onto the trail, his hands trembling, knuckles white as he clutched the steering wheel. With the exception of a few ruts where the trail came off the main road, Aroha recalled with relief that the dirt trail had been well maintained on the drive in. But that had been in broad daylight.


Dylan laid his hand on her knee reassuringly. ‘I think we can drive out of this and get ahead of the fire.’ As the trail straightened he pulled the seatbelt over his shoulder and clipped the buckle to stop the warning light blinking. ‘You too,’ he told Aroha. ‘Buckle up.’


Dylan pushed the Subaru a little harder, keeping his eyes on the flickering glow through the trees on their left. Aroha clutched the doorhandle, staring out at the inferno. The fire front appeared to be gaining momentum as spot fires flared to life on either side of the trail. Smoke began flowing in the air vents. She braced herself against the seat, hating the way the danger was squeezing its way inside the cab, if only as wafts of smoke. Dylan switched the air to recirculate as the car drifted slightly on a right-hand bend.


The change of direction took them away from the inferno, and Aroha sighed with relief. Not this time, she thought, watching the fire drift further away. She felt a strong impulse to flip it the finger, but then the road began to wind left again.


‘Oh no,’ Dylan whispered.


The trail continued left in a wide curve until they were staring into the main firestorm. Aroha felt like a mouse being played with by a cat in that moment before the coup de grâce. The Subaru skidded to a halt in the loose dirt. Aroha exhaled with a moan. She held Dylan’s hand. Even as the smoke obscured the fire in waves, the firelight beyond was intense, the roar growing louder as ash and hot embers scorched the bonnet paint.


‘I’m scared.’ The words tasted bitter on her tongue. She looked at Dylan, saw the expression on his face. In all their time together she had never been afraid, no matter the challenge. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered.


Dylan lifted her hand and tenderly kissed her knuckles before meeting her eyes. ‘You?’ he said. ‘Scared?’ He shook his head. ‘Don’t make me laugh.’


‘I don’t think we’re going to make it,’ she said, fighting the tremor in her voice.


He squeezed her hand. ‘Do you trust me, babe?’


She thought about all the climbing they had done together. ‘With my life.’


Dylan looked over his shoulder. ‘We can’t outrun it,’ he said turning back to face the fire, ‘so there’s no point turning back.’


She nodded.


‘But somewhere behind that fire is burnt ground, and you can’t burn wood twice.’


Aroha suddenly understood. ‘You want to make a run at it?’ She stared at the fire’s heart and wondered how deep it ran.


‘I don’t want to wait here to die.’


‘Okay,’ she said, realising their options were limited.


She clutched the dashboard, bracing herself, and watched Dylan grab the steering wheel in both hands. When a gust of wind cleared the way, he accelerated. Slowly at first, keeping traction in the dirt as he maintained his line and the Subaru picked up speed. As the wall of fire rapidly approached, Aroha reached over. He extended his left hand at the last minute as the heat engulfed them, their fingers entwined.


There was a strange silence at the heart of the storm, as if the fire’s energy had devoured sound itself. Aroha could smell burning rubber, felt her heart pounding in her chest. The seal around the windshield began to blister, and the air in the car grew thick and painful in her lungs. Time slowed to a snail’s pace. The only sound was the wheels crushing the gravel, the journey through the flames seeming to take forever.


Dylan kept hold of Aroha’s hand through the quiet. She felt comforted by that simple touch, never wanted to let go. Then the roar of the fire crashed around them as they broke through into an apocalyptic world of charred ruin. The car’s engine revved in protest as the Subaru left the trail, became airborne for a moment before landing in a burnt-out clearing, the front tyres exploding on impact as the vehicle bounced to a stop against the charcoaled stump of a fallen tree. The windscreen, blackened and warped, cracked on impact as the airbags deployed.


When the engine coughed and died, Aroha heard the sound of the fire’s retreat. She fought hard to keep the tears at bay, the astringent taste of fear fading. The airbags began to deflate and she pushed them away. You can’t burn wood twice …


‘We should get out of the car,’ Dylan said, brushing aside his own bags. They stared at each other; nothing needed to be said. We’re alive.


Aroha couldn’t open her door, the hairs on her arms rising with a brief swell of panic. She needed to get out, taste fresh air and allow the breeze to brush her face. The car’s frame had warped from the impact, she guessed. Dylan kicked the driver’s side open. He helped Aroha out through his side, then returned for their packs. Careful not to touch any hot metal, Aroha stepped away from the wreck, savouring each step through the ash.


‘Strange,’ she said. ‘It’s cold now. And there’s so much less smoke.’ She held her pack to her chest.


‘I think that’s the fresh air being drawn into the rear of the fire,’ Dylan said, ‘creating its own momentum, feeding the wall of heat we felt on the other side.’


Aroha shrugged, and suddenly felt a rush of anger at the fear she had felt running from the fire, blaming the faceless man in the canyon. But she shook the sensation off. Anger was just as useless as fear right now. She slipped the pack onto her back as her attention was drawn to the car. ‘Our beautiful Subaru,’ she said.


Dylan was rummaging through his pack. ‘We owe it our lives, babe.’ He pulled out his phone and smiled for the first time since the drive out. ‘We have a signal.’
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Taylor Bridges tucked a bottle of riesling under one arm while he searched his pockets for the keys to his Parks Victoria Land Rover. The Liquor Barn’s neon sign illuminated the car park and he caught his reflection in his Rover’s window. He rubbed the lines on his face, deeper now, grey stippled through his brown hair, testament to his harrowing last years. The physical bulk he had lost on the island had never returned. It had been five years.


He fumbled through his keys and unlocked the door, leaning across to place the riesling on the passenger seat. He got in behind the wheel. The radio crackled to life as the diesel kicked over. The time had just hit the hour and the announcer was giving the latest news about the fire. He pulled out of the car park and headed east to Cheyenne Bridge—home—the glow on the ridgeline ahead of him like an amber tear in the night sky. According to the announcement the fire had begun its run, but it was heading away from town.


The two-way’s reception light flickered with a hiss of static then a familiar voice: ‘Mitchell River Four, come in … You there, Taylor?’


He picked up the handset and keyed the mic. ‘I’m here, Chief. Over.’


‘Ah, Taylor, you know I don’t like you calling me chief. Out … I mean, over … Damn. I hate this official radio jabber shit.’


‘So what do you suggest I call the district’s new chief ranger? Over.’


‘How about Brian, like the old days?’


Taylor smiled. ‘No problem, Brian. What’s up?’


‘The Mitchell River fire. I wanted to catch you before you got home. The mobile tower’s damaged and phone reception here is all over the place. We’ve just received a situation report from CFA regional headquarters. They stopped the fire at the river before the wind turned, but it has swung around towards the east west trail where they’d put in a firebreak. They’re fairly confident they can contain it, but our fire mitigation team’s staying on call until this thing’s over. That means you and me both.’


‘That’s promising, about the fire,’ said Taylor. He glanced at his wine. ‘I’ve bought a cold bottle of white and I’m hoping for some quality time with Maggie tonight. So let’s hope the CFA boys can stop it at the containment line.’


‘One more thing.’


Brian’s voice was hesitant.


‘Yeah?’


‘Aroha lives out at Eldritch Falls with her partner. I haven’t been able to contact either of them tonight. Can you check they’re okay?’


Aroha was Brian’s daughter, and they were all pretty close when she was younger. But all little girls grow up, move away and start their own lives. Aroha was no different. Brian had been there for Taylor when he lost his daughter, Claire, five years ago. He was there through the loss, the failed attempt at healing and the further nightmare he’d lived through in Tasmania. Taylor owed him. He turned the wheel to avoid a pothole and his shoulder twinged, the pain encrusted in the memory of what had happened.


‘I haven’t seen her since she left home. You want me to drop by?’


‘Their place is downriver from the fire, so I’m sure she’s fine. But keep an ear to the ground, okay? She’d be pissed if she thought I was spying.’


‘No problem, Chief. Text me her address. I’ll make sure I touch base.’


‘Thanks, buddy. Over … I mean out!’


Taylor hung the handset back on its clip and smiled. Brian was the most reluctant Parks boss he had ever worked under, but he knew his stuff and managed the weight of bureaucrats above him well; always had. Brian’s voice would forever evoke memories from the island. To Taylor, it was an unspoken understanding between them. Taylor was damaged goods after the loss of Claire, and Brian had every right to let him go, but he didn’t. He pulled the strings for the transfer to Tasmania and kept the mainland position open for him. Admiration swelled in Taylor. He couldn’t imagine working for anyone else.


He switched the radio off as he drove further out of town. As the distance between the streetlights stretched he was able to see the fire in the darkness, high in the hills. Every now and then a lash of flame rose up like a stockman’s whip.


He pulled into his driveway and the weight of the long day started to slip off his shoulders. A solitary moth fluttered inside the coach light on his porch, dancing its shadow on the weatherboard wall. He grabbed the wine and stepped out of the Land Rover. As he walked towards the door, the unmistakable aroma of Maggie’s minestrone welcomed him.


He let the screen door clatter behind him so she knew he was home.


‘That you, baby?’ she called from the kitchen.


‘Uh-huh,’ he answered, walking through. The first bedroom door was open a crack, the night-light drawing him in like the moth outside. He bent down and placed the wine on the hall carpet runner, and a shimmer of grief prickled his skin. This had been Claire’s room. But she was gone, lost in the alpine snows. The heartache had become a permanent malaise, waning only a little as each year passed, yet ever present. When a child is taken from you nothing—not even another—can fill the vacuum left in your soul.


‘I’m in the kitchen,’ Maggie called.


Her voice was like a shake of his shoulders. He blinked. Tried to swallow the grief. ‘Okay,’ he whispered.


Each time he opened Claire’s door the hurt came back. If only closing it would shut it out. He stepped over to her bed and sat on the edge, touching the pillow that had once nestled her head.


‘Daddy?’ Two little hands pulled down the covers to reveal the same deep brown eyes as Claire’s, blinking open as she woke.


He drew a sharp breath, flushed with a sense of foolishness. Not Claire, but Erin, her eyes barely open, two dreamy pools in her china doll face.


Taylor smiled down at her. ‘Shhh,’ he whispered. ‘Go back to sleep, sweetheart.’


She rolled over with a sigh, her face to the wall, and Taylor stroked the honey-blond hair that was so like her mother’s. Only four years old and so beautiful. A gift … perhaps a reward. Taylor’s love for Erin could never fill the void Claire had left, but it was never meant to.


He backed out of the room and stared at the door, unsure if the tears trying so hard to surface were grief for Claire or joy for Erin.


‘Did you pick up the wine, baby?’ Maggie called.


He grabbed the bottle and walked down the hall to the kitchen. Maggie was already ladling out the minestrone, wisps of steam rising from the bowls. ‘I made some sourdough earlier,’ she said.


He saw it on the table, plump and round. ‘Looks great.’ He placed the bottle on the sideboard and unscrewed the top. ‘Let that breathe for a minute,’ he said, as he slipped his hands around Maggie’s waist. She put down the ladle and was about to speak when he kissed her. She relaxed in his arms and returned the kiss. It was long, welcome, necessary, the spices she’d been cooking with still on her lips.


‘Hey there, tiger,’ she said, pulling away. ‘How about you let me breathe for a minute?’


‘I missed you,’ he said, as she slipped away.


‘Pour the wine while I slice the bread,’ she said with a grin. ‘Maybe later I’ll let you show me how much you missed me.’


He filled the glasses, watching Maggie’s reflection in the window as she cut the loaf on the table behind him. ‘Or maybe we’ll drain this and fall asleep on the couch before nine, as usual.’


‘Pessimist,’ she said.


‘Realist,’ he countered as he picked up the glasses. He studied her reflection a little longer, pleased she didn’t know he was watching. His love for her was like a weight on his heart and the house was full of that love again. But his stomach tightened as he reminded himself how easily it could be lost.


Through the window, the firelight in the hills flared, like a warning.


‘Thank you,’ he said as he placed the wine on the table.


‘It’s just minestrone,’ she said.


That wasn’t what he meant, but it would do.
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Sergeant Quade Marsden stood outside the police station, counting the sixth fire truck to scream through Eldritch Falls in one hour. Many of the faces in the trucks were unfamiliar, volunteers from neighbouring brigades. Eldritch Falls nestled between the hills of the Mitchell River National Park and Lakes Entrance on the Victorian coast. Miles off the highway, the town saw little passing traffic and was too far from the lakes to interest tourists. For an ex-city cop like Marsden, it may as well have been on the moon. Small, quiet and peaceful. Most of the time.


Wildfires were common during the dry months, but after the Ash Wednesday devastation in 1983 and Black Saturday in 2009, even the smallest fire hit local memories hard. A fire drew them together like nothing Marsden had ever seen in the city.


He had lied that his transfer here, as a uniformed sergeant, was simply how a cost-constrained department filled rural postings. The truth was he’d made detective sergeant six years ago. The demotion had been the last straw on top of his faltering marriage, so here he was at thirty-four, alone, on sergeant’s pay, the ink on his divorce papers barely dry. He tried to tell himself it was for the best, a new beginning. But he knew he could only fool himself for so long.


Another fire truck rattled past, its siren wailing and flashing lights strobing strange shadows across the buildings opposite the station.


‘Yeah,’ he whispered. ‘Small, quiet and peaceful, my arse.’


It had been a long day since he’d ironed his uniform that morning, evidenced by the creases and sweat stains. Everything about him, his clothes, his hair, reeked of smoke. Marsden stood at six foot in the old scale, one of the last cadet intakes before the department relaxed its height restriction, something he was reminded of every time he looked down at his five-foot-two probationary constable. Marsden’s brown eyes were set in a weathered face of pockmarks from his youth. He was aware he looked older than his years, not helped by a receding widow’s peak and too many greys poking through hair that was once as black as his holster.


The phones had stopped ringing. His only help, Probationary Constable Todd Blaney, was out on a call. Previously he had three constables, but as budget cuts piled on budget cuts every station in Victoria was being spread thin, and rural postings were especially hard to fill.


Marsden checked his watch—10 pm—then peered along the road hoping to see Blaney’s Land Cruiser. He was due any minute. A flickering streetlight made him look towards the empty shopfronts lining the street. It was ironic how his career matched the town … away from the mainstream, and slowly dying.


He turned away and rubbed his tired eyes with a thumb and forefinger, agitated by the flickering light. Marsden had received a call two hours earlier from climbers who’d been caught up on the fire ground. Lucky to survive, they’d been smart enough to give the triple-0 dispatcher the GPS coordinates for a pick-up; luckier still to get their call out before the fire twisted the mobile tower. For the last hour, the phone signal had been drifting in and out.


But that wasn’t Marsden’s problem, nor was the fire. It was the girl’s body the climbers claimed they’d found out there.


His right hand drifted to the rubber band on his left wrist and flicked it, an almost unconscious ritual whenever the anxiety drifted in—a trick his police counsellor had taught him. Anger management without medication. He flicked it again. Maybe it helped, or maybe it simply reminded him why he was here.


Blaney had called in thirty minutes ago as he was winding his way down the mountain with the climbers on board, reporting that they were shaken but uninjured. Marsden was about to go back inside for a coffee when he saw the headlights. It was Blaney’s Cruiser approaching from around the corner, so he waited until he had parked.


Marsden opened the two passenger doors. ‘Come on through,’ he said. ‘My constable will bring your gear.’


Blaney was twenty-two. His ginger hair was overdue a trim, and Marsden watched as he drew his fringe back beneath his cap before opening the rear compartment. He retrieved the climbers’ backbacks with a huff then followed Marsden inside.


Marsden had reservations about probies; their postings were usually short, since most of them hunted for city jobs as soon as they could. He wasn’t too old to recall the same drive in himself. After all, it was hard to get excited about moving cows off the roads or babysitting the same drunks every Saturday night. Still, it was good to have someone else wash out the drunk-tank.


‘Sarge, this is Aroha Ross and Dylan Franklin,’ Blaney said, catching up.


They had silver thermo blankets draped loosely over their shoulders, their faces and arms smeared in ash, eyes bloodshot. They nodded, standing awkwardly at Marsden’s desk as he sat down and fished out a blank incident report from his top drawer. Behind him, prominent on the wall, was a map with his Eldritch Falls jurisdiction bordered in red.


‘This is Sergeant Marsden,’ Blaney told the couple, dumping their packs at their feet before leaning against the nearest wall. He tucked his cap under his arm, only to brush back his fringe once more. ‘Can I get you a coffee … tea?’


The two looked at each other. Aroha nodded.


‘Be great,’ Dylan said. ‘Black coffee, straight up, times two.’


‘Please,’ said Marsden, ‘take a seat.’ He gestured to the two chairs as Blaney left for the kitchen. Knowing his reputation for gruffness, he forced out a smile.


‘Thanks,’ said Dylan, as he moved his chair closer to Aroha to hold her hand. ‘You’ll have to excuse us, Sergeant. It’s been quite a day.’


‘That it has.’ Marsden reached across to his computer keyboard and pressed the enter key, turning the monitor so they could see. The bouncing ball screensaver flickered to a full screen photograph of the dead girl. Blaney had emailed it to him from Dylan’s phone earlier. ‘I don’t suppose you took any more photos of the crime scene?’


‘No,’ Dylan said. ‘Sorry.’


‘We just wanted to get out of there.’ It was the first time Aroha had spoken. ‘I have some pictures of the ruins, but that’s all.’


Marsden couldn’t hide his disappointment. ‘I understand,’ he said, turning the monitor away. ‘I hear you were looking for Jacob’s lost gold. Why don’t you tell me what happened up there.’


They glanced at each other, and Aroha nodded to Dylan to tell the story.


Dylan hesitated. ‘Well,’ he said after a moment, ‘we’ve been hunting for the Christiana Goldmine for two years.’


‘You and every other treasure hunter,’ Marsden said. ‘But most people around here believe it’s a myth.’


‘So did we,’ offered Aroha, ‘until we discovered everyone was looking in the wrong place.’


Dylan broke back in. ‘Yeah, the topographical maps aren’t much help, which is what most people use, but on Google Earth you can see six dark patches in the rock shelf east of where the mine was believed to be, something we felt certain was too uniform to be natural. It was a hunch, but we suspected they were timbers from a gantry tower.’


Marsden shrugged. ‘Okay,’ he said, dropping his pen. ‘The mine and Jacob Muller’s reign of terror is well documented around here.’ He paused, remembering his pledge to his counsellor to overcome his gruff manner. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Franklin, but can we get to the girl in the photo?’


‘Of course,’ said Dylan, his face suddenly flushed.


Blaney carried in a tray of four coffees, handed them around and placed the tray on his desk before dragging another chair across the office to join them.
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