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I dedicate this book to my Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, Who has never let me down, even in the darkest chapter of my life. He is forever faithful, even when I have been faithless. I owe all I have to Him. My Lord, my God, my All
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Before I begin, I would like to stress that in this novel I mean no disrespect for the Indigenous people of Australia – either past or present. I believe there is only one race of mankind—the human race or Adam’s race. Adam and Eve were the first two humans. All people alive today are the descendants of Adam and Eve and subsequently Noah (Genesis 1:26–27, 3:20, 10:1, 10:32; 1 Corinthians 15:45–47; Luke 17:27; Hebrews 11:7; 1 Peter 3:20; 2 Peter 2:5). Since all humans are made in the image of God, all humans have equal dignity and value regardless of age (including the unborn), intelligence, gender, physical ability, shade of skin tone, religion, ethnicity, or any other characteristic (Genesis 1:26–27, 3:20, 11:9; Acts 17:26–28). I believe the events in Genesis Chapter 11 resulted in the separation of people and languages which resulted in the different nations we see today. I believe God wants to see ALL people Saved, irrespective of their background. I believe God so loved the world that He gave His One and only Son to die for our sins and redeem us with the shedding of His blood. I believe Jesus is the only way to be Saved and through the works of the Holy Spirit we can come to true repentance for our sin. I believe if we confess our sin, He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:9).
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Prologue
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1893

our main concern. Something has been upsetting the horses over the past three nights, hence our lack of sleep. It was then, around eleven o’clock when they started screaming in terror. We all rushed out and settled them down, but we could find naught for the cause of this.

The following night we had a similar occurrence happen, and this time we heard a rustling in the bush. John McCabe said he saw something in amongst the trees and he fired his rifle toward it. After a thorough search, nothing was to be found, but John was adamant that he saw some yellow eyes watching us from about three feet above the ground, right at the edge of the tree line. Soon after, we all heard a terrifying noise which likewise frightened the horses. It was unlike anything any of us had ever heard before; the screech was the most alarming part but there was also another sound with it. It sounded like a vicious snarl. John said later that it reminded him of a lion he once saw in a circus as a young lad. I have never seen, nor heard a lion before so I will have to take his word for this...

...There was another commotion last night. Once again, the horses were screaming in terror, this time they must have kicked the wall off the fence which I had the men build. A complete section was broken away from the fence and was lying on the ground near where it had stood. Nelly, the old mare, was wounded on her lower legs, so we figured it must have been her who broke through the wall. Once again, we all raced outside and settled the horses down, but because it was so late, we didn’t secure the fence properly, but just stood the broken part of the wall back up. We needed our sleep and we couldn’t see clearly in the dark to do the job properly. I stayed up for the next couple of hours to make sure that whatever it was that spooked the horses didn’t come back. It wasn’t until the next morning that we noticed one of the horses had gone missing. Now we had light and could see clearly and we found a trail of blood leading from the horse pen into the bush. The trail was accompanied by drag marks – whatever did this must be quite strong and powerful in order to drag away a full-grown horse. I, along with John followed the trail into the bush and about twenty feet in, we found the remains of our missing horse - I say remains because it looked as though it had been eaten from around its girth. What could have done this we have no idea; the men are getting nervous and justifiably so... (Excerpts from a diary dated 18th May 1893)

⁂⁂⁂

Easter 1985

The track took Leighanne and her parents, Maryanne and Mick De-Jong into a valley, before it levelled out. After about an hour of walking along the

path they came to a rocky outcrop, and when Leighanne saw it, she ran off ahead to climb onto the rocks.

After stopping there for some lunch and a bit of a break they started packing their stuff. Leighanne wanted to go into the cave, and Mick told her she could, but not to go back too far. Mick and Maryanne had just finished packing the bag, Mick had the torch, and they were about to go in the cave, when they heard a piercing scream... 
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2019

Driving over the Drysdale River, Haighs Flat was about the last place Bryan wanted to be. Yes he was there of his own will, uninvited, but being there brought back painful memories. Bryan, a thirty-three-year-old, physically fit Store Manager with brown hair was more used to being in the city than a two-bit country town such as this, but he was there for a purpose, he just had no idea where to start. Finding his way into the Crown Hotel, he ordered a cold beer, a welcome end to his seven-hour drive - the final hour of which he spent traversing a winding mountain then back down into a valley. This valley was known as Haighs Flat. A valley surrounded by sandstone mountains, heavily wooded with Cedar and Gum Trees, with the Drysdale River cutting through it on the south side of town after it tumbled down Mount Prospect and travelled in a south-westerly direction for a number of kilometres, before turning to head west. One road led into Haighs Flat from the south into the township, before heading north to Wellingbah, which was one hundred and fifty km away and this was the only road in and out of the place. Industry in the town was a small mining business, Inland Valley Coal, which was situated approximately fifteen km to the east of the town, but Haighs Flat was originally settled about one hundred and ninety years prior for the Cedar Wood the mountains seemed to lavishly promise. Between the town and the hills, especially to the west were farm flats with crops of grain being the main items farmed, amongst these were the odd few cattle farms producing beef for the local community.

The logging industry only lasted around sixty years before all the Cedar Trees were supposedly felled, but as fate would have it, coal was discovered to the east of town during the final years of logging, and so this is where the town changed its focus. While the coal mine was no longer in its prime, it still served in a small way, employing around thirty people who still daily entered the shaft to dig out the hard carbon, which was transported to the top in bucket loads on an automated conveyor before being loaded onto a truck once a week for transport. It was a small operation, but the workers, mostly second or third generation miners, were dedicated to keeping the business profitable, though it was hard to make ends meet.

Bryan finished his beer and ordered a second one along with a steak dinner. The meal arrived about ten minutes after the beer, which comprised of a four-hundred-gram rump steak, hot chips, gravy and a salad on the side. He hungrily finished his meal, downed the last dregs of his beer as the first lot of miners started coming in after their shift had ended.

The clock behind the bar showed the time was five-forty-five, so he paid the bartender and got ready to leave. As he was departing, Bryan could feel the stares of the locals, but he ignored them as he needed to find accommodation and get ready for an early start the next day.

Heading south out of town and crossing back over the Drysdale River, Bryan noticed the water level had lowered considerably since his previous visit – not that it was very full before, but now it was barely more than a trickle, with a few small stagnant pools scattered here and there.

Arriving at the Cedar Woods Motel-Caravan Park the manager, Jack Jordon, recognised Bryan from his previous visit six months prior which impressed him.

“Good to see you again, ahh, Bryan isn’t it?” said Jack, a man in his fifties, slightly overweight but dressed casually though neatly as he reached out his hand to shake Bryan’s. “I didn’t expect to see you back in these parts. Thought you had done all you could last time you were here.”

“Well,” Bryan thoughtfully replied. “When Joshua vanished, I did all I could, but as you know apart from his campsite and Ute, nothing else was found. His body has never been recovered...”

Bryan trailed off his talking, emotions starting to rise in him and Jack, not wishing to get him more upset changed the subject.

“So, how can I help you? Are you after a cabin again? Or are you just passing through?” Jack asked in his deep, down to earth voice.

“Yeah, a cabin would be good if you have any spare,” Bryan replied, knowing full well there would be vacancies. It seemed there were far too many cabins since the town didn’t attract a lot of tourism. The miners were mainly locals, and the few who weren’t stayed in the rooms above one of the pubs. “A week would be good to begin with if possible. I’d like to do a bit of exploring around the area.”

Jack caught on to Bryan’s sarcastic remark about having spare cabins and said, “Hang on, I will have to see if I can fit you in,” as he logged into the computer. “Well, I’ll be!” Jack said sarcastically, “it looks like you can even have the same cabin you were in last visit if you like. It was just cleaned this morning after the previous tenant moved out yesterday. They, umm, she stayed three weeks.”

“Three weeks?” Bryan asked with a thoughtful look in his eyes. “Yes, that’ll be fine.”

“So, it’s apparent you have heard about the recent events then,” Jack stated as he reached for the keys and paperwork.

“Yeah, it was all over the news a few weeks ago. That is partly why I’m here.”

“Partly?” Jack quizzed.

“Well, I was always in two minds about coming back here: but not this soon. Hearing about the accident made me come earlier than I had anticipated. In fact, I would have gotten here even sooner except I couldn’t get the time off work. Still no sign of a body?”

“Unfortunately not. In fact, she was staying here with a friend and only planned to stay a few days. You know Haighs Flat, so much to do for tourists!” Jack said once again with sarcasm in his voice. “On their second night here one of the girls wanted to go to the Lower Lookout to see the town at night. You can get an unobstructed view of the lights and the Community Hall when it’s all lit up from there. Her friend, Linda didn’t want to go as she wanted to write an email back home. Three hours later she came knocking on my door asking if I could drive her there. She looked extremely worried and I had to ask her why.

“Linda replied, ‘It’s not like her. She would only have gone there, checked it out and returned.’

“I had to cut her off as she seemed to be starting to tell me something but missed the whole point. I asked, ‘what’s happened?’ and after getting herself together she told me her friend, Raelene, had gone to the Lower Lookout and hadn’t returned.

“‘Are you sure she didn’t go to the Upper Lookout?’ I asked her. To which she replied, ‘No, we were planning on going there tomorrow.’

“Reluctantly I agreed to take her there, to give her peace of mind. About five-hundred metres along Country Lane, just around the left-hand bend we came across the wreckage.”

“Oh, the poor girl,” Bryan sincerely replied. “So, I never heard. What did she collide with?”

“That’s the thing. No one knows. She was in the middle of the road. Nothing else around. The front end was all smashed in. But the strangest part was the passenger window. Whatever she hit - she hit with the drivers’ side, the right-hand side of the car. But the front passenger window was all smashed in, broken from the outside. Broken glass was all over the front seat. There was an awful lot of blood in the car. The drivers’ seatbelt was still clipped up though it had been torn apart. There was no body at all.”

“The seatbelt was torn?” Bryan asked. “That is near impossible.”

“I know it sounds crazy,” Jack said cutting off Bryan. “It was too jagged to be cut. Torn apart. Even the police officer saw it – after I pointed it out to her.”

“So did her friend notice it as well,” Bryan asked.

“She was too distraught,” Jack continued. “Sara wrote it in her notes but...”

“Who is Sara?” Bryan cut him off.

“Oh, she was the police officer there taking notes. I forgot she is only new here in town. Got transferred here from the big smoke about three months ago. Anyway, she took it down in her notes and I haven’t heard anything about it since. The following day I asked Linda if she had seen it and she said she didn’t notice it. She wanted to go and check out the car, but the police had it in lockup and because it was registered in her friend’s name, she couldn’t access it.”

For Bryan, much of this was getting a bit close to home, but he was thankful for the information. When his brother disappeared, he was certain there was some information the police weren’t telling him, but he didn’t know how to gather more than they were telling him either. He went to his cabin, had a shower and even though it was only eight-thirty he turned in for the night and promptly fell into a restless sleep.
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Spring, that beautiful time of the year. Bryan awoke around six o’clock the next morning to a chorus of magpies, lorikeets and various other birds greeting the Saturday morning sun as it rose over the distant hills. Looking through the bedroom door into the kitchen he could see the shadows of the trees dancing on the wall and he knew it was going to be a beautiful warm day even though there was a slight breeze which was causing the shadows to be dancing, as the trees swayed before the sun.

Bryan slid out of bed and turned the jug on to boil for his morning coffee while he got ready.

Sitting at the table, coffee poured, toast on a plate, Bryan began to plan out his day. The first thing he wanted to do was check out the accident site. What he expected to see after three weeks he did not know, but to have two disappearances in six months made him think that there might be more to this than the authorities were letting on. He never could accept Joshua had decided to just get up and leave. Joshua’s marriage of seventeen years had ended sourly, and it was four months after the separation when Joshua had left to go on his fateful camping trip. Even though he had not camped out for about ten years, it was something he had done previously on a regular basis, especially in his late teens to mid-twenties. Yet the trip was not just camping out either. Joshua had planned for over a month where he was going to travel around. He had booked accommodation in a few towns and showed Bryan his itinerary. The purpose was to help him clear his head from the hurt and pain he was feeling, so he could get back on with his life. His plan was to start in Haighs Flat. Why there? In Joshua’s words “I looked at the map and it was there” – to camp out a few nights before heading north and stay at Wellingbah, once known for its logging. Even though the industry was now defunct, much of the artefacts from its heyday were still lying around, including old buildings, and the old sawmill which had some of the machinery lying around. Joshua was to phone Bryan every couple of days when he arrived at each town as Bryan was concerned over his wellbeing. Joshua had reluctantly agreed to this, thinking Bryan was being a bit too paranoid. Five days after he left home Bryan still had heard nothing from him. Bryan tried to call Joshua several times and the phone was either switched off or out of a serviceable area as it always went straight to the answering service. Bryan had left several messages, yet none were returned. On the fifth day after his brother left, Bryan’s phone rang and he quickly answered it thinking it may be his brother, even though it showed as a private number on his screen. His concerns got even stronger when the man on the other end of the line introduced himself as Sergeant Sloan of Haighs Flat Police Station. The rest is history so to speak. “Nothing to be concerned about, but we have found a Ute belonging to a Joshua Morgan. Can you confirm he is your brother?”

“Yes, that’s right. Is he ok? I’ve been trying to get hold of him for a few days now with no success.”

“We are not sure yet. We do not want to jump to any conclusions though, his vehicle was found yesterday by some kids out bushwalking near his campsite. They didn’t think much of it until they returned today and saw everything still there, the same as it was yesterday. They looked in the tent and found some personal items and his wallet which had his ID plus your name and number. We have tried to contact him, but it seems the phone is out of service or switched off. We thought we had better give you a call to see if you could shed some light on the situation.”

Bryan filled him in on the details of his plans, when he left home and when the call had finished, Bryan phoned his boss saying he wouldn’t be in to work for a couple of days, he packed his car and headed off to Haighs Flat to try and find him. Seven and a half hours later Bryan pulled into the Cedar Woods Motel-Caravan Park and got himself a cabin, found a small takeaway shop which was still open at nine o’clock, grabbed a burger and went to the police station only to find it closed. ‘Typical country towns,’ Bryan thought and knowing there was nothing he could do, he headed back to the Caravan Park. When he got there, he saw the manager was still up and about, so he popped his head in and asked if he knew anything about the disappearance. Suspiciously, he said “Yes, I am aware of it. Why d’you ask?”

“He’s my brother, the one who is missing. Do you know if they have found him yet?”

“Nothing yet. I believe they are still hoping he will turn up. Way up in the Mountains he was. What was he doing there?”

“He recently went through a divorce and wanted to clear his head.” Bryan answered wondering what difference that would make. “Do you know how I can get there?”

The manager looked at Bryan with compassion, “How about we have a cuppa,” inviting Bryan in. He showed Bryan to a seat at the table and poured him a coffee as he said “Jack’s the name, I’ve been managing this joint for roughly twenty-five years now. Never in my time has anyone gone missing in those mountains, though that is surprising. Bush is thick as pea soup up there and if you leave the tracks, it can get confusing. Sorry, I don’t mean to scare you,” Jack said interrupting his thoughts as he saw the concerned look in Bryan’s eyes. “Police are planning to do a search starting tomorrow morning at six o’clock. I’m sure he will be found. So, you came here to help with the search?”

“I came to hopefully find him. I didn’t know there was going to be a search.”

Jack then told Bryan how to get to the area where Joshua’s camp was found and the next morning, he arrived on site at around ten minutes to six. He was surprised to see that over fifty locals had turned up to help with the search along with the local police, and the State Emergency Service. and Volunteer Fire Brigade.

While nothing was found, Bryan noticed some freshly broken branches high in some trees about six hundred metres to the west of the campsite along the dirt road – if you would call it a road anyway – it was more like a track than a road. Bryan pointed out the branches to one of the police, but they put it down to high winds in the area. Being March, and the branches having appeared to have been broken parallel to the road, this was a feasible explanation. 

⁂⁂⁂

Dispelling of his memories from his last visit and without much more planned, Bryan got in his Land Cruiser and headed off for Country Lane. About five minutes later he was turning left into it and driving in a Northerly direction before the road turned slightly to the left. According to Jack the accident was only about five hundred metres along the road and sure enough, just past the bend he found the tell-tale sign of paint markings on the road where the accident investigators had marked where the car was found. Bryan pulled over and exited the car to check out the general area. To his left was a flood plain that ran between Country Lane and Wombat Way. Dry because of the drought, but in the wet seasons it would be under about half a foot of water with an abundance of waterfowl converging on the area. To his right, on the opposite side of the road to where he parked was a small farm, a crop of sorghum was struggling to grow in the dry conditions, the farmer hopeful the rains would come. A couple of paddocks over a few sheep were trying to get some feed out of the near barren ground and Bryan could see a trail of dust as a farm ute approached from the distance with a load of hay to refill the feed bins.

Walking over the road to the fence which served as the boundary to the farm, Bryan started watching the farmer do his work, hoping he might catch his eye. It took a while for the farmer to do his job, firstly loading the hay into the bins, after that he went over to a pumphouse which created a low rumble as the pump went into action. The farmer stepped out a minute or two later and walked around the back of the shed and after about five minutes he re-entered the shed and shut the pump down. Getting back into his ute and turning right he drove off.

Whether the farmer had noticed him or not Bryan could not tell, but he assumed the latter so he started walking along the road looking for any clues as to what may have caused the accident.

As he was walking along, he was looking into the occasional tree which dotted the roadside. Even though it wasn’t thick bushland, he still could not get out of his mind the image of the broken branches near where his brother had disappeared from. After he had walked about a kilometre or so he saw a white, flat top ute heading his way. Expecting it to drive past, Bryan was getting ready to give a friendly wave when it pulled over and a tall, solid, muscular man got out. Bryan recognised him as being the farmer he was just observing a few minutes before.

Walking over to Bryan he asked “Is everything OK? I saw you along the road there but couldn’t get across the paddock to you. You haven’t broken down have ya?”

“No, no. I’m fine,” Bryan replied. “I came to check out the site of the accident and saw you feeding the sheep, so I thought I’d watch a bit. Looks like you have your work cut out for you – with the drought and all.”

“Yeah, it’s a tough one all right. One of the worst I’ve seen. We’ve only recorded eight millimetres of rain in the last ten months. Even our water tanks are empty. Resorted to using bore water for everything we have, and it is now starting to get a foul taste. Anyway, you really don’t want to be hearing about our struggles.” Reaching out his hand he continued, “George is the name.”

“Bryan,” Bryan replied, receiving George’s firm but friendly grip.

“So, you here to see where the accident was? A mystery that was. I was in town at the time and coming home around ten forty-five the night it happened, I came across a commotion of police vehicles, the towns’ tow-truck and a number of onlookers. Sorry, here I am rambling on again. So, why your interest in it? Did you know the person?”

“No, just curious about the circumstances.” Bryan didn’t want to be rude but the emotions in him were still raw with his brother’s loss. George gave him a curious look and said, “You know, the accident was back there,” pointing to where Bryan had parked his 4WD. “You’re not a local are you.” George continued make it more of a statement than a question.

“No, not local” Bryan not expecting the change of direction in conversation and trying to get back on track he continued with, “But yes, I figured out the scene of the accident was there by the markings on the road.”

“So wha...” George started asking as a police car stopped next to them.

“Hello George,” said a deep-voiced officer – almost so formal it sounded cynical. Bryan knew the voice immediately, the voice of Sergeant Sloan, from his previous visit. Turning and looking at Bryan Sloan asked, “What brings you to these parts?” The first thought to go through Bryans mind was ‘he seems just as arrogant as before.’ Bryan was about to answer when Sloan continued, “I know you can’t accept what happened to your brother, but this has nothing to do with him.”

The anger in Bryan’s face lasted only a second and at the same time, George’s eyes widened also for a brief period of time before returning to normal.

“And furthermore,” Sloan continued, now turning his head toward George, “I don’t want you filling his head with your nonsense either.” Sloan glared at George and looking back to Bryan “Is that your car back there?”

“Yes, I was...”

“He overheated and I saw him walking along here. See, I have a bottle of water and tools here in the Ute," George interrupted. “I was tending the sheep when I saw him, and went back to my shed to get me stuff. I had only got here a couple of minutes before you did. We’re heading to his car now to get him going again.”

Sloan eyed him suspiciously and said “Always the saviour ain’t ya”

“No, that description is not fitting for me.”

“Well, just keep your opinions to yourself; and you,” Sloan said looking to Bryan. “I can only guess why you are here, but don’t interfere and don’t expect to find anything new. We can’t help it if you can’t accept the truth, as much as it may hurt.” Sloan got back in his car and continued driving in the same direction he was headed.

Nervously, Bryan looked at George and asked, “What was that about?” referring not only to the comments Sloan had made about George’s opinions but also the story George made up about his car.

“I could ask you the same thing, but I think I may be able to put two and two together in your case,” George answered. “But you had better hop in, Sloan will be back shortly. It won’t look good if we are still standing here talking.”

Less than a minute later they were back at Bryan’s car and had his bonnet opened. “Just to make it look good,” George said. George went to the flood plains and emptied out some of the water he had brought with him. Bryan undid the water reservoir, and when George returned he poured some water into it deliberately spilling a bit to make it look like he had topped up the coolant. Sure enough, as expected, a few minutes later Sloan pulled up to ‘check if everything was ok’ and gave Bryan a glance, or more of a glare, got in his car and drove off.
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After Sloan was out of sight George looked at Bryan directly in the eye and said, “So, you know about the camper that disappeared a few months back then, do you?”

Bryan noticed George had used the word “disappeared” rather than “ran off” as everyone else believed Joshua had taken off and would return if he saw fit at a later date, but he kept this to himself as he answered shakily, “Yes, he is my brother.”

“Well that explains a lot. And it also explains your interest in this incident as well. Two different events, two missing people and no real explanation.”

“But you have a theory, don’t you?” Bryan snapped. Not because he wanted to appear to be angry or rude, but because he wasn’t in the mood for playing games.

“I have my theories,” George replied in a slow thoughtful manner. “But the reality is you will not believe it. No-one else does and while we may be talking now, I know as soon as you find out what I believed has happened, like the rest of the town, you will think I’ve lost the plot.”

“How can you say that?” Bryan questioned with his voice starting to rise. “You have a theory; my brother is missing and now a girl has vanished. What are you hiding? Or don’t you believe it yourself?” By the time Bryan had finished he realised he had raised his voice and could feel he was getting red in the face.

George seemed unperturbed by Bryan’s outburst and Bryan thought he could even see some empathy in his eyes.

“Please don’t ask me to disclose my theory to you,” George pleaded. “I may reveal it to you in time – but now is not the time. How long are you in town for?”

Shocked by George’s response, Bryan who was all ready to have another go at him had to swallow, take a breath and answered, “Truthfully, I am not sure yet. I have taken long service leave for a month and booked myself into the Caravan Park for a week, but I may stay longer.”

“Well Bryan, please don’t be angry with me. I don’t know how you plan on tackling this, but do what you have to, get what answers you can and maybe we can get together next week some time to go over your notes.”

“So, you're willing to help me but I can’t have this theory of yours is that it?”

“I didn’t say that!” George answered, “I may or may not give it to you. Chances are you will sooner or later hear it from others you ask, but I want you to exhaust other theories first.”

“Exhaust other theories? How many are there? And where do I start? Believe it or not, you are the first lead I’ve got, and you won’t even talk.”

“I’ll tell you what, go into town, ask around, find out what people are saying about this and your brother’s disappearance. Do you know the Brown Jug?”

“That’s the café on the corner of...” Bryan started saying when George cut in “Second shop down from Ebb Lane, on Main Street.”

“Oh yeah, I know it. Friendly staff and a perfect coffee”

“Sounds like you’ve been there before.”

“Only the once, back in March when I was here on my last day. I kind of wished I had discovered it sooner.”

“Well, how about we meet there next Thursday for lunch, say twelve-thirty? We can go over your notes and I will pray in the meantime you get some leads.”

Stunned by this last statement Bryan initially thought to himself ‘Oh great – a religious nut’ and it must have shown in his face because even before he had formed an answer George said, “Don’t worry. A free lunch and you may even get to hear my theory as well.”

“Ok, twelve-thirty Thursday then.” Shaking hands with George he got back in his 4WD turned the car around and headed back towards town. George got back in his ute and quietly prayed, “Lord, that man needs You and he seeks answers. May I not say or do anything to scare him away.” He then headed back to the farm.

Driving back into town it didn’t surprise Bryan to see Sloan pulled over on Main Street just as he turned out of Country Lane. Bryan was planning on heading back to Cedar Woods Motel-Caravan Park to have a bite to eat as it was now nearing eleven o’clock but he didn’t want Sloan knowing where he was staying so he continued along Main Street and pulled over opposite The Brown Jug Café. Staying in his car, as expected a few minutes later he watched as Sloan approached from behind and slowly drive past looking into his car. Bryan gave him a slight nod of recognition and chuckled to himself, got out and crossed the road.

Five minutes later Bryan was sitting down to a vanilla latté and ham and tomato toasted sandwich. Thinking about what his next course of action would be, he decided to go back and visit the camp site where Joshua had disappeared from. It was a good thirty-five-minute drive into the mountains; this still gave Bryan five hours of daylight so he had plenty of time. He decided he would first visit the library as it closed at twelve-thirty being a Saturday. He wanted to go through the local papers for information regarding the disappearance of Raelene Clarke. Having made the plans – such as it was, he left the Café and walked the two blocks to the library, which was right next to the Community Hall. Finding where the local papers were kept and aware he had only forty-five minutes before the library closed, he started going through them.

Even though a small town, Haighs Flat boasted having two newspapers. The Haighs Flat Advocate, being the larger of the two papers came out twice each week on Wednesdays and Saturdays. While the main focus was on local news, it also covered news reports from surrounding areas as well as some national and international news as well. It had by far the bigger publication of the two papers though many also felt the news articles were often sensationalised.

The other paper, The Valley Observer, prided itself on being the oldest publication and even though it was less than half the size of the Advocate, the editor wanted only facts to transcend the stories. In other words, if it could not be proven it would not be treated as absolute truth. This policy had made the work of the reporters more ‘interesting’ but as far as he was concerned, integrity was most important in keeping the business alive. The Observer also kept farmers up to date with news on grain and beef prices and being more focused on these things, it managed to keep its head above water even after the advocate entered the town thirty years previous.

Bryan found the papers he was after and as expected, the front-page headlines on the Advocate made a sensational impact with DRIVERLESS CAR COLLIDES WITH THIN AIR. The article started off with A mysterious accident on Country Lane last night has left a car with damage to its front end and sitting in the middle of Country Lane. With no sign of any other vehicle, it is a mystery as to what it collided with. To make the investigation even harder for the police investigators, nothing indicates what the vehicle has collided with. No paint fragments were found on the vehicle from another vehicle and all the parts scattered on the road were only from the four-wheel-drive on the scene. But the biggest mystery is “What has happened to the driver?” Constable Sara Whitney (pictured) told Haighs Flat Advocate when the accident was discovered there was no sign of the driver and yet the seat belt was connected in its catch though torn apart. Friend of the missing woman, Linda Bradshaw, was visibly upset and is saying she has no idea of what happened. She went on to say at the time of the accident she was at the Cedar Wood Motel-Caravan Park.

The article continued on informing readers about the holiday both Linda and Raelene were having and finally ended with Police saying the disappearance of the driver and that of Joshua Morgan in March this year is unlikely to be related.

Bryan finished reading the story in the Advocate and picked up the Observer. The headline, though less dramatic still had an aura of mystery behind it:

WHAT HAPPENED TO RAELENE? DRIVER DISAPPEARS AFTER ACCIDENT.

The story which followed gave similar details as that in the advocate of the scene of the accident and it also had more quotations from Linda about Raelene and why she was travelling to the Lookout alone. One quotation which caught Bryan’s attention was a quote from Linda, “We only came through this area because of what happened here earlier this year, (referring to the disappearance of Joshua Morgan in Mount Prospect). If it weren’t for that, we never would have even heard of Haighs Flat. Now I wish we never did,” said a distraught Linda Bradshaw.

The only other part of the article which caught Bryan’s eye was that the police were investigating whether the accident happened elsewhere in or near town and was asking if anyone had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary between the hours of six-thirty and nine-thirty on Tuesday night to contact them and if anyone has seen any poles or trees with recent damage to do likewise.

Reading the story Bryan wished he had arrived in town a few days earlier so he could speak to Linda, but as he was thinking this, he chided himself knowing how hard things must have been for her considering he also was recently the focus of police and media attention.

Going to the next paper, Saturday’s Advocate Bryan had to go to page five to find anything on the accident. This time a smaller headline read: MYSTERY OF MISSING DRIVER STILL REMAINS. Police are no closer to finding out what happened to Raelene Clarke who disappeared after a motor vehicle accident or the events which caused the accident on Country Lane last Tuesday night. They have formerly interviewed her travel companion and long-time friend, Linda Bradshaw, and have confirmed that she is not a suspect. Police are investigating if the accident might have happened elsewhere and then the damaged car was taken to Country Lane. Currently the car is in the Police Compound Yard in Kingsworth where investigators will be going over the vehicle looking for clues.

Bryan pulled out his notebook from his top pocket and quickly wrote down the details of where the car was – not that he would forget as Kingsworth was a large town with two major highways at a crossroad about eighty kilometres south of Haighs Flat in which he had to drive through to get here. Between Kingsworth and Haighs Flat were mostly farms with the occasional small hamlet dotted along the road. That is until you got to the mountain ranges and following that it was a further six kilometres of winding road to get to the top followed by another four kilometres to wind back down the northern side into Haighs Flat. All up, it is about one and a half hours to get to Kingsworth from Haighs Flat, so it was no surprise locals made a day trip of it when going there.

Bryan checked out the following two week’s editions of the Newspapers but there was no further mention of the accident except for in the Letters to the Editor. These mainly were from people who were, in Bryan’s mind anyway, ‘Professional Whingers.’ That is, those who wrote regularly to complain about one thing or another - the typical accusations of lack of lighting, poor road conditions, unmarked lanes. One person even suggested fatigue. However, none of these could explain what the car collided with or what had happened to the driver. Apart from this, there were a few contributions from people who were expressing their sympathy to the family of the missing woman and hoping she would be found.

‘I hope I can get better theories than these,’ Bryan thought to himself as he replaced the papers to where they belonged.

Forty-five minutes after entering the library Bryan was heading back to his car. He stopped briefly in a small shop and bought a bottle of water, got in his car, and headed off to Mount Prospect.
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High in the hills of Mount Prospect Bryan was walking along one of the many tracks in the area. He parked his car at the same spot where Joshua’s Ute was found and with less than three hours of daylight left Bryan headed along a walking track which departed from the north-east corner of the clearing he had parked in. It was one of the first places searched after Joshua went missing, but to Bryan the search on this particular track seemed hurried and about five kilometres along the track Bryan thought he had seen the remains of an older, unused track overgrown with undergrowth a few metres to the west of the main track they were on. He wasn’t sure if the older track was just replaced by the current one, but it looked as if it had veered off to the left moving away from the newer track. Bryan knew he could be mistaken in this as he could only see roughly one hundred metres of the older track – if that is what it was, but he wanted the peace of mind, so he headed for it as a starting point.

It took the best part of an hour for Bryan to find the location where he came across the older track and even then he had nearly missed seeing it. Looking to where the track was, all Bryan could see were fallen trees along the part of the track that could be seen. Knowing time was running out, Bryan didn’t want to leave the main track but he had to make sure this was the same location he was thinking of, so he cut through the bush, went down a slight incline and found himself amongst the fallen trees. It was at this point he realised the trees had been cut down with a chain saw and left where they fell along the old track as if trying to hide it from view. Bryan followed the line of felled trees along the edge of the track until the path led him around to the left and about twenty metres along the path the fallen trees had stopped, and the track had shown itself to be in disrepair, with deep furrows where rain had washed away the soil and leaf litter covering the floor.

Bryan retraced his footsteps and returned to his car just as the shadows were starting to lengthen. At first, Bryan thought he had mistaken his times, but remembered, being in the hills the sun was sooner hidden from sight than if he was in town.

Driving back to the township of Haighs Flat Bryan stopped in at the local supermarket and bought a salad mix and a steak and headed back to the Cedar Wood Motel Caravan Park. As soon as he arrived, he got in the shower and just as he started washing his hair he heard a knocking on the cabin door. Cursing under his breath he yelled out “hang on, give me five” and he quickly got out of the shower and got dried and dressed. The last thing he expected or wanted was visitors and he was looking forward to cooking his steak and cracking open a beer.
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Opening the door, he was surprised to see a lady, early thirties, shoulder length mousy brown hair standing there. She was casually dressed, and Bryan had wondered where he had seen her before. She quickly apologised for disturbing him and, looking at his wet hair, for interrupting his shower. Bryan though put out wasn’t going to complain with an attractive woman coming to his door and recognised her from her photo in the local paper earlier that day being one of the police officers who were investigating the accident and disappearance of Raelene Clarke. Out of uniform she looked different to her photo but still very attractive either way. After the initial shock of seeing her at his door and pondering why she was there, Bryan asked, “Can I help you?”

“Sorry to disturb you Mr Morgan,” came the reply. “My name is Sara and I need to talk to you about something, but I need to make it clear that I am here unofficially.”

“Unofficially?” Bryan questioned.

Slowly replying as if she was trying to get her thoughts together Sara continued, “You are here because of an accident on Country Lane, is that right?”

“I’m here because my brother disappeared six months ago, but what has that got to do with you?” Bryan answered, sounding more irritated than he intended, but the fact was, this woman in front of him had not answered his question and seemed to be avoiding it, and this frustrated him, and if it came across that he was annoyed it didn’t seem to affect Sara except in her response.

“Look, I’m sorry to bother you, but this is an unofficial visit...”

“So you have said, but in what way would this be official?”

“I need to know I can trust you as to why I am here, and that you won’t even let on that I was here,” Sara said looking past Bryan’s right shoulder like she was expecting or hoping no one was around.

“I still don’t know what this is about or even who you are except for your name, but I can keep my trap shut if necessary. So who are you?”

“My name is Sara Whitney; actually, I’m Constable Sara Whitney. I work here in Haighs Flat, and I need to know that I can trust you with what I am about to tell you.”

“Fire away, but will this take long? I’ve been out all day and was about to order some Chinese for dinner. If you like I can order some for you as well,” Bryan said adding a small lie. Truth being Bryan was looking forward to his steak, but the thought of having dinner with a young attractive woman was more appealing.

“Sounds good,” Sara said. “Were you planning on eating here or at the restaurant?”

“I was planning to get some delivered here if possible, and yes, I was going to eat here. Would you prefer to eat out?”

“No, here is good. I’d rather not have the town gossiping about the two of us. It’s a small town and rumours can spread like wildfire. But you won’t get home delivery on Chinese unless you are willing to pay for a taxi to deliver it for you. Why don’t you phone the Red Dragon, and I will go and pick it up for you?”

Stepping out of the doorway, Bryan invited Sara in and grabbed the local phone directory to look for the number. After he asked Sara what she wanted to eat he phoned the restaurant and placed the order and paid for it over the phone. Sara left shortly after and Bryan turning around cursed because having seen the mess in his kitchen with his shopping on the kitchen table and his breakfast dishes, though washed, still sitting on the sink where he had left them that morning. He quickly tidied up the place, putting away the shopping and emptying the bin. Half an hour later Sara returned with dinner and a bottle of red wine, much to Bryan’s delight.

“I hope you enjoy a good wine,” Sara said as she entered the cabin. “I thought it would be nice to have a drink with our dinner.”

“Is the pope Catholic? I was only wondering what I could offer you. I have a few beers in the fridge, but I wasn’t sure if you drank beer or not.”

“Yep, I do. But wine is always better with a meal.”

Sitting down to their meal Bryan was the first to speak, “So, what is the reason you are here for? What’s all the secrecy about?”

“You do like to get straight to the point, don’t you? You even took it for granted that I was being truthful with you about me being a cop.”

“Now who’s getting straight to the point?” Bryan said trying to keep a straight face. “Truth is, I recognised you from a photo in the local paper.”

Looking a bit flustered Sara asked, “Why all the questions about who I was if you already knew?”

“Because you had no reason to think I knew. Because you were being evasive with my questions and because I had no idea as to the real purpose of your visit – which I still have no idea of.”

“Ok, points taken, but letting you know I need your confidentiality with this visit,” Sara once again reiterated. “But before I get started, I need to let you know that your presence here has cheesed off Sergeant Sloan.”

“Why? I saw him this morning, but I did nothing to upset him.”

“So I found out. I thought it was because you were interfering with the investigation on the accident. But you were saying it was your brother who went missing back in March from Mount Prospect? Sloan never mentioned that. He came into the station in a foul mood, worse than normal and started going on about people who can’t keep their noses out of police business. It took him some time to calm down and once he was almost civil again he said you were snooping around on Country Lane looking at the accident site.”

Sara went quiet for a brief moment and Bryan said, “You came here to tell me that? I appreciate you warning me Sloan is on the warpath but...”

“There is more,” Sara said cutting Bryan off. “This information I’m about to tell you, no one knows about here in Haighs Flat. My uncle went missing about two months before your brother.”

Shocked by this last piece of information, Bryan, with his glass halfway to his mouth just stared at Sara. Composing himself and not sure what to do with his glass, Bryan quickly placed it back on the table and swore saying “Why haven’t I heard about this before now?”

Looking into Bryan’s eyes Sara quietly said, “This town does not like people knowing its secrets. I’ve been here about three months and things happen which no one talks about. I don’t know what’s going on, but this town has secrets.”

“What kind of secrets? Do you expect foul play?”

“I don’t know. Secret meetings, strangers coming and going, I haven’t heard of any murders but three people – officially two are missing, my uncle makes it three, yet no one seems to even acknowledge he was here. I can’t say anything to Sloan because he’s looking for a reason to get me transferred out of here.”

“But why...?”

“Because I’m not a local. I’m not born and bred here. As I said, this town has secrets and locals do not like outsiders finding out too much.”

“So, about your uncle, where did he go missing from?”

“I don’t know. He was working here in the mine and the last piece of communication we had from him was Christmas last year. He usually phoned family once a month, sometimes more often, so we have him reported as missing. Before I got transferred here, we made phone calls, his brother even came here in early February and asked around but apparently no one remembers him. It is like he never was here.”

“But how can that be? If he worked in the mine surely there would be record of it. What about pay packets? Didn’t his pay go into a bank account?”
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