
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Mack and the Heartbeat Hum the River Guardians

        

        
        
          A Notawallop Farm Adventure

        

        
        
          Dave Atarave

        

        
          Published by Dave Atarave, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      MACK AND THE HEARTBEAT HUM THE RIVER GUARDIANS

    

    
      First edition. September 20, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Dave Atarave.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1764301725

    

    
    
      Written by Dave Atarave.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Mack and the Heartbeat Hum

The River Guardians

By

Dave Atarave

––––––––

[image: ]


Digital Media Now

Copyright © 2025 Dave Atarave All rights reserved

ISBN-13:  978-1-7643017-2-5

––––––––

[image: ]


The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Preface
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At Notawallop Creek Station, the river is more than just water. It is the land’s lifeblood, a silver ribbon that stitches the golden paddocks together. It is the keeper of secrets, the giver of life, and the heart of every summer's day. For Mack and Chrissy, it is a place of laughter, of cool relief from the blistering sun, and of endless, happy adventures. But the Australian bush is a land of extremes, a place of harsh beauty where life can be taken as quickly as it is given. This is the story of what happens when the river’s song falls silent. It is a tale of a creeping, unnatural drought that threatens to choke the station, a mystery that baffles the adults and pushes the children to the very edge of their courage. Guided by the strange instincts of an anxious emu and a cryptic clue from the past, Mack and Chrissy must break the rules and venture into the one place they have always been forbidden to go: the wild and treacherous Razorback Hills. It is a journey that will test their friendship, their bravery, and their bond with the land itself, as they fight to become the guardians their dying river so desperately needs.
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​Chapter 1: The Sleeping River
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The heat of the day had settled deep into the bones of the land, a pervasive weight pressed down from a hard white sky. The sun beat down on the paddocks of Notawallop Creek Station, leeching the colour from the world and turning the landscape into a shimmering haze of gold. The air was thick, holding the taste of dust and dry grass on the tongue. This was a land of dualities, where the safety of the homestead was always set against the vast danger of the Australian bush. The ochre red dirt felt baked solid underfoot, radiating a stored warmth that promised no relief. This was the heart of a New South Wales summer—a classic landscape of wide-open spaces and rolling paddocks stretching to a blurred horizon.

On days like this, there was only one place to be: the billabong.

It was the children’s sanctuary, their favourite swimming hole, a shady paradise carved out of the bush. Here, a wide, slow-moving section of the Notawallop River formed a cool pool in the parched land. Ancient paperbark trees leaned over its edges, their peeling bark like strips of old parchment. Their leaves, a muted grey-green like the eucalyptus that dotted the hills, trailed in the emerald water, creating dappled patterns of light and shadow on the surface. It was a place of life, a joyful hub of activity. Dragonflies with wings like stained glass darted in mesmerising paths, their bodies catching the light in flashes of blue and green. High in the branches of the ironbark and ghost gum, birds chattered and called—the very sound of summer. The water itself was alive, teeming with the scuttling, clicking life of yabbies that hid among the submerged roots. It was a tangible, authentic world, the kind of heartfelt storybook setting that felt both classic and vibrantly real.

But today, something was wrong. The song of the billabong was muted.

Mack stood on the bank, a quiet, thoughtful eight-year-old boy. His observant brown eyes, usually so aware of the world's small wonders, were narrowed with concern. The hot, cracked mud squished unpleasantly between the toes of his sturdy brown farm boots. He was dressed for the farm, as always, in a faded blue t-shirt and blue jeans, his scruffy but not curly brown hair damp with sweat. His posture, usually relaxed, was tense as he stared at the scene before him. The billabong looked...smaller. Wounded. The water, which should have been lapping at the grassy edges, had retreated. It left behind a wide ring of foul-smelling mud that was already cracking under the sun. The familiar rocks where he and Chrissy would sun themselves like lizards, once islands in the middle of the pool, were now starkly exposed, connected to the shore by muddy causeways that looked like scars on the land. The vibrant emerald of the water seemed to have faded to a sluggish olive.

“It’s really low,” a voice said beside him, a worried whisper that cut through the unsettling quiet.

It was Chrissy. Also eight, she was a study in contrast to Mack’s quiet contemplation. Her posture was confident and energetic, leaning forward into the problem. Her brown hair was pulled back in a single, practical ponytail, and her face, usually quick to break into a cheeky grin, was set with determination. Dressed in a bright orange t-shirt that stood out against the earthy tones of the bush, blue jeans, and the same sturdy work boots as Mack, she was kneeling by one of their yabby traps. It was a simple thing, a piece of old wire mesh they had baited with a scrap of meat the day before, its promise of a wriggling, claw-snapping catch now a source of dread.

She pulled it from the water with a grunt of effort, the mesh dripping muddy water onto the baked earth. Mack watched, his stomach tightening. The trap should have been full of the feisty creatures they loved to catch. Instead, it held only a handful of small, still, lifeless bodies, their tiny claws curled in surrender. The sight was jarringly wrong, a silent testament to the sickness that had crept into their paradise.
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A cold knot of unease tightened in Mack’s stomach. He looked at the dead yabbies, their pale undersides a grim sight in the bottom of the trap, then back at the shrunken water. The river didn't just feel low; it felt sleepy. Sick. The usual sensory details of the place—the cool damp smell, the sound of lapping water, the feeling of life—were gone, replaced by the scent of decay and an unnerving silence.

His gaze drifted along the muddy bank, his observant eyes scanning for a reason, for anything that might explain this blight. He saw the usual debris of the riverbank—fallen leaves, tangled twigs, smooth grey stones. But then, his eyes caught on something else, an object half-buried in the mud near the new waterline. It was a small, weathered piece of grey-green wood, its surface worn smooth by the water. At first, he thought it was just another stick, bleached and shaped by the river. But as he looked closer, he saw it wasn't just a stick. A repeating diamond pattern had been expertly carved into its surface. The lines were still sharp and clear, a sign of craftsmanship that had endured its time in the water.

Curiosity overriding his unease for a moment, he reached down and picked it up. The wood was cool and dense in his hand. He rubbed the sticky mud from its surface with his thumb, revealing more of the intricate pattern. It felt old, and somehow important. It didn't belong to the simple, functional world of the farm; it felt like a whisper from the past, a secret the river had kept until now.

“What’s that?” Chrissy asked, her energetic curiosity pulling her away from the grim discovery in the trap. She came to stand beside him, peering at the object in his hands.

“I don’t know,” Mack said, his voice barely a whisper as he turned the strange carving over and over. It was a mystery, and another piece of the wrongness that had settled over the day.

A low, troubled rumble from the high bank made them both look up, startled.

It was Dozy. The tall emu, usually the calmest of their animal companions, stood stiffly near the edge of the gully, his entire posture radiating a profound anxiety. Dozy, who normally loved the billabong and would follow the children right to the water's edge, stood his ground, refusing to come any closer. His long, expressive neck, with its striking pale blue-grey skin, was held high and rigid. His soft, grey-brown feathers seemed to bristle. It was his large, dark eyes that held Mack’s attention. Dozy’s intelligent eyes were not watching the children; they were fixed on the sluggish water with a look of deep, profound unease that mirrored the fear growing in Mack’s own chest. The emu let out another low, guttural rumble, a sound of distress that echoed in the unnatural quiet.
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Mack looked from the ancient carving in his hand, to the small, dead bodies of the yabbies, and finally to the tense silhouette of his emu against the sky. The three things felt connected, pieces of a puzzle he couldn’t yet comprehend. The unbreakable bond he shared with his animal companion told him to trust the emu's instinct. Dozy saw the same sickness Mack felt, and it terrified him.
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