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      Charlie homed in on thrashing in the scrub. Someone on the run? She gestured to Gavin, did a zip motion over her mouth and indicated to fan out around their parked truck.

      The sounds grew louder, closer, overlaid by groans that made the hairs on her forearm prickle. Her fingers closed on her holstered weapon. She tamped down the adrenaline buzz and controlled her breathing, lips barely parted and teeth filtering ash particles and hot air pungent with burnt eucalyptus oil. It was wrong to hope their offender was heading straight for them and carrying injuries – then again, no it wasn’t.

      Eyes skimming the bush shrouded in a bluey-orange haze, she crept forward. A koala emerged, then froze, apparently stunned by the two humans.

      Charlie gave a surprised snort. Her chuckle became a cough and she reached for the water bottle slung over her shoulder. She took a swig, winced, sluiced and spat, while the animal watched her.

      ‘Five minutes out of the esky and it’s already half-stewed,’ she told Gavin. But still parched, she shook her head and gulped some more of the tepid water.

      As she wiped her mouth, the koala lifted its butt and bound to her feet, moving like a clumsy bunny. Stretching up on its hind legs, it reached towards Charlie’s bottle with its front paws.

      She crouched down. ‘You want some, buddy?’

      The koala pulled on her bottle with one paw and the other clasped onto her knee. Charlie dribbled water over its mouth and black nose. After it slurped up a few mouthfuls, she cupped her hand and held it near the ground, crooning until the animal drank from her palm. Each time she went to rise, the koala’s curved claws bit tighter and it kept lapping until she’d emptied her bottle and Gavin’s. Its thirst sated, the koala lumbered away.

      ‘New nickname for you – Koala Whisperer.’

      Get known as soft and she’d lose her standing in Howie. Charlie shook her head. ‘Not.’

      The corners of Gavin’s grey-green eyes crinkled, then he turned serious. ‘What’re you thinking?’

      She verbalised what had been on her mind since the fire siren yowled a few hours ago. ‘Two separate seats of ignition about 400 metres apart. The male that called it in—first to the CFA, then to us direct, not via triple zero—was very specific with the details yet unwilling to give his name. He’s our arsonist.’

      He nodded.

      ‘It could be an accomplice, but arsonists usually work alone unless they’re profit-motivated or hiding other crimes – which doesn’t seem to apply here.’

      Gavin opened his mouth but was cut off by the peal of Charlie’s phone: the name of the Howie fire captain on the screen.

      ‘Neil?’

      ‘Safe, Charlie.’

      She let out a relieved sigh. If Neil’s crew hadn’t been so quick to contain the fire at Shanks Bend it might’ve burnt for days or longer, destroying thousands of hectares of forest, jeopardising the abutting properties…and perhaps the town.

      It made Charlie suspect their man rang immediately after lighting the fire. Some semblance of conscience, or attention-seeking?

      ‘We’ll finish up here. Come by the shed – say, an hour?’

      She promised they’d be there.
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      ‘Don’t like it, Charlie.’ Neil’s face creased into furrows caked with soot. ‘Not a bit.’

      ‘You think they’re escalating?’ Charlie ran a hand up her neck, toying with copper-brown tendrils damp with perspiration.

      Neil answered with a sigh as something dropped heavily behind him. She glanced over his shoulder, taking in a bundle of blackened yellow on the driveway. Then she scanned over booted feet and up dirty over-trousers to land on a naked, tanned torso.

      She drew her eyes away and fixed again on the fire captain. ‘Yeah, me too. The gap’s shortened between the fires and they’re getting –’

      ‘Closer to town,’ he finished.

      Charlie grimaced. She had loved this little back-of-beyond place all her life, though merely as a frequent visitor before landing her first post here. Now she loved heading the cop shop that was only slightly less primitive than the fire brigade’s oversized tin shed. If she couldn’t catch the cocky arsonist, everything that mattered was at risk.

      Absently, her gaze floated to the set of broad shoulders and biceps snaked with tattoos belonging to the guy behind Neil. He rubbed his fingers through his cropped, black hair and chatted easily. Charlie knew the crew well, but she wasn’t familiar with this volunteer.

      She scuffed her boots in the dust, mind back on the job. ‘We’re going to need Roger.’

      Neil nodded.

      ‘Let’s hope he’s not tied up.’

      She’d take any available fire investigator, but Roger was exceptional, and he had been born and bred in Howie. He knew the trouble ahead for their little town if the arsonist kept at it…and these people never stopped voluntarily.

      The captain said, ‘Makes you wish they never built Howie on top of the hill, doesn’t it?’

      ‘And it wasn’t surrounded by bush.’

      An ill-timed rumbling chuckle made her peer at the new firie. She watched his trousers join the rest of his turnout gear. Now he wore nothing but board shorts. And he belonged on a calendar for Country Fire Authority fundraising.

      Charlie’s portable radio squawked, and the new guy looked across, smiling at whatever Neil’s deputy, Pauline, had said. His head-tilt gave away that he’d caught Charlie’s stare. She went for her radio as Gavin rushed to her side. Her embarrassment heightened. Gavin never missed a thing – a good and bad attribute in her right-hand man.

      He was still hovering when she ended the radio call and focused again on Neil.

      She said, ‘We’ll go back to Shanks in case our man’s returned.’

      Both men nodded, then Neil stepped sideways to let the board-shorts guy join their huddle. He waved between them. ‘You haven’t met Dylan properly.’

      Over introductions, Charlie shook the tall firie’s hand, dodging his deep blue eyes but tuning into his lilting accent.

      ‘Irish?’

      ‘No, but close.’ His voice glided high and low. ‘Welsh.’

      ‘He’s only been in town a few weeks.’

      Gavin’s chin gave a jerk. Charlie didn’t like the coincidence either, but the captain was a good judge of character. If he didn’t find the overlap of their arson attacks and Dylan Owen’s arrival suss, she probably shouldn’t, either.

      ‘Works at O’Shaunessy’s,’ Neil continued.

      As Howie’s largest employer, if the vineyard closed, they’d all be in trouble. It propped up most of the other businesses—even the cop shop could end up abandoned with Charlie, Gavin and the others lucky to be redeployed to Wangaratta or Mansfield—though about a third of those working at O’Shaunessy’s were transients, mostly seasonal workers from overseas.

      ‘On his way up the ranks there.’

      Dylan agreed, but it was hard to take him seriously wearing just board shorts. Charlie pegged him as a charmer, a backpacker and likely to be gone by Christmas.

      He said, ‘A week in the forties and only the tenth day of summer – are you worried, Captain?’

      Neil’s forehead took on more lines. ‘It’s not looking good.’

      A line of sweat ran down Charlie’s back. Four fires in the nearby bush this December, none natural – her first fire season as sergeant-in-charge at Howie and third working in the town was already the worst she’d ever tackled.

      Dylan spoke again. ‘We’re all going for drinks later. Charlie…be seeing you?’

      She felt like a pinned bug as three sets of eyes turned to her.

      Gavin touched her shoulder and answered, ‘We’ll be there.’

      ‘Maybe.’ She shrugged off his hand. ‘Time to go, Senior Constable.’

      Dylan’s low chuckle followed them as she and Gavin moved to the marked truck. She regretted pulling rank but couldn’t undo it. If black-haired Dylan could grace a Hot Firies calendar, then Gavin could be his blond cop counterpart, and he was as off-limits as the charismatic potential fire bug.

      They returned to Shanks Bend in a strained silence broken only by the squeaks of the truck’s suspension, thuds as sticks and rocks hit its underbelly and spatters from the police radio.

      Gavin’s hurt was palpable right through the rest of their shift and Charlie eventually mollified him for the sake of workplace peace.

      ‘See you at the pub later, Gav-Man?’

      She used the station nickname to make it clear they were going as mates, but suspected he didn’t get it when he grinned and named a time.
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      Charlie craved a long shower, but the town’s water reserves were critical. She made do with a ninety-second soap and scrub under the water-saver outlet. Her hair was still infused with eau de bushfire when she strolled into The Junction, Howie’s only pub. Maybe all she had to do was work her way through the place, sniff for burnt bush aroma and wait for the arsonist to give themselves away?

      She laughed at the dumb idea and greeted her friend Sammi over the counter.

      ‘Gavin’s got your usual, Char.’ The publican grinned, her cheeks dimpling and a gleam in her nut-brown eyes. ‘Where can I find a fella like that?’

      Her wave fanned over the room, as a guy in a blue singlet and shabby cargo shorts butted in with, ‘Where’s the sheila’s trough for me missus?’

      ‘You mean the ladies toilet –?’ Sammi’s eyebrows lifted.

      Her friend’s point well made about the quality of some men in Howie, Charlie scanned over the faces and spotted Gavin at a table with two empty wine glasses and a bottle of red in front of him. She made her way over and was bemused when the new firie promptly joined them.

      ‘G’day, Dylan.’

      Gavin smiled as he shook hands with the Welshman. His expression turned guarded as Charlie did likewise. But she was distracted by the scents of the two men: strong citrus aftershave emanating from Gavin’s red-blotched neck and a musky rum from Dylan…overladen with smoke. Not surprising – they’d all spent most of the day at Shanks Bend.

      Charlie missed an exchange between the two guys and wasn’t sure how it came about, but somehow the three of them ended up seated around the table, sipping wine and planning their counter meals.

      She let the guys do most of the talking, her mind obsessing over the arsonist. The attacks were coming faster together and increasingly close to town. Roger would be able to determine more from the fire scenes than she and Neil, identifying accelerants and materials used and behavioural patterns that might help Charlie and her team pinpoint and arrest the offender. But he was working a job in Rutherglen and couldn’t get to them until lunchtime tomorrow.

      That might be too late.

      She felt the pull of Dylan’s blue eyes as he said, ‘You’re worried?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Charlie was torn. It was unethical to share the police investigation with a civilian and virtual stranger, but something about him tempted her. With a sense that they had to act quickly or face another—worse—fire attack, she wondered if a fresh perspective might help.

      Given the coincidence of this guy’s arrival in town and the spree starting, she’d be selective though.

      ‘We don’t have any witnesses or evidence that points to anyone – yet. But we’ve got a fire investigator coming tomorrow.’

      Dylan nodded, and Charlie went on. ‘Gavin and I have knocked on doors of known arsonists – anyone, in fact, that we suspect might light fires.’

      Her offsider gave her a strange look, adding, ‘We put them on notice they’re being watched.’

      The firie’s eyes flared, again drawing her in. His accent thickened with a roll of the r sounds as he said, ‘But if they haven’t come to your attention so far…’

      Charlie shrugged, cutting eye contact. She noticed that Gavin’s gaze was fixed on Dylan, a small frown pulling between his brows.

      Overprotective, jealous, or sensing something off about the newcomer?

      She huffed under her breath. They said women could be complicated and challenging to work with, while men were easier because they called a spade a spade. Whoever they were hadn’t worked with Gavin.

      She needed a timeout and excused herself.

      Charlie wove through the throng and went onto the front verandah of the low-slung hotel. In the shade of the wide, bullnosed roof the air was still oppressive – as hot, unmoving and dry as the rest of the day had been. Another impossible sleeping night. But that was a given with an arsonist at large.

      They had so little to go on. Pregnant and mostly desk-bound at the station, Gemma had taken each of the calls. The constable assessed they were made by a male somewhere between thirty and fifty, his speech muffled and accent hard to pick. He’d been hurried and hung up in under thirty seconds. Same number: a disposable mobile.

      Feeling desperate, Charlie re-entered the pub and tried the number. She listened to it ring on her handset. Strained to hear an echo somewhere in the room. Considered faces for shock or guilt. Expected the call to ring out and nothing to come from the experiment. Very surprised when the phone was answered.

      Sammi’s tinkling laughter came through the open line and into Charlie’s uncovered ear.

      The arsonist was here.

      She scoped the room. Gavin and Dylan stood with their backs to her. Sammi and her staff virtually danced behind the bar, serving and entertaining regulars. Other patrons filled tables and stools, played pool, leaned on pillars or walls.

      The majority were men and too many held mobile phones.

      Charlie skimmed again. Both Gavin and Dylan had disappeared. A couple of guys had phones pressed to their ears. She spotted a mobile on a ledge near the back door with nobody near it and her stomach sank. She didn’t need to redial the last number she’d called to realise she’d stuffed up the one lead they’d had.

      She bolted anyway, swiped up the phone and pushed through the back door. The only people in sight were a couple writhing together, limbs, long hair and torsos meshed.

      She yelled, ‘Did anyone just come out?’

      The women parted for long enough to say no.

      Charlie ran through the car park, throwing glances in every direction including under the vehicles. She wouldn’t give up until she’d checked the beer garden and right around the perimeter, questioning anyone in sight. But she knew the man was gone.
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      Two plates of food were growing cold and Charlie was scraping hers clean. If Dylan and Gavin didn’t return soon, she’d give theirs to the Beattie sisters; they were gaunt and always dressed in clean but faded and thin clothing and would benefit from a free feed.

      She placed her cutlery on her empty plate and startled when a voice said, ‘You’re not going yet?’

      Dylan.

      And at his shoulder, Gavin. Both chuckling. Gavin was holding an upended CFA helmet, wearing a goofy grin.

      ‘Where have you been?’ Too sharp, but she could’ve done with his help before.

      ‘Meeting Daisy.’

      The helmet was shoved into Charlie’s hands and she saw a cream puppy nestled inside the liner, velvety belly upwards, rising and falling as it snored softly.

      ‘My little girl.’

      She glanced at Dylan. ‘You’ve got a dog?’ Seemed irresponsible for a transient worker.

      He smiled. ‘O’Shaunessy’s are sponsoring my resident visa and extra studies in winemaking.’ He indicated to their bottle of the local shiraz. ‘They see me taking over from my boss when he retires.’ His blue irises drew her in. ‘I’ve been working in the region for nearly a year. I like Howie.’

      His eyes twinkled. ‘A lot now. I’m not passing through, Charlie.’

      Lovely roll on the r in Charlie. A jolt in her lower tummy. Buzzing in her nerves when Dylan pressed in to stroke the sleeping puppy, making her conscious of the hard, black-inked muscles of his arm.

      Puppies, tatts and arm muscles…and she had an arsonist to catch.

      Annoyed with herself, she started to thrust the helmet at him when one of the old-timers hollered, ‘Fire on the hill!’

      He pointed.
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      Everyone swarmed for the front verandah, but they made way for Charlie, Gavin and Dylan. Neil appeared next to them.

      For a few seconds, they stared at the ominous orange glow on the dusky horizon. Charlie got the shakes. She felt the weight lifted from her arms, distantly heard Sammi say, ‘I’ll take Daisy. You guys go.’

      The cold numbness grew inside her when Neil confirmed her fear. ‘That’s Maureen’s place isn’t it, Charlie?’

      She moaned. ‘Nan.’

      Someone took her hand, gave it a gentle squeeze. She recognised it was Dylan, his firie helmet tucked under his arm, blue eyes steely. The gesture fortified her. She closed her fingers around his, then released the hold. Took off at a jog for the marked four-wheel drive, Gavin at her heels.

      Over the bedlam of the wailing fire siren, people shouting and rushing to vehicles or for the fire house, Charlie picked up Dylan’s promise ‘I’ll meet you there.’ Or maybe she’d imagined it. But again, she felt a surge inside. Galvanised, determined to protect her dear nan. Not so sure she could do the same for the century-old farm buildings.

      Before jumping in the truck, she and Gavin pulled on their fire-retardant coveralls and boots. The rest of their emergency gear was inside, repacked after today’s efforts at Shanks Bend. Between all this, Gavin called their other guys – off-duty or not, they were needed.

      He said, ‘I’ll drive.’

      ‘No.’ Charlie shook her head. ‘I know the area better.’

      They might need to detour on- or off-road for trees down or spot fires. She ground her jaw, thinking sabotage wasn’t impossible.

      ‘Get Nan on my phone, Gavin.’

      He took her mobile and scrolled. Rings came through the truck’s Bluetooth, then the call connected.

      ‘Nan?’

      ‘Char? That you?’

      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I was having a read after tea and dozed off. The garage is on fire, Char.’ She paused. ‘And the old dairy.’

      Though she’d recently celebrated her seventy-eighth birthday, Nan was robust in all ways. But she sounded frightened, brittle, when she said, ‘Who…what are…no –’

      The call ended.

      Charlie’s pulse boomed in her ears.

      She and Gavin exchanged a stricken glance. There were no words to describe how she felt, and he knew her well enough to understand and anticipate her moves.

      Charlie drove the truck as hard as the conditions allowed. Gavin braced against the body roll and tried to reach Nan a second time. No success.

      Coming into Nan’s road, the truck’s headlights struggled against the thickening smoke. Charlie sat forward and strained to see through the windscreen, while Gavin maintained a steady commentary on the radio or his mobile. He was doing a good job.

      The front gate sat ajar. Some CFA vehicles had beaten their arrival. As their truck cleared the crossover, the mounting sounds of sirens and snarling flames were outdone by a scared voice in Charlie’s head begging for Nan to be unharmed.

      Her best childhood memories all started with her hopping out of the family car to open the wide, pipe-frame and mesh gate. Her excitement mounting as they wound up the gravel driveway, past the orchard, the dam, the front paddocks with cows and alpacas.

      The hedge of bushy gums dividing Nan’s top paddocks was ablaze and a separate grassfire seared a path leading to the front of the house. Fortunately, Charlie had helped Nan rotate all the stock last week and the animals appeared to be safe. For now. The garage was a burnt-out shell; the dairy halfway gone. Flames licked the wall of Nan’s lounge room.

      Charlie parked, exited the truck and grabbed her gear. She registered Gavin doing likewise while he updated central communications. She saw a firie in full kit wave and run to her. She recognised Dylan’s build and gait – he a stranger a few hours ago, inexplicably her lifeline now.

      They jogged together, their voices muffled by masks.

      ‘Any sign of my nan?’

      ‘No. But we haven’t been inside yet.’

      They drew next to Neil, pausing for Charlie to say, ‘We’ll loop around to the back door – get Maureen out, if she’s in there.’

      He nodded, and Charlie and Dylan took off again in a lumbering run. She kept chewing over the potent message the arsonist had sent tonight. This was more than acceleration or coincidence. He’d pointed the attack at a person she loved who was alone and vulnerable. He’d intended to cause significant destruction. To kill?

      This was personal for her and it made sense that it must be for him, too.

      She considered her ex-boyfriends and ruled them out. It had to relate to the job. She ran through names and faces, recent incidents and conflict. Each fire attack occurred close to Howie, so the offender must be a local. And to do this to her nan—who everyone adored—he hated Charlie.

      ‘Nan! It’s Char! Where are you?’

      She heard a window shatter in the direction of the lounge room and picked up speed.

      She and Dylan circled away from the grassfire and chaos of people hastening to set up hoses and equipment. Running for the back door of the homestead, her mind kept ticking over. For the arsonist to target someone she loved, his hurt might well be relationship-based. The most acrimonious of marriage breakdowns, perhaps. Who had she contended with in a custody dispute? Slapped on an intervention order? Thrown in the cells to cool off? Been instrumental in getting sentenced?

      They passed the laundry and she screamed, ‘Nan, are you in there?’

      Dylan reached the flywire door two seconds before Charlie. He pulled it open and seemed to be listening and assessing the dangers.

      ‘I’m going in. With my nan in there –’ Charlie pushed into the lean-to as he nodded behind his mask.

      ‘Nan?’ Her voice cracked as she was hit with a realisation – the arsonist was Ryan Healy.

      Healy had seen red when he discovered his pregnant wife was sleeping with the local mechanic. He’d gone for a drive—plastered—crashed into and written off his neighbour’s car. Charlie had suspended his licence and charged him with driving intoxicated and reckless driving. Next incident saw him plough a borrowed car through the front fence of his in-laws’ house where his estranged wife was now living. Charlie had mopped up that one, too and she’d also been the one to apprehend him after he’d abducted his wife – or, as he put it, Took her for a drive to talk things through. And Charlie certainly wasn’t flavour of the month when she’d subsequently served Healy with an IVO.

      Each time, Healy had gone for car keys, not matches. Beyond dragging his ex into the car, he hadn’t physically assaulted anyone. Charlie hadn’t anticipated that he’d act out next by lighting a fire. So, when the fires started the month after Healy’s world imploded, she hadn’t connected the dots.

      She’d stuffed up. And when he thought she’d spotted him at the pub, he’d seen red again and decided his last gasp was going to be dramatic and aimed straight at Charlie’s heart.

      ‘Nan?’

      Dylan flanked her, calling, ‘Maureen?’

      An almost-empty beer glass and a novel sat abandoned next to Nan’s favourite reading chair in the sunroom. This was where she must’ve fallen asleep, oblivious to the fires being lit around her. But Nan wasn’t there, or in the adjacent laundry and loo.

      Charlie surged for the panelled door separating the sunroom and kitchen. Dylan said something she couldn’t hear, and she swung the door and stepped over the threshold. She cried out at a sharp whack to the top of her helmet, then her right shoulder.

      Dylan’s arms wrapped around her, his body shielding her as he lifted her to safety. Charlie scrambled free, ready to slam Healy to the floor and demand he tell her where her nan was.

      There was nobody else in the kitchen.

      Charlie stared at sticks of timber and rope scattered near the door. ‘He booby-trapped it.’

      Dylan’s helmet moved in a nod.

      ‘But judging by that, he probably only meant it to slow us down.’

      ‘Yes. Though it would’ve hurt more without this.’ He touched the brim of her helmet.

      Charlie said, ‘She’s not here.’

      ‘Stay together as we search.’

      ‘No, yeah…what I mean is, I don’t think Nan’s in the house, but yes, we have to be sure.’

      They searched the bathroom and bedrooms while Charlie summarised her theory on Healy. Only one room left.

      The torrent of water pounding on the tin roof and duller thuds as it streamed against the weatherboard cladding gave her hope the firies could save Nan’s home. But smoke wisped under the closed lounge room door. Her stomach dropped when a whoosh sound overrode the crackling – the fire had taken hold of something in there. If Nan was inside, she’d be overcome by smoke.

      ‘Me this time.’ Dylan forced eye contact through their protective shields. ‘My job.’

      She stepped aside to let him take the lead. He inched open the door, and heat and noise and smoke assaulted her every sense. But once they’d eased in, Charlie expelled a breath. It was better than she’d expected. The fire was contained to the curtains and a single lining-board wall. Water, ash, scorched timber and glass fragments littering the hardwood floorboards were mostly confined to one area.

      Thorough check. No Nan.
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      From where they stood, Charlie looked down at the rear of the farmhouse and she had a 180-degree view of the property. She could see a growing mass of CFA appliances and uniformed firies working hard to control the blaze. She dragged in air, thankful to have the helmet and face gear off, and followed Dylan’s side of his conversation with Neil.

      ‘So, you’re winning down there?’ He listened to the fire captain and gave Charlie a nod. ‘We’ll keep searching for Maureen.’

      He hung up. ‘Unless the wind changes, they expect to be on top of it soon.’ Pointing to a cluster of men and women in civvies clearing a firebreak on the boundary, he added, ‘Your nan has good neighbours.’

      ‘Yes, she does.’ Charlie’s voice was gravelly. It was all pointless if they couldn’t save Nan.

      She scanned back over the scene and spoke again. ‘Don’t make it obvious…but check the ridge behind me. What can you see?’

      Dylan’s eyes skimmed over the hill. She drew a breath when his jaw slackened.

      ‘A parked vehicle. Someone inside…no, two people. How’d –?’

      She grasped his elbow. ‘Nan?’

      ‘I can’t tell.’

      ‘Describe the –’

      ‘Chrome grill. Duco is cream or beige.’

      ‘An old Holden ute?’

      He’d barely nodded before Charlie started walking.

      ‘I think Healy’s up there, with Nan, in her paddock basher. We’ll skirt around and sneak up from behind.’

      She wanted to sprint but couldn’t risk scaring off Healy. Her breath hitched, fear for her nan making it hard to fill her lungs. Dylan’s presence at her side helped. So did his arm slipping around her shoulders for a few seconds.

      Charlie phoned Gavin as they rounded the ruins of the original cottage, out of view from the parked car. Gavin and their lanky constable Wes would set off immediately, but she couldn’t wait for their backup. God knows what Healy might do to her nan.

      She mouthed Be quiet to Dylan as they entered a thick patch of scrub. They picked their way through, careful not to snap the dry litter. Close enough to hear a male’s voice—the defensive poor me tone Healy had used in their recent encounters—and Nan’s occasional interjections.

      Charlie crouched, Dylan copied, and they sidled up on the ute. The sight of a jerrycan lying outside the driver’s door made her heart pound. The stench of petrol reaching her nostrils sickened her to the pit of her stomach.

      The temperature was still in the mid-thirties, and the grass here was mid-calf height and crispy dry. If the ute’s cabin or its occupants were doused in fuel, one spark would be deadly. Charlie drew her weapon but couldn’t risk using it…or letting Healy turn over the ignition.

      She gestured to Dylan and they raced to either side of the vehicle.

      She yelled, ‘Hands up, Healy! Don’t do anything stupid!’

      Healy twisted towards her voice. She flinched when his left hand arced up through the air, his thumb on the ignition button of a lighter and almost touching the spark wheel.

      ‘Stay back or we all go boom!’

      Dylan had opened the passenger door, but Nan was inclined away from him. Her face was framed by Healy’s upraised arm. Pale and grim, it then took a determined set. She sliced her hand down on the base of Healy’s thumb. His grip on the lighter loosened and she flicked it away.

      Nan glared at him. ‘For goodness’ sake, Ryan.’

      Charlie watched, stunned – also afraid any movement would be catastrophic.

      ‘You told me before you never meant any of this to happen. You never meant to start lighting fires, but you were hurting and wanted to let that out. You went driving and there was your lighter.’

      Nan laid a hand over Healy’s, which had dropped to clutch the steering wheel. ‘You told me you were sorry.’

      Charlie reached through the open window and slid the key from the ignition. She slowly released Healy’s door and said, ‘Ready to come out?’

      He nodded and stumbled from the ute, lifting his hands above his head.

      ‘Good man.’ She frisked him, cuffed him and when his legs gave way, helped him sit on the ground, back against a tree.

      After he’d recovered, she led him over to Dylan and Nan.

      Dylan was introducing himself and he still held her nan’s hand. He lowered his voice, sounding more Welsh than ever as he said, ‘I hope to be seeing a lot of you, Maureen.’

      His eyes, deep blue and glittering, swept to Charlie. ‘And you –?’

      She took in his rugged features, sooty turnout gear and his hopeful, yet unsure expression.

      A few beats went by, then she said, ‘Maybe – I do like Daisy.’

      His face fell, and she chuckled, giving him a slow wink.
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