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Chapter 1 (Brenda’s POV)


[image: ]


It was a relief that school was over for the year, but I wished I could stay there. It wouldn’t be that bad, without all the students. Without the ones that kept whispering, “They should kick you out. Your mother was a whore.” Or, “Don’t know why they let you stay. We don’t want to be murdered in our beds.”

Some went even further and said, “Killer’s kid,” or messed it up by saying, “Kid killer.”

It made me sick. There was a snippet of truth in some of the rumours, but they didn’t know the full truth. Hadn’t had to live through it.

I couldn’t stay, the school closed over the summer holidays. So that is why I sat on my trunk and waited to be picked up, just like everyone else. 

Another taxi drove into the school drive, and I began to stand up. The driver stopped, hopped out and called, “Scott, Clarke, Oliver and Woods.” A second taxi had followed that one, but the driver stayed in his car. 

I settled back down on my trunk. It eased a bit of my anger to realise that the mighty Adrian Scott didn’t get picked up by parents either. Arrogant bastard. Always around when I just had to get away from people. It was like he had a tracker on me. Ever since he set the headmaster on me, I had hated him. He reminded me of my uncaring relatives. How they would lecture me, and not allow me to do anything I would enjoy. Well, I had shown him!

My mind wouldn’t forget the lecture Mr Rowan, the head master, had given me. He shouldn’t have brought my Gran into it. Shouldn’t have said how she would be disappointed in me if I didn’t work hard. The reminder that my Gran, my only loving relative, was ill and dying, hurt terribly. She was paying my school fees, and for me to stay during holiday periods with one of her surviving children in turn. 

Another taxi came in, but again, not for me. I didn’t even know where I would be staying this break, not that I had a yearning for any of the options. Not one of my mother’s brothers or sisters really wanted me around, or wanted to tolerate me for more than two weeks. I heard one of them say that I would be a bad influence on my younger cousins. What I reckon they meant was that I was some sort of bad luck charm. And I wouldn’t want to go near any of my dad’s relatives – if he’d had any. 

The crowd of students was fast thinning out. For a while I imagined I would still be sitting on my trunk when tomorrow morning came.

“Brenda?” 

I looked up, realised I was scowling, and tried to smile. “Hi.”

Mrs Grey, one of the school nurses, was standing in front of me. I liked her. She had never been critical, and was always supportive. 

“Brenda, dear, we’ve just had word that your Uncle Justin won’t be able to have you as planned. He has to go on a trip.”

I said nothing, all I could think of was, The bastard, he’s taken his kids to Movie World!

Rejection hit me yet again, and I didn’t hear what Mrs Grey said next. 

“Did you hear me, dear?”

I shook my head. “Sorry, I was...oh, never mind.”

“I asked if you would like to stay with my sister. She lives up in the hills, but she’d love some young company.”

What?

“You aren’t making her do it?”

Mrs Grey laughed. “Oh, no, dear. She actually suggested it. I was talking to her on the phone when your uncle got through to Howard Rowan. I had mentioned you to her a few times. She is, like you, something of an artist.”

“You didn’t tell her what everyone thinks of me?”

“My dear girl, I don’t care what everyone else thinks. I just know that you are polite, intelligent, artistic, and for now, have nowhere to go.”

“And Mr Rowan said it was okay?”

“He thought it an excellent idea. I would have offered myself, but I have had other plans arranged for some months.”

The day was looking up, even if my depression about holidays hadn’t lifted.

“So where does your sister live?”

“At Skyward Ridge. It’s a three to four hour train trip from here, in the north east of the state.”

“Train?”

“Yes. I can arrange a ticket, and get you to the station. Josie will meet you when you get there.”

Excitement surged. I’d be travelling alone!

“If I won’t be a bother?” I agreed. It would be something different. My relatives always let me know that I was an imposition on them. 

“What station would I have to go to? The one in town, or one in the city?”

“The train you would need doesn’t go through town. So I was planning to drive you to the nearest station that is on the Skyward Ridge line. It’s a bit of a way, but we’d be going close to where your Gran is. I thought you would like to see her on the way.”

“Oh, yes!”

I hadn’t seen my gran since before the start of last term. Aunt Josephine had taken me with her when she had gone to visit her mum. 

When I went into Gran’s room this time, I saw she was lying in her bed. I was aghast. It was like she was fading away. Her voice, when she saw me was delighted enough, but so weak. Her hand shook as she reached out to hug me. She felt so insubstantial when I gently hugged her back. 

“I doubt that I am much longer for this world,” she told me. 

“Please don’t say that!”

“Dear child, I have lived a long life.”

“What about me?”

“You’ll be looked after. I have arranged that.”

“Gran...”

“How was school? How well did you do?”

She didn’t need to know that I hated school, so I only told her. “I got at least 80% in everything, and topped my class in art!”

As I spoke to her, I was memorising her face. There was little doubt that she’d spoken the truth. The nurse came in and suggested I let her rest. She tired easily. I knew though, that my visit had cheered her. 

Mrs Grey saw me onto the train amid a crowd of others headed in the same direction. My trunk was in the luggage van, so I only had a bag with a few things in it with me.  She’d given me some sandwiches and a drink for lunch, since I hadn’t eaten since breakfast, and waved to me from the platform. I found an end seat in a little four seat section that was otherwise empty.

After eating my sandwiches, I chose to look like I was reading. I was aware of people getting off the train, and others getting on. For a while, I had a woman sitting near me. I think I dozed a bit too. The noise in the carriage gradually abated, and I relaxed a bit.

The scenery outside of the train was new to me. I had never been to a rural area, so when I wasn’t reading or dozing, I was watching it go by. When the ticket inspector came around, I asked how much further it was, since by then, it was well into the afternoon. He told me the names of the remaining stations.

I became entranced watching a range of hills coming nearer. They had the sun reflecting off them until the sun was obscured by a cloud. Lights came on in the carriage, but I still watched the majestic hills. I itched to sketch them, but my drawing stuff was in my trunk. If it came to that, everything I owned was in that trunk. 

As much as I had enjoyed the trip, I was becoming increasingly apprehensive. I was about to be lodged with a complete stranger. I tried to keep telling myself that a sister of Mrs Grey just had to be nice, especially as she had offered to look after me, but it was hard when my own relatives preferred not to have me around.

I checked the name of the station when the train stopped yet again, and went back to window gazing until some lively chatter from down that carriage distracted me. School kids, going home, excited about the holidays. I sunk down in my seat. It was just like at school. They all had fun things to look forward to.

The train began to slow, as it began the climb up to the final station. Looking out, I could choose to see the view, or the reflection of the inside of the carriage, including my own face. That’s how I saw someone come up – the last person I would have chosen to see. 

“What?” I asked, twisting around. “Why are you here?”
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Chapter 2 (Adrian’s POV)
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I know this is Brenda’s story, but I wanted to explain a few things. I seem to have a gift for sensing how people feel. It’s not something I talk about, but my feelings have often proven to be right. 

On the train, when I was coming home from school for the last time, I sensed that someone was desperately unhappy. I knew it wasn’t any of my friends for my sister, and Kirk’s sister, had just joined us on the train and we were all excited to be starting on the long summer holiday. Sarah especially so, because now she could join the rest of us. 

In any case, I first thought I was picking the feeling up from a stranger, but all of the other passengers that I had seen, had disembarked at earlier stations. I thought we were the only ones going to the end of the line. But something about the emotion was familiar. I let Mandie and Sarah chat to the others about their experiences of the past term and I looked about the carriage. 

The top of a head with reddish brown hair was the only sight of the unseen passenger. My mind told me, ‘Brenda Jacobs’ and annoyance warred with sympathy. 

This past year, I was one of the school leaders who were charged with encouraging proper behaviour from students of the lower levels. Students found doing the wrong things were warned and given tasks to complete, and if that was not effective, reported to the teachers. 

Brenda had been a real thorn in my side from the start of the year. It always seemed to be me who caught her trying to sneak out of the school grounds, or sneaking back in. Other times it was finding her in the grounds when she should have been in class, at meals, or doing assigned evening homework. 

I could have given her an hour’s kitchen duty, or time helping the cleaners or gardeners, but I figured that would play into her preference to be away from class, so I set her lines to write, and tried to explain why she was doing wrong. 

The first few times, she had yelled back at me and refused to believe I had a right to lecture her, and didn’t do the lines. After that, I had to bring her intransigence to the senior staff. Rowan, the head, was a caring man, even though it had taken me until my final year to realise it. I had not had much to do with him until then. 

Rowan had spoken to her, more strongly than I had. It had an effect, though not the intended one. Her behaviour didn’t change, or improve. No, she did the lines on time, and then, sometime in the ensuing few days, I’d be the butt of an annoying practical joke. The girl had an inventive mind, and if the end result was repeated, the method was never predictable.

I’d sensed her anger, but I could never get close enough to her to understand its cause. Whatever it was, was intensely personal and she never spoke of it. She needed help, and I wanted to try, but it was like she had built a wall around herself. It made her a loner, except when playing sport. Then she was a tiger, going full out to help her team win. She was never a one-girl show though, and that brought her some degree of acceptance. But I soon realised she had no close friends, and would rebuff those who tried to get close.

Rowan did confide a few things to me. Her schooling was being paid for by her grandmother, who was listed as her guardian. She had become a resident student when her grandmother had needed to go into a home for the elderly. It made me wonder where her parents were, or if she had any other relatives, but those things Rowan kept to himself.

Now I was wondering how she had come to be on this train, when she had never been this way on any other holiday since she had been at school.

Something in me was annoyed, because on leaving the school in the taxi, I had thought with relief that I had seen the end of her...well, I wouldn’t call it malice, or spite – those definitions were too strong, even though she deliberately set out to annoy me. 

For a long time, I argued with myself. The deep unhappiness seemed at odds with everything I had sensed from her all year. Then my mind went back to that morning. School had officially broken up after breakfast. Parents started arriving soon after, for everyone was supposed to have finished packing the night before – except for last minute things. I’d seen Brenda, sitting on her trunk, and starting to rise every time a taxi pulled in, and settling back down when someone else’s name was called. Not everyone’s parents could come in person to collect their children, so in my euphoria of finishing high school, I never considered it odd.

Just as the two taxis needed for the five of us and our luggage moved off, I had seen Maura Grey, one of the nurses, helping Brenda to her car. I had the passing thought that she would be staying with her. It wasn’t that far out an idea, because when Brenda ran off, she’d often go to where Mrs Grey lived in the town. But, here she was, and it felt wrong to ignore her.

I interrupted the chatter to ask a question. “Do you think we could include someone else in our club this year?”

Right away, I was reminded that we had agreed that only the members of our three families that were at least high school age, would be involved. 

My sister, Mandie, who knew me best, asked, “Who?”

“Someone from my school. She’s a bit of a loner...”

Guessing that I knew that the person I mentioned was going to be in Skyward Ridge, and the only way that would be was if I had seen her on the train, Brett Oliver stood up. He saw what I had seen and guessed correctly.

In a low voice, he challenged, “The Jacobs girl?” I nodded and Brett just shook his head. He knew to the last detail, what I had taken from her. 

Max Woods asked, “Have you heard what people have been saying about her?”

“Yes, a whole lot of unfounded rumours, made up by ignorant people who want to feel superior,” I told him. “Should we judge her by that? Even if what they claim about her family is true, was it her fault? Did she personally do as they claim?”

That caught them. In all fairness, they couldn’t.

“But all those things she did to you,” Brett reminded me. 

“And only to me,” I said. I wasn’t sure I wanted to do what I was asking, but it felt right that I should. “She never did anything to anyone else, so I think the cause is between her and me for some reason.”

Unexpectedly, Kirk Clarke, who had been in most of the same classes as Brenda, said, “She passed all our exams, and not just scraped through either. She got straight As.”

Mandie decided. “Go ask her if she wants to. The more girls the merrier.” She glanced over at Sarah who would be joining us this year. I nodded, stood, and wandered to the other end of the carriage. 

She was staring out of the window, an unexpected look of awe on the face reflected in the glass. I glanced out too, but saw only the familiar skyline that told me I would soon be home. Then she twisted, eyes wide with fright. “What? Why are you here?”

I might have been the last person she wanted to see, and that struck me hard. Best thing I could do was answer her question as if there was no history between us. 

“I didn’t know you lived up this way.”

“I don’t,” she said quickly. “Not usually.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3 (Brenda’s POV)
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“I didn’t know you lived up this way,” Adrian Scott said.

“I don’t. Not usually.”

“Do you know anyone up here?”

“No.” I turned to look out the window again, but in fact I was watching his reflection. I saw him run his fingers back through his hair. He seemed to be trying to think what to say next. I never thought he had that problem.

“Brenda, I know we didn’t get on well this year at school, but since you’ll be up here for the holidays, perhaps you’d like to join up with my friends and me sometimes.”

“Why?” I asked, turning back to him. “So you can keep lecturing me like you did at school?”

He flushed. “We’re not at school now.”

Why did he ask? He can’t have forgotten all the tricks I played on him. Maybe that was it...he wants to get back at me on his home ground.

Yet something my Gran said, came back to me. “Make friends, child.”

Was he still mad at me?

I had to ask. “Are you still mad at me? For doing stuff?”

“Mad? Yeah, a bit. But hey, it livened up the year a bit, and you only did it to me, so...” He shrugged. “A new start?” he suggested.

Hesitantly, I nodded. I did have to learn to trust people sometime. “Okay, I would like that, but I don’t know what people do up here. I’d feel out of place.”

“Not for long. Come and sit with us. Most of us you will know, or will have seen at school. You won’t know Mandie, my sister, or Sarah who is Kirk Clarke’s sister.”

Adrian was different, away from school, I decided. I grabbed my bag and followed him. He introduced me to Mandie first, I recognised her uniform as being from an expensive girl’s school, but I couldn’t recall where it was located. However, unlike the comments I had overheard, she wasn’t at all snobby. Brett Oliver, I recognised him as I’d often seen him with Adrian. He just gave me a grin. So did Kirk when I caught his eye.

“Welcome to our gang of country yokels,” he jested. “Oh, this is my sister, Sarah.”

The younger girl smiled. “Hi.” She wore the same school uniform as Mandie.

I nodded to Max and Allan Woods. I had seen them around, but never spoken to them. 

“So, where are you staying?” Mandie asked, and I could feel seven pairs of eyes focussed on me.

“With Josie Daniels. Her sister, is Mrs Grey, the school nurse.”

Adrian began nodding, as if that explained something. “Yes, I do know her. She lives in the settlement – that’s this side of the ridge. We all live in Catunga Township. That’s on the other side of the ridge, where the main highway goes through. How will you be getting to her place?”

I shrugged. “Somehow.”

About then, the train began slowing to a stop, and I read the station sign on the platform. “Skyward Ridge.”

I followed the others out of the carriage. Looking along the platform, I could see luggage being unloaded from the train. I found my trunk then looked around for the taxi I expected. The others were hugging various adults. Their parents, I assumed.

“You must be Brenda,” a smiling grey haired woman greeted.

“Yes, that’s me. Mrs Daniels?”

“Josie. Call me Josie.”

In moments, she was getting one of the station staff to help her with the trunk - to put it into the back of a grey ute. Then she invited me to, “Hop in!”

I glanced towards the others, and saw Adrian wave. He called out, “We’ll find you tomorrow.”

Josie took off with a slight spinning of wheels. She turned to me and grinned. 

“I expect you will be hungry. I’ve got a young feast ready for you.”

“You didn’t need to go to a lot of trouble,” I said, but amazed that she had.

“Oh, my dear. I haven’t had a good reason to cook for a long time. It’s been fun. Do you cook?”

“No.”

“Well, maybe I can show you how.”

My jaw wanted to drop open. This stranger was unlike anyone I knew, and that included her sister.

It was amazing that she was ready to let me cook, without being afraid I would burn the house down.

Her house wasn’t anything grand, being more of a cottage. And like her sister’s place, it had a garden of flowers. 

“Come in, come in,” she invited. “I’ve done the spare room up for you. Let’s just get your trunk inside.”

Since she had chivvied the porter at the station, I’d assumed she wasn’t very strong. However, the two of us had no trouble carrying it.

“It’s so light,” she exclaimed. “Did you leave half your stuff at school?”

“No, it’s because I don’t need much.”

“Well, when you unpack, leave out anything you want washed. Find the kitchen when you have finished.”

I had another urgent need first, and then I was starting to smell something delicious. Unpacking could wait!

Over a light tea, Josie asked about me – what I liked, and didn’t like. Nothing at all personal, about which I was relieved. Then she asked me what I liked to draw. 

“Faces, places, and things that speak to me.”

She understood, and after tea, she invited me into her gallery. 

Wow! She was good!

While I used pencil, she used crayon and her pictures came to life-like reality. I itched to try something similar, but I had nothing to use, and little money to buy any.

She guessed that. “I have some spare crayons if you want.”

Such a simple offer, not even of new crayons, but I experienced such joy. I was going to have a wonderful holiday.

That night, I crawled into an extra soft bed, exhausted from my long day and in the 30 seconds before I fell asleep, I mentally laughed at Uncle Justin. He was probably smugly satisfied at ditching me. Let him be. I was in heaven.
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Chapter 4
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When I woke up that first day, it was just getting light. I must have slept well, for I awoke happier than I had felt for ages. It only took me a moment to remember where I was. 

There would be no one rousting me out, calling me lazy, so I lay awake, comparing that awakening to so many less pleasant holiday mornings.

I offered to help with the dishes after breakfast. It was just one of the chores I was usually given, to ‘help pay my keep.’ Josie wouldn’t hear of it. 

“Your friends are on the way here. You go and enjoy yourself. I don’t mind doing dishes. The warm water helps my hands stay supple. And you have all summer to try my style of art.”

I was looking forward to that.

“Why don’t you take your sketch book with you?” she suggested. “I’m sure you will find lots of things to inspire you. Oh, and I will give you a key. I’m often in and out.”

With pencils, erasers and sharpeners and my sketch pad in my bag, followed by sandwiches and a bottle of drink, I went outside to where Josie was greeting ‘my friends’.

I immediately saw Mandie on a horse, and holding the reins of two others. I let out a squeak of surprise. A horse! I have to ride a horse?

I spun around, and caught a smirk on Adrian’s face. He quickly erased it. 

“I hope you’ve ridden before,” he asked. All too innocently. 

“No,” I retorted. I didn’t consider five minutes on a led pony, ‘experience’. Besides, I’d only been five at the time.

Mandie dismounted, gave the reins of her horse and one other to Adrian, and led one to me.

“This is Apricot. She’s old, and gentle. I’ll help you mount.”

“I wasn’t expecting this,” I admitted, not looking at Adrian. 

“Oh, we all ride,” Mandie informed me. “It’s easier than hiking up the trails.”

I wasn’t so sure, so I asked, “Which trails?”

“See that structure up there? You can see the top, just above the trees.” Mandie pointed, and I saw a tower.

“Yeah.”

“That’s where we are going. Our club meets there.”

“Club?”

“We’ll explain when we get there,” Adrian promised. “And, it’s more than a club!”

Mandie was hiding a smile. She had been teasing her brother. I wondered what the joke was.

With help, I managed to get into the saddle. Adrian handed up a helmet, and then my bag, whilst Mandie checked the stirrups were just right and everything was tight. She then checked how I was holding the reins, and checked to see that I had the helmet on. 

“Just do what we do,” she advised. “We won’t be going fast, and Apricot will follow the other horses.”

Indeed, we set off at a slow walk, the horses’ hooves clip clopping on the bitumen road and echoing off the ridge. This early, the settlement seemed deserted, which suited me. Adrian kept looking all around, and I thought at first it was to see how I was doing. After a while, I began to have doubts. By then, we had moved onto the unmade edge of the road. 

We passed where a road led off, in the direction of the ridge and the town. They pointed it out, for that was the way they had come from there, but continued on until we came to an unmade road. It had a sign saying ‘No 4 fire trail’. 

By then, my confidence in riding had increased to a point that I had stopped looking at the reins, and the ground and begun to look around. Once on the track though, there was little to see but trees. 

Adrian explained that it was one of many tracks that criss-crossed through the area. Apparently, this little section of forest wasn’t part of the nearby state forest, and campers were allowed in specific areas. He pointed out narrower trails that led to camping areas. All the time, we were climbing steadily. 

We erupted from the trees onto a wide rocky clearing. Ahead was the tower structure I had seen from below. It was higher than I realised. Below it was a lean-to shed with two horses in its shade, in a corral that could hold a dozen horses. There was a second structure, made of brick, behind a fence that surrounded the base of the tower. Further back, was space where several cars could park. 

“Hope you like climbing,” Adrian commented, without looking at me. I could still imagine his smirk. He dismounted with ease, and I knew my effort was less elegant. I staggered as I regained my feet.  Mandie gave me an understanding grin. “You’ll be stiff at first,” she said audibly. Then in a lower voice, “So will he!” She nodded towards her brother who was leading his horse to the corral. 

“I heard that!” Adrian called back. “Just because we did more useful subjects at school than equitation!”

He stressed the last word.

I felt an unexpected pang of regret, at this teasing between brother and sister. The pain of losing my siblings, Tony, Rick and Roger, threatened to overwhelm me. To distract myself, I asked, “Do you take off the saddle and stuff?” The other two horses had been unsaddled.

“We do if they are going to be here for a while,” Mandie explained. “I’ll help you with Apricot.”

“I should learn to do it too, shouldn’t I?”

“Sure, but I will show you what to do.”

The two horses already in the corral, whickered at the newcomers. I wondered who was already in the tower.

“This is a fire tower, isn’t it?” I blurted. 

“Yup,” Adrian confirmed. “Skyward Ridge Tower.”

“And they let you muck about up there?”

“We don’t muck about!” Adrian told me. 

“But you’re kids,” I persisted. In my mind, there was a faint feeling that I shouldn’t be here. There was even a sign warning off trespassers.

“Speak for yourself,” Adrian retorted. “I’m 18.”

“But you’ve obviously been coming here for a while.”

“So?”

“You were kids then!”

“Do you have to be so contrary all the time,” Adrian huffed.

“You haven’t told me why we’re here.”

“All in good time,” he said, waving the question aside.

I glared at him. He was enjoying keeping me guessing, and some of my former dislike of him was returning.

Mandie was grinning, but for some reason, I didn’t get the same vibe from her. It was more like she was anticipating my reaction, knowing I would be delighted. She had only recently met me, so whatever Adrian was withholding from me, wasn’t bad, and it was something she liked.

“Just a hint?” I asked her.

She didn’t give one, asking instead, “You’re not such a city brat that all these trees unsettle you?”

What a question!

“No,” I said after thinking about it. I had found the quiet of the ride up, relaxing. That did surprise me, for even with the new environment, I was more relaxed than I ever was when staying with my relatives. Mandie, who I had only just met, was treating me like a friend, not something inherently unstable.

We finished with the horses, Adrian had checked they had enough water and a small amount of fodder, and headed for the open gate in the lower fence. The base of a metal stair case was just inside. They zigzagged up through several platforms before reaching the actual tower.
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Chapter 5
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I felt my leg muscles complaining on every one of the 48 steps, and I collapsed onto a handy chair when I finally reached the top. I felt way worse than the first PE session each year.

Adrian went to speak to Kirk, but Sarah grinned and came over. She was just about prancing with excitement.

“Come and see the view,” she encouraged.

I groaned and stood up, then forgot all about aching muscles for a time. Nothing in my life until now was more awe-inspiring than seeing the world spread out below. Sarah dragged me to another window, and pointed. From seeing nothing but trees, now I saw an area of houses, and another that just peeped out between trees. 

“We live down there,” Sarah said, pointing to the houses. “That line you see in the trees, that’s where the highway is. You might be able to make out the tourist road too. That’s the one that goes between the town and settlement. Dad owns a lot of land to the west. He runs a tree nursery.”

I moved further around and caught sight of a train, a goods train. I followed it around to where the houses were more hidden in the trees. That was the settlement, I assumed, since it was on the east side of the ridge. I had noticed a huge letter over each of the four windows. N, S, E, W – according to the direction they faced. Although at this early hour, not quite seven thirty, east was obvious now the sun was rising above the trees.

Tearing my eyes from the magnificent view, I looked around the tower. Under each window were wide, waist high cupboards, the tops of which could be used as tables. Four chairs were still stacked in a corner, with two that were usable. But if this was a fire tower, where was the equipment? Locked away?

The questions in my mind stayed there for I could hear more people coming up the stairs. The rest of the group from the train, no doubt.

Sarah was jumping around again, causing her brother to say. “Settle down, squirt! You’re making the tower shake and we might decide you are too young for this.”

“I’m not!” she retorted.

“Okay, okay,” Kirk capitulated, and he turned to help take stuff that Adrian was getting out of cupboards. 

Maps? Binoculars? A radio?

Max and Allan Woods followed Brett Oliver into the space. 

“What kept you?” Adrian asked sardonically.

“Would you believe a football match in the middle of the main street?” Brett said. “Fairchilds versus all comers.”

“Glad I missed it!” 

I wondered if the people mentioned were his reason for glancing around so often as we rode through the settlement. Was he expecting trouble?

“Okay, everyone. Park yourselves,” Adrian called. “Let’s get started. First, welcome Sarah and Brenda to the Skyward Ridge Patrol. I know Sarah is aware of what we do here, but I will go over it for Brenda’s benefit. This tower, even though it is on privately owned land, is an official CFA fire tower.”

My ears pricked up. “All our families,” he gestured to all the others, “own part of it. Some years ago, Brett and I started making it our responsibility to watch over this area in the summer. Part of this area is the tree nursery, run by the Clarke’s. Then down there somewhere are the camping grounds, maintained by the Woods family, and the artists’ sanctuary run by the Oliver’s, and the wildflower conservatory and nursery which Mum runs. They all decided they wanted to keep the area as natural as possible. The rest of the tag-alongs were allowed to help us once they reached high school.”

“So how many more of you are there?” I asked. 

“Four or five,” Brett supplied. “I have two younger brothers, and a sister. Allan and Max have two younger sibs too.”

“Anyway,” Adrian broke in, “we started out by building a tree house and spending most of our time in it. Everyone thought it was just a fad, and we’d tire of it. But, we were keeping our eyes open, when we rode around, checking the camping grounds and other places. We helped the police once, when we found a stolen truck in the bush, and warned Mr Woods, when we found that some campers were making drugs in their tent. That’s when Dad started taking us seriously. He proposed the idea of building a proper tower here to watch over this area. I mean, it’s only about fifty square acres, and it helps the Skyward Ridge forestry division. The state forest starts just across the tourist road, and while that is not our prime concern, we are an extra pair of eyes there too.”

Brett broke in. “It is important work. If one of the campers lights a fire and it gets out of control, it could spread to the state forest.”

That was a possibility that gave me a shiver of dread. A vision of flames came to mind. 

Some of my reaction must have shown on my face for Brett stressed, “We haven’t had a fire start in this area since we’ve been watching.”

“Now we have this tower, we are able to watch both sides of the ridge,” Adrian explained. “Before, it was mostly just our folks’ land and a bit of the farmland to the west.”

“Okay, so you sit around up here, ride around down there. Is that all you do?” I asked.

Adrian grinned at me. “Sometimes it is boring, yes, but on days when the weather is wet or mild, we go swimming or to the pictures and stuff. While we ride around, we check that people are keeping to the allowed camping sites...”

“And keep an eye out for the settlement kids,” Brett growled. “Little vandals, some of them. They have taken to making our life difficult.”

Mandie mentioned some of the things they had done in the past. Adrian added, “And they could probably teach you a trick or two about practical jokes.”

“All the settlement kids?” I asked.

“No, it’s mainly the Fairchilds, and their friends. Their parents let them run wild. The oldest two haven’t been around for a while. They were well on the way to being sent to a detention centre, and I’m not sure if I heard they had been. The younger ones aren’t much better, and there seems to be an inexhaustible supply of them.”

“Only eight,” Mandie corrected, “But with nothing else but mischief to amuse themselves.”

“Actually,” Sarah said, “There might be ten or eleven. I saw Dot Fairchild with two toddlers and another in a sling.”

Mandie shrugged and decided to get the conversation back on track. “When the weather is hot, we take turns up here watching for fires – you’ll need to learn to take bearings on things so if a fire starts, you can give a cross reference to the guys at the other towers.”

“How do you do that?”

“So far, we’ve used Dad’s spare mobile phone,” Adrian said. “Trouble is, down below, the signal reception is lousy.”

“You’ll also need to learn various landmarks,” Brett added.

“We should get your mobile number too,” Mandie put in. 

“I don’t have one,” I admitted, waiting for the surprised reaction.

“Oh!” was all Mandie said. 

“I don’t have much use for one at school,” I said with a shrug. “And we are not meant to use them anyway.”

I looked right at Adrian as I said it. That was one thing he hadn’t had to lecture me about.

“Okay, we’ll get to that later. We all need to do some revision,” Adrian announced. “And I have a lot of stuff to pass on, so listen up.”

He took a notebook from his pocket. 

“Firstly, the CFA and the forestry commission have built two new towers. One is on the edge of town, to cover that blind gully where the road begins to descend. It’s pretty rugged there, and of course people think it’s a good dumping ground for all sorts of stuff. That will be Catunga Township tower. The other is to replace Jordan’s Tower. That is going to be done up as a tourist lookout, and the new one will be further along the ridge, and designated No 11.”

“Do you have the coordinates?” Max asked.

“Yes, and I’ll give them to you later,” Adrian promised as he checked his notes. “Next, Dad has arranged official Forestry Commission IDs for Brett and me, and auxiliary IDs for Max, Allan, Kirk and Mandie.” He looked at Sarah and me. “I will see about you two, but neither of you will be on duty on your own anyway.”

I shrugged. Did he know how naïve he was to think anyone would give me responsibility?

“Even better, Dad had agreed to get us those walkie-talkies. Four of them so each group will be able to have one.”

“Fantastic!” Kirk piped up. “Now, when we get troublesome campers, we can get back up quickly.”

“And the reception will be okay?” Allan asked.

“We will have to test that,” Adrian admitted. “However, we should be able to relay through whoever is in the tower.”

“Do you often have trouble?” I asked.

“There’s nearly always someone,” Kirk said with a wry grin. “And they are not willing to listen to our warnings. We don’t have authority to do much, except if they have lit fires outside of the proper places. We are authorised to put those out.”

“Doesn’t that make them angry?”

“Only those that don’t care rather than being inexcusably ignorant,” Allan said. “One bloke threatened to report me. I told him that he should if he felt so strongly. He did, but he got an earful, and a warning that if he was reported again, he would be fined. He was told we were trying to do him a favour.”

Some people were just too full of themselves, I decided. Like my uncles.

“When are you going to do the roster?” Max asked.

“I’m coming to that,” Adrian told him. “Do you know of any days you will be busy?”

“A few,” Max confirmed.

“We’ll be working in pairs as usual. Sarah and Brenda will be paired
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