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Smoke drifted on the air and blanketed the wildlife park in a thin layer of ash. There wasn’t a part of the family-owned wildlife park Lyam managed free of its ever-threatening presence and it had only grown stronger as the bushfires raced ever closer. But surprisingly visitors still flocked to the park, eager to get a glimpse of the animals and birds they kept. All had face masks on and cameras at the ready, and the unusual sight had become so familiar, it was more jarring to see someone who wasn’t protected against the ash laden air. And there were some who thought the wildlife park was far enough from the fire front that they didn’t need to wear a mask, twice already this week Lyam had witnessed his staff assisting a visitor who’d been struggling to breathe. But tomorrow there would be none, closing the park to visitors so that Lyam and his staff could concentrate on the safety of the animals—it would be hard to do if they also had to evacuate visitors as well.

Lyam grabbed his hat, slipped a mask on and shoved a spare in his pocket and strode out of his office to make his rounds of the park. He headed for the small animal enclosures hating how quiet it was without the early morning chorus of chattering monkeys and the gossiping galahs as they perched in nearby trees. Even the magpies who hung out in the large gum tree outside the cafeteria were quiet. But as pesky as they were, Lyam missed their familiar warble and he paused to check if the pair were still there or if they’d already fled. 

It didn’t take long to find staff members in charge of the smaller animals—primates and marsupials—quickly making sure they had enough food and water in case they suddenly lost supply and were ready to evacuate if the call came. He didn’t think they’d escape the bushfires this time not as the weather forecasters predicted hotter temperatures and strong winds that would drive the bushfire directly toward them.

Satisfied everything that could be done, was being done, Lyam headed for the park’s wildlife hospital. In recent weeks it had begun to resemble a rehabilitation centre, taking in wildlife injured as they tried to escape the bushfires and those who’d not quite avoided the lick of fire. It was heart breaking to see koalas, wombats and different species of lizards being brought in dehydrated, blackened by smoke and with burns. Harder still when those same animals didn’t make it.

Stepping inside he wasn’t surprised to find it a hub of activity with his mate Jordan at the centre of it all, barking out orders to those around him while speaking to someone else on the phone pressed to his ear and jiggling the joey he carried in a sling. Crates lined the treatment room making the already small space crowded, ready to be used when they could no longer keep the animals here. Lyam refused to risk anyone’s life by trying to keep the park running while a bushfire bore down on them and after last year’s close call, a better evacuation plan had been developed. One that didn’t see his staff trying to keep animals safe in an area of the park that was anything but, and it wasn’t just the eucalyptus trees that worried Lyam, but the bottles of oxygen and other explosive gases the hospital used.

Before the bushfires drew to close, they’d evacuate all the smaller animals and those who were staying in the wildlife hospital up to his residence—a four-bedroom house that sat above the park and with a large perimeter free of trees and scrub. A few staff members under the guidance of Jordan would stay there, keeping the place safe while he and other staff members patrolled the park’s perimeter to douse any hotspots they encountered. His family had built this park, devoted themselves to educating people on the importance of protecting animals in the wild, participated in breeding programs of the worlds most endangered species... and he wasn’t going to let a damn bushfire destroy it. Lyam wasn’t going to sit back and expect the Fire Service to handle it all when they were already stretched thin.

Jordan pocketed his phone, looked up and narrowed his eyes as he spotted Lyam. “Don’t you dare be coming in here to tell me I’ve got four hours to evacuate... because it isn’t going to happen.”

Lyam shook his head. He knew the animals would be evacuated regardless of the time they had to do it. Jordan would make sure of it. “No. Latest reports still have the fires moving away from us, but all it will take is a wind change...” he let his words drift off not wanting to imagine the flames engulfing this place. “But how are preparations going? Do you need more people to help?” Normally they wouldn’t let anyone untrained to assist with their animals, but this wasn’t a normal situation and Lyam had a list of people from the township at nearby Lake Bowen who were ready to help.

“We’re grabbing everything we can and shoving it in boxes. I’ll start ferrying stuff up to your place soon-” Jordan sucked in a sharp breath and raised a hand to stop a question being thrown at him from a rather harried looking vet nurse “-but I need to know if the second fridge you bought is plugged in and the generator connected. I can’t move any of the temperature sensitive items unless it is... and we can’t leave them here.”

“Plugged it in last night. There’s also several flats of water sitting next to it.”

“Good. Then I’ll go get the truck and start loading up,” Jordan told him, lifting the shoulder strap of the sling over his head.

“What are you doing?” Lyam asked, staring confusedly as Jordan held the baby joey out to him.

“I’m going to need you to look after George. It’s a bit hard to drive the truck while carrying her.”

“I get that. But don’t you usually just... hang her on a door handle for a bit? And why the hell did you name her George?”

Jordan shrugged. “It suited. But I need you to take her. She’s a little unsettled with everything that’s going on and I don’t want to leave her alone... no one else can spare the time.”

“And you think I do? Have you forgotten I manage this whole damn park, Jordan?”

“Nope. Not forgotten. But that also means even George’s well-being is your responsibility.” Jordan smirked at him knowing Lyam couldn’t argue. Downside of your best friend working with you.

“Fine... fine, I’ll look after George—maybe she and I can discuss better names, like Juniper. Juniper Joey...doesn’t that sound better,” he cooed at the small kangaroo who didn’t look as though she cared what they called her so long as her bottles kept coming. “Oh, fuck off,” he muttered at the sound of Jordan’s none to quiet laughter. “You’ve got the keys to my place?”

“Sure do. By the time you finish work tonight, I might have half the damn park situated there.”

Lyam nodded, grabbed a bottle of milk for George-Juniper and strode out of the hospital. If he stayed any longer, he’d just get in everyone’s way and besides he still had staff in other parts of the park to check in with. A lot of the larger animals—rare exotics that were a part of international breeding programs—couldn’t be evacuated and they had few options available to keep them safe. Those that had night dens would be brought inside and given food and water with any cracks under doors that might let smoke or sparks inside would be blocked off as best as they could. Several species roamed in paddock-type enclosures and Lyam feared for them the most.

Tomorrow the park would be closed.

Tomorrow they’d pray the bushfires left them alone.
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