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  Blurb


A city boy in Australia’s outback? 
He won’t even last two weeks.
Pete is geeky-cute and sweet. He’s also way too young for me.
But he’s so much like me too. He loves this desolate land, and he fits right in with station life.
My family.
Me.
There are a million reasons why we shouldn’t be together. But I keep forgetting them when he’s near.
If only he’d told me why he was really here…
Outback Treasure I is the first part of the Pearce Station duet. Pete and Scottie’s story concludes in Outback Treasure II.







  
  













To all our Aussie farmers and station owners.
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  Glossary


This story is set in outback Queensland, Australia. It uses Australian English. There are some terms that you might not have heard before, so I have set out a few for you. If you come across more, please email me at ann@anngrech.com and I’ll try to explain our slang. 
 
Akubra – a broad brimmed hat.
Autumn – fall.
Ballsed it up – screwed it up.
Barbie – short for barbecue, but in this context it’s a grill, not a smoker.
Billy – tea pot.
Biscuits – cookies.
Bloke – man.
Bonza – great, awesome.
Brekkie – breakfast.
Brick shithouse – an outhouse made of bricks (much more upmarket than your standard corrugated iron shitter). 
Brissie – Brisbane. Queensland’s capital city and location of the Ekka.
Buggered – screwed, broken.
Bundy – Bundaberg Rum.
Bushells – a brand of tea (the drink, not the dinner kind!).
Carnarvon – a town in Western Australia.
Carnarvon Gorge – a national park (bushland) in Queensland, on the east coast of Australia.
Centimetres – metric unit of measurement. One inch equals 2.54 centimetres.
Chips – French fries.
Chook – chicken.
Clip you – hit you.
CSIRO - Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organization, a government organization responsible for scientific research aimed at improving the performance of industry to enhance economic and social performance for the benefit of the entire country.
Dagwood dogs – a sausage on a stick, dipped in batter and deep fried.
Damper – a form of bread traditionally baked in the embers of an open fire.
Dogger – a hunter of feral dogs and dingo cross breeds. 
Drizabone – a jacket designed to be worn by horse riders.
Dunny – toilet.
Ekka – a nickname for Royal Queensland Show originally called Brisbane Exhibition (Ekka is short for exhibition). It is an annual agricultural fair in Queensland.
Fair dinkum – for real, seriously.
Fairy floss – cotton candy.
Fella – bloke, man.
Flannie – a flannel button down shirt.
Footie – rugby league, a full contact sport played between two teams for two forty minute halves where the objective is to score more than the other team by carrying the ball over the ‘try line’ and, after making a try, kicking the ball between the posts to add an extra two points to the score (called a conversion). 
G’day – hello.
Hack it – handle it.
Helluva – hell of a.
Hullabaloo – noise.
IGA – a supermarket chain of independent grocers.
Jam – jelly.
Jocks – underwear.
Jumper – sweater.
Kalgoorlie – a town in southern outback Western Australia.
Kitchen bench – kitchen countertop.
Ks – short for kilometres, a metric unit of measurement. One mile is the equivalent of 1.6 kilometres.
Longreach – a town in outback Queensland.
Lost my shit – become upset or agitated. 
Mardi Gras – the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras.
Metre – a metric unit of measurement. One hundred centimetres equals one metre, which is approximately three feet.
Milo – a chocolate powder that you can drink in warm or cold milk, or on ice cream as a dessert. 
Mobile phone – cell phone.
Never Never – outback Australia.
Nicked off – left, departed.
Noggin’ – head.
Outhouse – an outdoor dunny. Also called a shitter or toilet.
Paddock – a corral for livestock.
Pastoral lease (of Pearce Station) – a long-term lease granted over state-owned land to a person for the agricultural purposes such as agistment and cattle grazing. Where ‘exclusive possession’ is not a term of the lease (as is the case with Pearce Station), others may traverse the land, such as those who hold permits under the Mineral Resources Act 1989 (Qld) or the indigenous custodians who have recognized ‘native title’ rights. Native title was a phrase coined by the High Court of Australia in its historic abolition of terra nullius a Latin term forming part of international law at Australia’s settlement (the case is Mabo v Queensland (No 2) [1992] HCA23, (1992) 175 CLR 1 (3 June 1992)). Terra nullius means ‘nobody’s land’, which justified the importation of British law and customs into Australia, purportedly overriding indigenous custodians’ traditions and laws and dispossessing them of the land, and rendering indigenous custodians as ‘non-citizens’. The abolition of terra nullius by Australia’s highest court allowed recognition of the continuing underlying land rights of indigenous Australians where certain conditions were met. Native title allows rights of access, camping or living on areas, visiting and protecting important places, hunting, fishing, gathering from the land, taking of traditional resources (for example water, wood, stone, ocre), conducting social, cultural, religious activities on-site, and the teaching of traditional customs and laws.
Piss weak – pathetic.
PJs – pyjamas.
Pollie – politician.               
Poofter – a slur for gay men, equivalent to faggot.
Postie – postal worker.
Prospecting permit – a permit granted under the Mineral Resources Act 1989(Qld) which allows for fossicking of minerals, including gold, using handheld implements.
Pulling my leg – joking.
Queenslander – a style of architecture for houses built in Queensland to suit the varied climate in the state (sub-tropical to desert). Traditionally, the houses are constructed on stilts to allow for ventilation and flood waters to pass under the house, with wide verandas and windows all around the house. Painted in a light colour, the combination ensures cooling shade and cross ventilation.
Ranga – red headed person.
Rip-roaring – high in intensity.
Rocky or Rockhampton – a regional city in Queensland.
Roo – kangaroo.
Rubbish – trash.
Sanga – sandwich.
Scoffed – ate.
Scone – a sweet biscuit (i.e. American-style biscuit, not a cookie) that you traditionally eat with jam (i.e. jelly) and whipped cream.
Servo – gas station.
Sheila – woman.
Shit a brick – panicked, freaked out.
Shopping centre – mall.
Sick as dogs – very unwell.
Supermarket – grocery store.
State of Origin – rugby match between the mighty Queensland Maroons (the Cane Toads) and the meh at best New South Wales Blues (the Cockroaches). Usually the Blues have the blues because even though the stubborn bastards will never admit it, Queensland is by far the better team. Go Queenslander!
Station – equivalent to a ranch.
Swag – a canvas sleeping bag.
Tap – faucet.
Tea – depending on the context, either a hot beverage or dinner.
Tele – television.
The Alice or Alice Springs – a town in the Northern Territory, in the heart of central Australia. 
Trackies – sweats.
Truckies – truck drivers.
Tucker – food.
Undies – underwear.
Uni – university.
Ute – equivalent to a pickup truck.
Veggie patch – vegetable garden.
Yobbo – a loud and obnoxious Australian, usually a bloke.
Yonder – out there (a non-specific description of somewhere not close).






  
  The players - Byron's time


Winston Able – the dingo hunter (scalper) who joined the expedition for Byron’s gold much later than the others. He was brought in as somewhat of a babysitter when the expedition started to fall apart. 
John Blackwood – the expedition leader. He was highly experienced in the outback, having traversed central Australia numerous times on a bicycle and on foot; however, never with a team and certainly not with heavy machinery. He was not a fan of Byron’s. 
Errol H Byron – the man who alleged to have found a quartz reef in outback Australia laden with gold. He was the subject of Pete’s fascination.
Harry Cooper – pilot of the expedition plane, a Gipsy Moth aptly named the Spirit of Gold. 
Dick Katter – the infamous union boss who funded Byron’s expedition by persuading labour union members to invest in it. He was the founder of the Centralian Gold Prospecting Organization (or the CGPO) and ultimately the person who Byron, and Blackwood, had to report to.






  
  Prologue


February 1930 – Errol H Byron


The biting cold wind howled, and the rain came down in sheets, pooling along the narrow streets of the docklands. My umbrella and trench coat provided me some protection, but the thick fabric of my trousers was drenched and stuck to my shins, nevertheless. Beggars lined the streets, huddling under awnings and fruitlessly searching for a stray penny. The more respectable ones scrounged for paid work, doing anything to earn a coin and feed their offspring. The streets were usually grimy and gritty, the smell of burning coal and rotting fish in the air, but the rain had washed most of it away, bringing with it a freshness alongside the chill. 
Despite the lack of stench, factories down by the wharf were no place for genteel folk. My wife, bless her, was at home raising our twins, Betty and Bobby. But me? I was street smart and on a mission. I looked to the east between the red brick buildings to the harbour. Crystalline blue on a good day and brown and murky on a less than perfect one like today, the harbour was Sydney’s lifeline. A key to its wealth. 
But my focus was the other direction. 
Inland. Into the Never Never.
Hard times had befallen our lucky country. The 1929 stock market crash had driven the world into a deep depression—the worst in history. I made my own luck, never reliant on others to provide me with an opportunity. However, I wasn’t unaffected. The bailiff sought payment of the debts I accrued during my months toiling on the original design of the Sydney Harbour Bridge. But the blueprints were stolen from me and payment went to another. The man was a charlatan, not an engineer. My generosity with my expertise—my attempts to assist him and share the wealth of my knowledge—had been my downfall. But it would not be the end of me. I would not only survive but succeed, a testament to my vast skills. I was a highly competent surveyor and prospector, an inventor too. 
I had something even more significant to offer than a national building project such as the Harbour Bridge or my inventions. This country needed a saviour: me. The Australian government was in its infancy and I held no confidence in it. The Member for Kalgoorlie had already foolishly refused my offer, but I would not be deterred. In fact, I was pleased. Working with the government would have unnecessarily curbed my ability to control the expedition—something I would not compromise on. I would see to its success. My setbacks had built character, but I’d been educated on the ways of the corrupt and the imprudent. I had always been immensely intelligent, and now I was wiser too. 
My intelligence and renown among Sydney’s elite had men in society’s highest echelons seeking to meet with me. Word had gotten out about my intention to recover my find, and I was about to meet with the most influential of all Sydney’s men. Dick Katter was infamous, commanding both his union members’ loyalty and the ears of the new government. He wielded that power to promote interests that really mattered. Like my offer. For a worthwhile investment, he could join with me and we would reap the rewards of not only a once in a lifetime opportunity, but perhaps the single greatest opportunity for our fair country. I would be its hero.
My destination: central Australia. An expedition over thousands of miles through the very centre of our red continent. A difficult trek for even the most hardened. But the returns would be immediate.
What is it that I was offering you may ask? 
Gold. 
In concentrations and of a purity the likes of which had never been seen before. A quartz reef with colours ranging from rust through to the purest of whites, with nuggets of gold littered among the stone. Its recovery would prove easy, and my plan was foolproof. 
And that gold would make us all rich beyond our wildest imaginations.  






  
  One


Pete


Present Day, Sydney

Papers were strewn across the table in front of me. My tablet sat to my right, my coffee to the left. One corner of the black, red, and white poster I had tacked to the wall fluttered in the breeze from the heater. The words were supposed to inspire me. “When people ask you, ‘What do you do?’ Tell them, ‘Whatever it takes.’” Sometimes they were frustrating as hell. Like now. Because my quest to find Australia’s El Dorado was withering. Good things were never supposed to be easy. Success was a measure of a man’s persistence. I’d had all types of motivational posters up around the place at one time or another, much to my landlord and flatmate’s dismay. But my persistence was wearing thin, and I was sick of the good things never materializing. I’d hit a brick wall, and I was getting nowhere. It wasn’t the first time I was reconsidering the wisdom of my obsession. 
I usually plugged on, but I was at my wits’ end. I needed a win. Something. Anything. 
But it was no use. Something wasn’t right. It wasn’t adding up. Or maybe it was, and I’d been suckered into the search for Errol H Byron’s fabled gold and it just didn’t exist. I’d read all the accounts. I knew he was a crazy bastard. He was probably lying when, right in the middle of the Great Depression, he bragged of finding a quartz reef laden with gold in the outback. But I didn’t doubt that it existed. Just that he wasn’t being entirely truthful with his expedition party about where it was located. The accounts of that ill-conceived crusade into the outback made Byron out to be more than a little paranoid and mostly insane. But I thought everyone had missed an important detail. He was stealthy. Incredibly secretive. And my gut feeling was that he deceived everyone—or nearly everyone. 
Byron, for all his faults, was a storyteller. He held an audience captivated. With as big a personality as Western Australia and an unmistakable air of confidence and mystery, he managed to talk a hardened union boss into investing thousands of pounds into what was ultimately a wild goose chase. With the influential Katter throwing his weight behind Byron’s fanciful story, Byron managed to get an expedition party kitted out at short notice with the best that technology had on offer. 
The front door opening made me jump. My flatmate, and landlord, usually worked late, but when I glanced at the clock on the oven, I grimaced at how late he actually was. “Working hard?” he asked as he let the door close behind him with a soft thud. Surveying the seemingly chaotic mess I worked in, he shook his head.
“Always.” I yawned. “But I’ve hit a brick wall.” I picked up the stylus lying next to my tablet and spun it in my fingers. “I’ve got nothing.” I tapped the pen-like instrument against the white tabletop in frustration, resisting the urge to throw it. “How was work?”
He shook his head. “Don’t ask.” He groaned and let his head fall back. “Shitty day.” He looked exhausted. He wore a suit and tie to work, made excellent money and was apparently successful by every measure of adulthood. Something I was yet to achieve. But, truthfully, aside from knowing he was a lawyer, I had no idea what he did for a living. He was pretty senior despite his age. I’d heard him talking about strata law, duties of care and disclosure before, but he tended to deflect when I asked him about work, just like he did then. Whoever he acted for, he was perpetually stressed out and tired. I wondered if it was worth it. It wasn’t like he was living the high life, dating beautiful women, driving fancy cars. With the exception of his current girlfriend of three months, he’d been single for the four years that I’d lived with him and he took the bus to work. He didn’t even own a car. 
Phoenix tugged off his tie and unbuttoned the top few buttons of his shirt before plucking a bottle of beer from his shelf on the fridge. Unlike me, Phoenix not only had all five of the food groups represented in his kitchen supplies, he had beer. I lived on the basic diet of a poor student most of the time—noodles, vegemite sandwiches, and coffee. He kept me around because I paid rent and made his life interesting with my random historical facts. Truthfully, though, he’d probably have been better off with a cat. 
“Go back to the beginning then. Walk me through it.” He twisted open the Corona, popped a wedge of lemon in it and leaned back against the kitchen bench, his legs crossed at his ankles waiting expectantly.
I sighed and rubbed my eyes. Grateful to be able to talk through my predicament, I did what he suggested and started at the beginning. “Okay, so you know my theory. Cooper, the pilot assigned to Byron’s expedition, was always mentioned as an aside.” His plane, the Spirit of Gold, was a Gipsy Moth. Small, light and high tech for the times. It didn’t need a long runway, but it didn’t have the fuel range that modern aircraft did, which meant carrying fuel for it, or pre-arranging drops.
“Yep.” He took a swig, draining half the bottle in one go. “No one wanted Cooper and his plane there except Byron. You think that their importance has been underestimated.” He recited my own lines back to me, ones I’d told him more than once. It was frustrating knowing how little progress I’d made in recent months after spending years narrowing down the possible locations of the reef. 
“Exactly.” I nodded before leaning my head against the backrest on the uncomfortable, but stylish, chair. “In all my readings of Byron, he was depicted as paranoid and secretive. He fed the other team members just enough information to keep them champing at the bit, but never revealed enough to give them any real power.” He kept the reef’s location a secret for the entire trip. 
“Right,” Phoenix added. “The expedition fell apart and they all went their separate ways. Byron gets the freedom he needs to travel to the reef without everyone else there, but he’s still got the resources of—what was the gold company’s name—anyway, them at his disposal.”
“Yeah, the Centralian Gold Prospecting Organisation. They invested thousands of pounds of members’ money at the height of the Great Depression.” 
I’d been learning about Byron for seven years, ever since my first semester at uni. Our lecturer for my modern Australian history course had started speaking about some of the myths of the age when she’d mentioned Byron. At first, I’d felt sorry for his first wife, who he disappeared on, and then I’d heard about his second and the kids they’d had together. His kids had grown up knowing their father was a bigamist and had tricked a nation into giving more than it could afford to lose at a time in history when every penny was hard to come by. My intentions had been honourable in that first assignment—prove that Byron wasn’t as bad as everyone said he was so that his wives and kids could have some of their dignity restored. 
It hadn’t happened.
The more I dug, the more invested in his story I became. The more I was afflicted with gold fever. In the years since, I’d scoured maps, read every piece of information I could lay my hands on and reached what could be my own fanciful conclusion. Byron had intended that the expedition would fall apart. He’d led them all on a wild goose chase, extending the expedition by months. They’d travelled into the harshest of climates and terrains. I didn’t have any hard evidence, but I think it was all intentional. Summer was like an inferno in the outback. It wasn’t a time to be prospecting for gold. The heat was so intense that a human could bake to death in mere hours without water. The heat so thick it was visible—the shimmer it created off the land morphed the red dirt with the deepest of blue skies, making the horizon all but invisible. The sun would have beaten down on the spinifex and iron-hard mulga trees and created a perfect storm of misery, hopelessness, and anger. At the time, Australia was in the grips of a years-long drought too, much as it currently was, and the travellers were going into some of the driest landscapes in the world. And yet, the expedition headed off in spring. There was only a small window of opportunity to find the reef. Wasting time wasn’t in anyone’s interest.
I continued on. “My guess is that he kept the reef’s true location secret. He made sure he could get there and back quickly, and had a strategy to haul out some of the heavy gold with minimal witnesses, and fewer people to share it with.” 
“So, send the expedition off in the wrong direction?” Phoenix asked. But it wasn’t really a question. He knew my thoughts on what Byron was capable of. “You’ve said it before, but could he have been that cruel? It seems excessive, especially when he was on the expedition too.”
I raised my shoulders in a shrug. “It does, but I can’t dismiss the possibility at this point.” Was he that conniving? Could Byron have played his part so well that the expedition didn’t suspect they were being double-crossed? Had he managed to plant the seeds of distrust between the expedition members and through his eccentric behaviour and secrecy and forced them to lose hope? It did seem far-fetched, but could it have been strategic? “If Byron knew the actual location of the reef—and evidence suggests it was fake—but if he did, like I said, the only person Byron needed was the pilot and his airplane. At least for a quick snatch and grab anyway. Cooper was the only person on the expedition who Byron was keen to have on board. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. They just needed to haul enough gold for the two of them to disappear and live their lives in comfort.” It would certainly have been much less than the Centralian Gold Prospecting Organisation would have wanted after its hefty investment. I sighed, frustration bubbling over. Giving up on this was easy. All I had to do was turn my back and get on with my life. But I was too damned stubborn to do that. “I don’t know. It’s all speculation, but my gut’s telling me that the whole expedition reeked of something fishy.” There were too many accounts of gold discoveries in the far reaches of the outback for the story of the reef to be entirely made up. No-one had found it yet, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist.
“Okay, so you’re convinced that it exists. Where is it?”
“That’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it? I’ve got no idea.” I groaned and stretched. My arse was asleep, and my feet had pins and needles. “I feel like I’m this close—” I pinched my thumb and forefinger together “—to finding it, but in reality, I’m in exactly the same place I was six months ago.” I paused. “Nope, I’ve backtracked. Because now I’ve completely ruled every square kilometre of search area out.”
“Maybe it’s time then, Pete.” He smiled sympathetically at me. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but maybe your parents and sister have a point. You’ve been chasing this for years and you’re no closer than you were when you started out.” He downed the rest of the beer and tossed the bottle into the recycling bin, the glass clinking against the others in there, before he clapped me on the shoulder and wandered into his bedroom. 
“Yeah, maybe,” I muttered, not having any intention of walking away. My gut was still telling me it was out there. I’d followed it every other time. There was no way I was going to stop doing it now when, even though I’d gotten nowhere, it felt like I was so close to another breakthrough. 
My parents thought I was delusional. Frustrated with me, they just wanted me to do something productive with my life. Apparently two degrees and becoming Australia’s expert on Byron wasn’t it. My sister said I was an embarrassment for chasing something so ridiculous and refused to even speak to me about it. The fact that her latent homophobia pinged every time I got near didn’t help either. Their disapproval had been weighing heavily on me lately, but I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t give up until I had an answer. At this point, it was sheer obstinacy and the desire to prove my family wrong that motivated me to sit at that table. 
I rubbed my eyes again and groaned

      ***
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