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      As the sun set behind the granite ridge of the Snowy Mountains, heavy clouds began to gather. A smattering of stars attempted to peak beyond the curtain of the distant storm, but were no match for the unseasonable spring deluge.

      Amongst the rocky landscape, hidden amongst the snow gums, the light of a small campfire flickered. The remote campground was empty, save for one lone wanderer.

      Henry Murdoch often trekked the Cascades, hiking from Charlotte’s Pass down to the Thredbo Valley and beyond. This year, the rain had been relentless. There’d been stretches of dryness, then an entire month’s worth of water dumped on the range in a matter of hours. It caused all kinds of chaos—flash floods, and even worse downstream.

      He looked up at the snow still clinging to the long slopes of Mt. Kosciuszko and shook his head. Snow this late in November? Times were strange, indeed.

      He threw another sliver of wood onto the campfire as the last ribbon of light faded behind the range. Sparks spiralled up into the air, the fire popping and cracking, drawing him into memories of the past. Sixty-five years he’d been living in the Snowies. He was born the year old Adaminaby town had been flooded—way back in the nineteen-fifties—to create one of the largest man-made dams in the country.

      One time, the high country used to be about farming—grazing cattle and rounding up brumbies. The cry of stockmen and the cracks of their whips used to ring out across the range all summer long until the silence of the winter storms came…but now they were silent. Since the government had cancelled all the cattle grazing leases in the National Park, and the wild horses were protected, humans were now the dominant species—at least during ski season.

      The wide-open fields of springy grass of Henry’s youth had given way to ski lifts and chalets. To him, the stone buildings, with their pointed roofs, looked like a poor man’s effort to emulate the slopes of Switzerland rather than pay homage to Australia’s high country roots. Still, people came by the busload from the cities to play at skiing and snowboarding all winter long.

      It wasn’t only the cattle he felt the absence of. The wildlife kept away, too. Kangaroos and dingoes ranged deeper into the wilderness, wombats hid in the valleys, and the brumbies were pushed to the northern sections of the park that’d been burned to hell and back during the last round of bushfires.

      Plucking his tin billy from the fire, Henry checked the temperature of the water, dipping his pinky finger in. It wasn’t hot enough, so he slid it back over the fire. That’s when his gaze focused on something shining beyond the flickering flames.

      Two glowing orbs lingered in the pitch dark, flashing yellow. Eye shine.

      Henry froze, his breath catching. Considering there weren’t any predators he had to worry about in the Australian bush, he wasn’t afraid.

      The eyes were too low to the ground and close together to be a brumby. It was likely a curious kangaroo, or maybe a dingo, though he had heard no howling. If a pack was about, they called to one another as the sun set.

      “Hello there,” he murmured.

      His hushed voice boomed in the silence of the bush, the sound triggering movement from the unknown animal.

      It eased into the light, giving off a low, rumbling growl at the first sign of trouble.

      Henry rose to his feet in shock as he saw the black fur, pointed ears, long white whiskers, and long pointed teeth of a big cat. Not a feral cat or a house cat, but a big cat that ought to be in a zoo.

      A black panther.

      His sudden movement set off the cat, and it pounced. It leapt over the fire, letting out a deep yowl. The large streak of inky black knocked him backwards…and as soon as it had appeared, the big cat was gone.

      As Henry lay in the dirt, he was sure he’d felt the whisper of large whiskers against his face as the thing barrelled past.

      He was sure he was a goner, but surprisingly, it didn’t touch him at all.

      Too afraid to move, he listened to the bush. Past his ragged breathing and thumping heart, he heard nothing but the ordinary sounds of the high country—rustling leaves, the hoot of an owl, and the crackling of his campfire.

      As soon as the panther had appeared, it was gone like a ghost in the night. If it hadn’t leapt at him like it had, Henry would’ve been positive it was just his old mind playing tricks on him.

      He didn’t sleep at all that night. Sticking close to the fire, he watched the darkness, jumping at shadows with his heart in his throat. It was the first time he’d ever been afraid to be alone in the high country.

      The moment the first light of dawn touched the tip of Mount Kosciuszko, Henry Murdoch fled all the way back to Jindabyne, not daring to look back at his beloved mountains.

      Not even once.
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        * * *

      

      Grace Atkinson stood on the side of the road, watching the Greyhound passenger coach as it pulled away from the stop. The bus glided down the potholed asphalt before disappearing around the corner, leaving her standing alone on the footpath.

      As expected, her dad was late.

      Cooma was a small, yet bustling, New South Wales town that sat in the foothills of the Snowy Mountains. Behind her, people picnicked in the leafy green park, children played on the adventure playground, the roundabout connection to the main shopping strip was backed up with traffic, and the carpark across the street was almost full. For a small country town, it seemed to have a lot going on.

      But the only thing that was missing was her dad’s beat-up Toyota Landcruiser.

      Grace checked her watch again. She spent six hours and thirty minutes on that smelly bus, and she felt sluggish. It wasn’t so much the travelling that’d zapped her energy, but the thought of the temperature of the welcome she’d receive once she got here. Would it be warm, or colder than the Arctic tundra?

      A kookaburra sat in the flowering gum tree across the road, staring at her with its beady eyes.

      “What are you looking at?” She scowled, her hand tightening around the handle of her suitcase.

      It rustled its feathers, opened its beak, and began laughing at her. Koo-koo-ka-ka-ka-ka-ka.

      Like she needed to be reminded about the state of her life. She needed no reminder that she was broke, homeless, and returning to her childhood home with her tail between her legs.

      A white Toyota Landcruiser hurtled around the corner, the engine roaring as the driver slammed their foot on the accelerator. It zoomed up the road, then swerved into the no-parking zone in front of her, before coming to an abrupt halt.

      The driver’s side door flung open and her dad leapt out, almost losing his hat in a gust of wind.

      Fred Atkinson was just as Grace remembered him. In the six years since she’d been home, he still wore his flannel tartan shirts tucked into his blue denim jeans and his worn-out Blundstone boots. His Akubra hat had seen an upgrade, though. The sweat-stained brown one she remembered was now black, which was probably her mother’s idea since the darker colour hid the dirty marks.

      “Sorry,” he said. “There’s roadworks all up and down the Snowy Highway. Potholes.”

      Grace said nothing. She’d heard about all the weather on the news, and Sydney had copped its fair share of unseasonable rain, too. Flooding was going to be the main natural disaster of the season, then. As her dad flung her suitcase into the back of the Landcruiser, she wondered which was worse—fire or flood—but decided they were both pretty sucky.

      “C’mon then,” her dad said, waving a hand at her. “Your mother’s waiting back at the house. She set up the cottage for you.”

      So not the spare bedroom in the main house, then. Grace tried not to wince. She’d been banished. Out of sight, out of mind. Then again, her dad hadn’t even said hello…but neither had she.

      “Dad?”

      He hesitated. “What, Gracie?”

      The words almost stuck in her throat. “Is she mad?”

      “Well, you know Mary Atkinson,” he told her. “She’s harder than a granite boulder.”

      Grace sighed, the whoosh of air doing nothing to relieve the tension in her shoulders.

      “C’mon,” he said. “Best get it over with.”

      She wanted to ask if he was mad too, but they had to drive another hour to get to the farm.

      Fifteen minutes south of Jindabyne, on the doorstep of the Kosciuszko National Park, was the small town of Targangil. Named after the mountain it was nestled near, Mount Townsend—though some argued it was the indigenous name for Mount Kosciuszko itself—and in honour of the Ngarigo people whose country it sat on, it was almost as large as Jindabyne, and boasted just as many hotels, bars, and restaurants that would all fill to the brim come ski season.

      Memories came flooding back as they drove down the highway. The twists and turns conjured images of riding the bus to school, the way she used to take into Targangil when she got her own driver’s licence, and the farmland where she used to ride the family’s horses. Even the giant ghost gum stood in the middle of the main paddock, tall and twisted just as she’d last seen it.

      When she was little, her dad used to work full-time on the land with her grandfather, raising cattle to be sold off for beef. The Atkinsons had been farming and rounding up brumbies in the Snowies for three generations until the government stopped allowing cattle to graze within the national park. And even the wild horses were now protected—a rare thing for an invasive species. It was the end of an era, and one Grace remembered well.

      Push came to shove, and the farm was no longer profitable enough to keep going on the scale it had been, so everything was downsized, and her dad had gone out looking for other ways to make money. Fred Atkinson now worked for NSW Parks in the land management division, which was just a fancy way of saying he was a park ranger.

      It was a tough life, but it wasn’t a bad one.

      Grace’s childhood was all about cows, horses, and catching the bus thirty minutes into Jindabyne for primary school, then later on, the hour and a half into Cooma for high school.

      But instead of dreaming about horses like other little girls, she fantasised about the big city. Having a career and going to the beach, sipping cocktails in fancy bars, going to art galleries and posh restaurants like she saw on TV. The mountains were too small for her imagination, but all the city did, in the end, was chew her up and spit her out.

      Fred Atkinson sighed as she turned the Landcruiser off the highway and onto the long gravel driveway that led up to the main house. Free-range chickens scattered as the car made it to what was considered the front yard, clucking and flapping their wings in a startled frenzy.

      Grace bit her bottom lip as she saw her mother standing on the wrap-around porch, a stab of fear and humiliation getting her right in the chest.

      “Here we are,” Fred said, “and it looks like the executioner’s waiting.”

      Her heart hammered as she got out of the Landcruiser, her feet touching the soil of her childhood home for the first time in years. If she had a tail, it’d be between her legs.

      As Grace crossed the half-dozen steps towards the house, she felt her mother’s hard glare cut into her. Her disapproval couldn’t be any clearer, and there wasn’t even any eye contact yet.

      People said she took after her mother—they shared the same blackish-brown hair, rich brown eyes, lean frame, and freckled cheeks—but she hoped her resting bitch face was a little softer.

      “Hey.” Grace braced herself, almost flinching as her suitcase thumped on the ground next to her.

      “What have you got in this thing? Weighs more than the bull,” Fred declared, trying to melt some of the ice. He shouldn’t have bothered. It was already a losing battle.

      “You look different,” Mary Atkinson drawled. “But I suppose that happens when your only daughter doesn’t visit for six years.”

      “Mary,” Fred said, in a vain attempt at keeping the peace.

      She ignored her husband and continued the verbal assault, “So, what was it that made us your last resort?”

      “Mum—”

      “Because if you wanted to make your life work there, then you should’ve taken whatever work you could’ve to survive. That’s the Atkinson way.”

      Grace flinched. It was the cost of living, the rental crisis, being made redundant from her job, being unable to find another position, and then using up all her savings on living the big city lifestyle. But it was also more than that, though she wasn’t about to admit any of it to her parents. Mary Atkinson might be a hard arse, but she came from the same stock—a little granite would always remain in her heart, too.

      “Okay, okay, that’s enough. We’re all tired,” Fred declared. “It’s been a big day for all of us. Let me help you down to the cottage, Gracie.” He held out his hand for her suitcase, but she shook her head.

      “I know the way.”

      “Key’s under the mat,” Mary snapped, then turned on her heel and stalked into the house.

      The wire door slapped closed, then the heavy wooden one boomed, the stained glass rattling in the antique lead strips.

      Grace’s dad took off his hand and wiped his brow with the back of his hairy arm. “Well, I suppose we all saw that coming.”

      She shrugged, her guilt gnawing at her stomach. “At least I’m not in the stable.”

      “Gracie…” He grimaced, then nudged her suitcase towards her. “Your mother’ll come around. It’ll just take some time…and some arse kissing.”

      She attempted a laugh, relieved that her dad seemed more open to mending the unexpected damage her absence had caused. “I know.”

      As he headed into the house, Grace dragged her heavy suitcase across the gravel drive and onto the path leading across the paddock to where another building sat, half hidden amongst a strip of ancient gum trees.

      The cottage used to be where the stockmen slept back in the glory days. It was once a small bunkhouse that’d since been renovated into a two-bedroom, tiny house. It wasn’t anything fancy, like you’d find out of those house flipping shows on Channel Nine, but it was enough for the black sheep of the family.

      The key lay underneath the bristly brown mat, and the lock stuck, but everything was as she expected it to be. It was icy-cold inside, smelled a little musty, but the electricity was on, and an unexpected Tupperware container of leftover lasagne sat in the fridge.

      Looking up at a thick cobweb in the corner, and the daddy longleg spider that inhabited it, Grace sighed.

      “Welcome home, I guess.”
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      The following morning, Grace woke to a silence she realised she’d taken for granted.

      She studied the way the early morning light dappled through the lace curtains and across the pastel blue fleur-de-lis wallpaper, and she listened to the country outside.

      Devoid of the sounds of the city she’d become accustomed to—droning traffic, slamming doors, and the Qantas Boeing 747’s flight path she lived under—the bush came alive in a way she hadn’t heard when she was younger. She supposed it’d always been there, and not knowing any different, nature had become part of the background hum that was so prevalent in the city.

      The warble of magpies and trilling of lorikeets as they went about their business in the gum trees surrounding the cottage. Wild wind currents rushed through the canopy of gum tips and the thick branches groaned as they waved back and forth. The lowing of a cow in the paddock toward the mountains…and the rumbling crunch of a car driving towards the cottage.

      Leaping out of bed, Grace raked her fingers through her hair and fumbled for her jeans. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      If it was Mary Atkinson coming to check that her daughter was still in residence, there was no way Grace was going to be caught still in bed at eight in the morning. Six a.m. was considered a lie-in around here, and pressing the snooze button on the alarm was a capital offence.

      Changing out of her pyjamas, she was hopping across the lounge room with one leg in and the other half out of her skinny jeans, when there was a knock at the door.

      Shimmying her way into the tight fabric, she zipped them up and opened the door.

      A man stood on the porch, dressed in a dirt-stained neon yellow and navy work shirt, tan trousers, and heavy boots.

      “So, she is alive,” he said, looking her over.

      “Brad?” She blinked, barely recognising her brother underneath his scrappy facial hair. He looked so…grown up.

      “I thought the old man was taking the piss when he said you were coming home. I just had to see for myself.”

      Grace groaned and pushed past him. “Not you, too.” She sank down onto the bench. “I know, I know. I don’t write, I don’t call, I don’t press like on your social media posts.”

      Brad chuckled as he sat beside her. “Proof of life now and then might’ve been nice… Just saying.”

      Grace rubbed her eyes, already exhausted, and she’d only just gotten out of bed. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Life gets hectic when you’re trying to chase the career everyone tells you is the thing you have to do. They drill that shit into your head all through school. They tell us we need to go to university and make something of ourselves, otherwise we’re destined for a fortnightly welfare check.”

      Brad raised his eyebrows. “How’s that going for you?”

      “Shut up. That job took up all my time, but now it’s gone. I trained for something niche and competitive, like I thought I was supposed to do, and ended up offending everyone. Since when did trying to make something of my life make me such an awful person?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with it, Gracie.”

      “Then what?”

      “You left us all behind and forgot to call,” he told her. “That’s what. Besides, I don’t even know what ‘career’ you were trying to chase.”

      Grace opened her mouth to argue, but closed it again. It was way too early to start ugly crying.

      Throughout university, she’d come home for Christmas each year, and for all her semester breaks, but the moment she set foot onto the farm, she was given a frosty welcome. Antarctica would’ve felt positively tropical compared to the Australian alps. Over time, the tense atmosphere only seemed to drive her more and more towards wanting to stay in Sydney. So eventually, that’s what she did…for six years.

      “I get it, at least a little,” Brad said. “We were born in the Internet generation. We had Tamagotchis and Game Boys, and direct access to the outside world.”

      “Are you saying I got distracted by shiny things?”

      “Yeah, nah. There ain’t nothing wrong with wanting more, but you didn’t have to go off and forget about us up there in your fancy city.”

      Grace didn’t reply. There was nothing she could say to rebuke that. It was all true. She’d been an epic bitch to her parents, but did she really think she was better than all of this?

      “I never thought I was a selfish person, but maybe I am.” She cringed. “Not knowing that’s who I am feels worse somehow.”

      “If you feel bad about it, then that’s a good thing.”

      “It doesn’t feel that way.”

      “Well, it means you give a shit, Gracie.” He slapped her shoulder. “I’ve gotta get to work. I’ll see you around, little nugget.”

      She made a face at the childhood pet name. “Bloody hell, don’t call me that.”

      He smirked. “Dad left the Jimny for you, by the way. Key’s in the ignition.”

      Her eyebrows rose. She hadn’t been expecting anything but a place to stay, knowing even that would come with strings attached, but the Jimny? The tiny four-wheel drive was more than she deserved.

      “Brad?” She waited until he turned. “Where is work?”

      “Snowplow in winter, roadworks in summer.” He shrugged. “Ain’t glamorous, but I get one hell of a tan in summer.” He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a tan line that reminded her of Neapolitan ice-cream. Chocolate and vanilla, side-by-side.

      She sat on the porch, her bare toes warming in the sunlight, and watched him drive his dusty ute back down the dirt road towards the main house.

      It wasn’t until he’d disappeared that she realised he hadn’t asked her about her job, but she knew she deserved his indifference.

      Looking towards the Kosciuszko range, Grace sighed. The metaphor was strong—if she wanted her life to change, then she had one hell of a mountain to climb.
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        * * *

      

      The Jimny was a steely grey, tiny metal box that originated off a production line somewhere around the last century. Slapped onto a solid four by four chassis and loose suspension, it was the car that kept on going. Seriously, the thing was immortal.

      Grace sat behind the wheel, zooming along the highway towards Targangil. The ride was rougher than a tumble dryer, but if she wanted to go down a rutted-out dirt road, then she knew she’d never get bogged. Well, at least not in a hurry.

      Ahead, she was presented with an uninterrupted view of the wild landscape that rose from the plains that were dominated by grazing cattle.

      The Australian Alps were comprised of mountains that appeared as sloping hills, rising lazily out of the thick forests of gum trees—candlebarks, ghost gums, and the unique snow gums that grew higher up—topped with smooth granite tors and valleys littered with matching boulders. Only the highest peaks looked like the jagged mountains found in other parts of the world.

      Now that she was driving towards town, she could see the pinnacle of the main Kosciuszko Range that was obscured by the thick trees around the cottage. Snow drifts clung to the topmost slopes, stark white against the burnished brown and khaki green of the open landscape, reminding her of icing sugar on top of a sponge cake. Cliché, but it was the first thing that came to mind.

      Out in the fields, Grace knew the runoff from the melting snow would wreak havoc this time of year. It was late in the season, and summer was just around the corner, and one hot day would send a torrent of water into the Thredbo and Mowamba rivers, then into the creeks that ran into the northern part of the farm. She wouldn’t be surprised if there was flooding in the middle of summer with how the weather was playing out.

      She shook her head as the road curved towards the descent into Targangil. Seemed like the country had never quite left her, even after all those years living amongst the metal and concrete.

      The wheels of the Jimny clicked as it coasted across the joins in the bridge that spanned the Mowamba River. A quick glance revealed that it’d broken its banks and flooded the playground equipment in Rotary Park. The current had churned up all the silt at the bottom, leaving behind a muddy mess reminiscent of the chocolate river in Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.

      Grace found a car park at one end of the main street and walked the rest of the way.

      It seemed like Targangil had gone through quite the transformation since she’d last been here. Hotels, a caravan park, and at least five ski shops had opened in the last six years—all of which had been designed around the whole stone-clad winter chalet aesthetic. There was even a Woolworths supermarket, nestled amongst the cut price snowboards and a Commonwealth Bank branch.

      Never mind the flowering gums, she thought as she passed a display of discounted winter clothing outside Targangil Ski House.

      Even though the street was mostly empty, it was obvious this place came alive in the winter. She passed a gift shop and spotted the Visitor Information Centre in the distance. It’d been renovated since she was last here, and instead of resembling the public toilet she remembered, it was now a wood, stone, and glass architectural picture-perfect postcard.

      Life had moved on at a rapid pace without her, and Grace found herself caught up in a tumble of unknown turmoil. Her childhood home was barely recognisable, but then again…so was she.

      Past the gift shop and a vacant storefront, a ‘help wanted’ sign stopped Grace in her tracks and slapped her out of her depression K-hole. Looking up at the building, she realised it was a restaurant. A neon sign blinked in the window, proclaiming the place was called Brumbies. The neon also extended to a rearing horse, complete with a streaming mane and tail.

      Like a traumatic trigger response, Mary Atkinson’s voice echoed in the back of her mind, stinging like a thousand bees. Because if you wanted to make your life work there, then you should’ve taken whatever work you could’ve to survive. That’s the Atkinson way.

      Grace made a face as she looked at the menu posted outside the door. Cocktails, craft beer, and steak—eight to ten ounces of flame-grilled, marinated heart disease waiting to happen. It sounded more like a strip club than a bar and grill.

      The last place she thought she’d be stooping for money was a hospitality job, especially not after the fancy offices and pantsuits she’d gotten used to.

      Good on you, Gracie, she thought. Overqualified and up yourself. Great start.

      But maybe it’d win her some points with her mother…and put her bank balance into the positive for a change. So, she took a deep breath, resigning herself to whatever fate had in store, and opened the door.

      Inside, Brumbies was one hundred percent not a strip club. The restaurant was full of tables and booths along the windows, and a matching bar lay opposite the door. Behind and beside the wall of alcohol and beer were separate entrances to the closed kitchen. Wood paneling, stonework on the walls, and slate tiles made the space darker than it needed to be, but she supposed it had a rustic mountain vibe to it.

      A group of men of various ages sat around the bar, each with a beer in front of him
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