
AMONGST

THE IRONBARKS

––––––––

NIA SHIPTON

Amongst the Ironbarks

Copyright © 2026 by Nia Shipton

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.

First Edition: 2026

Registered in New South Wales, Australia


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Amongst the Ironbarks

Table of Contents

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

EPILOGUE

To Jonesy, for your encouragement and belief.

And for my Mum — forever missed.
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Bathing the Nattai wilderness in a warm amber glow, the afternoon sun began its slow dip toward the horizon, the scattered clouds just beginning to catch the first hints of pink. It was that particular hour in the Australian bush when the colours sharpened — the ghost gums gleamed bone-white, and the deep reds of the heath-leaved banksias seemed to pulse at the edge of the shadows.

The air cooled, a faint late-afternoon bite slipping in as they made their way along the dirt track. Checking his watch, David Marsden noted they still had about half an hour before they needed to turn around and head back home. He adjusted his pack, the synthetic straps crackling as he shifted the weight on his shoulders. On either side of the trail, the bush sprawled out in greens and gold, the wattles rustling in a gentle breeze.

‘Wait up, Cooper!’ David called out.

His ten-year-old son was a few paces ahead, swinging a weathered piece of Greybox as he zig-zagged across the fire trail. Cooper had slipped into his Star Wars world, and the bush around him was suddenly Endor, the fire trail his path through a forest moon. His boots scuffed up little puffs of dust that drifted lazily in the slanting light.

“I’m just clearing the perimeter, Dad!” Cooper announced, parrying an invisible blow from a low-hanging banksia branch. “I can feel a disturbance. The Sith are hiding here somewhere.”

David laughed, the sound carrying lightly off the sandstone embankments. “Is that right? Well, just make sure your Jedi reflexes don’t take out your eye. We’re looking for koalas, remember?”

Chloe was trailing behind. At six, she drifted from treasure to treasure, delighted by each new find waiting in the grasses as she searched for fairies between the low shrubs. Beside a cluster of Crowea, she paused to brush her small fingers over the waxy pink petals of the star-shaped blossoms.

“Is the Force telling you where the fairies are, Cooper?” she asked hopefully.

Cooper stopped and gave her a look of exaggerated patience, leaning on his stick like he was in charge of the whole bush.

“Chloe, for the gazillionth time, fairies don’t live here,” he said. “This is the bush. It’s way too dirty for them. Their wings would get stuck in spiderwebs, and then a spider would eat it.”

“They have magic,” Chloe insisted, lifting her chin.

“So?” he shot back. “Fairies live in flower gardens. Like Nanna’s in Bowral. Not out here.”

“But I found their stars!” Chloe said with conviction, pointing at the pink blossoms.

“Those are just Croweas,” Cooper said, mangling the word. “A plant, not a fairy house. Now come on, keep up or the koalas will think you’re a snail.”

David smiled at the exchange and started walking again. “Alright, Professor Coop — you stick to the Sith and let your sister hunt fairies. And both of you, remember to look up.”

Ahead, he heard movement, sticks breaking under slow hops as something moved toward the trail. He looked over just as a small mob of wallabies pushed out from a clump of silver wattles and froze, their dark noses twitching as they tested the cool air.

“Look, Chloe—wallabies,” he said, turning back to her.

She wasn’t there. The trail behind him was empty. He looked around, waiting for her to appear from behind a tree trunk or rise from a crouch... but she didn’t.

“Chloe, don’t be a pain. C’mon, we’re going,” he called.

He moved to the spot where he was certain she’d been only moments earlier. The small patch of Crowea sat undisturbed, the pink petals untouched. No bent stems. No shift in the soil. Nothing to show she’d ever stood there.

A tightness crept into his chest, and he became aware of his own heartbeat, loud in the sudden quiet. The steady drone of crickets and other insects—so constant he’d stopped hearing it—was simply gone. The gentle breeze had vanished too, leaving the trees and grasses utterly still.

A hush settled over the bush, heavy and out of place, turning the air thick. He looked up. The white clouds still drifted across the sky, but everything around him had stopped.

“Cooper! Come here!” David said, harsher than he intended. His voice didn’t carry. It sounded like it hit something close and soft, collapsing on impact.

Cooper was already rushing back toward him, his lightsabre forgotten, dragging a line behind him in the dust. He’d noticed the change too. The playfulness had drained from his face, replaced by a wide-eyed, unsettled stare. He kept glancing at the air itself, as though trying to see what was wrong with it.

“Dad?” he said, his voice small. “Where’s the noise gone? My ears... they feel like they’re gonna pop.”

“Help me look for your sister,” David said, his heart hammering against his ribs. “She can’t be far. She’s probably behind that rock.”

They began to search, weaving in and out of the scrub and back onto the fire trail. David kept a firm grip on Cooper’s shoulder, not wanting to lose sight of him too. His eyes darted through the bush, searching for a flash of pink, the bob of her ponytail, anything. He even looked for more of the “Pink Star” fairies Chloe had been so sure of.

“CHLOE!” David yelled.

He screamed her name again, a raw, primal sound that should have carried for kilometres. But the hush swallowed it before it could travel a metre. The Nattai didn’t echo it back. It just sat there, golden and indifferent, holding its breath.

“Chloe! This isn’t funny!” Cooper called, his voice cracking. They had been searching for forty minutes, and the shadows were getting deeper.

David reached into his pocket and pulled out his iPhone. In the top corner, where the signal bars should have been, it simply read: SOS only. He held it high as they kept moving, his boots crunching on the exposed sandstone—the only sound in a world that had gone dead.

As they climbed a small rise, the phone pinged and a single, weak bar flickered into existence. David hit the emergency call button. It connected.

“Emergency, which service do you require?” The operator’s voice was calm, clinical, impossibly far away.

David’s knees almost buckled. Pulling Cooper closer, he turned back toward the empty trail, toward the untouched Crowea flowers standing quietly in the stillness.

“Help,” he managed, his voice breaking. “I’m on the Western fire trail. I... I can’t find my daughter. She was right here. She was just right here.”
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