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To Harps. My World.




One

January 20 – 09.00 – Wind direction NE – Surface speed 35km/h

2 hours since North Rislake evacuation

South Rislake status = Amber (Prepare for possible evacuation)

The snarl ripped through the dry trees, the devil cracking its knuckles as it incinerated even the fresh growth. The fire closed in on the town, relentless, ripping, burning – destroying everything in its path. The houses at the edge of Caldicott would be first to meet this insatiable beast. Twenty-two hours since the initial report and the front had already spread to almost unmanageable levels. A combination of strong prevailing winds and the ferocity of the flames. Ten trucks from two zones, McLindon and Doory, meeting the run. One hundred and fifty men and growing working in shifts around the clock. Volunteers mixed in with the pros. Soot-plastered faces, skin scorched by the heat. Burns and blisters and the distant baying of animals caught in the flames. Hell on earth was about to visit Rislake. And it wasn’t leaving until it devoured everything, until it brought the town back to base elements and memories of what once existed.

Already the walls of the white house on Caldicott feel the heat approach, the paint cracking, the edges of the timber curling into foetal balls. Hiding even though there is nowhere to hide, the windowpanes quivering, shaking at the thought of what awaits, reflecting the quiet suburban street shrouded in black smoke, the edges like a mirage.

But people were prepared. Procedures and plans enforced, counterattacks at the ready for this annual threat, an evacuation of the north side of town called for two hours ago.

The evacuation had done its job. The houses are empty. Or they should be. But in the white house on top of the hill there is a body. It lies silent between the hallway and the main room, a pool of blood crusted to the floorboards that had once been home and will soon be cinders. A body alone and helpless to resist the flames. The fire had not taken them from this earth, but it soon would.




Two

Detective Sergeant Alex Kennard had no one but himself to blame for being caught up in this. In his late thirties, he was at the stage of life where he was afforded neither the empathy of youthful inexperience, nor the sympathy of elder incapacity. You were meant to know what you were doing. His golden age. That perfect mix of years of experience in the job combined with muscular cohesion. But the grey in his hair and the layer of fat that clung to every muscle hinted that maybe his golden age had passed him by. Blink and you’ll miss it. Maybe it had come and gone with the botched hostage incident in Parramatta. The whole reason he was here in the Blue Mountains, hailed by his old boss, and Ann, his wife, as a new start. But five months later Katoomba was a place that already bored Kennard, his working days filled with trivial complaints, stolen cats, petty theft and the occasional booze-induced assault. He didn’t like being idle. His brain didn’t like it. It brought up matters that were best left locked away. Parramatta for one, and the disastrous home-warming barbeque last week too. It had been designed to help him integrate into the new station and forge some connections. He had been reluctant to host but was coaxed into it by Ann. An informal gathering. Some beers and a barbie on a lazy Sunday. Loose tongues that led to a jibe from DS Simon Uptill that cut too close to the bone and instigated a punch that he couldn’t take back.

The barbeque had been another of his attempts to make the town feel like home which had gone awry, only adding to his feeling of being adrift and unconnected. This was not Sydney, surrounded by asphalt and people and an endless choice of food, events and entertainment. Katoomba and the countryside was not home.

Neither was Rislake but he had been off-duty and at a loose end when he heard the call and volunteered to help police the evacuation of the town about a half-hour to the west of his new home, a place thankfully not in the path of the bushfire.

Ann wouldn’t miss him. Tonight was bridge night, so she would dash from her part-time job at the accountants to an evening that Kennard knew he wouldn’t be welcome at. Not after last time. The chucked hand and the subsequent chucked table. He’d offered to pay for the repairs but had been asked to leave instead. Fuck ’em. He’d only gone in the first place because Ann did. She could go on her own. Rislake might take his mind off it. If nothing else, it would be a blast from the past, returning to the small town where he’d spent six consecutive years holidaying with his parents and older brother when he was a young boy. Four weeks of fresh air before returning to Sydney. A break from the city, back to nature, high in the rich mountain green.

He was curious about the place. He hadn’t been back for twenty-five years and was excited to see what had changed about the town. And the people. Maybe snap a couple of pictures to show his parents next time he was in the city. One last look before it became cinder. Ashes to ashes. Quite appropriate given that Rislake had been something of a religious town in his youth, sporting a large Methodist community and church that his parents had made him go to every Sunday. Something that might, possibly, have been part of the tenancy agreement for renting their holiday home, but which his parents had never confessed to.

A thousand metres up in the mountains, Rislake had been born on land that swept like a rollercoaster with great dips and rises that obscured part of the town from view, helped by the mountain blue gums that provided shade from the sun in the summer and broke through whatever snow fell in the winter.

As he approached there was a noticeable pressure in the air, a sense of impending doom, a whiff of a landscape being torched. He had no idea what he would face or how he would react. Already the crowded traffic had him on edge, his head felt dull, his hands shaking on the wheel as his mind flashed back to Parramatta six months ago, rushing to the courtyard of the washed-out apartment block. Rhian Thorpe, holding his mum hostage, his dad’s gun pressed to her head. All over a stupid computer that she had thrown out. One that the boy had obsessed over.

As the superior officer on scene, Kennard had taken charge, trying to talk Rhian down, but the teenager was having none of it, the crowd too big, the loss of face too great. The crowd had refused to disperse, baying Rhian on, their camera phones raised, filming instead of helping. Wanting to witness the action rather than be part of it. Voyeurism at its worst, Kennard’s authority useless against the desire to capture the events unfolding.

He had turned back from another futile attempt to get the crowd to move on to find the gun pointed not at the mother but at him. The finality of a barrel almost within reach as the mob pushed and jostled, capturing his indecision and Rhian’s determination on camera. But the focus of the gun soon switched again. In the absence of a dissenting voice the boy had made a decision. Kennard had dashed forward but Rhian was too fast, the bullet brutal. After that there was nothing Kennard could do. Amidst the screams, Rhian’s blood and the now fleeing crowd he had backed away. His colleagues had asked what he was doing but Kennard didn’t know. He only knew that he had been so close but now he needed to be far away.

Even now crowds still freaked him out. Even after six months of counselling, talking, listening, breathing. Rislake would be the test.

Exiting the highway was easy. The smart people were leaving town, not entering it, the beeping horns providing a soundtrack to the impending sense of doom that manifested itself in the orange glow that hung in the distance, northeast of the town. The invading army about to raze everything to the ground. An army that would take no prisoners.

Kennard aimed for the Incident Control Centre. It was being run out of the school classrooms, the gym repurposed to provide shelter for those residents who had been temporarily – and possibly soon permanently – removed from their homes. The operations room had been set up in the chemistry lab, its windows looking out towards the fire, which gave it the air of a war room with a front-row view of the action it was orchestrating. The communications operators had set up on some of the broad desks, laptops, phones and a bevy of equipment circling them. As Kennard stood there wondering what he should be doing, people and reports flitted in and out, uniformed officers from all branches manning radios and running the latest satellite weather data to try to predict paths and the ETA of those paths. Kennard soaked in the buzz of the room, his fingers twitching, his eyes drawn to any and all movement. He tried to convince himself that there was no danger here but the feeling was hard to shake. He wanted to boost. Straight out of there, straight back to Katoomba and his empty house. It was a cowardice which brought a coiled anger that manifested easily these days, one he tried hard to subdue.

More people came and went, voices raised, dashed and panicked. Kennard felt himself start to sweat, his skin prickling, rubbing his forefinger on the inside of his thumb. Trying to count the calluses. A coping mechanism. But it didn’t work. Giving in to his nerves, he headed outside into the car park still cursing his spinelessness, as an angered cry came from the edge of the cordon that had been placed on the main road outside the front of the school, which marked the start of the ‘no-go’ zone. Keeping people on the safe side of town. Safe for now at least.

A squat man was grappling with a couple of officers who were preventing him from crossing the barricade of cones and marked Chrysler police cars. It was two against one, but the fight was evened up by the sheer ferocity and determination of the attempted interloper. The man was shorter than average, his face a bundle of features all battling one another for superiority, like a Mr Potato Head doll. He was striking but not handsome, late twenties with a shaved head that glistened with sweat.

Kennard kept his distance until the two officers had an arm each restraining the man. His bulging eyes looked as if they were trying to breach the cordon of their own accord.

‘Why the fuck aren’t you out there looking for Trace?’ he cried, white jabs of spittle flying from his lips like sea foam.

‘We need you to calm down,’ said one officer as Kennard approached, his hat knocked to the asphalt and slowly turning grey with ash drifting from the dull sky overhead. Kennard flashed his badge.

‘His wife is missing,’ one of the officers explained.

‘Not my wife,’ said the man. ‘His.’ He flicked a glance over his shoulder towards another man who was slumped by one of the squad cars at the barricade, his head in his hands.

‘Who is he?’ asked Kennard.

‘Russell Hilmeyer.’

The name caused Kennard to stop in his tracks. Rislake was a trip down memory lane, but he hadn’t expected to find any familiar landmarks.

Kennard had only been a seasonal visitor and five years older, but even as a child Russell Hilmeyer was the talk of the town. A star of the local under-10 footy team, a brute of a seven-year-old, he was already being scouted by some of the bigger teams and towns, his future career bandied around even then. The fame had gotten him bullied by kids up to three years older, but he had been able to defend himself. The kids around eleven or twelve could have taken him if they tried, but none of them dared in case they came away bested.

But Russell Hilmeyer was no brute now. He didn’t move, hunched over like a pile of dirty washing in his full firefighting gear, fluorescent yellow trousers and jacket with an orange sash over each shoulder.

‘We wanna go look for her,’ said the stocky guy, his battle with the officers ended.

‘And who are you?’ asked Kennard.

‘Joel Anselmo.’

‘Right, Joel, come with me.’

Kennard exited the school gates and approached Russell, who stood up as he reached him. He had turned into the man Kennard would have expected. He was a decent chunk over six foot and athletic, muscles that were being slowly decayed by his thirties but that for the moment held their own. His blue eyes pierced the soot that stained his skin.

‘Your wife is missing?’ asked Kennard.

Russell shook his head. There seemed to be no tears, but they could easily have evaporated away in the heat. ‘She’s not missing. You know her, Joel. She could be off painting.’ Russell’s words sounded like classic denial to Kennard, disbelieving them as soon as they were uttered.

‘Come on, Russ,’ said Joel.

‘When and where did you last see her?’ asked Kennard.

‘There!’

Russell pointed in the direction of the far side of town, the side that now boasted a magnificent and horrific backdrop of orange and red that coloured the horizon and sky until the upper layer of dark grey smoke and ash took over. There was something majestic about how threatening it was. How small it made him feel. As if he was watching the end of the world approach.

‘But not since Tuesday. I’ve been away. Working.’

‘Has anyone…?’

‘No one we’ve asked,’ said Joel, panicked.

‘Her mobile?’

‘Tried it,’ said Russell, shaking his head, fear tightening his expression. ‘It’s either off or out of signal. Not unusual around here or unusual for her if she’s painting. Hopefully somewhere far away from here.’

Two of the local constables joined the commotion. The older officer with the wattled neck spoke. His face was cragged but his voice sympathetic, as if talking to a close friend. ‘They’re re-checking the school again, Russell, mate.’

‘We’ve already checked. She’s not there,’ said Joel.

Kennard turned to Russell. ‘Where do you live?’

‘Caldicott.’

Kennard had heard the name mentioned in the command room. It was a road on the northwest of town scheduled to be first in line to meet the merciless front of the fire.

The older officer interrupted. ‘I know you heard Bairstow’s orders, Russ.’

At this, Russell went quiet, not meeting anyone’s eyes. Kennard understood immediately what had been said. Going out there was too risky. Stay put. For now.

Joel interrupted, turning to Kennard. ‘Ten minutes. That’s all. Just us. We’re not rookies.’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Anselmo. I have no authority here,’ said Kennard, the words bitter on his tongue. Where did he have authority anymore?

The plea from Joel was heartfelt and it was also not directed at Kennard. At Kennard’s shoulder appeared a tall man in an orange helmet. The white dash across it marked him out as Bairstow, the Group Captain, a man Kennard had last seen ordering a retreat from Leersby, another battle line left to the enemy.

‘Sorry, Russell, I can confirm that Tracey is missing.’ His voice was firm, unrelenting.

Russell picked his head up to meet the words, but it was Joel who spoke. ‘You have to let us go in, Captain.’

Bairstow shook his head. He sported a beard that softened a hard, beaten face. ‘We don’t know for sure that she’s there and I can’t divert a truck to support you at present. The best we can do is drive it back and force a window.’

‘That might be too late,’ Joel said.

‘Have you called everyone that she might be with?’ asked Kennard.

‘Everyone,’ said Joel.

Once again Russell turned his eyes to the ground, lost in misery.

After Bairstow left with Joel in tow, Kennard stayed with Russell who had slumped against one of the barricades. If nothing else, he was capable of providing support to a man whose wife was missing.

‘Been a while since I was here.’

He got no response from Russell, who merely stared into the distance towards his house. One that he might never get to see again.

Kennard continued. ‘My parents dragged me up here summers as a teenager. Much changed? Benny’s Ice Cream parlour still around?’ He hoped to form some sort of connection with Russell. Get him talking and try to dilute his worries. But there was no getting inside, Russell a brick wall.

‘I knew you when you were younger. Well, I knew of you. Everyone did. On the footy field.’

Russell raised his head, then clambered to his feet, favouring his left leg. Age creeping up on him. Kennard knew the pain well. The look on Russell’s face was sour, as if Kennard had disgusted him. ‘Long time ago,’ he said, and moved along to the next car in front of the barricade and took a seat again.

Just then Joel returned, shuffling towards Russell, furtive in his movements. He glanced over at Kennard, then crouched beside Russell. From his pocket he produced a set of keys.

‘Savo’s PC,’ said Joel. ‘We go now.’

‘Where?’ asked Russell, finally looking at his friend.

‘Your house.’

‘She’s not going to still be there? Is she? She’ll be somewhere else,’ said Russell, forlorn hope crippling the words.

‘Better we know,’ said Joel. ‘Then we try elsewhere.’

Russell paused, considering his friend’s request and then nodded. Grabbing Joel’s offered hand, he clambered to his feet. Something that didn’t look easy in the heavy fireproof trousers and jacket.

Russell looked over at Kennard, narrowing his eyes in antipathy. ‘Not gonna dob us in, are ya?’

Kennard looked at both the men, desperation written on their faces. He was faced with a choice. One that he had to make quickly. He wasn’t going to dob them in. But he also wasn’t going to stand idly by.

‘I’m coming with.’

Russell shook his head. ‘You aren’t a firefighter. You don’t belong there.’

‘Better that he’s with us than against us,’ said Joel.

Russell flashed a glare towards Kennard that spilled over with downright menace. One that warned he wasn’t going to tolerate any bullshit. Kennard felt like one of those eleven-year-olds – older, more experienced, but intimidated as hell.

‘Just don’t get under our feet. You’ve no idea what we’ll face out there,’ said Russell.




Three

Tracey – Before

Tracey Tredwell had always dreamed of living in a house on a hill. Up above it all. Not a mansion or a castle (those dreams had been tempered early on), just a place she could call her own that wasn’t on a floodplain like her childhood home. It had been built in a nook by a stream, the dirty water from the Fevertree Mill making it stink to high heaven. On a good day. Then, three times a year, no more and no less, the rains would come and cause the stream to burst its banks, covering their garden in a grey foam that sat on top of the grass and refused to budge. A nasty foam that killed the grass, bleached the colour out of her jeans and turned her trainers off-white, like they had been soured.

Her mum had explained it was the residue of whatever chemical they used in the mill, to treat the paper and make it white. Everyone wanted their toilet paper to be a uniform colour. No one wanted to imagine that they were wiping their arse with paper that someone else had used. Which made sense. But having to accommodate other people’s luxury at the expense of her own was frustrating and stayed with Tracey.

The stink got everywhere. The house, the car, the wardrobes, the food. It meant she and her younger sister Karen having to endure the endless taunts of the other kids. The Deadwells. Smelly Deadwell. The NotSmellWells. The list was endless. And the taunts might have lasted for the rest of her school years, if it hadn’t been for two things. One was the fact that, when she turned thirteen, she blossomed into what her dad’s friends had called ‘a head-turner’. Men began to look at her like she was something to be captured, like the trout they always boasted about hauling in but no one ever saw. What it meant was that no longer were she and Karen – who rode her coattails – known as the Deadwells.

She was just coming to terms with this new power when the second thing happened. They moved. From Fevertree down to the Blue Mountains, trading one outpost for another, this time a beaten-up farm on the outskirts of Rislake.

Fourteen was a hard time to move. To start all over again. Especially when it felt like they’d gone back to square one, this time the taunts aimed at her mum and dad for buying the place from Corey Gannerson. Her dad had rushed the sale through, scuppering the plans of some of the local church elders to purchase it, a few extra grand shoved under the table for an immediate sale. Plenty thought that Gannerson signed the papers even though he didn’t know what he was agreeing to, but he did – his vision was just coloured by the greens and oranges of the cash pushed his way. Dad could be ruthless like that. Taking what he wanted, moving them if he desired, his way the only way. Tracey could see the family trait in her and her sister.

The church elders, backed by others, whipped the town into a frenzy, putting Gannerson at the head, stating that Dad had made him sign while under the influence.

The case never made it to court. Gannerson did as he was going to and pickled his liver within a year. They found him wedged in one of the flooded storm pipes, floating alongside the empty bottles. It was a horrible way to go, but one that Tracey often returned to. If she was ever going to go out by her own hand, drinking herself to death on some decent grog would be her choice. Champagne. Absinthe. Some of the Winston cocktails they boasted about in Melbourne.

The Gannerson farm wasn’t built on a floodplain, but on rocky ground on the west side of town. A farmhouse, a couple of sheds and fields out the back, beyond which was nothing but wilderness for miles. Her sister had taken to that well, her sense of adventure teased, helping Mum and Dad fix the place up. But Tracey wanted more than that. She wanted fame, and not in a celebrity television way. She wanted to be the artist rather than the model, despite her looks; for respect, for people to see past her beauty. And Russell Hilmeyer did.

Everyone in school wanted Russell. The tall, tanned, toned footy star with a smile that was slightly bent out of shape but all the more radiant for it. He was going to be the next big thing. Hands like spades. A leap like a kangaroo and an arse in shorts that even her mum drooled over. And her mum didn’t even like football. Never tuned into a game in her life when they were living in Queensland. She couldn’t name a single team, the Brisbane Lions the name of a zoo exhibit for all she knew.

Despite all the competition – and there was a lot of competition – Tracey won first prize, rapidly dumping Liam Gaffney, whom she had stolen off her sister originally, and becoming Russell’s girlfriend, which brought her a taste of fame, adoration and hatred. The dark side of being in the public eye. Whispers about what she did for Russell to keep him happy, things that might make her mother blush, or jealous.

They got married at eighteen, the reception afterwards paid for by the Methodist church Russell’s parents were prominent members of; sandwiches, vol-au-vents and cakes of all colours and sizes laid out on fold-up tables in the school car park. Their wedding had all the trappings of a town celebration rather than a personal one. For back then, Russell was the town, the great hope, the star.

Three months into the marriage and she got her big house on the hill. On Caldicott, on the northeast edge of town. It came with a big mortgage but an even bigger future. The first of many houses, she hoped. Here, Sydney, Bali, LA.

Just six months later it was all in ruins. Russell got injured. Hope turned to despair turned to pity. He needed to find work and so did she. Footy was meant to be his life, so he hadn’t tried hard in school. His parents were long gone, off to some African country she had never heard of to bring the locals the word of Jesus Christ. A permanent mission, their calling. They’d left a few months after she and Russell got married and had only been back a couple of times in what had now been twenty years; a solemn reunion with their boy, blessings offered, a simple celebration in the church before they were off again. There was apparently no one worth saving in Australia.

But they had worked hard, her and Russell. They scraped along like so many people did. He worked odd jobs, as did she, fitting her painting around shifts in the souvenir shop in town, listening to the creak of the wood of the house on the hill as it spoke to her, the calls of the kookaburras out back, the restless cicadas and insects whispering. Those days she enjoyed, cut adrift and alone to paint.

She was so isolated sometimes when Russell was out overnight firefighting or on a removals job that she’d often wonder how long it would take for someone to realize if she ever disappeared. But then her eyes would drift back to the current painting, and she’d find herself lost in it again. There was nothing wrong with being lost time and again.




Four

They nabbed the spare gear from one of the standby trucks. Russell looked Kennard over briefly and picked out the fit like an off-the-cuff tailor. Kennard was halfway between the two in height at six foot, but similar to Russell’s weight. Too much food and not enough exercise. They kept watch as he slipped what they called the bunker gear on. Russell had guessed well; the synthetic fabric trousers and Kevlar jacket fitted snugly. Kennard pulled on the steel-toe-capped boots with the puncture-resistant midsoles and listened to his heart thud as he drew the protective hood over his head. In the full kit the entire world seemed to shrink; just him against what lay ahead. Maybe this was how every firefighter felt when they went into battle. Them against the flames. He drew on the goggles. If nothing else, they would help disguise him for the next part of their plan. Finally, Joel passed him a white helmet with a grey dash, the nameplate blank. The unknown firefighter.

They made their way to the PC, the Personnel Carrier.

‘I’ll drive,’ said Joel.

‘You’ll need the keys for that,’ said Russell, dangling them from his fingers.

Joel patted at his pockets. Russell had obviously swiped the keys when Joel had helped him up, Joel’s wistful look betraying that this was a party piece Russell had performed many times.

‘Not having you drive,’ said Russell, spite in the words. ‘Useless bastard’s failed the pro driving exam twice, haven’t you?’

‘Dunlap had it in for me, you know that.’

Russell laughed, dismissing his friend’s complaints, clearly the alpha of the two. Joel was left seething at being bested but trying to disguise it.

They slipped into the red 4x4 easily. Everyone was too busy elsewhere to notice. Though it looked sturdy, Kennard couldn’t help but feel less than protected in it, surrounded by windows that would surely crack in the intense heat of a bushfire. He felt his breathing begin to stutter, nerves on the rise as Russell pulled out of the schoolyard. Instead of turning towards the roadblock, however, he drove in the opposite direction.

A minute later they took a sharp left turn down a dirt alley behind a row of houses, straight towards the other side of town and the fire, having skirted the roadblock entirely. Russell navigated the alley with the confidence of a local, but Kennard also realized that he might have been confusing confidence with panic. They had, in effect, hijacked an emergency vehicle for their own ends. And he had not only looked the other way but agreed to join in the escapade. It was for a good reason, he reminded himself. Russell’s wife was missing and despite one nagging feeling that he was stepping into a situation beyond his current comprehension, he had another nagging feeling. That he needed to find her. Make sure she was safe. For her sake and his own. Proof that he could step up to the mark when needed.

Swinging out of the alley, they found themselves at the lower end of Rislake, down in the hollow where the river – when there was enough water – cut the town in half.

As they climbed the hill, a hush lay over the north side of the town. Everyone had been evacuated, apart from Russell’s wife, and as the sky grew darker and Kennard peered between the front seats, he became acutely aware that there was a chance that this was a fool’s errand. He was putting himself in danger and Tracey might be safe, somewhere else entirely.

They traversed another unfamiliar street. Out the front and sides of the truck, a gloom was descending quickly, as if they were driving towards twilight. Counter to this burgeoning gloom, the temperature inside the Personnel Carrier began to increase. It had been prickly to begin with, but the heat had intensified immeasurably ever since they’d started up the rise. It felt as though they were heading directly into the centre of the inferno and Kennard didn’t know much, but he did know that driving straight towards a bushfire was not a smart idea. There was a reason fires like this were attacked from the flanks and not from the front. One wrong move and it could overwhelm them in an instant.

From underneath them came a sudden tacking sound. He recognized it: the asphalt and bitumen being ripped up from the road as they drove, the heat leaving its mark on everything. Ash fell from the sky, parted by the wipers that Russell had switched on.

‘I’m taking Ditton,’ said Russell.

‘Goura’s quicker,’ said Joel.

‘You think I don’t know that?’ spat Russell. Joel looked admonished as Russell continued. ‘Just that I don’t trust that new surface. Likely to come up in the heat.’

Joel didn’t respond, accepting the decision. There was no talking inside the cab after that. Nothing needed to be said. Their goal was obvious. Get to Caldicott Road. Get to Russell’s house. Find Tracey Hilmeyer.

The silence allowed Kennard to concentrate on what he was doing. The foolishness of it. His nerves increased. He clamped his hands to his legs to try to calm them. He was doing this to prove himself – and possibly save a life – but it was a careless and risky venture. As an officer with nearly ten years of service under his belt, he should have known better. He doubted that Bairstow would ever question a serious police investigation, so why did Kennard feel entitled to question his decision not to enter a part of town under threat from a raging bushfire? Was his desire to make amends for Parramatta misjudged? Whatever it was, it was too late now to turn back. He was along for the ride into hell.

Russell hitched the next left. Too fast and too sharp, the 4x4 drifting sideways as if the road was slick with oil. There was a collective gasp from all three of them, the kerb approaching fast. The vehicle caught itself, pitching onto two wheels and narrowly avoiding going over on its roof, before righting itself with a loud pop that startled Kennard.

Russell steered to a halt. ‘Bugger.’

‘What is it?’ asked Kennard.

‘Tyres. Think I’ve fucked them.’

Russell’s comment was interrupted by another set of distant pops. Car tyres exploding in the heat like kernels of popcorn.

‘How much further?’

‘Couple-a hundred metres,’ said Russell.

Kennard could see the look of fear in his eyes in their rear-view mirror and sweat edged around his goggles. The degree of heat had become extremely uncomfortable. It wasn’t something that could be solved by turning up the air con or rolling down the window. He could almost smell his flesh stewing in the heavy bunker gear.

He looked out the front window. Up ahead the road ran dead straight, the houses towered over by a blanket of sinister red, like a bloody hand about to strike. All Kennard could think of was the Nick Cave song, and how he wished he could be sitting by a pool sipping a whisky and coke and listening to the bare passion of The Boatman’s Call on repeat.

‘Let’s keep going,’ said Joel.

‘It’s fucked,’ said Russell, worry held deep in the lines around his eyes.

‘We have to.’

‘We go on, we might not get back.’

A realization that caused Joel to pause.

Russell continued. ‘She’s not there. She wouldn’t be. We’ve nothing that valuable to save.’

No one moved; brinkmanship, fear in all eyes. Kennard felt his heart flutter in relief. He had come to the edge, but Russell hadn’t forced him to jump over. This was enough. There was courage in his actions. He had shown that to himself at least. There was a long way to go with the others, his former friends and colleagues, the press and, of course, public opinion after the shit around Rhian Thorpe. Even Ann was pissed with him over punching Uptill last week. Something that would have been deemed out of character. Before Parramatta. Now this. Out of the frying pan and into the flames. He had done enough, hadn’t he?

‘So, what now?’ asked Joel.

The smart move was to hightail it out of there on three wheels or however many were left. But the smoke clogged brain cells, as well as eyes and noses. They were so close. Just a few hundred metres and they would have an answer.

‘I’m going to go,’ said Kennard. He turned to Joel. ‘Call for backup.’

‘What are you—?’ asked Russell.

His question was interrupted by the searing heat as Kennard opened his door. It was like sticking his head into an oven, suffocating in its intensity, no off switch, no relief.

His exit was announced by another pop, a lone car up ahead lurching towards the ground as if giving up the ghost. Another one lost to the flames.

Joel grabbed the CB and started to radio in their position, calling for a pumper and identifying three occupants in attendance: himself, Russell and another. Joel didn’t even know his name. Allowing Kennard the horrible realization that they wouldn’t be able to identify him if he died here.

He tried to put it out of his mind. He squeezed his hands into fists and began to walk. It was madness, the heat causing his skin to tingle, the asphalt waxy beneath his feet.

Gritting his teeth, he forced the pace, his gloved hand up to shield his face from the worst of the heat and failing to help. This was a stupid idea. Of all the ideas he’d ever had, this was probably the most fucking stupid. And he’d had plenty of stupid fucking ideas.

The road continued slightly uphill; this side of town was nowhere near as hilly as the main street but, given the intensity of the heat, it was like climbing a mountain.

Houses passed by on the right and left. Even from a distance Kennard could see paint peeling off them, stray embers floating on the breeze looking for a home. Plastic toys had been left behind to melt into indistinguishable, grotesque shapes, swings and deckchairs waiting to be mauled in the fire. Stuff deemed expendable. Yet Kennard was here. He wasn’t expendable. To himself if no one else.

With fifty metres to go, a hand found his shoulder, pulling him back. He turned to find Russell by his side.

‘We need to go,’ said Russell, breathing rapidly.

‘It’s so close.’

‘I know. But we can’t.’ There was pain in Russell’s eyes, glancing first at Kennard and then at the white house at the top of the hill.

‘You want to, I want to. So, let’s do it,’ said Kennard.

‘I don’t want to have to explain how you burned to a crisp out here,’ said Russell, forthright. ‘Bad enough that we took the PC.’

Russell’s words rang true, but something told Kennard not to stop. Taking a searing hot breath of air through his mask, he made for the house.

The heat seemed to goad him on, daring him into battle as if frying the common-sense circuits in his brain. The protective gear that he had donned helped shield him against most of it, but nothing could stop it entirely. He could feel the sweat prickle on his skin, boiling underneath his clothes. He had read about adventurers to the Poles developing a crazed, almost siege mentality against the cold. This is what it felt like. It called to him. Come and see. Prove you’re a man.

He reached the front door of the two-storey house. The wooden façade was intact, paint peeling and curling from the wood, the grass of the poorly kept garden turning crispy underfoot. He stood to his full height, squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and prepared to enter. Somewhere nearby he heard glass shattering. A warning to go no further. Kennard ignored it and stepped inside.

The front hall was sparse, a few pictures adorning the walls, the wallpaper curling like a paperbark tree, a simple wooden staircase opposite the living room leading straight up to the landing above, the timber beginning to warp with the heat. Like outside, the thermostat had been cranked up to boiling.

And there, in the hallway, surrounded by a pool of dried blood, was Tracey Hilmeyer.




Five

For a moment, Kennard just stopped. As if some form of rigor mortis had taken over. He hadn’t expected to find Tracey Hilmeyer. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected to find. Probably just an empty house, in which case he would have retreated down the hill as fast as he could to face whatever questions the GC, Senior Sergeant and his own DSS had. Haskell would probably order another round of counselling. Or just lock him up and throw away the key.

But here was Tracey, in a pool of blood. He felt his own blood pressure rise. The crippling heat seemed to increase the pressure of everything. He felt like he was about to burst out of his clothes like some value-brand Incredible Hulk, the familiar signs of stress, exacerbated in this heat.

He refocused on where he was. The feeling persisted that he was in over his head but there was no time to question himself. Make a first assessment and get out of there. The sheer amount of blood wasn’t a good sign. Nor was the blue, washed-out tinge of her skin and lips. Inching down the hallway, he made it to her body. Kneeling carefully, he touched her hand with the back of his. The skin was warm. His hopes rose briefly but were soon dashed by the lack of pulse and thick stench of decay in the air. Accelerated, no doubt, because of the heat. Tracey was dead.

Kennard stood up. A wave of dizziness threatened to topple him. He scolded himself to focus. Get a grip. This wasn’t his first dead body, although reconfirming that to himself didn’t help.

A few deep breaths helped the dizziness pass and he tried to clear space in his clogged brain to make a few mental notes. The situation was urgent now. First of all, Tracey Hilmeyer’s body was situated in the hallway. At the foot of the stairs, her head facing the living room. As if she was possibly heading for the front door but never made it.

A sudden blast of heat behind caused him to tense up. The fire was upon them. But when he turned, he saw the front door had opened, allowing heated air to flood in. Russell Hilmeyer had finally made it home. In the distance, Kennard could see the flashing lights of a fire truck making its way towards them through the falling ash like the last days of Pompeii.

Russell locked eyes with Kennard.

‘We have to…’ he started, impatient. Then he saw the body of his wife.

Realizing what was going to happen, Kennard advanced down the hallway to meet Russell in the middle. He was no match for Russell, who bypassed him entirely, a natural swiftness to his sidestep that, despite his slight limp, Kennard was unprepared for.

Regaining his balance, Kennard shouted after him. ‘Don’t touch her!’

But it was too late. Russell was kneeling beside his wife, holding her across his lap.

‘Trace? Trace? Wake up!’

Kennard could make out the keening in his voice, the bitter end of their marriage. ’Til death do us part come tragically correct.

‘She’s dead,’ said Kennard. He put his hand on Russell’s quivering shoulder, trying to get him to step away from his wife. Russell shrugged it off and glared at him.

‘I need to examine her,’ said Kennard, making a second attempt to ease Russell away.

Outside, over the distant roar of the approaching fire and intermittent cracks of shattering glass, there was a hiss of airbrakes. About twenty metres from the front of the house a massive red-and-white fire truck had come to a halt. Through the gloom, Kennard could see about ten firefighters disembark in full gear and work their way around its sides, detaching hoses and turning spigots with an air of controlled alarm. None of them wanted to be here. They had given up on this part of the town. They had decided to live to fight another day. Loss of property was regretful but recoverable. Loss of life wasn’t. It invited questions. But Kennard couldn’t distance himself from this decision. He knew he had helped drag them all into this.

‘What happened?’ asked Russell, looking up at him like a child asking a parent for answers while holding a poor, dead creature in his hands.

‘That’s what I need to find out,’ said Kennard, gathering as much sympathy in his voice as he could, given the suffocating heat. But Russell already had a theory.

‘Those stairs. She was always running down them. When we built the house, I knew that they were too steep, but that’s what she wanted. And when she wanted something, I usually got it for her.’

Kennard nodded. He needed Russell out of there. He needed to get out of there.

‘Can you back away from her for me, Russell?’

Russell looked down at his wife, dead in his arms.

‘This is my wife!’ he yelled, plaintively.

Kennard pursed his lips tight. Offering another expression of sympathy. ‘I need—’

Russell’s eyes flared. The pupils almost seemed to burn red, though Kennard knew that was impossible. It was just the damned fire playing tricks. He tried again. ‘We need to get her out of here. Before she…’

Russell didn’t say ‘burns up’, but Kennard knew that was what was on his mind. Hard not to be in this heat.

‘You got a body camera?’ asked Kennard.

Russell looked at him blankly.

‘To photograph the scene.’

Russell shook his head.

‘Can you ask your colleagues out there for me?’ asked Kennard, swivelling to turn his back towards the rear of the house and finding that it helped alleviate some of the raw power of the fire, albeit to a miniscule degree. Though even the smallest relief right now was welcome.

‘I don’t want her photographed. Not… like this.’ Russell looked at the door. Then his wife. ‘We have to move her.’ The doleful pleading in his eyes was persuasive, but behind it was a look that unnerved Kennard. Sheer determination. A willingness to do anything for his wife.

‘We will, but first we need to get photos. In situ. For—’

‘We have to get her out. This place is going to collapse, you stupid bastard.’

Kennard couldn’t disagree. If coming here was stupid in the first place, staying here was worse. But he wanted the pictures. Parramatta had taught him that his memory could be questioned. Photographs couldn’t.

‘I don’t want the last abiding memory of her on this earth to be this. I don’t want people to know she died falling down the stairs.’

‘She didn’t fall down the stairs, Russell.’

Russell froze. ‘What do you mean?’

While Russell had been lamenting his wife’s tragic death, Kennard had been scanning the scene. The amount of blood located around Tracey’s head could indeed indicate a nasty fall. But there was no blood on any of the steps. And, most importantly, the blood splatter he had detected was directed towards the front door rather than towards the living room like it should have been to be consistent with a fall down the stairs. And if she didn’t fall, that raised some questions, to which he didn’t have much time to come up with answers.

‘This is a crime scene. I believe your wife was murdered,’ said Kennard, knowing that the delivery was brutal but hoping that it would shock Russell into letting her go.

‘Murdered? But who would—?’ Russell continued to hold onto Tracey’s body.

‘That’s what I want to find out,’ said Kennard.

Gripping a stunned Russell under the armpit with a tenderness that was at odds with the life-threatening situation, Kennard managed to pull him up. His presence, and Russell’s, had disturbed the scene, but he could still get something from it. He was sure of it. He just needed a camera.




Six

January 20 – 10.00 – Wind direction NE – Surface speed 32km/h

3 hours since North Rislake evacuation

South Rislake status = Amber (Prepare for possible evacuation)

Kennard ushered Russell outside. Into a frenzy. Hoses had been rigged and aimed towards the back of the house, the firefighters jolting as the water spat out of the nozzles. Other firefighters darted here and there, crossing among the whipped smoke, there and gone in an instant, each shadowy figure causing Kennard to pause, his grip on Russell Hilmeyer his only anchor.

Suddenly that anchor broke free, and Russell disappeared off into the smoke. Kennard grabbed the next firey along, a young woman who shook her head and pushed him out of the way when he asked for a camera, her feet spread, right foot back, left foot forward to maintain her balance.

Kennard glanced around for another option. To his side he could see Russell, Joel and another firefighter nod at each other and make for the house. He knew what was happening. Russell was going to try to retrieve his wife’s body. He couldn’t let that happen. Despite his nerves protesting the intervention and possible conflict, he stepped forward to block them.

‘You can’t move her,’ he shouted at the three of them.

‘I have to,’ said Russell, leading the group. There was no doubt in his voice.

Kennard realized that there would be no persuading Russell, so he aimed his pleas towards Joel and the other fighter.

‘I think she’s been murdered. I need someone to call Incident Control and get them to send a forensics team. And I need a camera.’

Joel swallowed hard. Russell obviously hadn’t informed them of this development. ‘Murdered? Trace? You’re sure?’

Kennard nodded. Sweat seeped down his face. ‘It looks like it.’

Joel looked panicked all of a sudden, unwilling to meet Kennard’s eye.

A hand shot out. The third guy had ripped the body camera off his chest and handed it to Kennard.

‘Here you go! This will record and feed back to HQ.’

Kennard nodded thanks then looked at Joel and Russell. ‘I need you two to help save the house. Or keep the corridor to the house open. For Tracey.’

Kennard didn’t think he needed to instil how important this was, but he tried to inject gravitas into a voice and throat stinging in the dry air.

‘I don’t want to leave her,’ said Russell.

‘You’re not leaving her. You’re protecting her,’ said Kennard.

‘Too late,’ said Russell, despondent.

Kennard asked Joel to call Incident Control and get a forensics team – ideally a Forensics Services Group rather than a SOCO team for experience – out here. He returned to the house, alone, with only a mute Tracey Hilmeyer for company. Holding the camera and keeping it as steady as possible, he moved through the hallway recording the scene. The space glowed red from the lights, as if the walls, the floor, the pictures were on fire already. He recorded the position of the body and what he had discovered on entry. Following protocol. And trying not to scream in fear as he heard the crack of another pane of glass, the roar of the fire replaced by the crash of water on the walls of the house, rattling the planks as if the Big Bad Wolf was trying to blow it down.

Over the sound of the fire and the hoses came the cries of the firefighters outside. An order for the lines to be moved, trying to counter the perpetual movement of the blaze. A bushfire was unthinking and unfeeling, but also persistent and insidiously smart. Drop your guard and it would drop you.

Kennard wanted to leave. He had recorded the scene. Forensics would do the rest. But they wouldn’t be here for God knows how long. Preparing himself, he rolled Tracey’s body over. At the back of her head, just below the crown, there was a bloodied gap where the skull had been deformed. Obviously violently. And not by a fall down the stairs. This looked to have been a single blow.

Kennard tried to compose himself. His heart was beating so hard it was all he could hear. He tried to swallow but all moisture had been sucked from his body, his tongue firmly lodged against the top of his mouth. Coughing to free it, he swung around to try to locate any murder weapon but found nothing in the vicinity that seemed immediately capable of causing such damage. No pokers by the fireplace, no baseball bats, no 2x4s covered in blood. A more thorough search was needed.

Time ticked on, his heart beating out the seconds, his brain screaming that he should leave. That no amount of daring was going to bring Tracey back.

Kennard finally stumbled outside. His clothing almost seemed to slosh with sweat, as if he were liquefying inside the suit. He spotted Russell and Joel supporting parallel lines.

‘Did you call it in?’ he asked Joel.

Joel nodded. ‘They’d better hurry.’

‘I know.’

‘I don’t think you do,’ said Russell. ‘This is blowing strong.’

‘What can I do?’ asked Kennard.

With a shove, Russell handed him the line. ‘Hold this. Feed when necessary. Move when necessary. Follow Spike in front.’

The canvas line was heavy, rigid in his hands. Suddenly it pulled, jerking him forward. In front of him the firefighter moved, the nameplate on the back of the white helmet adorned with the name Spike. Kennard stumbled forward but his focus was not on Spike. It was on Russell, watching as he made for his house a third time. Kennard had the photos now, but he didn’t want the scene disturbed further. He went to drop the line, but Russell turned away from the house and towards the truck, slumping against it, holding his head in his hands.

Kennard returned to duty. As Spike took a step, so did he. As he did, he looked up. Behind the house the fiery glow seemed to have intensified, flames licking higher and higher, the heat ever more oppressive. It looked as if the sun was going to rise from the horizon for the second time that day. But there was no ozone layer, no clouds and no millions of miles to protect them from its raw power.

Kennard stuck with Spike for what seemed like a lifetime but was likely no more than ten minutes. His nerves were shot, still trying to come to terms with the series of macho choices that had led him here. It had been hard enough to keep himself together when he was only feeling the heat inside the house. But with the monster in full view, all he wanted to do was run and hide.

Help arrived soon after in an unusual and pissed-off fashion. Bairstow, the orange helmet with the white stripe, striding into view.

He had a number of reasons to be hacked off, including the hijacking of an official fire vehicle, the insubordination of two of his men, the risk to life and the fact that he had been proven wrong when they’d found Tracey’s body. Kennard knew that Joel and Russell would get it in the neck worse than he would. If it came to it, Kennard would vouch for them. Claim that it was all his idea and they merely provided access and kept him safe. He’d take them for a long, cold schooner after. Out of gratitude and because the beer might loosen a few tongues.

As it turned out Bairstow gave him nothing but a scowl, moving past him and straight to giving orders to the crews on site, his voice loud and remorseless as if he hated every last one of them. Anger issues, maybe. Kennard knew all about those. Punching DS Uptill at the barbie last week being a prime example. Because punching a colleague was still very much frowned upon, even if the arsehole deserved it.

The last time she had spoken to him, Ann had suggested seeing a counsellor again. Parramatta had obviously struck deep into his core. How could it not? Memory wasn’t like a blank disk that could be wiped or rebooted. Shit was held on file for ever, no matter how ruinous to his mental health. Ann was giving him space to consider it, but in this choking bushfire there was no space to breathe, let alone think of anything else but the immediate.

Tracey Hilmeyer. And who had killed her.
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