


Where the Wattle Still Burns

An Australian Gold Rush Romance

In a land scorched by greed and guns, grace was the last thing he expected.

Only grace can raise what the fire tried to take.

By T.B. Turner
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Chapter One: Ashes and Gold
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Ballarat, Victoria — 1860

The earth was scorched by sun and sin.

Dust coiled in lazy devils along the Ballarat goldfields, weaving between makeshift tents and timber shanties. The stench of sweat, ambition, and gunpowder clung thick in the heat. Men shouted over claims, horses reared against flies and noise, and picks rang like war cries against stubborn rock. Beneath the surface of every pan and riverbed, greed stirred—raw, hungry, and restless.

Charlotte Huntington stood at the edge of that madness, skirts gathered in her hands, her bonnet shadowing blue eyes that held more resolve than fear. She watched a pair of grimy miner’s brawl over a claim barely the size of her bath basin. Blood struck the dirt. Again.

She turned away.

Behind her, the mission wagon waited, a faded cross painted on its side. Its wheels creaked with age and purpose. Mr. Judson sat at the reins, hunched and grim-faced beneath his wide-brimmed hat. His white beard fluttered in the breeze like old parchment.

“You sure you want to do this, Miss Huntington?” he asked as she approached. “Plenty of folk don’t come back from the bush.”

“I’m not plenty of folk,” she replied without flinching.

Judson eyed her for a moment longer. Then, with a grunt, he offered a hand and helped her into the seat beside him.

Charlotte tucked a small leather satchel under her boots. It held more than bandages and salves—it held letters from home, her father’s worn Bible, and a piece of rose quartz her mother had placed in her palm the day she left Melbourne.

“Besides,” she added, “God goes before me.”

Judson muttered something about bushrangers and fools in bonnets but clicked the reins all the same. The old mare groaned, and the wagon creaked into motion.

Ballarat shrank behind them as they passed the last tent, where a drunkard played a mournful tune on a cracked fiddle, and the rickety gallows that loomed like a scarecrow nailed to the bones of justice. The hills beyond rolled out in amber waves, dappled with ghost gums and shaggy bracken.

Charlotte exhaled and pressed a hand to her chest. Already, the noise faded into the hush of the bush—the sound of cicadas, the faint rustle of a wallaby in the scrub, the sighing wind through wattle branches.

She felt alive.

The road twisted and narrowed, turning to little more than a track gouged into red clay. A wedge-tailed eagle soared above them, casting its shadow over the wagon like a warning.

They rode in near silence for over two hours. Charlotte counted the landmarks she remembered from the maps—Three Sisters Bluff, the Old Waterhole, the abandoned gold shaft where a man had once vanished without a trace. Every place here had a story. Most ended in blood.

The sun reached its apex, glaring and unrelenting. Judson passed her the canteen. She drank sparingly, mindful of the journey yet ahead.

Then, as they rounded a bend near a dry creek bed, the peace shattered.

Gunfire.

A single shot cracked through the air, followed by the thunder of hooves and the wild, ragged shouts of startled men. The wagon jolted as something—someone—burst from the trees in a blur of dust and sweat.

“Down!” Judson shouted, yanking the reins hard.

Charlotte hit the floorboards just as a second shot rang out. A horse screamed—high, sharp, and final.

When the chaos thinned, Charlotte dared to lift her head. Smoke drifted lazily in the air. Judson held a pistol in his shaking hand.

A man lay crumpled near the brambles, half-concealed by scrub. Blood soaked his shirt, dark and spreading. His revolver lay just out of reach, half-buried in the dirt.

Judson spat. “One of them bushranger devils. Probably after our supplies.”

Charlotte didn’t hesitate.

She leapt from the wagon, skirts catching on the axle. Her boots skidded on loose gravel as she ran to the man’s side.

He groaned.

She dropped to her knees, ignoring the stickiness already seeping into her gloves. His face was smeared with blood and dust, but beneath the grime, he was striking—dark lashes, a strong jawline, lips curved not in malice but pain.

“Help me get him into the wagon,” she said without looking back.

Judson gaped. “You’ve lost your mind! He’ll slit our throats the moment he wakes!”

Charlotte turned. Her eyes were sharp, unwavering.

“He’ll die if we leave him. And I won’t do that.”

“But—”

“I said help me.”

Judson cursed under his breath but came. Together, they hoisted the unconscious man, grunting with effort as they laid him gently in the back of the wagon. Charlotte stripped off her gloves, pressed them to his wound, and whispered a prayer.

They turned the wagon back toward the mission. The old mare protested the shift in direction but obeyed. The sun dipped lower, throwing long shadows across the trail.

Charlotte kept her hand on the stranger’s chest, feeling the weak but steady rise and fall. He was still breathing. For now.

“What if he’s wanted?” Judson asked after a long while.

“He is,” she said softly.

Judson glanced at her. “You know him?”

Charlotte hesitated. “I’ve heard the name. Blake Malone.”

The air seemed to still at the name.

Judson swore under his breath.

Charlotte looked down at the bloodstained man cradled against her knees. Blake Malone. Bushranger. Outlaw. Killer, some said.

But she saw more than the wanted poster. She saw a soul.

And she had the distinct, bone-deep sense that God had not brought him into her path by chance.

Something inside her stirred—not fear, not pity. Calling.

The wagon creaked on, carrying them back toward a mission barely more than a cluster of humble buildings tucked into the shadow of the range. Toward a journey neither of them yet understood.

And somewhere behind them, in the tangled forest where smoke still lingered and bullet casings glinted in the dust, the wattle still burned.
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Chapter Two: The Mission’s Mercy
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Ballarat Hinterland — Two Days Later

The timber walls of the mission station creaked under the weight of the noonday sun, their pale boards bleached and warped from years of wind, heat, and quiet prayers. Surrounded by scrub and thirsty gums, the buildings sat humbly in a natural amphitheatre, their roofs sloped like bowed heads. A bell, salvaged from a sunken ship, hung crooked from a timber frame and rang out every morning to call the faithful—or the desperate—to prayer.

Inside the infirmary cottage, the air was thick with the sharp tang of eucalyptus oil and boiled linens. Charlotte sat at Blake Malone’s bedside, dabbing his brow with a cloth cooled in rainwater. His face, though sunburnt and scarred, had relaxed in the last day. The fever that had gripped him had begun to recede. Still, his breaths were shallow, and the wound in his side needed careful tending every few hours.

Charlotte had scarcely left his side.

The bushranger who had once sent chills down miners’ spines now lay helpless, watched over by a woman whose faith left no room for vengeance.

Judson lingered in the doorway. “You’ve got a saint’s patience,” he muttered, crossing his arms. “But that man’s a wolf, Miss Huntington. Nursing him back to strength might only make him strong enough to bite.”

Charlotte didn’t flinch. “I’m not here to judge his past. Only to offer him a future. That’s what grace is, Mr. Judson.”

Judson grunted. “You’ll find no shortage of sinners out here.”

“I didn’t come to the goldfields looking for saints.” She wrung out the cloth and replaced it on Blake’s brow. “I came looking for souls.”

A soft groan escaped Blake’s lips. His fingers twitched.

Charlotte leaned forward. “Mr. Malone?”

His eyes fluttered open, then winced as the sunlight found him. He tried to sit up, but the pain dragged him back down with a grunt.

“Don’t move,” she said gently. “You were shot. You lost a lot of blood.”

His voice was hoarse. “Where...?”

“You’re at the mission infirmary. Safe.”

His eyes scanned her face. “You’re not a nurse.”

“No.” She smiled faintly. “But I am someone who believes God doesn’t give up on people. Even the ones who’ve given up on themselves.”

Blake chuckled, but it turned into a cough. “God and I aren’t on speaking terms.”

Charlotte soaked the cloth again. “That’s all right. I’m fluent in silence.”

He watched her for a moment. “Why help me?”

“Because I saw you bleeding to death in a creek bed. Because I believe you’re more than your reputation.”

He scoffed. “Then you’re the first.”

“Then let me be the first of many.”

She stood to fetch a small bowl of broth simmering on the hearth. Blake followed her movements, eyes narrowed with suspicion—or perhaps curiosity.

“You’re not afraid of me?”

“I’m afraid of standing before God and knowing I could’ve helped someone and didn’t.”

He fell silent.

Charlotte knelt again beside the bed, spooning the warm broth gently to his lips. He drank slowly, every swallow a small victory.

Outside, the mission hummed with quiet life. Children’s laughter drifted from the schoolhouse. Chickens clucked near the fence. The wind rustled the wattle trees lining the edge of the garden—their golden blossoms vivid against the grey bark, as if heaven itself had dipped a brush in sunfire.

Later that afternoon, Charlotte joined the other mission workers in shelling peas beneath the shade of an ironbark tree. Judson read from a leather-bound Bible to a small crowd of Aboriginal children and miners’ orphans. Her hands worked without thought, but her mind remained in the infirmary.

She had seen the flicker in Blake’s eyes. Not just pain, but longing. A hunger that went deeper than the wound in his side. As if he hadn’t seen gentleness in a long, long time.

That night, Charlotte returned to his bedside. He was awake, staring at the ceiling as if trying to remember the stars.

“You’re quiet,” she said.

“Trying to figure out if this is a dream.”

“What would make it one?”

He turned his head. “You.”

She flushed but did not look away. “I’m not a dream, Mr. Malone. Just a stubborn woman with a stubborn hope.”

“I don’t deserve this.”

“No,” she said simply. “None of us do.”

She

















d2d_images/cover.jpg
WHERE THE WATTLE _
. STILL BURNS !

; , A Novel of the Australian Gold Rush_*..
l)' / }/ R X \k\\%

)
J

RNER\






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





