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      Kakadu Reunion

      When monsoon winds threaten the remote Australian wilderness, artist Emily races against time to complete her wetlands commission while keeping her young daughter Jem safe.

      A planned rendezvous at Yellow Waters lagoon takes a dangerous turn when Jarrah fails to appear, leaving Emily torn between protecting her child and finding the man she loves, who disappeared into Kakadu's treacherous jungle.

      As lightning splits the darkening sky and ancient magpie geese flee overhead, Emily must navigate fallen trees, rising floodwaters, and her own turbulent emotions to reach safety.

      Deep in the Territory's unforgiving landscape, where saltwater crocodiles lurk and monsoon floods can trap the unwary for months, a desperate search becomes a journey of discovery.

      Jem knows secrets the adults think they've hidden, recognizing the father she's never met.

      With chainsaws, determination, and a child's unwavering faith, this unlikely rescue mission unfolds against Kakadu's breathtaking backdrop of wetlands, escarpments, and tropical storms.
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      'Jem is five years and three months old.' Dave had emphasised the three months as he considered the exact date important, his voice carrying that particular gravity reserved for life-changing revelations.

      'Thanks.' Jarrah lowered the receiver into the cradle with trembling fingers, his mind reeling as the pieces fell into place. It all fitted. J for Jarrah and em. Em was his pet name for his first love, Emily—the woman who'd stolen his heart and never given it back. Heck, it was more than first love, and he'd never quite gotten over her, not in all these years of trying to bury the memories beneath layers of work and distance.

      He'd been the only one to call her Em, that soft syllable rolling off his tongue like a secret prayer. Now Dave, a longtime family friend who'd known them both since childhood, was telling him Emily and her daughter would meet him at the old rendezvous point by Butterfly Creek.

      This was definite, real, happening. Jarrah's facial expression altered from stunned disbelief to radiant joy, the transformation so complete it felt like sunrise breaking over his soul. Now he couldn't control his grin, couldn't suppress the wild elation that surged through every nerve ending. The ecstasy spread through his being like wildfire; he could have leaped ten feet in the air, could have shouted his joy to the endless Kakadu sky above.

      Jarrah looked around the ranger station and saw the boss and his co-worker giving him a distinctly quizzical glance, their weathered faces creased with concern and curiosity. He curtailed the impulse to make a full Tarzan impression, though he sure felt the overwhelming need for a burst of physical exuberance to match his soaring mood, something to release all this pent-up energy before it exploded out of him anyway.

      Peeling off his sweat-stained ranger's shirt in one swift motion, he yelled enthusiastically, his voice echoing off the tin walls, 'I quit!'

      'I thought this was your dream job?' The head ranger scowled deeply, his sun-beaten face creasing into familiar lines of disapproval. 'We need you here, Jarrah. You can't just quit without organising a proper replacement. We've got the wet season protocols to implement, the fire management program to oversee.'

      It didn't matter one jot to Jarrah that his friends, his workmates, all the blokes he'd sweated alongside for the past three years, appeared genuinely shocked by his sudden announcement. He still couldn't wipe that ridiculous grin off his face, couldn't dim the light that seemed to be radiating from somewhere deep inside his chest.
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      The look on his boss's and work mate's faces and the increasingly animated banter in the background as he'd quickly freshened up and threw his essential gear in the back of the truck was absolutely priceless, like something out of a comedy sketch.

      'Mango madness?' His boss said, shaking his grizzled head in bewilderment. 'I thought he was handling the tropical climate better than the rest of us city transplants.'

      'Did ya get a whiff of him?' one of the junior rangers piped up, wrinkling his nose theatrically. 'Old Spice aftershave—he's absolutely plastered it on like he's going to a bloody wedding.'

      'He's gone completely luney, more like it,' another voice chimed in from across the compound. 'That's even worse than going troppo from too much sun and isolation.'

      'Yep, that'd be right,' the boss said with resignation, crossing his arms over his barrel chest. 'When a man starts preening like a peacock, it has to be a girl involved somewhere.'

      Jarrah turned around, stretched out his calloused hand to the boss with genuine warmth and respect. 'It is my dream job, truly it is. I hope you will seriously consider taking me back on when I return from this journey.'

      The two men shook hands firmly, the gesture carrying years of mutual respect and hard-won camaraderie.

      'I've got a date with a dream girl,' Jarrah explained, his voice softening with wonder and anticipation. 'Someone I thought was lost to me forever.'

      His workmates, caught up in his infectious enthusiasm, helped load the open tray at the rear of the sturdy truck with jerry cans of extra petrol, emergency rations, bottled water, and basic medical supplies, all while keeping up their typically irreverent jovial banter about his sudden transformation.

      'Didn't know you had a girl anywhere in the territory,' the boss said, genuine curiosity replacing his earlier frustration. 'You always told us categorically that you avoided romantic entanglements like the plague.'

      'I suspect…' Jarrah felt the hot blood rush to his face in an embarrassing crimson wave, his voice catching slightly on the monumental words, '…I have serious entanglements. I might be a daddy—I never knew until just now with that phone call from Dave.'

      The boss man heartily thumped Jarrah on the back with genuine affection and understanding. 'I'll genuinely miss you, mate. Thought you weren't going to be any practical use to us when you first arrived here straight from university, aside from cataloging Gouldian Finches, mapping remote rock caves, and pressing rare orchids like some kind of scientific hermit. Well, you certainly turned into a great bushman too, better than most. You genuinely surprised us all with your grit. You pull your weight with the very best of them.'

      'Good luck, mate,' the junior ranger called out earnestly. 'Hope everything works out the way you're dreaming it will.'

      'Thanks for everything, truly.' Jarrah leaped athletically into the cab of the truck, reached out the open window and shook his boss's weathered hand once more with heartfelt gratitude.

      'You better get going if you want to make good time,' the boss said, glancing meaningfully at the afternoon sun. 'Daylight's burning, and you've got a hell of a drive ahead.'

      Jarrah gunned the engine and drove in a determined straight line across the red dusty land toward the main track that would take him back to civilisation and his destiny.

      The boss and junior ranger called after him through the billowing dust cloud, their voices carrying on the hot afternoon breeze. 'Make sure you reach the river crossing well before Namarrgon strikes!'

      'I will!' Jarrah shouted back over the engine noise. He was absolutely determined—nothing in heaven or earth would stop him getting to Em and meeting his daughter.
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        Author Note: Namarrkon (pronounced narm-arr-gon). Namarrkon is an important creation ancestor who is responsible for the violent lightning storms that occur every tropical summer.
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