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      who taught me to love both Creation
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      Welcome to a book by an Australian author! Some of the spelling and punctuation may be unfamiliar but is nevertheless correct. Keep your eyes peeled for uniquely Australian and New Zealand terms and a few that are relevant to trekking through mountains—here’s a taster.

      BIVVY. Short for bivouac, an improvised campsite or shelter.

      CARK IT. Australian colloquialism meaning ‘to die’.

      CIRQUE. A bowl-like valley formed by the head of a glacier.

      CHIPS. In Australia, this typically refers to deep-fried potato which may be either hot or cold. Hot chips are similar to French fries but usually thicker; packaged, cold chips are thin and crunchy, sometimes known as crisps.

      DAGGY (adjective), DAG (noun). Australian slang for something or someone unfashionable or uncool. Can be insulting or affectionate in tone.

      KIWI. Small flightless New Zealand bird, but also a colloquial term for a New Zealander.

      MELBOURNE CUP SWEEP. The Melbourne Cup is a major Australian horse race. A sweep is a type of gamble generally conducted in offices or social groups. People pay a small amount into a pool and are randomly assigned a horse. The pool of contributions is divided for the prizes.

      MORAINE. Piles of rocks and sediment deposited by a glacier. Hideous to hike over!

      POKIES. Poker machines, sometimes called slot machines or fruit machines in other countries. (The Australian habit is to shorten a word and add ‘ie’ or ‘o’ to the end.)

      SOOK (noun, rhymes with look), SOOKY (adjective). Australian slang for a cry-baby, usually insulting, sometimes self-deprecating.

      SUB JUDICE. Before a judge or court of law. Once someone is charged, journalists cannot report details that might prejudice a trial. I’ve just noticed that prejudice has judice in it!

      TARN. A mountain pool or small lake formed in a hollow carved by a glacier. In some places they are apparently filled with glacier melt but in Fiordland I’m pretty confident the rain has washed all of that away.

      TRAMP, TRAMPING, TRAMPER. New Zealand term for hike, hiking or hiker, or alternatively trek, trekking or trekker. It usually involves walking long distances over rough country. My first confusing encounter with the term emerged while sitting next to a Kiwi on a plane who wanted to know if I was planning to do any tramping. Important distinction: a tramper goes on a tramp, they are not themselves a tramp.

      WHINGE, WHINGING, WHINGER. Australian slang for complaining. Usually insulting.
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      Callie Brown was first to glimpse the end of the world, framed in the viewfinder of her father’s ancient film camera.

      School was over forever and the gang had gathered for one last pool party on a Brisbane night so humid it was like breathing underwater. Tomorrow, they would scatter in search of adulthood. Tonight, they could still be kids. Skylarking on the fern-fringed pool deck, hopefully making enough racket to scare off any snakes. Posing for selfies in the spooky glow of underwater lights. Or in Callie’s case, doing her best to be invisible.

      Hunger eventually propelled them in a noisy herd up three long flights of sharp outdoor steps to the lounge, where minimalist leather sofas dissected a polished-concrete floor. Bryan’s riverside mansion spreadeagled around them in uneven layers and decks. The last droplets of a blood-red sunset were seeping into the horizon behind a wall of floor-to-ceiling glass.

      As Callie adjusted her faded sarong, the damp, cloying scent of chlorine rose from her cheap swimsuit beneath it. She straightened to her full ridiculous height and lined up a shot of Kain and Jack actually being civil to one another.

      Jack was slouching, looking earnest, probably explaining something.

      Kain, reflected in the vast, ornate gilt mirror, stood straight, arms crossed, lord of his square metre of floor. Rehearsing for the courtroom, perhaps. Tonight, somehow, she would tell him how she felt. Nothing to lose anymore.

      Eye to viewfinder, she propped her elbows on her waist, exhaled slowly to keep the camera steady in the low light—film was so unforgiving—and pressed the shutter.

      “Pizza’s here!”

      She panned across the room. Snagged on something unexpected. Refocused. Instinctively pressed the shutter again.

      Jack’s voice cut firmly through the laughter: “Liana, what are you doing?”

      Someone gasped. The room became silent, uncertain.

      Pizza slices dangled from boneless hands. Odours of mozzarella and pepperoni fought with chlorine and sweat. A mosquito buzzed up the wall.

      “Oh no, keep eating,” Liana said. “I wouldn’t want to keep you from anything important.” Slender, brown, and magnificent in a red bikini and hip-slung multi-coloured silk wrap, she looked like she might have just stepped out of the Gauguin on the wall behind her.

      But the thing in her hand? That didn’t match.

      “Put that down at once.” Bryan, Liana’s boyfriend, sounded hoarse, like his voice was stuck in his throat.

      “I don’t take orders from you anymore.”

      Bryan took a step towards her and, on the other side of the room, Kain moved too. Liana raised the dully gleaming pistol and pointed it meaningfully at one, then the other. Both hesitated, then fell back.

      Was this another of Liana’s theatre games? It didn’t feel like a game. Callie said, “What’s happening, Liana?” She found herself looking down the barrel into eyes incandescent with fury.

      “Oh, you’ve got time to talk now, have you, Callie? Well, I haven’t.”
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          NINE YEARS AND NINE MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Callie stared through elaborate golden scrollwork on a big restaurant window at the crowd of candlelit humans inside. They would never recognise her tonight though she’d been in their homes, on their television screens. Without the full-battle makeup, the gorgeous clothes, the perilous, agonising stilettos, she was no one and nothing.

      Behind her, cars swished past on a busy Sydney street, headlights then taillights glinting white then red in the glass, their tyres flinging a veil of dampness over her least-favourite overcoat and oldest jeans, frizzing the long orange hair she’d scraped into an unflattering bun.

      No plans on a Saturday night. Outside. An onlooker.

      Inside, against a palette of dark-red walls and deep-purple draperies sat clusters of people. Friends. Families. Lovers. Gazing at one another in the soft light. Leaning back and laughing.

      “Who eats cinnamon with meat?” Callie Brown could still hear William Green’s dismissive words in her memory’s ear, see the sneer curling his lip as he stood right here and refused to enter this restaurant with her, back when she’d still been bowing to his preferences and hoping for a lifetime of surname jokes. Back in the old days. Three weeks ago.

      She planted her hand on the door like it was his face and pushed, hard.

      Heat rushed out, surged around her, filled her nostrils with the dense aroma of a hundred spices, crowded her ears with hubbub.

      A waiter with liquid dark eyes, fully half a head shorter than her, approached with a stage-managed smile. She fought the lifelong instinct to slump to his altitude.

      Miraculously, there was one unreserved table. Unfortunately, it was next to the kitchen. She’d take her miracles one at a time, tonight. The menu was bound in fake leather embossed in gold. She unwound the scarf from her neck while turning its many pages slowly, looking for anything with cinnamon.

      The enormous pottery bowl when it came was crammed with meat and vegetables, dark and rich. She held the first forkful in her mouth, eyes closed, allowing the sweet-savoury flavours to mingle on her tongue and seep into her bruised soul.

      She opened her eyes when a couple arrived as disruptively as possible at a nearby booth. A tall man with footballer’s shoulders, cartoon-character chiselled jaw, artfully tousled dark-blond hair. Her stomach contracted.

      William.

      Beside him, neckline plunging, false eyelashes widening in delighted recognition, fire-engine-red lips spreading into an exultant smile: the little blonde.

      Callie gifted her a death stare, then turned to William. She lengthened her neck like a queen, layered on a gracious smile, pretended her hair was merely wet with rain not lank with oil.

      “I can recommend this one,” she said, indicating her bowl with an elegant gesture. “Lots of cinnamon.”
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        * * *

      

      Monday. Another long day of pretending weighted her feet as Callie trudged up the last flight to her tiny third-storey rented red-brick flat with harbour glimpses. Another day of trying to starve the ruthless newsroom gossips. The occasional sympathetic glance was probably worse than the cruel smiles.

      Never date anyone you work with.

      Safely inside her cave, she slammed the heavy metal door—added in recent years to the old building, and certified to hold back a fire for two hours—engaged the lock with a clunk, rattled the chain on. Slung her handbag onto the antique silky oak hallstand that had belonged to her gran. There was no hall for it to stand in, here—just an open-plan room with a sofa and television to one side, tiny dining table to the other, and a small kitchen opposite beside which a narrow passage led to two cramped bedrooms.

      She kicked off her red heels and stood there a moment, feeling her tortured soles relax across the chill smoothness of dark polished timber. She fumbled on the hallstand among the drooping fronds of a tired fern, located the air-con remote and switched it on to heat. Spring was taking its sweet time, this year.

      She shoved her feet into daggy lime green sheepskin slippers, googly eyes stuck on the toes in a flippant moment and kept forever to annoy William Green, newsreader, who thought they were stupid. He also thought the slippers—even without eyes—were ugly, but anyone with any sense could tell they were the perfect complement to her vintage 1940s navy-blue woollen suit. She unbuttoned the cinched waist that was just a little too snug, waggled her head and mimicked William: “The camera adds ten pounds,” as she scuffed her way to the fridge. She threw a bundle of mail onto the battered laminate benchtop among crusty cereal bowls, empty freezer-meal packaging stained blood-red with Bolognese sauce, and several coffee mugs.

      She stared into the cluttered fridge. Nothing to drink. Just a bottle of fancy European mineral water, bought sometime during her weight-loss era and open… at least a week? She considered it, turned the lid. It gave a little hiss, so it hadn’t lost all its fizz.

      She poured a tall glass with a flourish, shoved the dirty dishes aside, leaned on the bench and shuffled the mail. A bill. Junk mail… from a gym—ha. She flicked that one to the floor. And a thick, interesting envelope, textured. A wedding invitation? She puffed out her lips then exhaled noisily. Who on earth would she take with her?

      She ripped it open and unfolded several sheets, and stared.

      Her phone rang. Rachel Carpenter. She put the call on speaker. “You got one too?”

      “Huh? Oh. Hello to you too. Yeah, I did. What do you think?”

      “Bit weird. But then he always was weird.”

      “Well… I suppose.” Rachel had always been the sweeter one. “Do you think you’ll go?”

      Callie said, with a ta-da tone, “I’ve already got leave booked.”

      “What! How?”

      “Italy.”

      Silence. Then, “Oh.”

      “Same dates, near enough.” The holiday Callie had booked with William. Rachel had been her best friend since they were pigtailed six-year-olds, and she was the only person in the world who really knew how much it hurt that he’d now be taking someone else.

      “It might be a good thing?” Rachel said with a hesitant up-inflection.

      Callie snorted. “Yeah, because climbing mountains in hiking boots is exactly my idea of a holiday.” Pause. “Although… I might lose some of this disgusting fat.”

      “Oh, Callie! He’s a pig.”

      “How would you know? You haven’t seen me for ages.” Living a thousand kilometres away from your best friend really, really sucked at times like this.

      “You are beautiful inside and out, and you need to forget about that horrible man. Learn how to be yourself again.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Rachel apparently lost her nerve, because she didn’t elaborate but asked Callie what news stories she’d covered today. From there they moved to Rachel’s research progress, which included words Callie didn’t fully understand, because science. After a few belly laughs, Callie ended the call feeling somewhat better.

      She ordered a pizza, then rummaged through that quixotic bundle of paper again. The cheque for two thousand five hundred dollars. Did banks even issue cheques anymore? Apparently so. A long list of hiking gear to buy with it. An itinerary listing transport and accommodation. A contact list. A plane ticket—an actual, physical plane ticket. A medical-details form.

      She picked up the invitation card and ran her fingers over gold lettering embossed onto creamy textured paper.

      
        
        Bryan Smithton invites

        Callie Brown

        to a Ten Year Reunion Trek

        through Fiordland National Park, New Zealand

        with the Riverside Nine.

      

      

      Beneath the dates for the ten-day hike, an alphabetical list of names that felt somehow… haunted. The friends from her Brisbane state high school with whom she’d endured many sweltering hours in unairconditioned English and Maths and Science classrooms. Studied (or not studied) for countless exams. Argued and laughed and fallen in and out of love. Surfed at hot sandy beaches and flung themselves into Bryan’s lush pool at his parents’ house.

      Presumably, they should now be the Riverside Eight—even if the cadence wasn’t quite the same. What had each of those names become? Most of them she hadn’t laid eyes on since that appalling funeral.

      A wilderness trek? Her?

      She stared at the shiny letters, and wondered.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oo-oh! Whose wedding?”

      Wednesday. She had pinned the ridiculous invitation to the board above her desk precisely five minutes ago and already it had started. Right on schedule.

      Her colleague read it, said, “That’s insane!” and called her friend to come and look.

      “You do realise it’ll mean exercise?” The second woman was laughing at her, but it wasn’t mean-spirited. They’d been sharing gym horror stories just yesterday.

      A third head popped up above a newsroom cubicle. “What’s going on?”

      “You’ve gotta come and see this.”

      A fourth person sashaying past with coffee got snagged by the growing assembly.

      Callie smiled her best Mona Lisa smile.

      Anyone could go to Italy. If you need to misdirect an entire workplace, trek Middle Earth.

      She’d called Rachel last night to declare her decision, to make it real. She’d been met with excitement but also a bit of nagging. “You absolutely must do some training on the weekends—maybe up in the Blue Mountains. Somewhere nice and steep.”

      “Yeah-yeah,” Callie had replied dismissively, though she really probably would try to do some training. Not only was she a little bit scared, but it would give useful structure and purpose to the weeks ahead.

      Callie Brown, professional sloth, was going trekking.

      It was only walking spelled differently. How hard could it be?
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      In subtropical Brisbane, Jackson Metcalf sat upright at his old wooden desk. The sun had just set but the bare corrugated iron roof above him radiated plenty of stored heat into his lean-to office tacked onto the back of his parents’ low-set chamferboard house.

      Delectable aromas from the neighbour’s barbecue, and two mosquitoes, wafted through the wide-open louvres beside him. It had been a hot day, for September. Should be a good summer.

      Pen in hand, bare feet planted evenly on rough concrete, he read about prophets from 500 BC, steadfastly ignoring Rufus standing beside him tennis ball in mouth—though he could feel the dog’s hopeful gaze.

      A quick glance at the clock. Twenty to six. “Ten minutes, buddy.” Which would allow a further ten minutes for one last game of Fetch before tea. In Jack’s peripheral vision, the bushy red and white tail swept gently side to side.

      He turned a page in the textbook. Jotted several lines into an A4 notebook. Added four dot points. Selected a green highlighter from an organiser. Added emphasis. Capped the highlighter and put it back in its place.

      At ten to six, Rufus pressed the slobbery tennis ball firmly against Jack’s bare kneecap, just as his phone pinged.

      He glanced at it, then looked again. Sharon Healy? Must be about the trek. He’d accepted a friend request from her years ago, not heard much since. But then, he hardly ever checked social media.

      He opened the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi Jack are you going to New Zealand Sharon

      

      

      

      

      

      He replied:

      
        
          
            
              
        Yes. Are you? Want to talk?

      

      

      

      

      

      He added his mobile number and pressed send. Seconds later, it rang.

      “Hello, Jack!” There was some kind of screaming in the background.

      He sat forward. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, yes, yes, it’s just Jezzy. He doesn’t want to have his bath.” She laughed—a soft, uncertain sound.

      “Do you need to⁠—”

      “Oh, no. No it’s fine. Mum will fix him.” A door slammed and the noise level decreased.

      “How have you been?” Jack said.

      They wasted a moment exchanging the socially essential niceties that revealed nothing about how anyone really was.

      “Isn’t it an amazing invitation?” she said.

      “Yes, and generous. Are you looking forward to it?”

      “Oh, yes. But I’m a bit… well, scared.” She giggled, then stopped abruptly as though she’d closed her mouth on the laugh. He heard her inhale. “I’ve… I’ve never done anything like this before. Have you?”

      “Plenty of hiking, but nothing on this scale. Have you spoken to any of the others?”

      “Only Erica. She’s going too.”

      “Are you both okay for training?” He made some quick mental calculations.

      “Um… I’m not really sure. He said to do hills, but it’s a bit flat where I am. Are you… What are you going to do?”

      “I’m thinking about Mt Glorious or maybe Mt Mee. Would you like to come with me? Both of you, if you want.”

      “Oh really?” She almost leapt through the phone at him. “That would be the best!”

      They arranged possible days and times so Sharon could check with Erica, and she gave him her address. “Same as the old days. I’m back with Mum and Dad… you know, since the divorce.”

      “Me too,” he said.

      “You’re divorced?”

      “No. No. Just living with my folks. Studying again. They let me move home to save money.”

      He ended the call and looked at his corkboard. Pinned between the Semester Two timetable and his essay deadlines… the invitation. At school, Jack’s connection with Bryan had been strong as they delved into tech projects and experimented with Bryan’s first 3D printer. Amid the clutter of adult life, contact had thinned to a Christmas greeting and the occasional email. The invitation had come as a pleasant surprise.

      He scanned that list of names in gold text. Lingered a while on one of them. Sat back.

      His mother called down through the screen door, “Jack! I’m dishing up.”

      “Coming.” Bookmark in textbook, notebook stacked on top, pen in organiser, louvres closed… and then he had to face Rufus.

      “Sorry, buddy. Maybe after tea.”

      The red velvet ears tipped towards him, eyebrows abruptly drawing together above golden eyes.

      Jack and the dog exited together: a muddle of six legs. He pulled the office door closed behind him and started up the three time-worn wooden stairs to the kitchen. Rufus followed, confused.

      “Leave that disgusting ball outside, young man,” his mother said to the dog, while Jack washed hands at the sink.

      Rufus lingered just inside the kitchen, every drooping line of his body announcing betrayal. He opened his mouth and watched the ball drop, bounce down the steps, and roll away into the dusk.

      “And get that door shut or we’ll be full of mozzies,” Jack’s mum said, spooning mashed potato onto plates. “Hello, love,” she said to Jack’s father who entered from the hallway, just-home in his city work clothes, loosening his tie. His parents kissed briefly as Jack nudged past the dog and pulled the screen door into place, then she added, “One of your school friends?”

      “Yeah, Sharon Healy. Erica’s going too.”

      “Well, that should be nice for you.”

      “Yeah.” Jack nodded as he pulled a drawer out, grabbed cutlery, and started setting the big, scarred wooden kitchen table that had been the centre of his family’s life for decades. “And a bit strange, too, after all this time.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Jack arrived for the pickup at dawn, Erica Bonkowski was already there with Sharon, ready and waiting. They did the politeness dance about who’d ride in the back of Jack’s elderly hatchback. Erica won the toss, or lost, depending how you looked at it. She declared that Sharon’s bad back needed the front bucket seat which was kind of her, although it was a challenge to know which seat was most uncomfortable.

      He’d suggested the early timeslot in case the heat affected either of them. It was going to be thirty-five today, eight above normal. Heat was not a problem they were likely to face in southern New Zealand, so they didn’t need to train for heat. He’d selected a circuit that was only three kilometres, since he didn’t really know what their current fitness levels might be. If it went well, they’d go round again, and again. Build up week by week.

      The drive was a solid hour. His car laboured up the steep incline as he worked through the gears. A breeze blew through open windows and early sunlight flickered like an old film projector in the rainforest canopy far above. Sharon chattered about her three-year-old boy, her job as a hairdresser, daily life with her parents. Erica described how much nursing had changed and the effect of shift work on her sleep patterns and social life. Jack told them what it was like reporting for the local rag—not prestigious but being embedded in the community was satisfying—and how he’d taken leave without pay for three years to do a second degree.

      Near the top, he pulled into a layby for a moment and turned the engine off so they could listen to the bellbirds chime—here, and there, and over there, like tapping a lead crystal vase with a fork but much louder.

      “Oh, wow,” Sharon said, smiling in delight.

      Erica nodded. “Magic.”

      As they pulled into the carpark at the top of the mountain and he turned off the engine again, the scream of cicadas swelled around them this time. He hauled his rucksack out of the boot. Inside it he had three bricks for ballast—he’d add more week by week—newspaper-wrapped to protect the sides of his pack, and enough snacks and water for them all in case the others hadn’t brought any.

      Erica pulled out a small red pack and fiddled with the zips.

      Sharon seemed flustered. “I haven’t got a backpack.”

      “That’s okay,” Erica said. “Bryan will have one for you.”

      “But…”

      “Oh, I’m just using this to build my strength,” Jack said. Why hadn’t he thought? “But there’s another one at home. Would you like to borrow it next time?”

      Her face relaxed. “Yes please.”

      Jack looked at her feet. “You didn’t get the boots Bryan specified?” There had been three premium options on the list, all in the three to four hundred dollar range. Hers were cheap substitutes that looked like they were made of hard, inflexible leather.

      Erica, standing in a great pair of boots, also looked at Sharon’s feet.

      Sharon laughed, a nervous little sound. “I um… I spent the money before I found out how much they cost.”

      “Oh.” Jack was baffled. The right boots would be the foundation of a long trek like this.

      “It’s not that… I didn’t…” She sighed. “I had a big credit card bill.”

      It landed like a punch, even though she obviously hadn’t meant it that way. Stupid of him to be so thoughtless. He nodded and rubbed his face. “That’s fair enough, to be honest.”

      “Sure is.” Erica reached out and squeezed Sharon’s arm.

      If Jack was still working he’d have lent her the money. Heck, if he hadn’t splurged, using Bryan’s money to upgrade his old, battered gear, he could have given her his own cheque. Couldn’t return anything now that he’d used it. He shrugged awkwardly and smiled. “Well, let’s get those ones worn in.”
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      The waterproof fabric of the thin man’s jacket whispered as he inserted a hand into his pocket and withdrew a pen. He showed no sign that the stuffy lawyer’s office in provincial-city New Zealand was making him feel uncomfortable. If anything, the room with its solemn bookshelves, gilded certificates and ostentatious oil paintings seemed to feel foolish and overdressed in his presence.

      He read the final word and gave a curt nod. It was enough of a signal for the lawyer to summon his assistant from the outer office to witness the signature. As the door opened to admit her the muted rumble of traffic entered for a moment, punctuated by a swish as tyres hit a puddle. The sounds of urban life were sucked back out of the room as the assistant clicked the door shut.

      The air was charged with the merest frisson of curiosity, like static electricity on a dry day. After years of strange requests the lawyer had learned not to ask. His assistant kept her face composed, her eyes discreet. They had been well chosen.

      The thin man’s demeanour asphyxiated even the thought of conversation. The only sound was the scraping of pen across paper.
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      Callie kept wanting to reach behind her for the handle of the wheeled suitcase that wasn’t there. As instructed, she’d brought only a cabin bag containing a few personal items—and her camera gear. Bryan would supply everything else.

      Her rubber-soled hiking boots squelched on the shiny concourse as she exited customs at Christchurch International. Did she actually miss the familiar click-clack of high heels? Stockholm syndrome, probably.

      A small gaggle of her workmates had gathered around her desk to say goodbye yesterday evening, so intrigued and delighted that Callie Brown was going trekking they had forgotten to be cynical.

      She had thrown on her sunglasses like a movie star and sauntered to the door, then turned, dropped the glasses down her nose, given a comical grimace.

      Her boss had said, “Don’t end up on the news,” and everybody had laughed, even Callie.

      Don’t end up on the news.

      What on earth had she done?

      William Green, newsreader, was in Venice with the little blonde, probably being serenaded on a gondola and stuffing his face with ten flavours of gelati, while Callie now looked forward to ten days in remote wilderness far from phone signals and baristas. The only way out of Fiordland National Park would be her own two feet or a rescue helicopter.

      She had ended up training hard and hopefully it would be enough, but she sighed as the vision rose, unbidden, of herself quietly dodging her old friends, slipping out of the airport and finding an elegant historical B&B in Christchurch to hide out in for a couple of weeks⁠—

      “Callie!” Too late. It was Rachel, with her wide smile and pixie-cut dark hair. Releasing a long hug, Rachel stood back and looked her up and down. “Oh yes indeed. Very glamorous.”

      Callie’s khaki trousers had zips above the knees that enabled them—voila!—to become shorts, but this was only the beginning of the horror. “Wait till you see my rain jacket. It’s fluorescent orange.”

      “Tell me you’re not serious.”

      “Forty percent off. How could I resist? Besides, it matches my hair.”

      Rachel wore hiking gear, too, of course—but it looked normal on her. “The others are down this way. We landed a couple of hours ago.” She shook her head slowly. “A lot of coffee.”

      They linked arms and strolled towards the rest of the Brisbane contingent. The long-ago people. Callie’s stomach clenched with sudden, stupid nerves.

      A flight announcement echoed from the speaker system as a tired-looking young family with a squalling infant in-arms shambled past them, and Rachel said, “Still pinching myself that you actually came. Mum was laughing her head off about Callie Brown carrying her own bag further than a taxi rank.”

      Callie pretended to be affronted. “How rude. I’m not that lazy.” They exchanged a glance. “Oh, all right. But I get to look a mess for days on end and no one will care.”

      “I see you made an effort this morning, though. Why was that?” Rachel fluttered her eyelashes.

      Callie had straightened her long strawberry curls into a glossy curtain and even applied a touch of makeup, but found it best to answer: “How’s your mum?”

      “She’s fine.” Rachel’s mouth twisted slightly. “Well, doing a good impression of it, anyway.”

      It was the first time alone for Rachel’s mother and Callie didn’t know what to say about it, but then she didn’t have to because people were standing, surging towards them, around two tables that had been pushed together amid a clutter of hard white chairs with chrome legs.

      Her glance skittered across faces that looked like the older siblings of people she used to see every day. She didn’t know whether to offer a handshake or a hug or a hula dance.

      Dumpy, kindly Sharon got to her first and it was easy to envelop her in a hug. Right behind came Erica, who had always made Callie feel like a lurching giant and was still apparently just as sparkly and petite a decade later, but she got a hug, too.

      Kain was as gorgeous and self-assured as she remembered, although his smile seemed whiter. His quick, confident hug left an after-image of hard chest and expensive cologne, followed by a flutter of a feeling she’d hoped was long dead. But she wasn’t fourteen anymore.

      Finally, there was Jack. Good old Jack. Not very tall, not very good-looking, not very anything. They’d studied journalism together after high school, long ago and far away, but then drifted out of touch. His foot caught on the strap of someone’s bag and his hug turned into a collision.

      “Nice to bump into you again,” she said, deadpan, and he laughed at the dad-joke, his face red.

      She had just taken a seat and worked out who was missing when Adam descended on them from the concourse. His lanky frame looked like it had been born into his hiking kit.

      “Team!” he bellowed, grinning, arms thrown up and out, fingers splayed. He made a loud round of greetings as though they were the only people in the airport or possibly New Zealand, collapsed into a chair, and launched into a story in an implausible Scottish accent about a “bonnie lassie” who was now his business partner—running hunting safaris for rich tourists in the Northern Territory. He described a magnificent engagement ring with two payments to go. Then there were several crocodile tales and another anecdote (probably apocryphal) about being stalked by a taipan for three hours.

      All their little ice-shards of awkwardness melted under the blast of classic Adam.

      Callie collected a fragrant coffee and returned just in time to hear Adam ask Jack, “Whatcha reporting, Scoop?”

      “He’s not reporting anything,” Kain said, making his deep voice extra velvety. “He’s at Bible college, learning how to be better than us. He’s the Reverend now.”

      Callie tried not to stare at Jack, who half-shrugged and looked away.

      Adam hooted, but without malice. “Legend!” He shoved Jack’s shoulder. “You can be Team Chaplain, hey? I bet Kain’s got some sins he’d like to confess.” Kain opened his mouth to respond, but Adam was too quick, moving on to assign ridiculous and not very memorable roles to each of them based on occupation.

      Erica said to Adam, “And you can be Team Navigator, when Attila gets us lost.” As it happened, their old nickname for Bryan was not one they used to his face.

      Sharon said, “Isn’t it amazing? Every last one of us came.” She beamed.

      Everybody smiled, but no one commented.

      Why were they all here? Callie wasn’t buying that they’d suddenly felt a yearning to be together. Three of the group would surely have leapt at an adventure like this at any time: Rachel, Adam and Jack. But the others? Was it the lure of a free holiday, any holiday—or were they all avoiding something, too?
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      In the grey early light, Sergeant Peter Hubble stood, arms crossed, watchful, as a tow-truck dragged away a mangled car, chains skree-eeking and then fading as thick stillness closed around the space where it had been. The ambulance had departed twenty minutes earlier. He turned to gaze across the silent water, mist blurring its edges, soft layers of trees on low hills and the sharp peaks beyond. He drew a deep breath and exhaled. After eight years, dawn over Lake Te Anau was still worth looking at.

      A hundred metres up the shore a tourist boat was being prepped. A launch that could carry up to twenty. No point returning to his empty house before work, so he wandered over. It would be someone he knew.

      He was surprised, however, to see one of his constables aboard. Tom Granton raised a casual hand in greeting. “Don’t panic, I’m coming in. Just helping Stan.” The big man looked tired. Peter made a mental note to ask about Lily later.

      “Fishing party?”

      “Trampers. Bunch of Aussies. George Sound.”

      Peter heard muted voices behind him and turned. Even in the half-light there was no mistaking Bryan Smithton’s dreadlocks and wiry physique. His walk was distinctive too, with the slightly flexed knees of a man ready to deal with a flash flood or a charging wapiti bull. Probably overkill on an asphalt roadway.

      The young Australian man had already been a fixture in Te Anau when Peter moved here. Probably as familiar to the locals, in a town where the off-season population was less than three thousand souls. Well-known and well-liked were two different things, however.

      Behind Bryan came a string of people, all wearing heavy packs with varying amounts of awkwardness. Similar ages, by the look of them—late twenties. In total, four women, four men. Peter greeted Bryan with a brief nod. “George Sound?”

      One of the party answered, “Nah, Milford!” The George and Milford Tracks were miles apart. Peter directed a considering look towards the speaker: six foot, blond, athletic build.

      Bryan shot the man a quelling glance and said, “George Sound.”

      Peter said, “Good weather for it.” Then added, “Today.”

      “Yes.” Bryan unbuckled his harness and passed his rucksack to Tom.

      Peter thought about offering a hand, but no one spoke to him or looked at him. He decided to go to his cold, empty office, make some coffee, and write his report on the car accident.
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      As the launch chugged across the lake, Jack leaned back against the gunwale and watched his old friends getting walloped by their first sight of the Fiordland mountains.

      These were professional mountains. If they were buildings, they’d be at least four hundred storeys high. There were taller mountains in the world, certainly, but most of those gave you a run-up—a fighting chance to get used to them. These ones rose abruptly from ground level, jagged-topped, crowding close together.

      Jack had expected to be immune. He’d seen Fiordland before, nine years ago when he’d come to help Bryan bury his parents. They had even taken a day hike together before he flew home. And yet these peaks astonished him again. “An astonishment of mountains.” Perhaps he should offer that to Callie. She liked to invent collective nouns.

      He’d scored a seat beside her on the boat without even trying. At least, he was pretty sure he hadn’t tried. It hardly mattered since he now had the dubious pleasure of watching her watching Kain. Same story, different day.

      He returned his attention to the view through the screen on the back of his tough camera. The scale of this place would never fit inside a camera, but he was going to give it a shot. The peaks perforated both sky and lake, their reflection so perfect a bloke needed gravity to tell him which way was up. Two weeks till summer and there was still snow on the tops. The breeze tickling the back of his neck came from the momentum of the launch. The morning air wouldn’t be moving at all if it didn’t have to get out of their way.

      Yesterday, they’d endured a nine-hour drive from Christchurch crammed into an old mini-bus that rattled and wheezed, and followed it with a hard night on a hard floor in Bryan’s tiny house. They had been brusquely woken in the dark and ordered to eat oat porridge and toast, which they’d had to do standing because there were absolutely no chairs.

      What a weird house Bryan had chosen. His old friends had expected something like the waterfront mansion they had enjoyed as teenagers with its massive TV and fancy pool. Maybe the money had dried up? But then, this trip would be costing Bryan a bomb so it couldn’t be that. Jack rearranged his feet. If he’d kept in better touch he would have known why Bryan was living this way.

      Jack lifted the camera again and panned smoothly across his companions in the boat, a few looking alert but most of them squidgy-faced with tiredness in the early light. The three-hour time difference with the Australian east coast made it doubly early. He zoomed in on Te Anau squatting on the southeastern shore. Sunrise was drawing a bright outline along the tops of the taller trees.

      “This lake is twelve degrees Celsius,” announced Bryan, strident over the rumble of the engine. Jack felt Callie flinch. “If you fall overboard you can only survive a few minutes. It’s nearly half a kilometre deep—the bottom is below sea level and covered in ice. No one will ever see you again.”

      A Botticelli-angel smile appeared on Callie’s face and just as quickly vanished. When he caught her eye, she looked away. Who had she been imagining in the ice?

      Adam said, “Kain’ll rescue us, won’t you Kain?”

      Kain smirked. “If you’re five hundred metres out I’ll give it a try, but not five hundred down.”

      Beside him, Erica fiddled with her ponytail. “Are you still doing surf lifesaving?”

      “Not every weekend, but I do what I can,” Kain said, inflating his chest a little and squaring his shoulders. “Involved in a rescue last weekend, in fact. Three people caught in a rip.” He gave Adam the side-eye. “They were about five hundred metres out.”

      Callie sat forward and tilted her head. “Those tourists? Father and two kids?”

      He straightened his legs towards her across the boat and crossed them at the ankles. “That’s the ones.”

      Adam said, “I’ll bet there were a bunch of bikini models watching the whole thing though, hey?”

      A gurgle of laughter went round the boat but Kain didn’t seem to enjoy it as much as everyone else.

      Jack leant overboard a little and turned his camera to the clear water bubbling up along the bow, then raised it smoothly towards the north where the end of the lake shimmered in misty distance, more mountains beyond. Sixty-five kilometres long. And completely uninhabited on the side they were heading for. Fiordland National Park. 12,500 square kilometres without a single road. They would be like ants in the land of the giants.

      Callie nudged Jack. “Hey,” she muttered under cover of the engine noise, “what do you make of his hair?”

      She had to be talking about the dreadlocks protruding through the back of Bryan’s cap. “Well, it’s certainly different.” A severe short-back-and-sides had seen Bryan through twelve years of schooling, and Jack was still getting accustomed to the change.

      She said, “It wasn’t pretty, his old do, but at least you knew where you were with it. This new one is too whimsical for his head. Like his hair is having a party on a tombstone.” She paused. Grimaced slightly. “Poor choice of words. Is this where his parents died?”

      “Yep. They’re in a little cemetery”—he indicated vaguely with his hand—“over there somewhere.”

      “Really?” Her eyebrows flew up. “He didn’t take them home to Brisbane?”

      It did seem odd now he thought about it. And then Bryan had moved here to live soon afterwards. Abandoned the science degree he’d been straining towards for so long.

      She frowned. “Do you think he… moved here to be near them or something?” Her eyes flicked towards Bryan, who was standing solitary at the stern gazing towards their destination, engaging with no one. “Doesn’t sound very Bryan. Not a single photo of them in his house, I noticed.”

      “He didn’t say anything to me about why.” Jack shook his head. “So much emotional chaos during that time.”

      She said, “Does he seem a bit… tense, to you?”

      “Yeah, but he’s probably feeling the pressure. I’d be nervous guiding a group out here. It’s dangerous, you know—avalanches, windstorms, flash floods. They get seven metres of rain a year.” He’d looked it up.

      “Seven metres! I wonder why he didn’t put that in the invitation.”

      “One of the wettest places on the planet.”

      “What do you think of the trek?”

      “Sounds great.” He filled his lungs with the cold, clear air and grinned. “Pretty intense, though.”

      Ten days to reach world-famous Milford Sound from a completely new direction. Bryan’s briefing last night had given few actual details, but details wouldn’t have meant much to them anyway. They would begin on an existing but rarely-used track then head off into deep wilderness. Bryan was creating a brand new trail to honour his parents who had been nature researchers—the Smithton Track.

      “What I don’t understand is: why aren’t we allowed to tell anyone?” she said. “Why not get it in the local rag, make a fuss? They could have been down here this morning taking photos and doing interviews.”

      “He’s always been a bit secretive with new ideas. Wants to test them properly first. Maybe we could help him with the write-up afterwards, though.”

      Callie nodded. “Sure.” Her eyes flicked to Jack and away again. “Do we… seem like an odd group to choose as his crash-test dummies?” Bryan had told them he’d walked the new trail alone several times and now he needed more hikers to test it before it went live. “A few of us will be naturals, but the rest of us…”

      Jack’s eyes slid to those hard, cheap boots of Sharon’s. “Yeah, I wondered about the wisdom of that, too. Me, I’d walk it with some experienced locals first—friends who know the terrain and can help me problem-solve. Then invite the gang later when it’s all ironed out. But the season here is short…”

      “And you’re assuming he has friends.” She closed her eyes. “That sounded awful. I’m always a shrew before nine.”

      Jack locked onto the factual element. “You might be right. Bit of a loner.”

      She looked towards those extraordinary mountains. “I just hope I’m up to it. Not too far in a day, not too steep, that sort of thing.” She rolled her eyes. “But I can’t imagine asking him to tone down the route now when he’s so invested. He’d probably grab an axe and kill us all.”

      Jack deadpanned, “Body bags standing by,” then immediately regretted the joke. The huge waterproof orange pack liner in each of their kits was deadly serious—coloured to catch the eye of searchers and big enough to contain an adult, alive or dead.

      “And I’ve got duct tape.” She held up two fingers in the peace sign. “Two rolls.”

      Jack grinned. “You too?”

      “Seasoned traveller.” She went quiet again and picked at a fingernail. “Seriously though, we’ve got a satellite phone and that emergency beacon thingy—and he did fill in that form. That’ll be enough, won’t it?” She seemed to really want him to say yes.

      Bryan had registered their trek with the Department of Conservation, so it obviously wasn’t that big a secret. “Absolutely. If anything goes wrong, someone will come looking.”
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      Their “track” was nothing like the one he’d hiked with Bryan all those years ago. Back then, he’d thought that narrow, lumpy path through rainforest pretty rough compared to his favourite Australian trails. But it had been a city sidewalk compared to this chaos.

      An occasional orange triangle nailed to a tree was the only confirmation they were even in the right valley.

      Most of it was an undergrowth-infested bog. Some of it was knee-deep in water, or even mud. The sun was shining, but it had apparently rained yesterday. Hard. And maybe the last three weeks. Sometimes there were hungry, sharp-mouthed sandflies travelling in clouds so thick you could have stirred the air with a spoon and everyone slapped and leaped and yelled.

      Progress was grindingly slow. They negotiated boulders the size of cars, hung precariously over the side of rivers, and clambered up slippery “root ladders” created by trees that clung to water-carved grooves in the granite. Sometimes, Jack had to reach up so far his arms were almost fully extended then lift the combined weight of his body and rucksack. Not for the first time he wished he was a little taller. The women were being offered a leg up from below or a hand reaching down from above, though he noticed Rachel often quietly declined any help. He’d yet to see Callie refuse a boost from Kain, who seemed to keep hold of her hand at least a few seconds longer than he needed to.

      Tentacles of hairy lichen hung from the trees like curtains in a haunted house, glowing in slivers of sunlight, making him pause to grab the camera again and again. As he pushed through them they grasped his arms and tickled his face.

      Waterfalls hurled themselves down slopes so steep they were basically forested cliffs. The group ate lunch on a pebbly bank that extended into a crystal river in sight of a place where the vegetation had apparently lost its nerve and let go, laying bare a strip of granite wide as a freeway and one hundred storeys high.

      “What caused that?” Jack said to Bryan.

      “Tree avalanche.”

      “Oh?”

      “Heavy rain. The whole lot comes down.”

      Later, they crossed the river on a “walkwire”, an instrument of torture some practical joker had deemed a bridge. Three steel cables—one to walk on, like a tightrope, connected to two at waist-height to steady yourself. The drop to the sharp boulders and rushing water was bad enough without the wobble in the wire. Bryan had appointed Jack today’s “sweeper” to walk at the back of the pack and make sure no one got left behind. The system fell apart somewhat when Sharon, ahead of Jack, disappeared into the undergrowth in Callie’s wake, but he wasn’t altogether sorry to have no eyes on him as he edged across holding his breath, resolutely looking straight ahead, not down.

      Hard to know if it was better or worse than the other river crossings where they had to plunge in up to ankles, knees or even thighs, moving from rock to rock, testing the depth and the strength of the current with their hiking poles, and then emerging to keep on trudging in wet boots.

      As they made camp in the soft evening light so many hours later, Callie laughed with Kain, standing beside him, hips just touching, to compare the height of the mud on the legs of their pants.

      “Say what you like about this little escapade,” she said as she slapped his arm playfully and moved away, “at least there’s no snakes.”

      “Why not?” said Sharon.

      “No snakes in New Zealand. No spiders, either.” Callie shrugged. “Well, none worth mentioning.”

      Kain said with a smirk, “And no phone signal.” He rolled his shoulders back and forth, massaging his neck. Maybe the big weightlifting muscles couldn’t quite fit through his pack harness? “It was the sweetest thing to see the Big Gruyere’s face when he asked me to keep in touch. Just as I was walking out the door. Buh-bye!”

      “The big what?” Rachel said.

      “Gruyere.” When she looked none the wiser he added, impatiently, “The cheese.”

      “Do you work in a cheese factory?” Sharon said.

      “Ha!” said Callie. “An insightful critique of the legal fraternity and all their empty display.” She made a ta-da hand movement.

      Kain shot Callie a cold look while Jack said in a quiet aside to Sharon, who was looking perplexed, “I think he just means his boss. Like that saying: ‘the big cheese’.”

      “Kain, could you help me here?” Erica asked with a smile and a flick of her blonde ponytail, and Kain turned his back on the rest of them.

      Bryan had decreed that Jack and the conquering hero share a two-man tent tonight. They could have used bunks in a simple conservation hut they had passed not long before, but Bryan insisted they get into practice for the rest of the trek.

      Hard to believe, but today’s jungle counted as a marked track. What must it be like where they were going? No track. No huts. No shelter other than what they carried or nature provided. Jack squared his shoulders at the thought, feeling a stirring of something primeval. Hard to say why he loved this stuff so much.

      Bryan stepped onto an elevated rock and clapped his hands for their attention, his bony chin jutting forward. “A trace of mud in your tent each day will become a pigsty after ten days. The cloth in your kit is to keep everything clean. Use it. Thoroughly. Every night. Wash it in the river each day and hang it on the back of your pack to dry as we walk.”

      “Yes, sir!” Adam saluted smartly, drawing a few giggles.

      Bryan glared at him, then continued. “Leave nothing outside your tents. When you go to bed, wipe down your boots and take them inside or you’ll be barefoot tomorrow.”

      “Why?” said Sharon, wide-eyed. “Will someone steal them?”

      They’d not seen another human being since they’d left the lake.

      Bryan huffed. “Keas.”

      “What?”

      “Mountain parrots.” Bryan stepped down and returned to the dinner preparations, so apparently that was all the explanation they were getting.

      Jack moved to a vantage point, his camera capturing layers of steep valleys and purple mists retreating into the distance.

      Callie materialised beside him, her own camera pressed to her eye as she rotated the zoom on the big lens. “What size boots do parrots wear?”

      “Depends on the size of their feet.”

      “You’re taking a lot of video.”

      Would he tell her? “Making a documentary,” he muttered, keeping his eye on his camera.

      “Oh. Great! For social media?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe television.”

      She frowned. “Not television.”

      His face felt hot. “And why not, exactly? Is mediocrity illegal?”

      She sighed. “You can’t make a television documentary with a little camera like that.”

      He turned to face her full-on. “Do you even know what one of these is capable of? And what do you think freelance journos do? When they go into closed areas do you think they take fourteen technicians and a makeup artist? They take a camera any tourist might carry so no one will stop them at the border. They shoot their own pieces to camera by sitting on the ground and holding it with their feet if they haven’t got anything else. I’m not trying to do an Attenborough, just tell a story.”

      He shoved the camera into his jacket pocket and strode back to the campsite.
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        * * *

      

      A fingernail clipping of moon hung overhead as the group made quiet conversation around the campfire. With a well-earned meal of reconstituted food in his belly and a snug tent waiting, contentment enfolded Jack. There was nothing quite like the sense of tired achievement that followed a long day on the trail.

      Kain said, “How are those dehydrated things so good?”

      A few smiled and nodded and Rachel said, “Hunger makes the best cook.”

      “Sure beats crocodile,” drawled Adam.

      Sharon’s eyes opened wide. “Oh, you never did! Yuck!”

      “Had to shoot one just last week to stop it eating a customer. Didn’t seem right to put it on the dinner menu, though, seeing as we’d just been describing their disgusting dietary choices.” He grinned. “They store their prey underwater somewhere… until it’s nice and tender.”

      A groan of revulsion rippled round the circle.

      “I ate crocodile once,” Kain said, offhand but smooth. “Big overseas client. One of those posh restaurants with main courses for $100, emu and ostrich, that sort of thing.”

      “That’d be farmed, not wild,” Callie said.

      “What did it taste like?” Erica said.

      “Actually,” Kain said, angling slightly towards her, “it tasted a lot like chicken.”

      Jack muttered, “Probably was chicken.” Callie must have overheard him because she stifled a laugh. Their eyes met—just a brief flicker of connection.

      The sky was clear, the air crisp. Eight people alone in the universe.

      Bryan said, “The Maori call this place Ata Whenua—Shadow Land.”

      Rachel leaned forward. “Why is that?”

      “The mountains are so steep that in winter some of the valleys get no sun at all.”

      Callie raised her shoulders in a mock shiver. “Well, that changed the mood? Tell me, are those mountains watching us?”

      Adam said, “Nah. Just the mountain parrots.”

      The hikers dispersed to their assigned tents. Bryan had separated friends and combined people who didn’t really get along. His idea of a mixer? Or did he just not notice? Jack was certain Callie would have preferred Rachel to Erica. As for him, despite being housed with Kain he wriggled into his sleeping bag, sighed deeply, and was asleep within moments.
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        * * *

      

      Morning brought sullen skies, scudding rain, and even flurries of snow. Jack’s muscles were talking to him after yesterday, and they only got louder in the cold.

      Ahead of him, Adam was probing the riverbed under crystal-clear rushing water with his hiking poles. Jack was about to follow him across when an icy rain squall hit them both full in the face, sending them fumbling for their jacket hoods. Adam paused and looked back over his shoulder to say with a manic grin, “Great holiday, hey?”

      Jack laughed. “Who’d go to the beach?”

      Hours later, Jack quietly persuaded Bryan to authorise the gas stove for instant soup to go with the last of the rather limp sandwiches made yesterday morning. Their gas supply would surely be closely calculated, but they could burn wood if necessary and some of their number were wilting.

      The meal was eaten huddled under thick tree cover, and the joking around the team seemed more subdued than yesterday. Everyone was tired, but hopefully they’d strengthen and get used to it as the days passed.

      The natural canopy didn’t really stop the rain but at least it broke its fall. Jack sheltered Rachel’s hands with the front of his jacket while she checked her blood sugar. Beside them, Erica strapped her own knee, using a first-aid kit she’d brought from home.

      “Are you okay?” he said. “Hope it’s not going to trouble you
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