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To ravage, to slaughter, to usurp under false titles, 
they call empire, and where they make a desert, 
they call it peace.

Tacitus, Agricola, c. AD 98
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I heard gunshot. Startled awake, heart thumping, waiting for the next one. Nobody sounded the alarm. The officer of the watch must be down. Very deep shit.

I groped for a light. As the candle toppled to the floor alongside a spill of matches, I realised I was not in a tent on the Transvaal. I was in a bed, in a lean-to at the back of Colley police station. I sat up and pushed the curtain to one side, letting in a sliver of starlight; rubbed away the condensation on the glass and peered out into the night, just to be certain, then sank back onto the bed, waiting for my nerves to settle.

Outside, two foxes called to each other in a gravelly yap. I was so cold I debated getting up to put on my greatcoat but could scarcely muster the energy. The autumn air was bitter as wormwood and the meagre police regulation blanket a match in meanness. Welcome back to the New South Wales Mounted Troopers, Gus, you rash and reckless fool.

I’d ridden into Colley from Bathurst last night, arriving close on midnight. After I found the police station and banged on the door of the private quarters for five minutes, Trooper Scanlon answered, bleary and befuddled, in his nightshirt; yet he was ready to vacate his bed for me, his new sergeant. I couldn’t have that, so I gave him my firearms to lock up, took a lantern, put my horse in the stable, rubbed him down and left him some tucker, then let myself into the lean-to out the back.

Wasn’t much to look at, just a sagging old mattress on a rickety iron bedstead, a couple of cats curled up on the blankets, and a heap of dust. I could have slept leaning on a gatepost after an eight-hour journey on a horse who had ideas of his own. I kicked off my boots, swept the cats away and dropped like a stone, eyes closed before I hit the mattress.

Now I was awake, and with no idea of the time I just lay there, eyes closed, telling myself I was resting and that’s as good as sleeping. It’s not really but I always like to keep my self-deception skills polished and ready. Then I heard a voice outside and just about sprang up to the ceiling.

‘Sorry to wake you, sir.’

Trooper Scanlon. I swallowed, took a breath. ‘What is it?’

‘Sorry, sir, but I just had a message. Trouble up at Gibbet Hill – Trooper Murphy’s sent for help.’

‘Details?’ I said, sitting up and swinging my legs out of bed, planting my bare feet on the cold, gritty floor.

‘No, sir. Reckon we should get up there quick-smart, but.’

I sighed and rubbed my face, then stared at my uniform, freshly issued yesterday, lying in a tumbled heap on a spindly chair. I’d hoped for a slow day and did not relish the prospect of getting back on a horse. Gibbet Hill, high in the hills to the west, was a goldmining town where the gold was tucked away in underground reefs. A lot of mine shafts, a lot of grog, feuds, sudden wealth and long, drawn-out failure. Not a good combination for public order.

‘Give me a moment,’ I called out. ‘I’ll meet you in the stable. What time is it?’

‘Quarter to six, sir.’

The pitcher in the washbasin was empty. I ran my hand through my hair, stretching and wincing as the muddle of scars around my chest and underarm pinched and puckered. Fresh shirt, buckskin breeches, navy tunic; do up those buttons, son, smarten up. Tucked my warrant card, notebook and pencil in my tunic pocket, cap on my head and stepped out into the gloom. Light in the east above the darkened mountains signalled dawn.

I had no idea where the outhouse was so I went around the back, through the long grass, and pissed against the wall, steam rising, shoulders stiff, my entire body aching. Feeling eyes on me, I looked over my shoulder to see, in the neighbouring paddock, a flock of horned white goats in the grey half-light. They’d all paused in their grazing and were watching me with those unnerving devil eyes. In the corner of the police block was a stand of pine trees laden with white cockatoos, which flew away like screeching demons at first light.

I went back around through the damp long grass past the police station private quarters, noticing wisps of smoke rising from the chimney. I tried the front door of the station. Scanlon had locked up already. I could have murdered some porridge. Even a crust of bread would have done.

I trudged back up to the stable and found my horse. He was knackered from the ride yesterday and had a mutinous glint in his eye. While I was saddling up, Scanlon appeared and began to saddle his horse: another bay, with three white socks, name of Tosser, by the sounds of it – not one to inspire confidence. Scanlon was a young, lanky bloke, fair, ruddy-cheeked, clean-shaven, an open face and a broad smile that had a curl of mischief to it. My first impressions were that he’d be easy to work and live with.

‘Had breakfast?’ I asked him as he tightened the girth on his horse.

‘No, sir. When we get to Gibbet Hill, they’ll do us something at the Criterion. Gotta good cook there. I’ve got your guns here too.’

I took my Martini–Henry carbine and a Webley revolver, a .455 Mark II, which the British complained had no stopping power. But we in the colonies still used them. These were the old, mounted trooper standbys that were issued to me yesterday in Bathurst. I loaded them and took some spare ammunition for my saddlebags.

We led the horses out into the subdued light, mounted up and clattered through the town. I’d spent a week in Colley about six years before, but most of that week had been spent blind drunk so my recall was not good. I glanced around: huts and cottages, some in good repair, others abandoned, a general store, a blacksmith’s, the huge, two-storey pub with a balcony all prettied up in iron lace. The cold morning air was thick with the smell of burning grease. A woman swept the front of her house, the ostler at the coach turnaround raised a hand in greeting; kids ran about in their school pinafores, clutching thick chunks of damper smeared with dripping.

‘Five hours to Gibbet Hill, sir,’ Scanlon said, flexing his back and yawning. ‘Whatever trouble they’re having should be over by then.’

Five bloody hours. As we left the town, I looked over at the river on our right, heard the water rushing over pebbles. The Bull wasn’t a transport river: it was shallower, faster, narrower, and had large river stones and gravelly banks pitted with mounds and holes from past gold diggings. It was scattered with broken wood cradles, picks and shovels, pans and assorted rubbish that had been left to rot by the diggers who’d had a gutful of cold, wet work and nothing to show for it. There were pools of yellow water so thick you could stand a spoon in them. It was the colour that astonished me, like a stream of piss trickling across the pavement, but opaque and stinking of rot.

‘River usually like this?’ I asked.

‘Yes, sir,’ Scanlon said. ‘Dump’s full so people chuck their rubbish in the river.’

‘Why don’t they organise a new dump?’

‘Don’t know, sir.’

I’d have to speak to the mayor about that. Put it on my checklist, which was growing longer by the minute. I’d been told that at the height of the gold rushes the town’s population was around forty thousand. Now it was three hundred and dropping. The rush was over, the town’s vigour and optimism spent, its buildings losing the battle to stay upright; its bleary occupants waking as if from a fever dream, only to find their pockets empty, their gold gone. That gold is now deep inside the government pocket and spent on the wages of mounted troopers like me, who lock up those bleary drunks who smash up the place after finding no gold. This was the grand circle of existence; it had a pleasing symmetry if you thought about it.

To our left was a steep hill studded with rocky outcrops and a few saplings. Wattlebirds and parrots flitted about, calling in the fresh morning air. At the base of the hill, down beside the road, lay mullock heaps, great piles of stones taller than a man, heaped up in endless testimony to the gold diggers’ backbreaking work. Creeks ran off into gullies choked with billowing blackberries, tall grasses grew on either side of the road, but rabbits were around, busy as ever gobbling down some other vegetation.

Scanlon was a neck ahead of me as we clopped along, his broad shoulders pushing at the seams of the navy-blue tunic. He’d have to get a new one soon.

‘Did you hear gunshot this morning?’ I asked.

‘You hear them all the time just before dawn. Farmers or hunters going after rabbits, foxes, pigs, wild dogs. Usually it’s—’

Scanlon suddenly jerked to the right and a spray of blood spurted from his head. The echo of the gunshot bounced around the valley. He slumped forward on his horse. Another shot – coming from the slope to my left. Scanlon’s horse took off with him collapsed over his neck.

The crack and whiz of another shot, again from the left. Hit my horse’s neck with a thud. He screamed and reared up. My training kicked in. I slipped my feet out of the stirrups and, as he went down, I jumped off and hit the road just as he did.

Fumbling for my pistol, I dropped beside my horse as he screamed and thrashed. He wasn’t going to survive, by the look of the blood gushing from his neck and pooling beneath us. I hesitated but his terrible screams cut through me. I placed the muzzle of the gun behind his ear and pulled the trigger. He jerked and stilled while the beat of the call to arms drummed through my veins.

My rifle, in its saddle holster, was pinned under him. Another crack and whizz echoed around the valley. Sheltering behind a dead horse, eyes scanning the hill, lying in a spreading pool of blood. What the fuck was going on?

My mind raced back to my sweaty, grimy years on the veldt as a young subaltern, making decisions under fire, getting it wrong, getting it right, trained to do this, so do it. I rolled onto my back, still sheltered by the horse’s body. Checked out the lower riverbank. A ditch ran along the side of the road – I could roll into that. Had to – no choice. My heart was hammering like a piston in a threshing machine.

Birds were silent. Frogs, insects, all holding their breath, curled up, small targets. Just the river rushing over stones. Scanlon’s blood spurting through my mind, horse’s blood spreading from beneath his body, pooling around my body, wet and ferrous, his screams ringing in my head.

The gunman was up there with a good view of the road – of me – and he was waiting, he had all the time in the world. I grimly counted to three and then rolled and slithered across the stony road and into the ditch, which was deeper than I thought. Panting and nauseous, I lay still, pushed my face against the grass, the acrid, fresh smell bringing the thwack of leather on willow, pretty girls, strawberries and cream in the tea tent. Then more bullets thudded into the earth, sending tufts of grass and gravel flying up, the echo of the shots ringing out across the valley.

From my new vantage point, I could think. Someone was trying to kill me – that much I knew. Killing police troopers was a one-way trip to the gallows with a few well-aimed smacks along the way, as was widely known among our usual customers. It had to be that way or they’d be shooting us left, right and centre. So what was his game?

Did he want to take out as many troopers as he could before shooting himself? That was not unheard of. Maybe his missus had left him, and he was so angry he wanted to kill? Also not unknown. Wanted to stop us getting to Gibbet Hill? Maybe. Which meant that if there was trouble up there, it was very big trouble. Mail coaches. Gold transport. Prisoner transport. A grudge. Or all of them, crammed into a bullet.

A breeze blew along the river, coming from the east, from Colley. Horse blood dripped down my face. A haze had fallen across my eyes. I was dying. He’d hit me somewhere. I frantically ran my hands over my chest, tugged my tunic up, looking for holes. I knew you could be shot and not feel it in the chaos of the moment.

Church bells rang in the distance. Smoke on the breeze. Looking up, I saw billowing clouds of smoke rising from the town, great thick, grey plumes of it. I wasn’t shot. But try as I might to orient myself to whatever the hell was going on, I couldn’t. Unless Germany had invaded and were ahead of the newspapers. Clever Hun bastards.

I slipped and slithered down the riverbank into the stinking, shallow water. Bastard fired again. Crept along, keeping my head low, sloshing, sinking into sandy gravel, muddied hands, visions of Scanlon’s head exploding. Gunshot screaming out across the valley. Church bells ringing the alarm.

Closer to town, I clambered up the muddy slope onto the riverbank, then staggered onto the road. Smoke was thick. Dogs barking, people shouting. I ran towards the main street, but the fire was coming from higher up in the town. A crowd of people milling about.

It was the police station, burning like a bonfire on Guy Fawkes Night.





2

The entire structure of the police station was ablaze, flames leaping, roaring in my ears, air thick with smoke. I stopped running, took in the sight, panting, hands on hips. All the files and records from sixty years, the incident book, the weapons, the private quarters, stable and the lean-to with my barely unpacked bag, spare boots, uniform, books, all gone. People staring in fright. At me.

‘Where’s Trooper Scanlon? And who the hell are you?’ some bloke shouted at me.

‘And who the fuck are you?’ I shouted back in his face.

He took a step back, eyebrows raised as if he’d confronted a wild man.

‘Is anyone in there?’ I yelled over the roar of the flames, pointing at the burning station. The crowd silent, staring, huddled. ‘Is there anyone in there? Answer me’

There was no time to wait. I marched towards the flames. A hand grabbed me, tried to drag me back. I shook it off, but the hand yanked me back again. I struggled against his grip. Women were crying, coughing, kids clutching their skirts. Burning farms over their heads. The girl, her body suspended above the flames in an infinitesimal moment. Then she falls through the fire and into eternity.

‘The blood on your breeches, man, whose is it?’ a man asked.

I turned away, rubbed my eyes, then jumped out of my skin as the roof of the police station caved in, the sparks dancing into the sky. This wasn’t Ventersburg and the girl had been dead for ten years, only she died again and again in my night terrors.

‘Trooper Scanlon?’ the same man asked, louder this time. ‘Where is he?’

‘Dead – he’s dead on the river road,’ I shouted back at him. ‘An ambush.’

I heard people gasp and took a deep breath, coughed from the smoke, the scars on my chest pinching and tightening. A tremble in my hand and the small muscle beneath my eye twitching like a maddened earthworm.

‘Davy’s dead?’

I whirled around to see who’d spoken. He was a slight older man, a ring of white hair around his skull and horror in his eyes.

‘But how?’ he said. ‘Who? Was he shot?’

‘Who are you?’

‘Bill Pomeroy, local doctor. You sure he’s dead?’

‘Of course I’m sure – you don’t survive a bullet to the skull from a hundred and fifty yards. Why? You think you can use your pills and potions to revive him?’

The word that Scanlon was dead went around the crowd. Exclamations, horror and fear on all the faces. At the edge of the crowd a woman dressed in mourning paced in circles, her hands pressed against her mouth, eyes closed, while a young lad followed her, step for step, wailing and sobbing, reaching out to grab her dress.

Questions shouted at me. Who did it? What happened? Who are you? A babble of voices in the smoke haze. All of us confused. I undid a couple of buttons on my tunic and took out my warrant card, which was all I had left, apart from my filthy reeking uniform. A man took it and passed it around.

‘Rode in last night arrived after dark,’ I said. ‘Call Bathurst if you don’t believe me. I have to speak to them anyway. Who’s the telegraph operator?’

‘I am – Harry Barker.’

I turned to see a middle-aged man, lock of dark hair falling across his face, unshaven, puffy around the eyes. He looked down at my breeches. I looked too, shocked to see the pale buckskin breeches half-sodden with horse blood, my navy tunic too, my shaking hand gripping my pistol.

‘Maybe a brandy first, eh?’ said the first bloke as if he were trying to humour a madman.

‘Listen, Mr Whoever-you-are,’ I said, getting right in his face. ‘I’m the new sergeant in town and we have a bloody serious situation to deal with.’

Without waiting to see if anyone was going to come with me, I strode off towards the post office. Couldn’t miss it. A two-storey red-brick building at the entrance to the town, beside the coach exchange.

Barker caught up with me, panting. ‘Mate, you can’t just ring up the cops in Bathurst. You have to wire them, and only I can do that.’

‘Then do it,’ I said, striding ahead.

‘Where’s Scanlon now?’

‘His horse took off when he was shot. Body’s probably on the road somewhere. How many houses are there along the river?’

‘A few, yeah, just labourers, stockmen, all law-abiding, respectable.’

Someone wasn’t abiding by the law, I knew that much – but no more. I watched myself walk along the road in bloodstained clothes, a man in fragments, the chilling echo of gunshot bouncing around inside my skull.

‘Reckon it’s bushrangers?’ Barker said.

I couldn’t answer. We reached the post office. He unlocked the front door and I followed him inside. Then he lifted part of the countertop, put it back down and grabbed his official cap, put it on and struggled into his official jacket, saying, ‘Gunna take a few minutes to get through to the operator and the police. How’s about Mrs Barker gets you a cup of tea, eh?’

‘Got a smoke?’

‘Yeah, yeah, sure,’ he said, and he fished a packet of cigarettes from his pocket. I took one and he lit it for me, saying, ‘You know it’s not a secure line, mate.’

‘It’s not “mate” – I am not your mate. It’s Sergeant Hawkins.’

He looked up at me and blinked rapidly, nodding, ‘Yes, Sergeant.’

‘Do it. Put the call through. Now.’

‘Are we … is this?’

‘Do it.’

He went to the telephone and dialled a number, holding the earpiece to his ear, and was told by the operator to wait. Then she came back on the line and said the duty sergeant in Bathurst would not accept a telephone call. That we needed to wire them or write.

I could feel the tremble resume, the muscle under my eye pulsing madly, my hand, soon my arm would shake. I dropped the fag and took hold of the back of a chair. Barker gave me a nervous look.

‘Tell her,’ I shouted, slamming the chair. ‘Tell her now’

Barker stammered out that the situation was urgent. In a few moments I was speaking to a Sergeant Crawford in Bathurst.

‘Better not make a habit of this, Hawkins.’

‘Officer shot, Trooper Scanlon, an ambush—’

Suddenly I could barely speak, tears pricked my eyes. The sergeant on the other end of the line was yelling something at me.

Barker carefully took the telephone from my hand and spoke into the mouthpiece. ‘Trooper Scanlon has been shot and …’ He looked at me. ‘Yeah, gone off, and Sergeant Hawkins’ horse was shot from under him, and the police station, been a fire. We … ah … we could do with a bit of help.’ I heard Crawford murmur some obscenity.

By now I’d collected myself and I took the phone from Barker. ‘Hawkins here. Scanlon and I were riding on the western road to Gibbet Hill after a report of trouble in the town. You need to contact them. And stop all scheduled traffic on that road until further notice.’

‘Bushrangers, you think?’

‘Don’t know, but all troopers must be armed and capable.’ Then I rang off. Not all troopers were capable. I was not capable, not anymore. I slumped into the chair and put my head in my hands while Barker fussed over his telephone logbook. Footsteps on the stairs. A woman peered around the door, hair tightly wound in a bun, eyes wide in a lined face.

‘You alright, love?’ she said. To me, to Mr Barker, to nobody in particular.

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ I snapped, too harshly, and she disappeared like a rabbit to its burrow.

‘Oi, Sergeant,’ Barker said. ‘I know you’ve had a nasty shock …’

That’s what he called it. Seeing a man’s brains blown out only a few feet from me. Feeling my horse give way beneath me while it screamed in terror. I was as far from fine as north is from south, and terrified of myself, of reactions I couldn’t get a grip on. The screams of my horse, his coarse mane in my face, a single hair pricking my eye, pressed against his body as I killed him, felt his life gallop away.

‘I had to shoot him,’ I said, shaking my head, looking to Barker for absolution.

Barker carefully put down the pen he’d been using.

‘My horse. The bullet hit him in his neck. He went down and there was nothing I could do. I had to shoot him.’

‘Yeah, you had to. Awful thing to do, but you had to. Got no choice when a horse is down.’

‘Only assigned to me yesterday.’

‘Poor bugger,’ Barker said, wiping his chin with his hand. ‘That scar on your face—’

‘Bayonet, Boer War.’

‘Yeah? Had some blokes from Colley fight over there. Australian Commonwealth Horse. Did alright too. Was you in that?’

‘New South Wales Mounted Rifles.’

‘So you went over before Federation, eh?’

I nodded.

‘Listen, Sergeant, I—’

The telegram machine started up. We both looked at it. Barker put his headset on and noted the message, then put it in an envelope, handed it to me and noted it in his book. I signed for it and ripped it open, hand shaking. I couldn’t read it and handed it to Barker.

He read it out. ‘Reinforcement coming STOP’ Barker looked up, then passed the telegram to me.

‘That’s all those fuckers have to say?’ I shouted, and I screwed the paper into a ball and hurled it at the wall. ‘Put another call through.’

Barker shook his head. ‘I can’t, it’s a party line. Cops in Bathurst’ll have my guts for garters.’

I slumped back into the chair, exhaustion crashing down on me. Closed my eyes, saw Scanlon’s head explode.

‘Gonna leave Scanlon out there?’ Barker ventured.

My eyes snapped open. I was in a small post office, with the postmaster gazing at me, wearing a bloodied uniform, only it wasn’t the Light Horse uniform, I was back in the traps.

‘I mean, could we get his body, d’you reckon?’

‘He’s dead,’ I said. ‘If you can shoot straight and want to provide cover, I could probably get his body.’

He blinked a few times, then shook his head. ‘Ah, no.’

‘When does the mail coach come in?’

‘Twice a week, Mondays and Thursdays, and then I deliver around the place. Goes up to Gibbet Hill, turns around, comes back. It’s Friday, so we aren’t expecting a coach today.’

‘Did you take a message from Gibbet Hill this morning and deliver it to Trooper Scanlon?’

‘Nope, not me.’

‘Your wife?’

‘Nobody touches the telegraph machine but me, and nobody delivers the messages but me.’

Was this my madness or something else? Who had told Scanlon there was trouble?

‘Who’s the mayor?’

‘That’s Ray Fitzgerald, but he’s not in town today. His uncle’s the publican at the Commercial and Ray sorta runs it. It’s just along by the river, you can’t miss it, big white timber place with iron lace.’

‘But he’s not there?’

‘No, he’s got business in Bathurst.’

‘But the pub’s open for business?’

‘Yeah, I reckon you could do with a cuppa too.’

I followed him out into the day, and as we walked down the road to the Commercial, all I could think of was the moment my horse went down and the bullets flying over me and how it felt so right and perfect. I knew what to do, met the chaos like an old friend, the familiar smell of gunpowder and blood. And a feeling so familiar, yet so long past, of being alive.
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The morning sun shone as if nothing had happened. A dog wandered the street sniffing, lifted a leg against a wall. Men milled around outside the pub, a sea of weathered faces, grim eyes, strong arms, men who worked long hours. I knew none of them, yet I knew them well. They looked to me as I approached, falling silent. One grabbed my arm and I nearly put my fist in his face, then I hurried inside the pub, desperate for drink.

The inside of the Commercial was big enough to handle large groups of men who’d come in for the light and warmth after a day digging in a cold river. It had a large fireplace, a battered billiards table, windows at the back looking across the river, tables and chairs, a long bar and plenty of room. The man behind the bar had a stoop and long, greasy hair and was drying beer glasses. One or two old men were sitting with shandies, their old eyes widening at the sight of me.

‘Welcome to Colley, mate,’ one of them croaked.

‘Sergeant, yeah?’ the man behind the bar said, nodding at the three bloodied chevrons on my jacket arm. It was the man who’d challenged me at the fire, asked who the hell I was. I’d worked it out by now and could answer.

‘Yes, Sergeant Augustus Hawkins, replacement for—’

‘Sergeant Barrett,’ he said.

I nodded, looked around. I glimpsed my confronting reflection in the mirror behind the bottles on the shelf behind the bar. ‘Your name?’ I asked, a touch too testily.

‘Mr Septimus Watt,’ he said, hard-eyed and equally testy. ‘Manager of this hotel.’

I closed my eyes for a moment. Steady on, Gus, mate, go slow here.

‘And deputy mayor,’ he continued. ‘Might please you to know I’ve set some blokes on wetting down the station, to stop stray embers blowin’ about, cool it down a bit.’

‘Good work,’ I said, nodding. I should have thought of that.

‘Have some breakfast, Sergeant. I reckon you need something in yer belly.’

‘And coffee, strong, thanks.’

‘No coffee out here, mate. Chicory essence or tea.’

‘Tea.’

‘Leila, tea and a breakfast,’ Watt bawled through an open door.

‘A packet of cigarettes too, please.’

He put a packet of fags on the counter and I suddenly realised I had no wallet or money.

‘I can’t pay you for this today, Mr Watt …’

‘’Cause you’re police, I’ll do youse credit, but if you don’t pay up by the end of the month Ray’ll come after yer.’

I shook a cigarette out of the pack with shaking hands, lit it and inhaled with relief. My head was in fragments. Watt pulled out a ledger and a stubby pencil, wrote down what I owed him, then turned the book around and showed me. I signed, grateful.

‘No credit on alcohol,’ he said, reading my mind. ‘But I think you could do with a medicinal brandy. Just the one.’

He took a bottle from the shelf behind him, poured the spirit into a glass, a double. I tossed it down and felt it swim through my veins, soothing, pacifying. I could have drunk the bottle dry and welcomed the oblivion.

The maid came back with a sugar bowl in one hand and a plate piled high with blackened sausages, scrambled eggs flecked with char and what could have been mushrooms, cooked to exhaustion. I shovelled in the food, methodically working my way from left to right, not tasting it, just getting it in, ignoring the nausea as my stomach screamed refusal. As a soldier you learnt to eat when food was available, no matter what state you were in, because you had to keep going and were less likely to screw up if you were fed and thinking straight.

Then Harry Barker ran in, pale beneath the stubble on his cheeks, postie cap sitting awry on his head. A chunk of sausage caught in my throat. The drumbeat quickened.

‘Leila, bar, now,’ Watt shouted, draping his wiping cloth over his shoulder.

I pushed my empty plate to the side, gulped down the tea. ‘Mr Barker?’

‘Just got a wire from Bathurst.’ He handed me an envelope and made me sign for it in a little book he carried. I tore it open and read, then looked up at Barker and Watt.

‘Gibbet Hill did not call for assistance,’ I said. ‘They’ve had no trouble.’

One of the old blokes gave a short laugh. Watt took out two more glasses, splashed the brandy into them and handed one to Barker, then he refilled mine. We all drank and it was not yet eight in the morning. It was an ambush. Somebody had set it up in order to kill us. An icy hand clutched my innards. There were no japies here. We weren’t at war, or not that I was aware of.

‘More troopers coming?’ Watt asked.

I looked up at him, Barker and the old blokes, my heart pounding. ‘On their way, but they won’t arrive until dark.’

‘Do you think the fire was deliberate? Set by these bastards?’

‘Too soon to draw conclusions.’

‘I’ll have a beer, thanks, Sep,’ Barker said, putting his brandy glass down with a sigh, ‘seein’ as I’m here. You do what you think is best, Sergeant. If you fought in South Africa, then you know what way is up with this sort of thing.’

‘Ah, Boer War injury,’ Watt said, nodding at my face.

I nodded as a wave of weariness washed over me. By the time I copped a bayonet in the face and chest, I was a twenty-one-year-old captain with sixty-odd soldiers to hand, a commanding officer to advise and direct, and a brace of junior officers and non-commissioned officers to help shoulder the load, and half the time nobody knew what was going on. We operated in the midst of major fuck-uppery, day after day, but we were in it together. Here, I knew nobody and had no idea who I could trust. I was like a man washed ashore on an island, half-mad and with only my warrant card and blood-soaked uniform to vouch for me. But I had to act as if I knew what the hell to do.

‘I’m going to have a closer look at the remains of the police station.’

‘Your tunic,’ Watt said. ‘Take it off.’

‘Why?’

‘It says you’re in the traps, and somebody’s shooting them today.’

Good advice. I took it off; it was stiff with blood.

‘Leila,’ Watt bawled, and the woman scuttled back in. ‘Take the sergeant’s tunic out the back, put it in the laundry.’

She took it, holding it at arm’s length, and left. My white shirt was also soaked in drying blood and sticking to me, as were my breeches.

‘Could do with a wash and brush, Sergeant,’ Watt said with a cheerful smile.

But I didn’t have time for that. I stepped outside, looked up and down the empty street. The men had dispersed. Smoke hung over the town. The main river road, High Street, ran east to west. West was the way to Gibbet Hill; east followed the river for several miles to the foothills and rugged cliffs of the ranges. Two more streets ran parallel, like the layout of a theatre, joined by a steep crossroad. The police station was on the furthest street back, next to a small white cottage and surrounded by paddocks. There had probably been more houses but they were gone now, their materials reused or burnt. I spotted other buildings dotted here and there on the low hills to the east: what looked like a brick schoolhouse and a couple of churches. I’d get to know them, but not today.

As I approached the police station, the stench of ash and burning wood filled the air. The timbers of the building had collapsed inwards, taking the iron bars of the lock-up with them, leaving a pile of unsalvageable debris.

Files, records, forms, all the saddlery and kit in the tack room, all of Scanlon’s personal possessions, and mine too. A few broken teacups and plates, shattered by the heat and scorched, lay amid the acrid ruin. The whole thing had gone up so furiously it was hard not to suspect some sort of accelerant, kerosene or the like. Then again, when a fire gets its fangs into dry timber, it burns hard and fast.

I stank like a corpse, flies buzzing around me in delight. Waving them away, I poked about at the edges where I judged the lean-to that I’d slept in to be, vainly hoping to find my bag with a clean uniform inside it, unscathed. But it was all gone. The enamel jug and washbasin lay disfigured. Water pooled where men had thrown buckets of it. The station tank was charred and twisted. There was a water tank by the trough in the horse paddock but they’d probably emptied it. Put it on my list.

The acrid smell was underlaid by another scent, something familiar. A closer look revealed that the bars of the lock-up had fallen against some beams and rested on a pile of burnt, indistinguishable mess. I took a few steps and from a different vantage point saw what it was. I shut my eyes, took a deep breath. Someone had been in the lock-up. But we had no record of who it was.

I kept expecting to hear the crack of a rifle, all my senses straining to detect danger before it got to me first. I heard somebody come up behind me and jumped like a terrified cat. I reached for my pistol as I turned but came face to face with a grinning lad. I’d seen him earlier, crying at the shock of the fire. On closer look, it was clear he was a mongol kid. Ginger hair, red-faced, plump around the middle, carrying a toy of some sort.

‘Hello,’ I said, voice shaky. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Percy.’ He held up a battered wooden soldier, with a red jacket and blue pants. ‘This is Tommy.’

Boys love soldiers. Matches too.

‘Where do you live?’ I asked.

He pointed across the road to a block with a couple of grazing sheep tethered by long ropes. Beyond them was the rear of a shabby two-storey house, a corrugated-iron washhouse, a long washing line and some white chickens wandering about pecking and scratching.

‘That’s my house.’

‘Is that the back of the dry goods store?’

He nodded, and together we walked down. He nipped in the back door. I paused and looked back south to the police block and the smoking ruin. The second-storey windows would have had a perfect view of it.

The store on the main street had the usual sort of window display, canned goods set up in carefully constructed pyramids, bags of dry goods arranged around them, some notices in the windows. When I walked in a bell was tripped and a woman came out from the back. It was the woman I’d noticed earlier, wearing mourning. Thin shoulders, black hair sprinkled with grey, dark eyes surrounded by a matrix of lines, a long, sharp nose, jutting cheekbones and not even the shadow of a smile. Just a combative stare, daring me to buy a boiled humbug or a packet of salt.

‘Percy, where have you been?’ she said.

‘We met out the back,’ I said. ‘I’m Sergeant Hawkins, the new—’

‘I’m Mrs Lennox.’ She picked up a dirty cloth and began to wipe the counter, faster and faster, round and round, unable to stop. Percy’s face crumpled, as if her distress was going to engulf him.

‘Poor Davy,’ she said, suddenly closing her eyes, her hand stilled.

‘He’s dead,’ Percy said, his eyes wide and guileless beneath ginger eyebrows. ‘Will we put him in the ground?’

Mrs Lennox looked up, watching me carefully, crouched like a lioness, those sharp cheekbones ready to strike.

‘We will find him,’ I said. ‘And send him home to his parents and they’ll bury him.’

‘Bury him,’ Percy repeated.

‘Now, do you wish to buy something?’ Mrs Lennox said. ‘Some new breeches maybe? Or do you like the slaughterman look?’

A pert comment.

‘I have no money, at present.’

‘I don’t give credit.’

‘Mr Watt has generously extended credit to me, given the circumstances.’

‘He did, did he? Yes, well, the Commercial isn’t his business. But as you’re a trap …’ She ran an expert eye up and down me. ‘Percy, find the sergeant a pair of the tall canvas trousers and a large shirt.’

Percy grinned and scuttled off. Mrs Lennox rummaged behind the counter and produced a woollen spencer with long sleeves and matching long johns, some boxer shorts and thick socks. Percy returned with the trouser and shirt; I tossed in a buckskin jacket, a notebook and pencil, matches and a ball of twine. I had some vague idea that if I caught the gunman, I could tie his hands with the twine. Mrs Lennox wrapped it all up and made me sign the ledger.

‘First day on the job, eh?’ Mrs Lennox said, a trace of sympathy in her voice. ‘Shocking thing to happen, just shocking.’

She handed me the parcel, then came out from behind the counter and walked me to the door and out into the dusty, deserted street. The day was still and the terrible sound of a female crying and wailing floated across the street, through the smoke, from a large house beside the hotel.

‘Poor Hilde,’ Mrs Lennox murmured. ‘It’s too much for her, too much for all of us.’

‘Who is Hilde?’

‘She was married to the publican’s son, William Fitzgerald. He drowned a couple of years ago, and now poor Davy … They were so close, the three of them.’

The unseen girl’s distress was too much, and memories of Flora wailing and screaming, her grief like a savage beast, rushed at me. Mrs Lennox patted my shoulder and disappeared inside her shop. The touch of her hand made me want to weep.

Clutching my package close, I scurried across the road into the Commercial and organised a room on credit. I dumped my goods on the bed, then ran a bath in the large, shared bathroom. I stared at myself in the mirror, the steam from the hot water lending my reflection an unnerving ghostliness. My hair and heavy beard, usually the colour of a parched wheatfield, were dark with matted blood. The bayonet scar ran across my face, from hairline to jaw, although it was beginning to fade to white and was partially hidden by my heavy beard. Still, it was a confronting sight at the best of times, and this was far from the best.

I tore off my bloodied shirt and saw my chest, the frenzied mass of scar tissue from midline to underarm. I ran my fingers over the gristly welts and thought of that day, the shouts of the medics, then the hushed voices, No, you’re not dying, mate, and the gauze bandage slapped on my face so they wouldn’t have to see the light leave my eyes as I died.

I soaped and scrubbed, submerging myself and sloshing water onto the tiled floor, scouring my skin over and over until I was raw. Then I emptied the tub, refilled it and lay there smoking, watching the steam rise and the drip from the tap send ripples across the surface of the water. I tried not to think but it was no good: my mind would not be fooled. It was ramped up, ready to fight, and startled at every slammed door, every shout.

It was a blessed relief to be clean and smell clean. I bundled up all my bloodied clothes and padded down the stairs, boots in hand. The laundry was in a brick building by the river, out the back of the hotel. Half a dozen clotheslines were draped with various linen items, men’s drawers, tablecloths and the like. Inside the small building I found a bench and set my clothes down beside a heap of grated soap flakes. Two huge coppers sat over their fireplaces, both full of water but still and cold. I found a cloth, wiped my boots, put them on and got out of there.
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To the west, thin white wisps of cloud streaked across the blue sky. It was a dry autumn and there was no rain in those clouds. The main street was deserted, smoke hanging in the air, stray dogs having a scrap.

Back at the post office I found Harry Barker hunched over the telegram machine. He looked up at me in alarm.

‘At ease,’ I said. ‘No telephone calls. But do you have a rifle I can borrow?’

He nodded, disappeared and came back with a Lee–Enfield .303. ‘What are you gunna do with it?’

‘Just precautionary,’ I said, checking it was loaded.

‘Listen, Sergeant,’ he said, giving me an earnest look. ‘I was wrong to ask about retrieving Scanlon’s body. If he’s dead, he’s dead and he don’t care anymore. You don’t want to end up like him.’

Didn’t I? I couldn’t answer that question.

‘I heard gunshot this morning, before dawn,’ I said. ‘Who’d be out shooting?’

Barker shrugged. ‘There’s foxes and wild pigs around here, always somebody shooting them.’

‘A licensed hunter?’

‘Dunno, mate, you’d have to ask … well …’

‘The local police?’

‘Yeah.’

I took the rifle and set off, walking west along the road Scanlon and I had taken, and arrived at the crossroads. My heart was thumping blood through me, but one bullet and out it would spurt. I could scarcely breathe. I scanned the treeless hills for signs of the shooter. I was out in the open with no idea what the hell I was doing, and that’s the way you die.

If I went out to retrieve Scanlon’s body, there was a good chance I’d be killed too. It was an old and trusted way of taking out the enemy. Kill his comrade and wait for him to come for the body, then bam, bullet in the head, two for the price of one.

A sudden noise off to the right saw my mind give way like an old bridge that had one too many carts go over it, and I dropped to the ground. Nothing happened. An axe falling on wood. The rasp of my panicked breath. I got back to my feet, shaky. I couldn’t go after Scanlon’s body – at least, not on my own.

I made my way back up to the large block on the low hill where the police station had been. Up in the south-east corner was a small grove of Monterey pine. Nothing grew under these trees but there was a soft bed of pine needles. I found the best tree to lean against, one where I had sight lines everywhere except behind me, where there was a small, whitewashed timber cottage with a goat paddock at the back. The resinous scent reminded me of walking to school past pines on a hot summer’s day as a child.

Hidden in the trees’ shadows, I closed my eyes and saw Scanlon as his head jerked to the right and his blood spurted to the left. I opened my eyes quickly and watched the smoke rise from the ruined police station as despair settled over me like sticky grey ash.

~

There were no reinforcements by dusk, but there should have been. It was an eight-hour ride from Bathurst but they had been alerted before seven. I suppose they had to run around in circles for the requisite two hours, then get everything in triplicate, shine their brass buttons and sort out the formation – but an officer had been murdered, in uniform and on duty, the station was a heap of ash, and as far as I knew there was no greater emergency on the fucking agenda.

I waited at the stone marker at the crossroads. The road south back to Bathurst intersected the western river road to Gibbet Hill and ran across a narrow low timber bridge and north up to Ilford. I kicked stones around as I scanned the darkening hills, waiting for the Zulu hordes to sweep down, banging their shields and chanting insults, or for a dozen japie fanatics to slither through the long grass and take me out with a shot to the head. Or maybe a spear in the chest from some hidden Wiradjuri warrior. You hear the spear a second before it hits, so I’ve been told. A second to panic or say a quick prayer, and then you’ve got six foot of sapling piercing your lungs.

Tired of kicking stones, I picked one up and hurled it at the fence across the road. The sky was now a dark blue, the stars out and the shadows holding a ghostly menace I had to face alone with just a stone in my hand. If I’d been back in the Bourke Police District there would have been a bloody horde of troopers riding in from all points, looking for a fight because one of our own was down. They did things differently in the Western Police District.

I hurled another stone, heard a satisfying thud as it hit the fence. Then I heard the sound of horses and riders coming down the hill at a pace.

They emerged from around the hill, five troopers, weapons holstered, bridles jingling. They rode right past me, not even a greeting, just five grim faces. One was an inspector, the others just juniors, and I did not recognise any of them. They came to a halt outside the Commercial, dismounted and tethered their horses, their breath misting in the cold, smoky air. A couple of oil lanterns hung from the pub verandah, casting a golden light on the horses and the dirty road. I walked down and introduced myself.

The inspector looked me up and down: the wild hair, the miner’s shirt and that damn scar. Then he grunted, a short nod.

‘Inspector Ian Northrup, Bathurst. You signed on yesterday, I understand. Where’s your uniform?’

‘In the Commercial’s laundry. All spares and everything I had went up in flames.’

‘Trooper Scanlon has been shot, so I was told,’ he said. ‘Is he with the doctor? Have you apprehended the shooter?’

So much for telephones. If it wasn’t written down, the messages were scrambled into gibberish.

‘Trooper Scanlon was killed by a single shot to the head early this morning in an ambush,’ I said as steadily as I was able. ‘He fell on his horse, which ran off with the body. My horse was killed by a single shot to the neck. While this was taking place, the police station burnt down with the loss of everything in it. I have not searched for Scanlon’s body as I have no backup, sir.’

Silence as he took it all in, the blood draining from his face. The four troopers lined up behind him showed a range of expressions, from shock to astonishment to fear. All good, healthy reactions.

Northrup was compact, smooth-shaven, neat uniform, medium build. He looked more like a prosperous accountant than a mounted trooper. But then again, I was used to the traps from the Bourke division, who were a dustier, more dishevelled lot. The four juniors were also all neat and polished, their horses clipped and groomed, coats gleaming in the lamplight.

Some of the town’s men came out of the pub and stood about. Some women came out of their homes, kids pushing in front of them to
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