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      When murder comes to the goldfields, old debts demand payment in blood.

      Kalgoorlie shimmered with gold fever and dark secrets. When two flashy detectives arrive to crack down on theft, they stir up more than dust—they awaken a conspiracy that reaches back to the trenches of France.

      Tom Hogan, a newspaper reporter with a past he can't escape, watches as his dying friend Philip Tremaine is accused of brutal murder. But Hogan knows the truth: Phil is being used as a pawn in a deadly game orchestrated by men who've forgotten what honour means.

      As the trial hurtles toward its inevitable conclusion, Hogan must choose between exposing the truth and protecting the innocent. In a world where the law serves the powerful and justice is bought with lies, some promises can only be kept in the shadows.
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        * * *

      

      A gripping tale of loyalty, betrayal, and the bonds forged in war that refuse to break—even when tested by death itself.

      

      When murder comes to the goldfields, a group of war veterans bound by a deadly secret must choose between the truth and protecting one of their own—because some debts can only be repaid in blood.
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      The boarding house stood on the edge of Boulder, its corrugated iron roof catching the last rays of sunlight like copper pennies. It was a place of openness and honesty in a hard world, an island sanctuary amongst the poppet heads and rusty iron that defined the goldfields. Here, the Butler family kept their doors open to miners, drifters, and dreamers—anyone who needed a bed and a warm meal in the unforgiving desert landscape of Western Australia.

      Inside, old Kathleen Butler rocked in her chair, her fingers working the rosary beads she could no longer see clearly. At eighty-five, virtually blind, she'd given up trying to understand the comings and goings of her brood. Her daughters Alice and Monica ran the house now, along with Alice's husband Joe Murphy—that raconteur and wag who was always scheming up some new venture. The boarders came and went: Tom Hogan the newspaper reporter, Sergeant Terry O'Malley from the Boulder Police, and others whose stories would weave through the years like threads in a tapestry.

      It was into this world, in April of 1926, that murder would come. But the seeds of that murder had been planted years before, in the mud of France, where good men had learned the price of survival.
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      The scream tore through the French countryside, raw and desperate. A young mother clutched her baby to her chest as two German soldiers dragged her from the farmhouse, their boots churning the mud. One of the soldiers raised his rifle, his finger curling around the trigger while his comrade laughed behind him.

      Twenty metres away, hidden in the shadowed recesses of a barn, Sergeant Philip Tremaine watched through a gap in the weathered boards. His men—Hogan, Hecker, O'Malley, Murphy, O'Herlihy, Smith, and Clarke—crouched in the straw beside him, rifles at the ready. The moment stretched thin as wire.

      Tremaine's whisper barely carried. ’You take the this.’

      Without a sound, Smith rested the tip of barrel of his Lee Enfield 303 on the crack in the wall - sighted the German soldiers, and as he did his finger tightened on the trigger. Two shots cracked the air almost as one. Both German soldiers dropped like stones, the laughter dying in one man's throat, the threat dying in the other's raised weapon as his helmet went skywards.
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      Tom Hogan and the others rushed forward, boots pounding across the dirt. They checked the fallen soldiers for signs of life and found none. Hogan knelt beside one of the corpses, extracted a bullet from the dead man's weapon, and slipped it into his pocket. The brass was still warm against his fingers. Trophy of war.

      Smith relieved one of the Germans of his fully loaded Luger. The German had no further use for it.

      Tremaine noticed the movement but said nothing. He was already running toward the mother and child, his hands raised to show he meant no harm.

      ’Vous êtes en sécurité maintenant,’ he said in nearly perfect French. You're safe now.

      They guided the woman and baby into the truck the Germans were using, settling them gently in the back. Tremaine continued speaking to her in French, his voice calm and reassuring. The others listened and understood what needed to be done without words.

      ’Let's get these two back to our lines,’ Tremaine said to the others.

      Terry O'Malley—the Irishman, climbed into the driver's seat with Hecker and Clarke beside him. Tremaine, Hogan, Murphy, Smith and O'Herlihy settled in the back with the mother and baby. Hogan offered her water from his canteen, and she drank gratefully, her hands still trembling.

      ’Change of plans?’ Hogan asked.

      ’We can finish the job tonight,’ Tremaine replied.

      O'Herlihy studied Tremaine's face. ’You look worried, Phil.’

      Tremaine stared at the mother cradling her child. ’I saw an image in my mind of Mary holding little Kathleen in her arms.’ He turned to Hogan, his expression suddenly fierce. ’You bloody look after her, Tom.’

      Tom nodded. Phil Tremain didn’t have to ask. Any of his men, other than Clarke, would make sure Tremaine’s daughter was OK.

      ’Want me to call you 'Dad’?’ Smith said with a half-smile. A sniper with a sense of humour.

      ’Kathleen is all I've got. Can't see what she sees in Tom myself.’

      O'Herlihy grinned wickedly. ’How about witty, intelligent, handsome?’

      ’And?’ Hogan prompted.

      Smith said, ‘Hairy legs!’

      The three men laughed, and for a moment the horror fell away. Even the mother stopped crying and managed a small smile. Only Clarke remained silent, his face turned toward the passing countryside, lost in thoughts he kept to himself.
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      Evening shadows stretched long across the Cornwall Hotel's facade. Tremaine’s daughter pushed against Quilter's chest, trying to get past him to her delivery truck. He kept pressing closer, his hands grasping at her.

      ’Stop it,’ she said, shoving harder. ’You wouldn't do that if Tom was here.’

      ’Well, he's not,’ Quilter said, his smile twisted. William Quilter was a flashy punter, pudgy and well-dressed, with interests that ran through Kalgoorlie's underground like rot through wood.

      ’I'll tell him when he gets back.’

      ’He won't be back.’

      Kathleen froze, ice flooding her veins. ’What do you mean, he won't be back?’

      ’You'll see,’ Quilter said, still reaching for her.

      ’Bastard!’ The word exploded from her lips. Her hand cracked across his face. Tears blurred her vision as she scrambled into the truck and gunned the engine, tires squealing as she swerved onto the road and disappeared into the dusk.
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      Fifteen years later, under a full moon, stillness hung over the Australian bush. Cicadas thrummed their endless song until a steam train roared through the night, spewing steam and screaming its whistle into the darkness.

      In a dimly lit shanty, seventeen-year-old Abby worked at the stove, preparing a meal by the light of flickering candles. She'd grown into a young woman who already knew too much about the seamy fringes of goldfields life. Her poverty and awareness of her developing body made her vulnerable, torn by temptation to earn money the easy way.

      At the table, Philip Tremaine—now a consumptive ex-miner with stubbled whiskers and an emaciated frame—played checkers with twelve-year-old Wayne. The boy was wild and willful, a scruffy urchin with golden hair and cherubic blue eyes that disguised an inner strength. He studied the board with solemn concentration.

      Tremaine had been about thirty during the war, fit and capable. Now, at fifty-five, silicosis had wasted him. He'd contracted it working underground, his lungs dusted with the fine particles that killed miners slowly. He dressed as he always had, in worn mining clothes and an old black derby hat, but the man inside had been hollowed out.

      Miles away at Kalgoorlie Station, the train pulled to a stop. Two men in dark grey, well-worn suits stepped onto the platform. Alex Whitman, about thirty-five, moved with the swagger of an egotistical, ambitious man. John Wallace, at sixty, carried himself with the quiet authority of the senior detective. They
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