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    For the stray souls who ran from the soot to find their grace in the dirt.
And for those who help us build, long after the storm has cleared.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Treacherous tracks that trap the stranger,
Endless roads that gleam and glare,
Dark and evil-looking gullies,
Hiding secrets here and there!"
 
- Henry Lawson: Up the Country
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​CHAPTER ONE: BONEYARD
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The heat pressed, as though it had a physical weight–thick with the smell of baked clay and parched eucalypt, draping over the northern plains of Victoria like a wet wool blanket left out to rot in the sun. On the distant rim, the ironbarks seemed to dissolve, shivering and bending in the white-hot air like iron melting at the mouth of a furnace.

Most of all, Flynn was struck by the impossible proportions of the immense sapphire-blue sky, unblemished by cloud, smoke and soot.

As Flynn walked, he tried to wedge some distance between his aching feet and his beleaguered mind. He imagined the lower half of his body was detached from the rest of him–the agony somehow belonging to someone else. Though he forced his weariness to take on a more nebulous form, his every atom cried out for proper food, water and days of deep sleep.

He reached up and adjusted his blue derby hat. The wool felt stifling, but he refused to take it off; woven into its fibres was his impetus–his recent past, and angry wounds in need of healing. 

His fingers strayed naturally to the hat’s brim, finding the knife hole he’d hacked into the side weeks ago back in the city. Trudging through the bush now, under a vast, cloudless sky, he couldn’t land on a reasonable explanation as to why he’d done it. The impulse belonged to a ghost. He remembered the girl who had given him the derby—the way her fingers had grazed his as she’d passed it to him—but the image brought a sudden, sharp pain that went deeper than his ribs. He forced her name away before it could choke him.

At eighteen, Flynn was still small for his age, a scrap of a lad who looked as though he’d been reared on promises and shadows. But the journey had begun to change him. The remaining soft curves of boyishness had been whittled away by the road, leaving behind a jaw that had recently become more angular, hard-edged, and aggressive. The beginnings of a dark stubble now shadowed his top lip and the point of his chin, making him look less like a stray and more like a wolf in training. 

He wore brown trousers—a parting gift from one of the few truly decent people he’d ever met in the Melbourne maze—along with a coarse linen shirt and leather boots. Every stitch of his apparel was worse for wear, caked in a fine, powdery crimson grit that spoke of the long, punishing miles behind him. He desperately hoped those miles had come to an end, even if only for a while.

He stopped at the fringe of the settlement, his eyes locking onto the rough-hewn timber sign as he massaged his scarred hands.

BONEYARD.

Flynn stared at the rough lettering and felt a grim flicker of appreciation. It was an honest label. Back south, the gentry loved to name their settlements after English hills, vales, and heights—soft, lying words meant to pretend the wilderness was relegated to manicured parks and appointed gardens. This place made no such promise.

A balmy breeze swept across the flats, driving a swirl of red dust directly into his eyes, ears, and throat. He coughed, the grit lingering between his teeth, and he became intensely aware of the ache in his belly. He’d been walking for nearly four weeks straight, living on what food he could forage or steal. The journey from the coastal sprawl of Melbourne up into the rugged heart of the northern gold fields was a brutal two-hundred-mile trek through steep ranges and drying creek beds. Four weeks of sleeping beneath the stars, his back pressed against the cold earth, watching the world get hotter and emptier with every sunrise.

Seeking relief, he reached into his satchel and pulled out a small glass flask. It held the last, meager swallow of vodka—gifted him by the same folks who had been so integral to his survival back in Little Lon. He stared at the clear liquid, his mind drifting back to the big Russian bear, Vasily, and his diminutive but fierce bride, Antoinette. Did they miss him, he wondered? Or had the city already filled the gap he’d left behind? Out here, in the harsh lands beyond civilization, the memory of their smoky kitchen felt like a lifetime away. He tipped the flask back, letting the fiery spirit burn away the dust in his throat, and tucked the empty glass away. “Vashe zdorov’ye,” he said hoarsely.

A rapid movement by his boot made him look down. A small lizard rushed past, its legs a frantic blur as it skittered across the dry, cracked earth. The ground was barely holding together, bound only by sparse, stubborn tufts of gray-green tussock grass. Flynn watched the reptile vanish into the scrub, wondering at the sheer toughness of the plants and beasts that called this desert home. They didn't have the luxury of shade. They didn't have a roof. They just endured.

He realized then, with a sinking feeling in his chest, that his street-smarts and urban strength—the ability to blend into a crowd, to read the shift of a shadow in an alleyway, to pick a lock in the dark—were useless out here. The earth didn't care about leverage. The sun couldn't be conned. But as he looked back over his shoulder toward the southern horizon, he knew one thing for certain: if his goal had been to escape the damp cobblestones, the suffocating coal-soot, and the incessant, bone-chilling rain of Melbourne, he couldn't have chosen a better place.

Turning his back on the road, Flynn began to move into the town proper.
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​CHAPTER TWO: HOT BEER
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Boneyard was a skeletal strip of raw, unpainted wooden buildings lining a wide dirt track. Broad, covered patios jutted out over the dust, casting deep bands of shade where a few hardened, sun-browned people moved here and there. They dressed in drab, sweat-stained canvas and moleskin, their heads buried beneath broad-brimmed felt hats. Nobody ran. Nobody hurried. They moved with a slow, deliberate economy to keep their blood from boiling in the midday heat, barely turning their heads to glance at Flynn as he walked among them.

He passed a general store with sacks of flour hardening on the verandah, a gunsmith’s shop reeking of oil and cold iron, and a roadside butcher’s stand that made him stop dead. The large slabs of meat hanging from the iron hooks appeared completely black–thoroughly corrupted by the infernal heat. But, when the butcher casually waved a lazy hand over the counter, the blackness suddenly undulated, breaking apart into a roaring, buzzing blanket of plump blowflies. They dissembled into the hot air for a fraction of a second, only to immediately rearrange themselves back onto the flesh the moment the butcher’s hand stilled.

Further down stood the hotel. A few local drovers–rough hewn men with hollow eyes–leaned against the veranda posts outside the pub, nursing tin pannikins of beer that Flynn figured to be the exact temperature of hot tea.

Flynn didn't realize he was staring until he found himself eye-to-eye with the surliest of them. The man was standing beside a skinny, rib-flashed horse. He had a tangled gray beard that reached all the way down to his belly, and his eyes were buried so deep beneath a prominent brow that they looked like dual puncture wounds in a face of pure, cured leather.

The man turned rigid, spitting a dark stream of tobacco juice into the dirt right near Flynn’s boot.

"What the fuck are you looking at, you little sack of shit?" the old man barked, his voice like two bricks scraping together.

Flynn didn't have the breath, let alone the energy, to give him an answer. He simply looked away, keeping his head low as he dragged his aching legs up the steps of the pub's timber verandah. He looked up at the weatherboard facade of the second floor, where a peeling painted sign proclaimed: Rooms for rent, only 2 bob.

Flynn reached into his trouser pocket. His fingers met nothing but lint and lining.

The emptiness sent a cold shiver through his sweating skin. He didn't have a copper to his name. There would be no bed tonight, no roof to keep the dust from his lungs. He’d have to sleep rough in the scrub outside the town fringe. He’d been doing it for a month anyway–what was a few more nights?

But the real panic was the food. He would have to secure work, and secure it immediately. The thought made his stomach twist—he had never held down an honest job in his entire life. He was a creature of the lift and the lay. But as he looked down the short, dusty expanse of Boneyard, comparing it to the endless, teeming hive of Melbourne, his throat went dry. In a town this small, where everyone knew the name of every dog and neighbor, he was going to have a hell of a time bilking, robbing, or grifting any of these hardened bastards. They looked like they slept with one eye open with a skinning knife tucked under the pillow.

Flynn hobbled back down onto the street, dejected. Lost in his reverie, his mind spinning web after useless web, Flynn’s urban instincts failed him entirely. He didn't hear the desperate thud of heavy hooves approaching. He didn't notice the heavy leather tack rattling or the driver's frantic shouts.

A massive, horse-drawn supply carriage came thundering through the thoroughfare, kicking up a blinding wall of red rooster-tails.

The hefty wooden framework of the carriage caught Flynn square in the shoulder. The impact was sudden and deafening. It lifted his small frame clean off his feet and launched him through the air like a ragdoll.

He crashed violently into a thick ironbark beam beneath the pub’s patio roof, the wood splintering against his spine. The momentum carried him forward, spinning him right into the chest of a massive drover standing quietly in the shade.

The collision sent the man’s pannikin flying, spraying warm, sour beer all over the front of the man’s relatively clean moleskin shirt.

For a second, the world went gray. Flynn groaned, his breath completely knocked out of him, his vision swimming with red dust and bright spots.

He felt it then–a pair of massive, calloused hands hooking in beneath his armpits. The drover hoisted Flynn up onto his feet with terrifying ease. The man was a giant, his face shadowed by a heavy hat, his chest broad as a bullock. He used one large hand to roughly dust the red dirt off Flynn’s shoulders, leaning in close.

"You alright there, mate?" the drover asked, his voice calm, almost gentle.

Flynn blinked, trying to clear the fog from his head. "I... I think—"

Before the words could leave his mouth, the drover’s right hand formed a fist the size of a cured ham and drove it square into the center of Flynn's angular jaw.
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​CHAPTER THREE: THRUPPENCE

[image: ]


Flynn blinked away the pain of the man’s punch, though not without some immense, agonizing effort. He had been in proper, blood-slicked brawls before in the dark corners of Little Lon—he’d taken willow to the knuckles and the blunt end of boots—but something about the sheer, seismic force of this drover's blow felt apocalyptic. It felt less like a human fist and more like falling timber.

He did his best not to show weakness. Standing on unsteady legs that threatened to fold beneath him like dry kindling, Flynn inhaled a ragged, dust-choked breath as he tried to focus his blurry gaze. The world was spinning, a chaotic blur of red clay and weathered timber, but muscle memory took over. He drew back his fist for a reciprocal punch. If he’d learned anything in the city, it was that one good punch deserved another.

He threw his weight forward, but found himself completely unable to launch the strike. A split-second later, he realized why: a hand was clamped onto his right elbow with the unyielding pressure of a blacksmith's vice, instantly neutralizing his momentum.

Flynn twisted his head back, his vision swimming, and found himself staring at the hand’s owner: a slender but powerfully wiry man. A magnificent, sprawling salt-and-pepper mustache dominated the man’s face, covering much of his upper lip and cheeks like a hedge. He wore a hat much smaller than the broad felt versions favored by the locals, and it featured a jaunty, striking array of feathers tucked into the band on one side. Despite the suffocating, 44-degree heat, the stranger was impeccably dressed in a waistcoat, a heavy jacket, and tailored breeches bloused neatly over high, dust-coated riding boots.

The man looked into Flynn’s wild, defensive eyes and spoke in a low, calm rumble.

"Nein, mein Junge. Tun wir das lieber nicht."

Flynn was so thoroughly taken aback by the strange language, the bizarre attire, and the sheer audacity of the man’s presence in this hellhole that the tension drained from his arm. He relaxed his fist, his mind scrambling to place the accent.

Flynn’s beer-drenched opponent, however, was having absolutely none of it. The man roared, his face purpling under his sunburn, and he moved to strike the lad again.

The well-dressed man stepped nimbly between them, his posture perfectly upright as he intervened. He raised a single, commanding finger, speaking in English heavily seasoned by a thick, continental accent. "Stay your hand, Joseph! Unless you are tired of Monika’s bratwurst?"

The man called Joseph froze mid-swing. For a long moment, his sloping brow knitted together, his sluggish brain clearly weighing the threat of missing a favoured meal against the satisfaction of pulverizing a city stray. Slowly, the fight drained out of him. He lowered his massive hand and slumped, his posture collapsing as he hung his head, his small eyes fixed sullenly on the dirt.

"Yes, Johann," Joseph mumbled, shifting his heavy boots. "We was just having fun with the tiddler."

Johann turned back to Flynn, his hand still firmly, securely clamped to the boy’s elbow. He offered a small, knowing tilt of his head. "Are you having fun?"

Flynn eyed Joseph warily, his jaw already throbbing and beginning to swell. "I wouldn't use those words, exactly."

"Now," Johann said, turning back to the gallery of onlookers, his tone bright and legalistic. "I have accidentally hit this young man with my cart, a thing that I regret, you understand. It seems that he thence ricocheted into Joseph, spilling his beer–something tantamount to a crime in my native Austria."

Johann’s summary elicited a slow series of nods from Flynn, Joseph, and the surrounding crowd of drovers who were watching from the shade of the verandah. The logic was undeniable.

"Therefore, Joseph, in the interest of rectifying the situation, I shall remunerate you the thruppence for your beverage," Johann said. With a flourish belonging in a Viennese cafe rather than a dusty shantytown, he reached into the pocket of his pinstriped waistcoat, produced the exact copper quantity, and dropped the coins into the giant drover’s palm.

Joseph stared at the money, satisfied, and stepped back.

"And you—" Johann said, turning his sharp eyes back to the lad. He raised his bushy eyebrows in a silent, theatrical bid to prompt the boy for a name.

"Flynn," the boy muttered, wiping a trickle of copper-tasting blood from his split lip.

"Yes, Flynn, it is delightful to make your acquaintance," Johann said, his mustache twitching with a polite smile. "I shall ferry you to my home post-haste, where my wife, Monika, will check you over for injuries, and we shall feed and water you as is befitting a disagreeable occurrence like this one, for which I am entirely responsible. Is this acceptable to everyone?"

Johann looked from Flynn to Joseph, and then scanned the rest of the gathered locals. They all nodded once more, the tension completely dissipated by the payment of beer and the promise of Monika’s cooking.

Johann released Flynn's elbow and slapped his hands together. "Sehr gut!"
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​CHAPTER FOUR: A DISAGREEABLE OCCURRENCE
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Every single vibration of Johann’s wagon rattled Flynn’s tired bones, sending sharp spikes of pain straight from his bruised spine to his throbbing jaw. Yet, even through the haze of physical misery, Flynn’s urban eyes couldn't help but catalogue the vehicle. It was entirely different from the crude, utilitarian drays he had seen hauled by bullock teams along the northern road. This wagon was a work of superior craftsmanship. The timber panels were seamlessly slotted together with fine, masterly joinery, and the exterior sides were meticulously hand-painted with ornate, swirling European flowers that looked absurdly vibrant against the bleak, monolithic gray of the surrounding ironbark.

Behind the padded leather bench where Flynn sat beside the eccentric driver, the wagon bed was laden with a bounty that felt almost hallucinatory in this wasteland. A variety of woven wicker baskets were tightly packed with crisp apples, bright citrus, and a plethora of different vegetables, all smelling of damp earth and life.

Johann caught the lad staring at the haul, his sharp eyes crinkling beneath his small hat. "I’ve been selling my wares in town. Help yourself to an apple," he offered, gesturing loosely with the leather reins.

Flynn wasted absolutely no time. He plunged his scarred hand into the nearest basket, snatched up a heavy, deep-red apple, and buried his teeth into it. The crisp crunch echoed in his ears as the luscious, sweet juice exploded across his parched tongue. He chewed eagerly, practically inhaling the fruit, barely
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