
        
            
                
            
        

    About The Endless Sky
A story of friendship, mystery and adventure in outback Australia. Journey with master storyteller Di Morrissey to the red, rocky desert in her 31st novel.
Top-rating TV presenter Nicole and her savvy producer and friend Stacie suddenly find themselves under the rule of a new boss ... he’s arrogant, patronising and out to prove he’s in charge.
Their challenge? To create a hit show revealing the hidden heart of outback Australia – a place few from the towns and cities have visited and even fewer people understand.
What begins as a career-defining adventure quickly spirals into something far more dangerous and unexpected. In a land of craggy rocks and vast plains, whispered stories and a history as old as the dinosaurs, Nicole and Stacie uncover secrets – how other lives are lived, fossil treasures deep in the red earth, a missing stranger and a blossoming love story.
Beneath the endless sky this land reveals its magic – and its menace – as the two friends find more than they could ever have imagined.
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IN LOVING MEMORY OF LIZ ADAMS
When my first book, Heart of the Dreaming, was newly published, a Dymocks bookstore opened in Lismore, near Byron Bay, where I was living at the time.
I noticed a woman stacking books on the shelves and stepped inside to ask if she had my book in stock. She looked up and asked, ‘And who are you?’ That was Liz – direct, curious and unforgettable.
From that moment began a remarkable friendship that would span thirty-four years. Liz’s sharp wit, formidable intellect, practical wisdom and loving guidance – whether solicited or not – became an invaluable part of my life. Her steadfast support through life’s challenges and the joy she brought into everyday moments are treasures I will always carry with me.
She edited many of my novels, and our conversations – nearly daily – were a source of inspiration, laughter and comfort.
Losing such a dear friend leaves a space that cannot be filled. In her memory, I urge women over the age of seventy-four to continue with regular mammograms. They remain available and free to women of all ages, and early detection can save lives.
With love and gratitude,
Di





Dedicated to longtime friend, publicist, agent and road buddy Jane Novak, who shared the journey with me and survived to ask, ‘Where’re we going next?’
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Prologue

HE WAS A SMALL speck running across the vast, flat, orange and red earth surrounded by blue sky. The only movement, the only sign of life.
Occasional bursts of dust spurted from his heels as his short legs carried him towards the distant bumps on the horizon that signalled home: a glinting tin roof, a smear of grey-green paddock.
He was excited as he hugged his find to his chest. Even if his parents said it wasn’t special, it was to him. And it was fun imagining what it might be. Stories he’d heard from his dad and the stockmen about this land had filled his head and imagination since he was a toddler.
One of his earliest memories was being held on his mother’s lap as they’d sat around a campfire far from home, the adults leaning forward in admiration and awe as an old man held his hand closer to the firelight. They could all see the glittering, dancing colours in the muddy stone in his palm. The boy had come to learn that sometimes you could find chunks of ‘special rocks’ that were worth a lot of money. 
He liked to imagine that somewhere, sometime, there had been another world here. A world where people had lived in the shadows of walls of glowing opal, who wore furs made from the pelts of local animals and who shared a life within dim caves along distant dark rivers. A world spaced between the raw red earth and the forests where unknown calls echoed and strange creatures had walked the land.
He slowed as he came closer to the familiar sight of his homestead, wondering which of his parents to show his treasure to first. He decided he couldn’t wait, so he hurried inside and found his mother. They sat together at the kitchen table studying the lumpy rock. 
‘It’s interesting looking. Sort of different. But it’s not gemstone,’ said his mother gently. ‘It’s been battered by the elements, I’d say. Do you want to crack it open, Drew?’
 The boy quickly laid his hand on it. ‘Nah. I like it as it is. I’ll just keep it.’
‘Keep what?’ asked his father, pulling off his work boots at the kitchen door.
‘Drew collected a rock specimen. He likes its shape,’ said his mother.
The boy watched his father turn it over in his hands, then plonk it back down onto the table. ‘Nothing valuable in that one, kid, I wouldn’t bother keeping it.’
The boy shook his head. ‘No. I like it. I think it’s special.’
‘You do?’ His father smiled at Drew’s mother. ‘We might have a budding geologist here, eh?’ 
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NICOLE LAY BACK IN the make-up chair, eyes closed, a cotton cape draped around her as Peggy, the chief make-up artist at Wide Horizons TV network, blended ‘Beige Naturelle’ in gentle strokes over her face. 
‘Your skin is amazing, Nicole. I know I’ve said it before, but I just can’t believe you don’t do anything special.’ 
‘Lucky genes, I think, and loads of sunblock.’
Peggy had done the make-up for a lot of mature women for their appearance in front of the cameras, but Nicole Roberston, who was in her early fifties, never seemed to age. Tall and auburn-haired, with creamy skin, green eyes and a great figure, Nicole was made for TV. 
‘It’s your energy, too,’ Peggy continued. ‘I don’t know how you put in the hours at work as well as all the other things you do and always look so fantastic.’ It was no wonder Nicole was still the top-rating and best-known woman in television, Peggy thought. She’d gone from journalism to news, fronting the highest-rating shows that conducted tough interrogations of politicians and celebrities as well as covering in-depth and revealing human interest stories. After that she’d come up with a string of hit programs that had appealed to a wide audience, each quite different from the last but all showcasing Nicole’s uncanny ability to tap into the zeitgeist before any other network caught on. Peggy smiled to herself, recalling the way Nicole’s humour, warmth, and sympathetic and attentive nature persuaded even the most reserved subject to share their life with her. It was this, coupled with her razor-sharp mind, that had won her all her fans.
Nicole chuckled. ‘I’m divorced, my son is doing his own thing, and I can afford a gardener. What else would I do?’ But she felt like adding, You don’t know the half of it, sweetheart.
‘What’re you doing next? Any plans?’ asked Peggy.
‘Who wants to know?’ Nicole smiled.
‘Most of the people who sit in this chair, for starters,’ quipped Peggy.
That’d be right, thought Nicole. The make-up room was the hotbed of gossip around the station.
‘No definite plans yet,’ she said airily.
‘Well, you deserved your break, but I’m sure your audiences missed you,’ said Peggy, turning her attention to Nicole’s hair. ‘So who’s going to be your EP for your secret new show?’ As Peggy held up the can of hairspray, Nicole covered her face with her hands and held her breath as Peggy misted the hairspray around her head. 
‘I’m hoping it will be an old friend. Hard to find good exec producers,’ she answered when Peggy was finished, thinking, Too many wannabes and blokes’ mates.
Pulling off the cape, Peggy said, ‘There, you’re all done.’
Nicole peered into the mirror. 
‘Thanks, Peggy. Maybe come into the studio and check me in a little while. I’m doing the station’s spring promo with that new guy from the breakfast show. Thank goodness I’m out of that lark!’
She slid from the chair and headed out before Peggy had a chance to ask anything more about the mysterious new show.

The newsroom was quiet. The reporters were all out with their crews, while a lone researcher sat at a desk on her phone. The only other person present was a solidly built man with shaggy grey hair and a beard who was busy at a photocopier in a corner. He straightened up and, seeing Nicole, a broad grin broke across his face and he lifted a hand in greeting. 
‘Hey, Nic! You’re back!’
Nicole gave him a hug. ‘Just yesterday. It was hard to leave, though. The south of France is heaven this time of year. I spoiled myself every day. Everyone says hi, Zac. Was a shame you couldn’t join us.’
Nicole had known Zac Schuman, head of the camera department, for years, and they shared many of the same friends in the industry.
‘Malcolm and Sandra made a good move,’ said Zac. ‘Make me jealous, why don’t you! What did you get up to?’ 
‘Ah . . . a few nights at The Negresco . . . lunch on a yacht near Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat – I could see Monaco! Then I lounged on a day bed with a glass of champagne at Castel Plage on Nice Beach after a long walk along the Promenade des Anglais . . . danced the salsa with strangers on Wednesday nights in the town square . . . went to the antique markets in Nice . . . ate myself silly . . .’
‘Enough! But good for you.’ Zac smiled, wondering as he sometimes did why this warm, attractive woman was still on her own, even though she’d been divorced for several years now. He valued their friendship so he’d never pried into her personal life. ‘We missed you round the joint, anyway. Are you ready to get back into the fray here? Any ideas yet?’
‘I’m just heading in to discuss it with Sully. Once we’ve decided, you’ll be the first to know.’

Sullivan McKenzie smiled at the network’s star talent and waved her in when Nicole tapped at his door. They’d worked together for ten years and shared a great professional friendship. Sully had been glad to see her hit the top of the ratings and stay there. He had recognised long ago that Nicole’s journalism background, her warmth, plus her savvy instinct for a story, set her apart from the crowd. It didn’t hurt that she appealed to a broad audience demographic, either. He knew that other stations would kill to have Nicole Robertson on board.
Nicole respected and immensely liked Sully, as he was known. A former journalist now in charge of prime-time shows, he had risen to executive status at the network. Nicole knew Sully had her back, but their mutual respect and fondness for each other did not stop them having healthy disagreements.
‘Sit down, sit down. Glad you’re back. You ready to come up with a new hit show?’ Sully asked.
‘I’m sure you’re one step ahead of me – as usual,’ said Nicole, taking a seat across from him. ‘So what are you thinking?’
Sullivan smiled. ‘I haven’t pinned down the details really, except’ – he ticked off his points one by one on his fingers – ‘no animals, kids or sick people. No gardening, cooking, crafts, politics or sport. But yes to interesting people, attractive locations, and information and places audiences aren’t familiar with. Plus, at this point, there’s not much of a budget to speak of. So no private planes, no choppers, no five-star hotels, even for the station’s leading lady.’
Nicole laughed. ‘Actually, I don’t think those even exist out in the boondocks.’
‘Is that where you’re thinking? The boondocks?’ Sully asked. 
‘Maybe. I’m up for anything.’
Sully chuckled. ‘The good news is I’ve managed to lure back your favourite EP, as requested.’
‘Stacie Harper! That’s so great, I hoped she would agree.’ Nicole beamed. ‘We worked so well together before she was courted by the opposition.’
‘That move was good for Stacie. She’s matured a lot. I made her an offer she couldn’t refuse, but working with you again was the main appeal, I suspect. So, the show’s all yours. I’m here anytime you need me. My suggestion is to do what you do best: choose a location that’s little known and head out there. Australia is a big place. We’ll argue the details when you have a plan. Remember – unusual places, offbeat characters, people doing stuff we never would, could, or have even heard of. You get the picture, right?’
‘Sure do.’ Nicole rolled her eyes. ‘Lord help me. So I’ll just stick a pin in a map?’
‘You’ve never disappointed me yet, Nic.’ He paused. ‘I’m thinking when you get an idea, a lead, call me and we’ll send the full crew. Or come back and set things up yourself if you prefer.’ Sully glanced at her expression. ‘Okay. I get it. Once you’re on a story, stick with it. Whatever you need – call me.’
‘And if Stacie and I don’t find anything worth shooting?’
‘I’ll eat my hat.’ He gave her a thumbs-up.
‘Right. Thanks, Sully. I’ve got work to do!’ Nicole stood up, straightened her jacket and headed out the door. 

Nicole was exhausted. After her meeting with Sully, she’d stayed late at the office doing some preliminary research for a potential story, but she still hadn’t completely kicked the jet-lag and it was catching up with her. 
As she pulled into the driveway of her house on Sydney’s Northern Beaches, she felt very pleased to be home. A quick snack and she’d fall into bed, she thought. 
At the front door, she pushed the key into the lock, then realised there was a light on inside. She hesitated; it was 10 pm. She glanced up at the security camera at the same instant the camera light came on, illuminating her shocked face, and then a tinny voice said, ‘Hey, Mum, it’s okay! It’s only me. I’ll be right down, the door’s latched on the inside.’
A moment later her son opened the door and reached out to hug her.
‘Surprise! I didn’t want you to go to any trouble so I didn’t let you know I was coming. Here I am!’
‘Max! What’re you doing here?’ 
What on earth was her son doing home from university interstate? Nicole was thrilled to see him, but she couldn’t help a nagging note of concern creeping into her welcome. ‘Is everything okay with you? What’s happening?’
Sandy-haired Max, looking even taller than when she’d last seen him, his childhood freckles dimmed by his tan, closed the door behind her and followed her into the lounge room where only a small lamp glowed. As he turned on the lights, Nicole fell into an armchair and kicked off her shoes. 
‘You’re not watching TV, playing music? What’s going on?’
‘Don’t panic. I was working on my laptop in my room. Can I get you a drink or a cup of tea? Coffee?’
‘Lucky you still have a key. I thought you’d left home. Yes, pour me a drink, please.’
‘You said this would always be my home,’ he said playfully, grinning.
‘It’s a figure of speech mothers use when they’re pleased to see their kids strike out on their own. Then we find the house too quiet and tidy. So we miss you. But what’s going on – it’s still term time, isn’t it?’
Max waved a hand to indicate he would explain all and disappeared into the kitchen. Nicole waited until he returned with a glass of wine and a beer for himself. He handed her the wine. 
‘So what’s up?’ she pressed.
‘It’s fine. I’m doing okay at uni . . .’ He trailed off.
‘But?’
He shrugged. ‘I’m losing interest in pure engineering. I was thinking I might . . . change courses.’
‘Can you do that? And change to what? Are you sure?’ Nicole felt quite shocked.
‘Engineering and alternative building interests me. There’s an environmental architecture course here in Sydney that I think I could transfer to.’
‘And what would that be about? The latest ecological products, that sort of thing?’ 
‘Yes, building materials made from green sources – sugar cane is the latest one. Singapore is a fantastic example of environmental building and sustainable living.’
‘You’ve checked this all out, then, I take it?’ said Nicole.
‘Yep. I know you’re tired, so I’ll show you some of the websites tomorrow. I’m excited about it. I’ve spoken to the uni here about transferring and they said it should be fine, and I can get credits for the subjects I’ve already done.’
‘Well, that’s a good sign.’ Nicole felt her worry subside a little. 
‘One more thing . . .’
‘Uh-oh.’ She smiled at her son. ‘What?’
‘Can I move back in here . . . till I find a place I can afford, or share?’ he asked.
Nicole was surprised at the sudden rush of warmth that went through her as she stood up. ‘Sure, honey. I’d like that.’ But just as quickly, questions about the arrangement raced through her mind. She decided to say nothing right now. It was late and she was tired. 
Max gave her a hug, and as Nicole went upstairs to bed she passed his bedroom, with the door closed, and smiled. 

The next morning Nicole stood at the kitchen bench watching the coffee stream into her mug with a loud hiss. As she reached for the mug she heard a slight noise in the hallway, but before she could investigate, she was hit from behind, her knees buckling, the force of the blow throwing her off balance. She staggered, gripping the edge of the benchtop with a gasp as she slipped to the floor. For a moment she was stunned.
‘What the hell?’ she managed.
As she turned to get to her feet her face was suddenly covered in wet slobber. She sat up to find herself nose to nose with a large grinning dog.
Pushing the dog aside, she scrambled to stand up, but was almost bowled over again as the large grey creature rose up, putting its front paws on her chest. 
‘Max, get down here!’ Nicole shoved the dog. ‘Down, dog. SIT.’
Looking pleased with himself, the dog sat, tail thumping on the floor.
Nicole straightened up and put her hands on her hips. ‘Where the hell have you come from?’ 
More tail thumps. 
Sleepily, Max wandered into the room. ‘Oh, Mum, are you okay? Good boy, Dash, come here.’ He yanked on the collar of the dog, who looked delighted to be receiving all this attention.
‘Please tell me that is not your dog, and that he won’t be living here,’ said Nicole.
‘He’s only a pup. Six months. He’s a Weimaraner – very smart but still learning the ropes.’ Max patted the dog, who stood up on his hind legs again, putting his front paws on Max’s chest this time and demanding a hug.
‘My God, it’s going to grow into a horse. And be destructive. It’s not staying here.’
‘Mum, let’s talk about that . . . this is my best mate. We’ll only stay till I get a bit more sorted, I promise.’
‘Where was he last night when I came home?’ Nicole asked, feeling quite confused.
Max looked sheepish and said, ‘Out the back at first, and then when you went to bed, I brought him into my room. I thought you might like to meet each other in broad daylight.’ 
Her son’s smile was so wide that Nicole could only shake her head.
‘What’s he going to do all day when we’re not home, other than eat my furniture?’ demanded Nicole. She shook her head. ‘What possessed you?’ She glanced at the dog again, who sat down and then went and lay at Nicole’s feet, giving her a pleading look and a slight tail wag. 
‘Couldn’t you take him to work at the studio? It’s fenced, has a garden. You have your own office, don’t you?’ wheedled Max.
‘Oh, sure. They’d love that. Then every member of staff will demand to bring their pet to work too!’
‘Say it’s just for a week or so . . . until I find a place.’ Max squatted, pretending to beg. Instantly the dog copied him, sitting back on his hind legs, head cocked at Nicole, paws dangling in the same begging position.
Nicole turned away so they couldn’t see the twitch of a smile. She picked up her coffee mug and left the room, saying over her shoulder, ‘You’ll have to feed and exercise it. But if it chews even one thing, it’s OUT of here.’
‘His name is Dash.’
Nicole shook her head in exasperation as she headed upstairs. ‘I have to get ready for work.’ 

As she walked into the TV station, Nicole noticed that the women at the reception desk were huddled together, talking in low voices. She saw that one was a production assistant from her department, Charlotte, who everyone called Charlie.
‘Good morning. Charlie, what’s going on?’ asked Nicole.
‘It’s Sully. An ambulance took him to hospital early this morning. Chest pains,’ Charlie replied, looking upset.
‘Oh no! How bad is it?’ said Nicole in shock. ‘This is dreadful.’
‘We’ve heard he’s stable. They’re waiting for test results before seeing if he needs an operation,’ said Charlie.
Nicole hurried to her office. A moment later a woman appeared at the door, her face pale. 
‘Stacie!’ said Nicole, coming over to hug her friend. ‘It’s so great to see you. I was so happy to hear that Sully had persuaded you to come back to us! But goodness – did you hear what happened?’
‘Morning, Nic. Good to see you too. Yeah, Charlie told me about Sully when I got in,’ Stacie replied. Straightforward, efficient, and no beating about the bush – that was Stacie. While she was a head shorter than Nicole, she always gave an impression of strength and humour. Her brown hair framed a pretty face, and despite her diminutive stature there was a hint of ‘don’t mess with me’ behind Stacie’s smile. There was a twenty-plus-year gap in their ages, but Nicole had bonded with Stacie from the very beginning.
‘Poor man, has anyone spoken to Julia, his wife, do you know?’ Nicole asked.
‘I think Charlie did. We’ll just have to wait for the next update, I think.’ 
Nicole shook her head worriedly. ‘Well, I guess the best we can do is press on as planned until we know more.’
For the next few days, life at the network went on as usual, until the general manager sent out an announcement that Sullivan McKenzie would be all right, but would be taking long service leave for possibly several months. Darryl Broadhurst would take over his duties as head of prime-time programs.
For those who had worked with Darryl Broadhurst, this caused some dismay. 
‘He was terrible,’ Nicole told Stacie quietly. 
‘Maybe he’s changed?’ said Stacie.
Nicole grimaced. ‘Doubt it. Once a sly, chauvinist pig, always one, I reckon. He’s somehow managed to move up the ranks from when he first came here.’
‘So what’s his story then?’ asked Stacie. 
‘He came out of newspapers. Sport. I always thought that was funny because he smokes and he’s a heavy drinker. He looks quite unhealthy. I could tell that he was totally out of his depth when he first got here. He floated around, didn’t seem to have a specific role.’
‘Really? How’d he rise to the exec floor?’ asked Stacie. 
‘Deviously. He didn’t do much at the beginning, then he started to hang out in the same bars and clubs as some of the shadier big names. He got into those clubs using his network ID card. Big-noted himself as having an “in” with the senior execs so he could pull strings if needed, “do favours” for them. Well, it ended up that some very big names called him. Anyone with a public profile who did dodgy deals, such as being caught in a compromising situation with someone they shouldn’t have been with, especially in the back of a car at a popular beach at 2 am . . .’
‘Ooh, I remember that – the guy with glasses who looked so proper on TV?’
‘And the glasses were plain glass! To give him that “serious” look.’ Nicole laughed. ‘It wasn’t only men – women doing stupid things with the wrong people would call Darryl Broadhurst too.’
‘What did he do? Get them favourable publicity and protection?’
‘At a price. He had to stay in the background. The station execs knew, of course, but they got the first exclusive to break a positive story on those big names.’ Nicole shook her head. ‘And, as they say, the rest is history. Darryl went quiet for a bit, left the station, and no one heard from him for a few years. Then he started his own PR company. But when the new management came in here a year ago he popped back up, part-time only, though. All very smooth and know-it-all. There were rumours he was let go from a previous job due to something being hushed up – I don’t doubt it, but whatever it was, it doesn’t seem to have held him up. Now it appears they’ve called him in as acting head of prime-time while Sully is out of action – never mind all that troubling history. End of story,’ said Nicole.
‘They won’t let Sully back in here again after a big medical episode like that, will they? They’ll pay him out,’ said Stacie sadly. ‘Sounds like Darryl Broadhurst will see to that.’
‘Not if we can help it,’ Nicole said firmly. ‘I’m going to have a quiet word to some of the crew and the head of the production unit about progressing the show. Just keep your head down and be polite if you pass that dickhead in the corridor.’
‘Will do. Thanks for the heads-up, Nic,’ said Stacie with a smile.
A message pinged on her mobile on the desk and Nicole glanced down. ‘Speak of the devil! I’ve been summoned.’
‘I hope he doesn’t try and tell us how to produce our show!’ Stacie said as she watched Nicole stride towards the door.
‘I’m sure that’s exactly what he has in mind,’ replied Nicole grimly.

Darryl had his back to her when Nicole arrived at his office. She knocked on the door, and without turning or looking up he growled, ‘Come in.’
‘How are you, Darryl,’ said Nicole evenly. ‘What’s the news of Sullivan?’ 
Darryl Broadhurst finally turned around. ‘Doing as well as can be expected. That’s all we’ve been told. I guess you know his wife, you could call her.’ He gestured towards the chair opposite. ‘Please, sit down.’
It was a new addition to Sully’s office, and very low. ‘That’s okay. Thanks.’ She remained standing.
Darryl gave a smile, though to Nicole it seemed like more of a grimace, and his eyes were cold. He stood up and came around to perch on the edge of the desk. ‘Please, sit. I have a few things to run through.’
Nicole sat, straight-backed, but he was still able to look down on her, which had clearly been his intention. Really the man is pathetic, she thought.
‘As we haven’t any idea how long Sullivan might be away, I’m instigating some changes. But first, what is the story that’s so important that you and Stacie Harper want to go into the outback somewhere?’ Darryl asked rather snidely.
‘Sullivan wants a new show, a look-at-life type show, with down-to-earth people doing unusual things. A peek into other people’s lives in places most of us have never seen or been to,’ explained Nicole.
Darryl sniffed. ‘Sounds like a bit of a holiday jaunt to me. What have you found so far? Where’s the research?’
‘That’s precisely what we’re doing at the moment,’ said Nicole calmly. ‘I think we’ve stumbled over a rather good piece . . . an unusual setting and people in outback Queensland.’ 
Darryl held up his hand. ‘Dump it. I need you here. We’re thinking more of an in-studio show. A tight one. 
I also don’t expect on-camera talent to operate as producer and researcher.’
Swallowing her outrage, Nicole continued, ‘That’s why I will take Stacie Harper with me. She’s the best EP around. In these situations you can’t just set up the action and talent. Not if you want genuine reactions.’
Darryl flicked his hand and said brusquely, ‘Forget it. Now. Moving on . . .’ He picked up a sheet of paper as Nicole glared at him. ‘I canvassed some ideas. Added a few of my own.’ He shrugged with a mean smile and handed her the document.
Nicole stood up. ‘That’s fine. If I don’t think these will work, I’ll carry on –’
Speaking over the top of her, Darryl said, ‘You might well consider bringing Guy Hamilton onto your program here in the studio. He’s been doing the news. Bright, attractive, a lot of appeal to a new audience. I think he’s ready to branch out as a presenter/reporter.’
Nicole stared at him with a faint smile, then finally said, ‘Nice to see you about the place again, Darryl. You seem to have come up to speed in an amazingly short period of time, for someone who stepped into the role only a few days ago. I gather you weren’t suited to PR.’
He quickly slid off the desk and walked back around to his chair. ‘Yes, well, it’s nice to be back in harness and needed again by management.’ He sat and looked down at his papers. She was dismissed.
Nicole walked from the room. His smug cockiness was infuriating, as was the fact that he seemed to have escaped any censure for his past misdemeanours and was back ‘in harness’ to do things his way. She prayed Sully would make a full and quick recovery. 

The next few days at the studio were chaotic as Darryl Broadhurst strode the corridors creating hell. Staff tried to alert other departments when he was headed their way. People evaporated to the bathrooms, were suddenly on important calls or quickly ducking out on a job. Out of a sense of professionalism, Nicole made a half-hearted attempt to look into the show Darryl had suggested, but she could immediately see it wouldn’t work, so she dropped it.
In just over a week, Nicole had had enough. She called Stacie into her office.
‘If we’re going to make this work, we need to get out of here. I think I have a plan. Can you leave by Tuesday? I’ve cleared all my other commitments here. This is a list of suggestions to pack. Keep to the basics.’ She handed Stacie a printout.
‘For how long?’ asked Stacie. ‘Roughly.’
‘Who knows?’ answered Nicole. ‘Till we have a story.’
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THE SKY WAS STREAKED with early light when Nicole’s taxi pulled up outside Departures at Sydney Airport. As she walked through the automatic doors, a cheerful voice hailed her.
‘Hey, Nic. God, where is everyone? Are we the first flight of the day? Or the only passengers?’ Stacie gave Nicole a quick hug. Her hair was still damp from the shower and she wore no make-up, but in her jeans, sneakers and a puffer jacket Stacie radiated efficient energy. ‘Did I mention how thrilled I am to be on the road with you? Thanks again for bringing me in – and getting us away from Darryl.’ Stacie looked around. ‘So, are we too early to check in?’
They both looked around, taking in the near-empty surrounds.
‘I got a midnight message about the airport IT going down, so to come and check in early. But it seems like the check-in machines aren’t on. It is only just 5 am.’ Nicole recalled the years of dashing for planes with Stacie, then her assistant, who had made an art form of never hanging around an airport.
True to form, Stacie took the reins. ‘C’mon, let’s hassle that bloke in the uniform hovering over there, get him to turn the check-in stations on. I need to grab a coffee,’ she said. ‘I suppose you had one already?’
‘Just a pot of tea before I left.’
Stacie shook her head, smiling. ‘With toast. Of course.’
They both laughed and Nicole felt a warm glow of optimism flow through her about the trip ahead. Stacie was sensible, positive, clever and good-humoured. They always had fun together. She made Nicole feel adventurous, ready for any drama or disaster at the network, in the studio or on the road. 
After checking in they went through security to the departure gates. ‘Let’s see if anything is open,’ said Stacie.
‘I might buy the news magazines. The Monthly is out. How about you find coffee?’ suggested Nicole.
‘No worries. Get receipts,’ Stacie reminded her. 
Ten minutes later they were sitting in a quiet corner of the only open café. Stacie took a long sip of coffee and sighed. ‘Strong black, just what I needed. Now, tell me about this plan of yours. I’m dying to know the details.’
Nicole laughed. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to be secretive.’
‘So fill me in. Why did you choose outback Queensland?’
‘I told Sully I’d close my eyes and stick a pin in the map of Australia, so that’s what I did.’
Stacie stared at her a moment before giving a slow grin. ‘Actually . . . I believe you. So we’re flying to the middle of Queensland and hitting the road?’
‘More or less. I’ve spoken to other journalist friends who generally understand what I look for in a story. One of them suggested we start by visiting a town called Victoria Springs. It’s a long way from anywhere, but lots of grey nomads and other tourists stop there, so it must have something to offer us. I was torn about whether to bring a camera crew to get some visuals, even just Zac on his own, but my gut told me to hold off until we were sure of our story. Before he left, Sully agreed.’
Stacie’s brow furrowed in thought. ‘Good idea. We’re not making a movie. I prefer to wing things.’
‘Yeah, so do I, and we don’t want to arrive with a whole crew and frighten people off,’ said Nicole.
‘You don’t frighten people off,’ Stacie said with a grin. ‘They gravitate to you like moths to a flame. Everyone talks to Nicole Robertson, whether they know who you are or not. Of course, most people recognise you these days.’
‘Well, I don’t know about that,’ Nicole began modestly. ‘We’re going bush, remember.’
‘You make it all sound very casual,’ said Stacie. ‘But you’ve never done anything without doing your homework first. Or sending me to see if there’s a possible story. Like a dog sniffing out a truffle.’
‘And damned good you are, too.’ Nicole smiled. ‘Anyway, we just have to find a place, people and a situation that our audience doesn’t know anything or much about, and by the end of the show they’ll be heading out in our footsteps and our ratings will go through the roof.’
Stacie laughed. ‘Easy-peasy.’
But as they finished their coffees, they were both thinking that the TV world, like all media, was spinning with the upheaval of budget and staff cuts, new technologies and AI, as well as changing demographics and programming. Competing with the streaming services, luring a younger audience, finding new concepts, ideas and talent was no joke. And now they had Darryl Broadhurst to deal with, too.

Several hours and two flights later, Nicole waited for their bags in the small arrivals lounge at Saltbush Plains Airport in central Queensland while Stacie headed to the car rental desk. 
Outside the airport terminal, Nicole pulled on her sunglasses as Stacie drove up in a large four-wheel drive.
‘I said rent a solid vehicle, not a tank!’ exclaimed Nicole.
‘Could be wild bulls, camels, who knows what else thundering around out there,’ said Stacie.
Nicole nodded. ‘True.’
Stacie looked taken aback. ‘I was joking!’
Nicole shrugged. ‘Wait here a minute and I’ll go and stock up on water and some nibbles. Lunch in Brisbane Airport feels like a long time ago.’
‘So was the coffee in Sydney at dawn,’ said Stacie. ‘If you grab me a takeaway coffee, I’ll take the first leg. It’s about three hours to Victoria Springs.’
They set off across expansive, flat grasslands which seemed to stretch for miles in all directions. After an hour and a half they switched drivers and gave up on the chitchat, each content in their own bubble of drifting thoughts.
Nicole reminisced about her recent trip to France, which had been relaxing, if somewhat indulgent. She’d worked hard and hadn’t taken a decent break for over two years before that. Max had considered going with her, and she was a little sad that he’d decided against it, but it was during his university semester. She had wanted to include him because she was worried that he might feel his father had pushed him aside; her ex-husband had remarried and had a new younger family, and his business as an architect was flourishing. He never seemed to have much time for Max these days. But Nicole could tell that a holiday to France with his mum was not at the top of Max’s bucket list, so she went on her own and stayed with wonderful old friends, and it had been heavenly.
Now this new TV program was front and centre in her mind. She was glad the years of the separation and divorce were behind her. Keeping her family situation out of the media had been difficult. Although she was admired and respected, she knew that if there had been any hint of something salacious or gossipy in her marriage break-up, any respect for her privacy would have gone out the window. As a successful career woman and well-known identity whose every move was scrutinised, she knew she was vulnerable, no matter how positive her public persona. 
Only in her occasional dark nights of the soul did Nicole feel rudderless, in unchartered emotional territory, wondering where she was really going in this second stage of her life. But in the light of day, she’d tell herself there was no good reason to worry.
Or was there? Sometimes, try as she might, she could not shift the shadow of those drifting thoughts, never quite grasp the wisps of meaning or memory. Sometimes a blurred image might linger, perhaps from a dream? But then it would slide away as the day began. Nicole tried to shake the feeling that there was something she should know, that someone was trying to tell her something. But she was practical and efficient, and definitely a morning person. She would always get on with the day and dismiss any doubts of the night. 

Stacie was also mulling over her own issues. She’d recently busted up with her boyfriend and wished they’d never moved in together. She’d been away for a job, but they had wrapped it up sooner than expected, so she’d come home early on a Sunday morning to surprise him – only to find him in their bed with a strange woman, who had swiftly dressed and fled. As much as he swore it was a stupid, drunken, spur-of-the-moment thing, that the girl hadn’t meant anything, he couldn’t explain away the strawberries, croissants and champagne in their refrigerator. He’d tried to bluff that he’d got them to welcome Stacie home, forgetting that he’d had no knowledge of exactly when she’d be back from interstate.
Why was she so prone to relationship disasters? Stacie berated herself. Was it bad luck, or poor judgement? She was smart and she worked hard, earned decent money. She wasn’t stupid. She was good fun, had lots of friends and she knew people liked her. Respected her. Stacie’s mother kept asking her why was she a pushover for ‘dopes and dills’, and Stacie had to concede it was a good question. Even if they did have good jobs and seemed nice, why couldn’t she see them for who they really were? ‘You see through the fakes and blowhards in your job, Stace, but you fall for selfish idiots!’ her mother would say exasperatedly.
She did, it was true. As she gazed out at the muted colours of the land streaming past her window, Stacie determined to put the past behind her and keep her eyes wide open in the future.

The narrow dirt road weaved across the monotonous flat landscape, which was occasionally fenced, with a lone letterbox on a gate marking an unseen homestead. Cattle were distant specks, and three wild horses briefly raced beside them before turning away. 
Nicole slowed as they passed a sign: Watch out for Black Cattle.
‘Just black cattle?’ said Stacie. ‘What about all the red, brown and white guys we’ve seen?’
Nicole thought a minute. ‘Probably means at night. No streetlights out here.’
‘Right. Bloody hell, I wouldn’t want to hit one of those big boys in the dark.’
‘We haven’t seen a single vehicle. How far is it again?’ asked Nicole. ‘Are you sure we’re on the right road?’
‘I just used the maps app on my phone, asked for the shortest route,’ said Stacie. Then she groaned. ‘Ah, shortest isn’t necessarily fastest out here, eh? And it’s such slow going on these dirt roads. No wonder we haven’t seen anyone else.’
‘That explains it. Well, not to worry. Bitumen might be faster, but it’s not as scenic.’ Nicole glanced at the late-afternoon sky. ‘This is a bad time to be driving, though. I’d like to get to Victoria Springs before sundown.’
Stacie stared at her phone. ‘No reception.’ She put it down and looked out the window. ‘Can we stop? I need to pee.’
Nicole glanced in the rear-view mirror, although they hadn’t seen any vehicles in the past couple of hours. ‘Hard to pull over here. But there’s nothing in sight coming or going.’ She slowed to a stop in the middle of the road. There was a small cluster of bushes and trees on one side. ‘I wouldn’t go into the bushes, might be a snake. Just go behind the car. Are there any snacks left to nibble?’
As Stacie climbed out, Nicole reached behind her, looking for the shopping bag on the back seat. She was picking up her bottle of water when a screeching, grunting scream ripped into the stillness. Nicole whipped back around and hit the horn as a squealing creature appeared in front of their idling vehicle, then smashed its bulky head into the car.
‘Stacie, get in!’ Nicole yelled, blasting the horn again.
She revved the engine as Stacie wrenched open the back door on the other side, flinging herself in and shouting, ‘Drive, Nic!’
As Stacie struggled to pull the door shut, Nicole jammed her foot on the accelerator. But the massive feral pig slammed into the right front mudguard before bouncing off the side of the vehicle, which slewed across the road then jerked to a stop, the engine screaming in protest.
‘Shit! The wheel’s jammed! Where is it? Is it dead?’ Nicole asked.
‘No, it’s running into the trees! What was it?’ panted Stacie. 
‘It’s a huge feral pig, I think. God, what’s it done to the car . . . Is there only one of them?’ asked Nicole shakily.
‘Seems to be.’ Stacie stuck her head out the window. ‘I’m not getting out to look.’ She clambered into the front seat. 
‘That was one mad razorback,’ said Nicole.
‘Why was it so cranky? It didn’t have to have a go at us, we’re bigger than it,’ said Stacie, her voice trembling.
‘Not by very much – its head was above the mudguard. We can’t move,’ said Nicole, pushing gently on the accelerator as the engine whined.
Stacie grabbed her water bottle and took a sip, then picked up her phone. ‘Still no reception. What should we do?’
‘We’d better check the car.’ Nicole turned off the engine and cautiously opened her door. ‘Nothing on your side?’
‘Nope.’ They both got out, Stacie looking around for any sign of the pig as Nicole inspected the damage.
‘My side is smashed into the tyre. That’s why it won’t move.’
‘How long before anyone is going to drive along this damn dirt road? What do you suggest?’ said Stacie. 
In the distance they heard squealing. 
‘Sounds like piglets! Likely it was a female. She thought we were a threat – that’s why she attacked us. Bloody hell.’ Nicole stood staring at the crushed metal, hands on hips. ‘Okay, let’s see what tools we have.’ She rummaged around in the boot, and looked at the spare tyre, which had seen better days. 
‘The original tyre looks okay,’ said Stacie. ‘Doesn’t seem to be losing air. But the wheel can’t turn because the metal is pressed against it.’
Nicole held up a wrench and a heavy spanner. ‘Let’s try this.’ She banged the spanner on the side of the crumpled vehicle. 
‘I see what you’re doing. Here, let me help. Get the spanner under it and see if we can lever the metal away from the tyre.’
Taking turns with the wrench and spanner, they were able to lift a section of the crumpled metal off the tyre.
‘Do you think we’ve moved it enough? Let’s see if the wheel can turn,’ said Nicole. ‘Stand back.’
She got behind the wheel, gingerly started the engine and gently eased her foot onto the accelerator. The car inched forward.
‘Bingo. I reckon we can creep along with that,’ said Stacie. 
‘Just check the tyre hasn’t split anywhere,’ said Nicole. ‘No loose nuts from the impact?’
‘Just us!’ Stacie joked. ‘It seems okay, but that mudguard’s still close to scraping it. Let’s just try to move it a bit more.’
After doing their best to lever the damaged metal as far away as they could from the tyre, they got back in the car, and Nicole set off carefully.
‘This won’t be fun in the dark,’ said Stacie grimly. 
Some time later, there was a ping from a phone.
‘Reception!’ Nicole stopped the car. ‘Must be a property around here. See what you can find.’
Stacie scrolled through her phone then said, ‘There’s a place marked about thirty minutes away, if we could drive at a regular speed. It has petrol. So maybe a mechanic too.’

It was well over an hour before Stacie spotted a sign reading Welcome to Ambin, which showed a picture of a river, a tent and a campfire.
‘Oh, thank God. But I hope that’s not the accommodation,’ said Stacie, nodding at the tent. 
‘Nope. That is.’ Nicole pointed as an old hotel came into view.
‘Quaint,’ said Stacie.
‘Rustic,’ said Nicole, but they smiled at each other in relief. 
The Welcome Rest Hotel had a wooden front verandah with tables shaded by a bullnose roof supported by tree-trunk posts. Its windows were plastered with beer ads.
On the opposite side of the road was a building that was just shy of derelict. Faded lettering spelled out Emporium above locked doors, and it looked like it had been closed for decades. 
‘Well, Ambin will have to do,’ said Stacie. ‘We can see what Victoria Springs has to offer when the car is fixed.’
A hundred metres further along from the hotel were a park and several houses, as well as a building with a sign reading General Store and Post Office. The extension behind it was no doubt the home of the owner. Next door was a truck stop and an old but well-maintained garage with petrol pumps out the front.
Nicole yawned. ‘Seen it all and we haven’t even left the car. C’mon, let’s go and see if there’s anyone around.’
They pulled up in front of the garage and got out, stretching their aching limbs.
As soon as Stacie called out, ‘Anyone here?’ a smiling older man in overalls emerged from the back of the garage, wiping his hands on a rag. ‘Hi, ladies, how can I help?’
‘Come and see,’ said Stacie, and explained what had happened.
‘Hmm, that sow did a fair old job on it,’ the man said, leaning down to inspect the crumpled metal. ‘You were lucky you made it here. Should be able to fix it up and get a new tyre on, though. Your car, is it?’
‘No, a rental.’
He grimaced. ‘Hope you’re insured. Damn pigs are getting out of control. Don’t see ’em near the road too much, though.’ He looked at his watch. ‘Won’t have this ready till late tomorrow ’cause I have to drive to the next town in the morning for another job, and it’s near knock-off time now. You’d better check in to the pub.’

The Welcome Rest Hotel was deserted and dim. A covered, full-sized billiard table sat in one corner, but the bar was empty. 
Stacie called, ‘Hello . . .?’
A tall, middle-aged man walked through a doorway behind the bar. ‘Afternoon. What can I get you ladies?’
‘We need two rooms for the night, please. Is that possible?’ 
‘Sure thing. You from down south?’
‘Yes. We just hit a pig,’ said Nicole. ‘We’re waiting for the man from the garage to fix the car.’
‘Oh, that’s too bad. Bob is pretty damn good, though, he’ll see you right.’ The man nodded sagely. ‘Okay. So your rooms are down that hall behind the billiard table. Numbers one and three. Bathroom at the end.’ He turned away.
‘Ah, er, could we have the keys, please?’ asked Stacie. 
He frowned slightly. ‘What for?’
‘To, um, lock our rooms?’ said Stacie evenly.
He chuckled. ‘No worries here, love. Don’t need keys. We don’t lock anything in Ambin. Safe as houses. I’m Kevin, by the way. Just give us a shout if you need anything.’ He gave them a wide smile, then moved cheerfully down the bar to where a young man had come in and asked for a beer.
Sharing an amused look, Nicole and Stacie picked up their bags and headed past a coolroom and into a narrow corridor.
Nicole pushed open the wooden door to her room and stopped on the threshold. She waved at Stacie to look in.
‘Shit. They’re joking!’ Stacie exclaimed.
They gazed in at the narrow roll-away bed. Although it was neatly made with a thin folded towel on the end, it appeared to be the sole piece of furniture in the room.
‘That’s it?’
‘No, hang on. There’s a dresser. Well, drawers, and a chair.’ Nicole went to the small chest hidden behind the door and pulled on one of the drawers. ‘Years since anyone tried to open this.’ She started to laugh as she pointed to the hanging light globe and ancient fan.
‘There’s no mirror. No cupboard. You’ll have to drape your clothes over the chair,’ said Stacie.
‘Or on this peg behind the door,’ said Nicole.
‘God, what’s my room like!’ Stacie hurried down the hall.
Nicole glanced at the small window with its ancient air conditioner and, sighing, went to Stacie’s room.
‘At least I have two beds, so I can put my bag on one which makes it a bit easier than the floor. Would you prefer this room?’ asked Stacie.
‘No, thanks. I’ll manage,’ said Nicole. ‘I think we should check out the bathroom.’
Along the faded, blue-painted hallway they passed five more rooms, then walked through a laundry area, where they found a toilet and an open doorway. They stepped outside onto a small lawn with a clothesline and a shed.
‘Is there a shower or bathroom out here?’ asked Stacie, looking around.
‘Have a look around the corner, Stace.’
There they found two cubicles, side by side, each with a slatted door and a showerhead.
‘There’s a peg for the towel,’ said Nicole. ‘And some soap. Positively luxurious.’
‘Glad I brought my own shampoo,’ muttered Stacie.
‘I wonder if they’ve ever had women stay here before?’ said Nicole, shaking her head. 
Stacie shrugged then paused, looking around. ‘There’s no back door. You can walk straight into that laundry area, along the hall and open the doors to our rooms!’
At that moment, Kevin walked up with a toolbox in his hand. Stacie wondered if he’d come to do some repairs in the bathroom.
He must have heard them talking because he was quick to explain, ‘The whole place is fenced. No worries here, girls. Besides, it’s a good little town.’ He put the toolbox down and pointed to a small section of lawn that had several wooden tables with umbrellas and an awning. ‘That’s the beer garden.’
‘Right. We’ve got it. Thanks,’ said Stacie, turning to Nicole. ‘Shall we go explore . . .?’ she began, but stopped, realising they had no car.
‘If you want a map or to get any tourist tips, go to the shop and see Frank. He’ll sort you out,’ Kevin said as he picked up his tools. ‘That’s where you can go for breakfast, too. Our cook doesn’t come in till just before noon.’
‘Thanks,’ said Stacie. As they walked back into the front bar she asked Nicole, ‘So, we’ll hang out in the pub tonight and see who turns up? Or do you think we should ask Kevin to round up some local colourful characters?’
‘God, no. That’s cheating,’ said Nicole with a grin. ‘Let’s chill out, have a glass of wine, see who we run into, eat and go to bed.’
‘Sounds like a plan.’

The next morning Nicole crept out to the shower then texted Stacie. You may want to skip the shower – it’s icy cold.
But as they met to go to breakfast, Nicole gave Stacie a big smile. ‘Shower is fixed. I ran into the boss. The hot and cold taps were reversed. Took a long time to warm up, though.’
‘Well, I’ll know for next time,’ said Stacie. ‘Ready to head over to the shop to see this Frank?’
To their surprise the general store was quite crowded. Half a dozen people milled around chatting as they picked items off the shelves. A balding, chubby-faced man wearing a colourful apron over a T-shirt and shorts was serving an older couple. Nicole guessed he must be Frank.
He turned to the two women. ‘Now, what can I do for you, ladies? Just arrived or passing through?’
‘We have car trouble, so we spent the night here while Bob at the garage fixes it for us,’ said Nicole. ‘Now we’re looking for coffees and maybe something to eat, please?’
‘Right. I’m a bit busy at the mo,’ he said apologetically, indicating the bustling shop, ‘but if you wait I’ll be with you shortly, or you can help yourself. What do you fancy?’
Stacie looked at Nicole. ‘Eggs Benedict?’ she joked. Then she grinned at Frank. ‘Just toast and coffee would be fine. We can get it if you point the way.’
‘Good-oh. There’s bread and Vegemite back there with a toaster and the coffee machine.’ He pointed over his shoulder. 
‘Can I be a pain and ask if you have marmalade?’ Stacie asked.
‘Grab one off the shelf, love.’
Stacie did so and headed out the back, telling Nicole she’d sort out the breakfast. Frank rang up the purchases of a customer, who nodded to Nicole.
‘You doing a show out here? Seen you on TV,’ the woman said.
‘Maybe.’ Nicole smiled. ‘You live here?’
‘Ah no, we’re some of the river people.’ She put her finger to her lips. ‘Shhh.’
‘Who are the river people?’ Nicole asked.
The woman waved her arm around the store. ‘Most of us. We camp along the river in little spots; you’d never find us if you didn’t know where to look.’
‘These are regulars. Come up from down south for the winter,’ explained Frank. ‘Should see their campsites – veggie gardens, fishing, barbecues, the lot.’
The woman smiled. ‘No amenities other than what we set up.’ 
‘That’s ’cause you’re not s’posed to be there for weeks and months at a time,’ said Frank dryly.
The woman grinned and shrugged. ‘When we leave you’d never know we were here.’
Stacie reappeared and handed Nicole a mug of coffee and a plate of toast. 
‘Here, take a seat.’ Frank cleared a space at the counter and pulled out two stools.
Everyone started chatting to them as they paid for their purchases. Stacie asked a lot of casual questions and Nicole followed up if someone said something that sounded like it could lead somewhere.
After twenty minutes or so, a woman threw open a sliding hatch next to the main counter and announced, ‘Mail’s ready.’ The crowd in the shop headed over to her.
‘Well, we’ll be going. What do we owe you, Frank?’ said Nicole.
After settling up, they headed back out into the sunshine. 
‘I s’pose it must be nice to have a shady campsite down by the river. Read a few books, fish,’ Nicole mused.
‘For several months? Since when have you ever gone fishing? You’d go nuts in under a week. Let’s walk around the town,’ suggested Stacie.
Three blocks of houses. A park. A community hall. A small museum. They’d done the full tour in less than half an hour.
As they were heading back towards the pub, a car pulled up beside them and Kevin from the hotel leaned out. ‘Hi. I’ve got a bit of free time. I can drive you around and show you the sites while you’re waiting for your car, if you like?’
He took them out to the river, leaving the road and driving over the grass. Every so often they’d see a caravan or a motor home partly hidden behind a stand of trees or scrub. Washing hung between trees, vegetables were growing in plots, and there was the occasional campfire ringed by chairs, each site some distance apart from the next. All faced the river, many with a fishing platform at the water’s edge, chairs and fishing nets and gear set out. 
‘It’s like that woman said – you’d never find these camps if you didn’t know they were here,’ said Nicole. 
‘I guess that’s the idea,’ said Stacie.
They spent an hour or more meeting and chatting with some of the small riverside community. One couple showed them a memorial dedicated to ‘Pat and Noel’ where mementos – a fishing line, a beer bottle, a hat and some faded photos – were neatly set up with a spray of native flowers.
‘They were a lovely couple who came here every year for yonks. They asked that their ashes be left up here,’ explained one of the river people.
At around noon Kevin dropped the two women at the gate to the beer garden and went inside the hotel to help get lunch under way.
‘I’ll go and ask Bob how the car’s going,’ said Stacie. ‘Back soon.’ 
Nicole nodded and sat down at a table under the shade of a once-colourful beach umbrella.
Stacie was back in five minutes and gave a thumbs-up. ‘All done. It’s not pretty but it’s safely driveable. Bob says he’ll bring it around, he just has to help another customer first.’ 
‘We could leave after lunch, but I don’t want to be driving into the glare of the setting sun. Okay with you if we leave first thing in the morning?’ Nicole asked.
‘Sure,’ Stacie replied. Then, hearing a man’s voice behind them, they both turned. He didn’t look like a local. Dark glasses, neat beard, a pressed shirt and spotless jeans.
‘Hi. Sorry to bother you. Do you know if there’s table service out here?’ he asked.
‘Ah, no there isn’t, you order from the bar,’ Nicole replied.
‘May I get you something?’ he asked.
‘Thank you, no. We’re fine.’ Nicole smiled.
He nodded as he walked past the showers to the rear entrance of the hotel.
Nicole and Stacie agreed on burgers and salads and Stacie went inside to order. As the man returned with his beer, Nicole waved at him.
‘Come and join us, if you like. I’m Nicole. You staying here?’ 
Looking slightly surprised, the man headed towards her and sat down. Nicole could tell immediately that he didn’t recognise her.
‘Passing through.’ He reached out his hand. ‘Phillip Bannister.’
Stacie came back out and sat down next to him. She introduced herself, then passed Nicole a glass of rosé.
‘Lovely to meet you both. Are you on holiday or a work trip?’ Phillip asked.
‘Sort of a recce,’ said Stacie.
‘Looking for places to visit?’ he asked.
‘Do you have any suggestions?’ asked Nicole quickly.
He took a sip of his beer and gave a slight smile. ‘Depends on what you’re after. The most interesting place in Australia – well, to me – is a few hours further on. I’m going to work there for a couple of weeks.’
‘Doing what, may we ask?’ said Nicole with a smile. 
‘I’m a geologist.’
‘Oh, you mean, rocks and things? How interesting. Where do you usually work?’ asked Stacie.
‘I’m based at Melbourne University. I sometimes get called up here to contribute advice on some matters. I work with the palaeontologists and researchers as needed.’ He paused. ‘It’s not actually as boring as it might sound, and it’s pretty stunning country.’
Nicole looked thoughtful. ‘It doesn’t sound boring. Is there anywhere to stay out where you work?’
‘Not really, it’s set up for the staff, any volunteers who are there and the occasional visitor. There’s a couple of big laboratories attached to an archaeological dig site. They also get sent fossils to work on from all over the place.’ He drained his beer.
Stacie and Nicole exchanged a glance. 
‘As in dinosaur fossils?’ asked Stacie.
‘Megafauna of all kinds – and who knows what else. It’s a field of surprises. And questions: how they got there and evolved, their habitat, their enemies, what they ate, how they died . . . It’s probably not for everyone, but I find it fascinating.’
Stacie stood up. ‘What are you drinking, Phillip?’
‘Our treat,’ said Nicole with a smile. 

After lunch, the two women stopped Kevin in the bar. ‘Our car is repaired enough to drive, so we’ll be checking out in the morning, early. Can we fix you up now, please?’ said Nicole, sliding her credit card across the counter. ‘Also, we’ll book in for dinner tonight. What’s on the menu?’
‘Er, nothing,’ said Kevin with a lopsided grin. ‘It’s curry night. Over at the park. We’ll make extra for you both. You eat curry? There’s some hot and some not-so-hot. Is that okay?’
‘Not a curry if it doesn’t have a bite,’ said Nicole. ‘Sounds lovely. Ah, so what’s at the park?’
‘All the locals and the river regulars bring a pot and drinks and sit around a big campfire. As I say, it’s no problem to include you two. Maybe just bring your drinks. There’s always plenty of food.’
At sundown, after receiving the car back from Bob and packing their things, Nicole and Stacie walked down the street towards the small park where laughter and chatter drifted with the smoke from a large campfire. Seats ringed the fire and nearby a long wooden table was piled with plates, cutlery, side dishes and dips. Rice in pots was being kept warm around the outskirts of the blazing fire.
A few people Stacie and Nicole recognised from the general store greeted them, and gradually others introduced themselves. As night drew in, everyone helped themselves to food from the long wooden table. Frank arrived late after closing the shop and sat down with a beer near Nicole. Stacie was on the opposite side of the fire, deep in conversation with a small group.
‘So, where you off to tomorrow?’ Frank asked Nicole as he sipped his beer.
‘Hopefully we’ll make it to Victoria Springs this time. That’s where we were originally headed.’
‘You on a tight schedule then?’
‘Not really. Just cruising, seeing what we can find. And finding Ambin has been delightful,’ she added.
‘You should stop by Beeton Falls, then. They’re having a festival this weekend. A lot of the folk here tonight will go.’
‘How far is that?’ asked Nicole.
‘About a two-hour drive, a bit of a detour from the direct route to Victoria Springs, but worth it. You might find it interesting.’
‘What sort of festival is it?’
‘Well, they call it an “Ideas Fest”. They get some weird, funny and smart speakers,’ added Frank. ‘Real interesting people turn up there.’
‘Hmm. Sounds . . . different. And probably not too far out of our way. We’ll make it a coffee stop. Is it much of a town?’
Frank grinned. ‘If you think Ambin is small, don’t blink when you go through Beeton Falls.’

It was after 10 pm when Stacie and Nicole tiptoed down the hallway, smothering laughter as they recalled some of the anecdotes from the evening.
‘Why are we whispering? There’s not a soul but us in this pub,’ said Stacie. ‘I’m going to sleep well. Despite what Kevin said, I was anxious last night – no locked doors and no back door. Er . . . hello, world! I feel better about it tonight.’
‘Did you talk to anyone interesting this evening?’ asked Nicole. 
‘Everyone was nice. A few locals. Most were camping by the river. And lots of them retired, doing a bit of travelling.’ Stacie yawned. ‘I didn’t get the sense anyone had a really special story, though.’
‘Yes, I agree. But they were very kind to us,’ said Nicole.
‘Especially when they realised who you were. I think they were a bit starstruck!’ Stacie laughed.
‘There was one thing, though,’ Nicole added. ‘Frank told me about some little place two hours along the track. They’re having a festival tomorrow. We could stop for a coffee and check it out.’ Nicole showed Stacie the tiny dot that was Beeton Falls on the map on her phone.
‘What sort of festival? That seems like the middle of nowhere.’
‘Which is what interests me. We won’t stay long,’ said Nicole.
‘Well, all right.’ Stacie recognised an expression she called ‘That Look’ on Nicole’s face, a look she got when her instinct for a story kicked in. ‘Let’s go and see what we find. ’Night, Nic.’

The air had cooled. Stacie, barefoot, in her pyjamas, stood on the grass outside the bathroom and stared up at the moon. All was silent. But the night held no fears for her any more, which surprised her. Stretching, she padded back down to her room, avoiding the creaky board in the old hallway.
In her darkened room, Nicole was still awake too. She stood on tiptoe, holding aside the tattered bit of curtain above the broken air conditioner, and stared up at the patch of night sky.
All is well, she thought. Then she stretched out on her iron roll-away bed. There were no night sounds. She fell asleep instantly.
Without realising it, both women instinctively and unconsciously felt the same; that they’d crossed some invisible boundary. Their previous day-to-day existence had slipped behind them as if a new country awaited. The safety rails were gone, something unknown lay ahead. They were heading into a land yet to be discovered and explored.
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THE EARLY MORNING WAS fresh and warm. 
‘Feels like the day has just come out of the oven,’ said Stacie, stretching out her arms as if to embrace the sky.
‘It’s going to get hotter than a toaster,’ said Nicole as they waved goodbye to Kevin and Frank, who’d come outside to see them off.
‘Take care out there!’ shouted Frank.
‘Come back again,’ called Kevin.
‘Would you think I was mad if I said I could take the Welcome Rest for a few nights again some time?’ said Nicole as they drove away. ‘I like it here. I slept like a log.’
Stacie laughed. ‘Me too. No one would believe us.’

The first sight of Beeton Falls was not what Nicole and Stacie were expecting: a large number of cars swarmed like bees around several big tents on the outskirts of a very small town.
‘Keep an eye out for somewhere to park,’ said Nicole. ‘Surprising number of people here for a little festival.’
They pulled up in the shade of a tall tree and then found seats in the main tent, which was almost full with an attentive audience. 
A well-dressed, dark-haired man stepped on stage to introduce a speaker named Dr Rosemary Allmond.
‘That’s Phillip from the beer garden!’ said Stacie.
‘So it is!’
Phillip Bannister smiled out at the crowd. ‘As you know, Dr Allmond is a highly respected palaeontologist whose discoveries of many species in fossil form have enriched not only our knowledge of the “Age of Dinosaurs”, but point to future exploration and hidden history yet to be unearthed.’
‘She’s young,’ murmured Nicole as the audience applauded the woman who confidently took the microphone. Rosemary Allmond appeared to be in her early thirties and had that casual look of loose hair, perfect make-up and clothes which, while relaxed, spoke of being from a well-known label.
Stacie glanced at her watch, hoping this wouldn’t be an overlong scientific treatise accompanied by a dry PowerPoint presentation. Digging up fossilised bones was about the extent of Stacie’s knowledge of palaeontology, and all she felt she really needed to know on the subject.
But an hour later, Stacie and Nicole found themselves applauding enthusiastically, exchanging smiles and raised eyebrows.
‘I had no idea that talk would be so interesting! Palaeontology wouldn’t have been on my career list in high school, but maybe it should have been,’ said Stacie.
‘Yes, that was so entertaining. Dr Allmond knows her stuff,’ agreed Nicole over the applause. ‘Let’s go and talk to her. She must’ve written a book – look at the fans queueing up.’ Nicole quickly moved towards the stage, Stacie at her side.
When they reached Dr Allmond, Stacie was about to explain who they were and to ask if they could have a brief chat, but before she could say anything, Rosemary Allmond glanced at Nicole and did a double take.
‘Oh! You’re Nicole Robertson, right? This is a nice surprise! My mum and I really enjoy your TV shows. What are you doing out here?’
Nicole shook her hand. ‘Thank you, Rosemary. Nice to meet you. My colleague Stacie and I are just kind of exploring, and we heard about this festival so we decided to come along.’ She smiled. ‘Could we talk to you for a moment when you’re finished here? It won’t take long – we don’t want to keep you from your fans.’
‘Of course. Let me sign a few books, then we can have a chat.’
Stacie and Nicole sat down nearby and waited while Rosemary turned to the people queuing up, signing books and speaking to everyone. Eventually, the crowd diminished and she came over to them.
‘Sorry to keep you waiting.’
‘Not a problem. We were just saying how fascinating we found your talk! Are you staying in the area at the moment? Where’s home base?’ asked Nicole.
Rosemary smiled and shrugged. ‘Well, I’m all over the place, trying to catch up with the past and manage the future while being in the present. If you believe in physics –’
‘– then the distinction between past, present and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion,’ said Nicole with a grin.
Rosemary laughed delightedly. ‘Yes, Einstein was prescient.
While we experience the present, imagine the future, and remember the past, they all “exist”, right?
So standing in an empty landscape, holding a bone from a creature who walked this way many millions of years ago, beneath the unfathomable universe, tends to help me focus on my plans for the next few days, weeks, months.’ She laughed. ‘You should come out and experience it. Puts life into perspective.’
Stacie glanced at Nicole. ‘I’m not quite up with Einstein’s theories, but tell us, Dr Allmond, where do you go to experience all this?’
‘Please, call me Rosie. The labs and the current dig are north of Victoria Springs. Why not come out and see them? The labs are established next to a jump-up – beautiful views. You could go out to the dig, too – I’d be happy to show you around.’ Rosie turned as her assistant came over and indicated another group hovering nearby, anxious to speak with her. ‘Here, I’ll give you my number,’ she said, and Stacie tapped it into her phone. ‘You’ve timed it well. I’ll be at the dig on and off for the next few weeks. Call me if you want to come and see what we’re doing.’ With a wave, she hurried away.
‘What exactly is a jump-up?’ Stacie asked Nicole quietly as they turned and made their way outside. 
‘God knows. A dance? Some ritual? Anyway, it sounds intriguing, doesn’t it? Worth a visit, I think.’
Stacie nodded. ‘Yep. You and your instinct . . . never fails.’

A small group stood waiting as the bus driver unlocked the baggage compartment beneath the coach that had driven them from the train station. It had been a long trip to this small but well-known outback township.
A woman glanced around. ‘This is bigger than I thought. Victoria Springs looks like a nice town.’
‘Surrounded by nothing,’ said her husband, yawning. ‘You weren’t looking out the bus – or the train – window. We’re actually in the middle of nowhere.’
‘Now, now,’ said the bus driver cheerfully. ‘It might be a bit of a trek between drinks, but there’s a lot to see out here. Victoria Springs is a decent-sized town.’
A young woman reached for her backpack. ‘How does one get to the outside villages?’ she asked the driver.
He paused, noting her formal English and Italian accent.
‘You mean the outback? Well, love, that depends how far and where you want to go. There’s not many settlements outside the bigger towns like this one.’
She shook her head. ‘Oh, I do not want touristy places.’
‘You’d have to hitch to get out bush,’ said the man standing beside the driver.
‘Ooh no, love. I wouldn’t do that,’ said his wife, noting how attractive the young woman was. Then, seeing the girl’s puzzled expression she added, ‘You know, thumb a ride. Not very safe.’ She waved her thumb.
‘Well, if you get an introduction from someone local here, y’know – the truckies, delivery people, mail people – they go to the outposts,’ said the bus driver. ‘You might be able to arrange a lift. Now, you all got everything? Please check before I head out of here. Nothing left in your seats?’
The small group thanked the bus driver and set off down the main street of Victoria Springs in various directions towards a hotel, motel or a modest pub.
The young woman hoisted her backpack on her shoulders. She had the strap of a leather handbag across her chest. She pulled a hat from her pocket, unrolled it and squashed it on her head.
An hour later the backpacker was poring over her phone in a small booth in O’Hara’s Hotel, a slight frown on her face. Hayley, one of the owners, came over and sat down beside her. 
‘Hi, I’m Hayley. I run this pub with my wife, Pru. Can I help you with anything?’
The young woman looked up. ‘Oh! Hello. I am Emilia. I arrived from Italy a few days ago. I didn’t realise how big this country is.’
Hayley chuckled. ‘And I suppose you’re used to using a map on your phone, too! Paper is much more reliable out here.’ She got up and reached behind the bar. ‘Now, see . . .’ She pointed to the map. ‘This is where we are, and all around us is . . . a lot of space. It’s miles and miles to the nearest towns. But there’re the stations, of course.’
‘Stations?’ asked Emilia, wrinkling her nose in confusion.
‘Nothing to do with trains! Big properties – much bigger than what you’d call a farm in Europe.’ Haley smiled. ‘You looking for work?’
‘Yes. I am here to experience a different sort of life, to meet people.’
Hayley looked at her. ‘You seem pretty set on the idea. What are you interested in . . . horses?’
Emilia shook her head. ‘Oh no. I am from the city. I worked in a café while I was at university, before I came here. I can cook, make coffee, that sort of thing.’
‘That’s handy. There’s generally work in the hotels or restaurants. We don’t need anyone here at present, but the motel and the other hotel are always looking for reliable people. If you can cook Italian food you’ll be in demand. Or I could call some friends outside of town. They often need cooks in busy periods out on the stations.’ Hayley paused. ‘Where are you staying?’
‘I only arrived today. I haven’t found a room yet.’
‘I suggest you go up to the King’s Hotel. They have backpacker accommodation out the back, as well as rooms in the main hotel. Would that suit you?’
The young woman nodded her head of dark curls. ‘Yes, but I won’t be staying long. I came to see the country, so I’ll keep moving as soon as I get a job.’
‘Hmm. Perhaps you could go out to the dig and see some fossils?’
Emilia looked puzzled. ‘Fossils? Of old animals . . . dinosaurs, yes? Old bones? I could . . . but why?’ 
Hayley gave a slight smile and pointed to another spot on the map. ‘It’s way out here. It’s the reason most people come here.’
Emilia shrugged. ‘I prefer visiting the art gallery. But maybe I will walk there after I get a room.’
Hayley laughed. ‘You won’t be able to do that, I’m afraid. It’s a good hour or so away by car, and tricky to get to. But if you’re after a job, it’s a good place to start. They’re always looking for workers. My advice is to go and have a look. You might be surprised. Meet some interesting people. It’d be a great way to see the country,’ she added.
‘Thank you, I will ask about it at the hotel,’ Emilia replied, folding up her map and giving Hayley a nod of thanks.
Hayley stood up and smiled. She hoped the young woman would be all right. She didn’t seem to know anything about this place she’d just come hundreds of kilometres from the city to visit. 
 ‘Coffee’s on me,’ she said cheerfully. ‘Come back and visit us after you’ve been to the dig. You can tell Pru and me what you think of the old bones then.’
‘Grazie,’ said Emilia, and she promised to come back for a meal. 
‘Arrivederci,’ Hayley replied, and waved as the young woman picked up her bags and headed into the sunshine.

‘It’s been nearly two hours.’ Stacie yawned.
Nicole glanced at the car navigator. ‘Civilisation looms. Twenty minutes or so.’
Stacie nodded. ‘We’ve passed a lot of big properties. Victoria Springs must be pretty affluent.’
‘Hope so. I could tackle a decent steak for dinner.’
‘You’re not the only one. The King’s Hotel seems the best place to stay. I’ll text them now that we have reception. How long should I say we are checking in for? Two nights? Possibility of longer?’
‘Hard to say,’ said Nicole. ‘A day to do the laboratory place. A day to see the dig?’
‘When you say “dig”, who is doing the digging? Do they know what they’re looking for? It all sounds a bit random,’ said Stacie.
Nicole shrugged. ‘Dinosaurs, from what Dr Allmond said. What sort exactly I’ve no idea.’
‘Hopefully we’ll find out. Dr Allmond’s talk was interesting, but at the end of the day, I’m not sure I understand this digging in the dirt to dig up the past thing. Shouldn’t we prioritise dealing with the mess we’re creating in the present with mining and hacking down forests?’
‘Learn from the past to manage the future, perhaps?’ said Nicole with a smile. ‘All will be revealed.’

The King’s Hotel was a sprawling brick structure of some age which had been given a recent facelift but retained the fixtures of the original – stained-glass windows and heavy wooden furniture, although the rooms had been brightened with fresh white paint. Loud music smothered lunchtime conversation in the bar. An unwatched TV screen flickered and people chatted and laughed in the reception area as Stacie and Nicole checked in and were directed to the aged lift to take them upstairs to their verandah rooms.
The rooms were modest but contained an ensuite, shower, toilet, soap and shampoo, which seemed luxurious after Ambin. Double frosted glass doors opened onto the long wooden verandah that had been partitioned off, with a small table and chair outside each room.
Stacie’s room faced the main street, and she noticed that the shops and businesses there seemed to be surprisingly busy. Nicole’s room was around the corner, overlooking the beer garden. 
Stacie’s phone beeped.
There’s a café down to the left on Main St called Blue Moon. I hear it’s good. See you there in half an hour? N.
Nicole was seated under an umbrella in the courtyard of the café when Stacie arrived. 
‘This looks cute. How’d you find it?’ asked Stacie as she sat down.
‘I met a young woman in the hotel who told me about it. She’s an Italian backpacker, arrived a few days ago and has checked out the eateries.’
Stacie glanced through the menu then snapped it shut. ‘Pork dumplings with noodles and greens, please,’ she said to the waiter who’d come to take their order.
‘I’ll have the same, thanks,’ said Nicole. ‘Anyway, this girl was full of info. She had heard a bit about the dig and laboratories but hasn’t been out to see them yet.’
‘Where are they? Shall we go there after lunch?’
‘Apparently it’s a good hour’s drive.’
‘Really? Why didn’t they put it nearer to town . . . easier for tourists?’ said Stacie. ‘I’m a bit over all the driving.’
‘Yes, me too. Let’s go to the local library first and see if there’s any information there about the area; it’s just down the street. The town doesn’t have a tourist bureau. Plus, the backpacker told me the women who run O’Hara’s pub also know a lot about what to do around here.’

After visiting the library, where the friendly staff gave them a run-down on the outdoor cinema, eateries, pub music and shops in Victoria Springs, Stacie and Nicole strolled along the main street to O’Hara’s Hotel. A busker was strumming a guitar and singing a song from the eighties, and they gave him a smile as they passed.
‘He’s no Hank Williams,’ whispered Nicole.
‘I don’t have any cash,’ murmured Stacie. She gave the fellow a thumbs-up. ‘Buy you a drink later?’ she said to him flippantly.
‘Stacie!’ hissed Nicole, shaking her head as they turned into the pub.
Several families were eating in a row of old-style booths along one wall, while what looked to be a smattering of tourists sat at tables.
‘Let’s sit in the bar. You can see that women run the place. It’s all very homey,’ said Nicole.
As they sat down, a woman came over to take their order. She introduced herself as Hayley, one of the owners, and said to Nicole, ‘I’ve seen you somewhere before. Are you on TV?’ 
‘Yes, I’ve done a few shows,’ said Nicole with a smile. ‘Great place you have here. You were recommended to us.’ 
‘Oh, really? That’s nice. By a local?’
‘By a young woman up at the King’s Hotel. Italian, only recently arrived in town,’ replied Nicole.
‘Ah, I remember her. She was looking for a job. I don’t think she had any idea what a station property is, though.’ Hayley rolled her eyes fondly. ‘I told her to head out to the dig or the jump-up to start with. After all, that’s what most people come here to see.’
‘Oh, I wondered about that. What’s a jump-up?’ asked Stacie.
Hayley laughed. ‘Sounds funny, I know. It’s a mesa, like a rocky outcrop with steep walls and a level top. They really stand out in our flat landscape.’
At that moment, a man approached them. As they turned towards him, he said, ‘Well, here you girls are. Can I take you up on your offer?’
‘Now, Bernie . . . hang on.’ Hayley frowned. 
It was the busker from the street. ‘It’s okay, I offered him a drink,’ broke in Stacie. ‘What’s it to be?’ She smiled at the busker, who looked decidedly scruffy in the bright indoor light.
Nicole shifted in her seat. 
‘A lager, please, love.’ He grinned at them as Hayley rolled her eyes and waved to her partner behind the bar, who brought over their drinks.
Bernie was probably pushing sixty, thought Nicole. Unshaven, greying, untidy long hair tied in a thin ponytail, rumpled clothes. It had clearly been some while since his last shower.
‘So you’re a singer?’ asked Stacie lamely, not looking at Nicole.
‘Try to be, love. Done a few gigs about the place. In between jobs, like.’
‘What’s your other job?’ asked Nicole.
‘Bit of an amateur speleologist, actually. Y’know, exploring caves and such.’
Both women stared at him. 
‘But it’s so flat around here. I couldn’t imagine caves anywhere,’ said Stacie.
‘Everyone says that, but you’d be surprised.’ He laughed, and both women blinked at his bad breath and yellowed teeth. ‘The caves are further out in karst country, mostly limestone.’
‘So why’re you here in Victoria Springs?’ asked Stacie. 
‘Well, I also do a bit of work out at the dig. A gig at the dig . . .’ He chuckled. ‘Could be a song, eh?’ He paused as the two women just stared at him. ‘I help out with bits and pieces there, moving stuff, tidying up . . .’ He trailed off.
‘We met a geologist in Ambin on his way out there,’ said Nicole.
‘Oh yeah, lot of odd bods and top guns turn up. Especially when they know there’s something special been found. You girls going to see the laboratories, eh?’
‘We might,’ said Nicole vaguely. ‘But we’ve had a long day so we’re going to head back to our hotel now. Good luck. Enjoy your ale.’
He held out his hand. ‘Right. Thanks for the lager, ladies . . . might see you round, eh?’
They shook hands as Stacie waved to Hayley behind the bar, who called out, ‘Happy travels, ladies.’
‘Let’s go,’ said Nicole quietly. ‘I need to wash my hands. His nails were filthy.’
‘Yes. By dig, I think he meant with his bare hands,’ said Stacie grimly. 

‘Man, this place is flat. Must be able to see a hundred kilometres ahead,’ said Stacie as she gripped the steering wheel. 
‘And everywhere all around. Seems we only left Victoria Springs a short time ago and now we’re in the middle of nowhere. Again.’ Nicole sighed.
They both stared through the windshield into the distance, which was a monotonous, dusty red and ochre as far as the eye could see. 
‘Do you think if we keep going straight we’ll just drop off the edge of the world?’ Stacie joked.
‘Nope. Look to the right. There’s a bump,’ said Nicole.
As they drew closer they watched the brown bulge form a jagged shape with a flattish top, hazy patches of green growth clinging in clumps to its ragged sides – a large hiccup on the flat gidgee plain.
‘So that’s the jump-up,’ said Nicole, watching while the mesa seemed to grow in size as they drove towards it. ‘It’s pretty damn big.’
‘Doesn’t look like there’s anything around its base, unless there’s something behind it,’ said Stacie.
‘Hang on, is that a road winding up to the top?’ exclaimed Nicole as they drew closer.
‘Yep. Reckon we should chance it? Maybe circle round the base first?’
‘Why would they put a road up there for no reason?’ said Nicole. ‘It looks a bit hairy but the surface seems okay.’
The road circled, twisted and curled around the mesa until they reached the plateau at the top. Nicole stopped and in silence the two women got out of the car. They stared at the flat expanse all around them, broken only by clumps of shady gums, patches of spinifex grass and boulders tossed as if by a massive wind or a giant’s hand. Peering downwards as they stood at the edge, they saw jagged narrow gullies carved into the sides of the rock by rain and storms over millennia.
‘Wow. Now that is some view,’ said Stacie softly. ‘It really does feel like we’re at the edge of the world!’
‘It’s a bit like being on the wreck of a boat surrounded by red dirt instead of water! We’re marooned,’ said Nicole.
Turning to take in the vista all around, they saw another mesa in the distance. 
‘Looks to be the same size as this one,’ said Nicole. ‘Apparently there’s quite a few of these jump-ups on these plains.’
‘Done your homework, huh?’ Stacie smiled. ‘Look down there – those must be the labs people keep talking about.’ She pointed down at the rooftops of a collection of buildings on the far side of the jump-up.
‘Great. Let’s go see what’s here.’
They got back in the car and made their way down the winding road until eventually they came to a sign.
Private Property – Visitors Welcome. See Office.
‘Okay then. Here we go,’ said Nicole, driving towards a cluster of trees, a cloud of ochre dust trailing behind them.

Brian Tasker stood in front of a mirror, adjusting a pair of magnifying goggles. A price tag dangled from one corner.
‘What are you doing?’ His wife, Marion, looked bemused.
Hurriedly, a trifle annoyed, he pulled them off. ‘I’m concerned my eyesight isn’t as brilliant as it once was.’
‘Well, you’re not going to use those to read or watch TV.’ She laughed.
‘Of course not! It’s for the dig. Don’t want to miss anything. I suspect I’ll need them in the lab, too, if we’re able to spend any time there doing the extricating. Very delicate operation.’
Marion frowned. ‘Why would you want to be in the boring lab? Especially after last year. The dig is where it all happens, it’s the whole reason we’re going!’ she exclaimed. Then she added, ‘Is that why you’ve been studying up on those books . . . the palaeontology and such?’
‘Of course not! I’m reading for pleasure!’ He smoothed his hair and left the bathroom.
Marion rolled her eyes. ‘Well, I’m going to stay out at the dig, even if you don’t,’ she called after her husband.
He didn’t answer. Marion let it slide. She knew Brian wouldn’t miss their annual holiday up north. Perhaps he was worried that it wouldn’t be as exciting as last year, when he’d made his incredible find. Or maybe he just wanted to spend time studying his find at the labs, where it was under lock and key, while she was at the dig. For a moment the idea of three weeks on her own – well, along with the other volunteers – was appealing. They went with the same core group each year, and Marion loved it. She knew that if you hadn’t been there it was hard to understand its appeal. Camped in the middle of nowhere for several weeks, sitting around a pit delicately retrieving old bones, might not sound like a good time. Sometimes it was physically hard work, which the stronger volunteers tended to do, while the others sieved, dusted and combed gently through the soil around the buried bones. 
There were a couple of single and widowed women who went most years. One of Marion’s friends, Shelagh, hadn’t been there last year as she’d gone to Uzbekistan. Marion hoped she’d be at the dig this year so she could hear all about that exotic trip. And she could tell Shelagh about the many museums and galleries she and Brian had visited on their recent holiday to Europe, too. 
Marion felt a surge of pleasurable anticipation. No way was she going to hang around the laboratory with her husband and the specialists, she decided. Brian was just trying to big-note himself. She judged he’d get bored in the lab pretty fast, whereas out on the dig you never knew who or what might turn up.

Nicole pulled up in the small car park and she and Stacie got out. 
‘Let’s go report in at the office.’
She pointed to a neat wooden building beside three very large corrugated-iron sheds. The sheds were shaded by trees and painted a sage green that blended softly into the sparse vegetation, and the smaller office had a covered narrow verandah painted the same green-grey hue. Several four-wheel drives and a large truck were parked to one side.
As they walked towards the building, a tall young woman came out.
‘Well, hello. Are you booking in?’
‘Oh, not really. I mean, we’d like to know what’s on offer, so to speak.’ Nicole smiled.
‘Okay. Come on inside.’ The woman looked slightly confused. ‘What did you have in mind exactly? I’m Annabelle, by the way.’
‘Well, we were at the Beeton Falls Festival, and Dr Rosemary Allmond mentioned we should stop here,’ said Nicole.
‘Ah. Rosie! Isn’t she wonderful? Yes, she’s coming back here soon.’
‘Does she do much work here?’ asked Stacie.
‘She usually comes a few times a year, or she’ll make a special trip if we find something of interest at the dig,’ said Annabelle. ‘These are the labs,’ she waved a hand at the larger sheds, ‘where we bring any finds for further examination and research. So you could book in to volunteer on the dig or, if you don’t have much time, you could just do a tour. We do official tours every so often, but if Rosie sent you, I’m happy to show you around.’
Stacie and Nicole exchanged a quick glance.
‘What’s involved in working at the dig site?’ asked Nicole. 
‘Well, we sometimes have more than one going at a time, although we only have the one at the moment. We work in the dry winter season, which is now. Volunteers – who come from all walks of life, but are usually tourists obsessed with fossils and the lifestyle – come for a week or longer to help our team, which usually includes a palaeontologist or visiting specialist. You camp onsite, and we provide facilities, food and amenities for a fee.’
‘A sort of working holiday,’ said Stacie. ‘Sounds intriguing. Could we book in to stay at the dig for a few days? Happy to pay, of course. We work for a TV station,’ she added. ‘Could be a good story in what you’re doing.’
Annabelle smiled at Nicole. ‘I thought I recognised you. I’d have to introduce you to the boss and you can ask about doing a story. You’re welcome to visit the dig. It’s several hours’ drive from here. We’re on the spinifex and grass plains; the wet country is to the west.’
‘Have you dug up anything super interesting out there?’ asked Stacie.
‘Plenty, but it depends what you call interesting; a portion of a rib bone buried in rock sediment could take months to remove properly, which is deeply fascinating work to some people and probably deadly dull to others! Once the rock piece has been set in plaster and moved safely here to the labs, then the real work starts,’ Annabelle explained.
‘Sounds slow and tedious, and finicky work,’ said Stacie.
‘We’re dealing with sometimes fragile and delicate pieces. Remember that around here the fossils could be up to a hundred million years old. I can show you the labs now, if you like?’
Nicole could tell that Stacie was not enthusiastic, but she’d learned over the years not to pass up an offer. You never knew where a story would come from. 
‘Thanks, Annabelle, that would be lovely,’ she said politely, and tried to ignore Stacie’s eye roll as they followed Annabelle towards one of the large sheds.

It felt good to be driving into solitude. Now that he’d left the suburbs behind, Ashton felt he could take deep breaths and shake the city from his shoulders. His modest childhood home in a country mining town was hardly the outback, but it was far enough away from the big smoke to qualify as being out bush. He planned to call in to see his family for a few days then drive north. He needed this break to shed the stress of the last few months and refocus on his new project. 
Ashton reached to turn on the radio but then changed his mind. He didn’t want to distract himself from the ideas and visions swirling in his imagination. This was how it started. Like distant laughter, a soft cry in the night, a whisper of wind that grew into images remembered or before him: that was when he itched to pick up a brush and let things flow. Concentrate on driving, Ash, he chided himself.
He finally pulled up at the farmhouse where he’d grown up, the spread of shady trees cooling the front verandah, the old cattle dog snoozing on the top steps.
As he got out of the car, the dog lifted his head, then, recognising Ash, he raced to greet him.
‘Hey, old fella.’ Ash smiled and scratched the dog’s ears as the animal gave a welcome bark.
‘You made good time,’ his mother said, coming out the front door, and he went up the steps to hug her. ‘It’s been too long.’
‘Only a couple of months, Mum. How’re you and Dad?’
‘We’re okay. Need rain.’
Ash smiled as he and the dog followed his mother inside. She always said that.
With mugs of tea, they sat around the kitchen table, Ashton hearing news of the family and local gossip from his parents.
‘Good to have you home, Ash. Out of the noisy city, eh?’ His father’s aversion to city life meant visits to see his son in his inner-city terrace house or in his messy studio, or to come to his son’s exhibition openings at a gallery, were rare and special occasions.
This talent, this gift of his, had come from Ashton’s mother’s side. His sister had done their ancestry search and it had startled them all to discover that there was Moroccan heritage and a family line that included a famous artist whose paintings were found in museums and old galleries in Europe.
‘So, tell us why you’re going away for some inspiration,’ said his mother.
‘Just that. To get inspiration. Ideas. Discover something new and different.’ He smiled.
‘In the middle of nowhere?’ said his father.
‘No distractions in nowhere,’ Ash countered, then added, ‘I have a commission for a big project. I need breathing space.’
His mother patted his hand. ‘Well then, I think we should make the most of our time with you. Come on, let me show you the new garden, and you can tell me if you’ve met any nice girls lately.’ She stood up and moved towards the back door.
Ash looked at his father, who gave him a wink. ‘I’ll have a beer with you later on, son, eh?’

Annabelle led Stacie and Nicole into the nearest big shed and took them over to a long table where two people were working.
‘Hi, Roger, Susie. We have a couple of visitors. They’re interested in going out to the dig. Maybe you could fill them in a bit on what we do?’
‘That’s right,’ Nicole said with a smile. ‘I’m Nicole, and this is Stacie. We have more or less stumbled across this amazing place and we are immensely intrigued by what you do here.’
‘You mean you actually have no idea what goes on out here?’ asked the tall young man with a smile. He and his colleague reached across and they all shook hands.
‘Got it in one,’ said Stacie. ‘We went to a talk by Dr Rosie Allmond and, well, here we are.’
The woman was looking carefully at Nicole. ‘You’re a TV presenter, right? So are you here for work or for yourselves?’
‘Both,’ said Stacie and Nicole in unison. 
Stacie stared around at the wide, floor-to-ceiling shelves stacked with plaster casts and objects protected by layers of bubble wrap. More long tables ran the length of the huge tin shed, and on several were parts of skeletons, bones encased in reddish-yellow rock. At one table sat an older couple wearing safety goggles and headsets who were staring through magnifying glasses as they drilled carefully like dedicated dentists, puffs of ochre dust bursting up from the stone fragments embedded in the rock. An old dog slept on a blanket at their feet.
Annabelle was looking at her phone. ‘Sorry, I’ve got to pop back to the office. I’ll leave you in Roger and Susie’s hands, if that’s okay? Let me know if you want to book in,’ she added, heading towards the door. 
‘I can recommend the dig experience,’ Roger said. ‘It’s an unusual sort of holiday, basically camping, but comfortable. Everyone works together at the dig site but does individual jobs. We also have some interesting experts who join us, along with the regulars.’
‘I believe we met one of them. Phillip Bannister, a geologist?’ said Nicole.
‘Oh yes, he’s great. And of course Dr Rosie comes here quite often, too.’
‘Her talk was fascinating,’ said Stacie. ‘I had no interest in – well, I mean, no knowledge of – fossils before we heard her talk in Beeton Falls.’
‘So the same people come each year?’ asked Nicole.
‘More or less,’ said Susie. ‘At the moment we have most of the crew from last year plus a couple of newcomers. Most people try to stay the whole season. I don’t imagine that’s for you, though.’ Susie smiled. ‘But a few days would give you some idea of what goes on.’
‘In the meantime,’ said Roger, standing up, ‘let me introduce you to Derek and some of the old boys.’ He headed towards a wall of shelves, beckoning the women to follow.
Stacie and Nicole exchanged a glance as they fell in behind him.
‘Where is Derek?’ asked Stacie.
‘You’ll see. Come and meet him,’ said Roger over his shoulder.
In the rear of the shed there was a table that Nicole estimated was about six metres long. Stacie gasped as they walked up to it and saw a skeleton with yellowed ribs, long leg bones and a hip bone.
‘This is Derek – well, three-quarters of him. The tips of his tail and a few other bits are missing, and we’re still working separately on his skull. But you can see from these remaining ribs that he was a pretty big boy.’ Roger grinned. ‘Seventeen metres in length and possibly weighed seventy-odd tons – that’s equivalent to about half a dozen fat African elephants. Derek’s head is magnificent. He’s a sauropod.’
‘What’s a sauropod?’ asked Stacie.
‘Ah, sauropods were the kings of the dinosaurs,’ Roger grinned. ‘Huge creatures – the biggest of the dinosaurs we know about so far. They could grow up to thirty metres high and had long tails, long necks. Huge feet – we have tracks they’ve left in mud preserved in various places around the world, including around here. You might have heard of a diplodocus, or an apatosaurus? Those were examples of sauropods.’
Stacie and Nicole exchanged raised eyebrows.    
‘Wow. That’s impressive. And you give the skeletons human names?’ asked Stacie.
‘Sure. Generally they’re named after the techie who’s been working on them, or the person who found them or excavated them. Derek is a lovely bloke.’
‘May I take a photo?’ asked Nicole. As Roger nodded, she nudged Stacie to stand next to a tall bone fragment leaning against the wall.
‘What is this?’ asked Stacie, pointing to it.
As Nicole snapped the photo on her phone, Susie explained, ‘That’s from a stegosaurus. Her name’s Ginger. That’s Ginger’s knee bone above your head.’
Stacie looked dazed. ‘I had no idea. It’s another world.’
‘Yes, it certainly was,’ said Roger. ‘We’re still learning about this era of the megafauna, how they lived, what they ate, how they reproduced, how they died. And more recently the monotremes and mammals, as well. It was previously thought that mammals evolved in the northern hemisphere first. But now we believe that mammals and monotremes evolved here in Australia first.’
Susie smiled. ‘Of course, some of our colleagues from the northern hemisphere are deafening with their silence on this theory.’
Stacie was still gazing with awe at the many bones laid out around them. She turned to Nicole. ‘We’d better go camping, eh?’
Susie smiled. ‘It really is exciting, isn’t it? Go and see Annabelle, and she’ll get you sorted when you’re ready.’
‘We’re ready,’ said Stacie.
Nicole smiled inwardly at Stacie’s change of heart. ‘Let’s do it,’ she said.

After making arrangements with Annabelle to present themselves at the labs for the journey to the dig site the following morning, they got back into the car.
‘Man, that was pretty mind-blowing.’ Stacie shook her head in wonder.
Nicole tapped the steering wheel. ‘Question. I don’t fancy doing the drive to the dig site now – it’s getting late, and we’ll have the sun in our eyes all the way. But if not, where do we sleep tonight?’
Stacie stared at her, then burst out laughing. ‘Buggered if I know. Here?’
‘In the car? I s’pose one of us could squeeze in the front and we could put down the back seat,’ said Nicole thoughtfully. ‘But it’d be bloody uncomfortable. And it’s too far to go back to Victoria Springs only to have to come all the way back in the morning. Is there anything around here?’
Stacie looked at her phone. ‘Where are we exactly?’
Nicole spread her arms. ‘Right between a rock and a hard place.’
Stacie frowned down at the screen. ‘Nothing is coming up other than this laboratory place.’
‘I’ll go back in and ask Annabelle.’ Nicole got out of the car.
Stacie watched the tall and striking figure, somehow still smart in neat shirt and pants, hair and lipstick in place, stride towards the small office building. How did she do it? Always virtually camera-ready, poised, capable, fearless. Stacie knew Nicole depended on her in many ways professionally, but she couldn’t help but wonder how this woman could be so unflappable. Stacie would run a mile from a snake out here, but she just knew Nicole would stand her ground – cool, calm and collected. What had made her so?
Nicole returned with a broad smile, giving her a thumbs-up as she walked to the car and got back in.
‘No probs! Annabelle says we can stay in the staff quarters for the night and they’ll drive us to the dig in the morning with the others. Good thing we brought all our gear with us! It’s just here, behind the office building. It’s rustic but comfortable, she says.’
‘Okay. After Ambin, we’re good at rustic,’ said Stacie with a smile.
‘We definitely are. Probably camping at the dig site will make this seem like the Ritz. C’mon, let’s go check it out.’ Nicole drove across the rough ground between the trees surrounding the little office building and parked next to the staff accommodation block. 

The immigration officer studied the passport photo, looked at the man, then glanced back at the photo before sliding the passport back to him.
‘Just a holiday, sir?’
‘Yes. To see outback,’ he smiled.
‘Good luck. Bit different here from what you’re used to in Europe!’ The officer looked over the man’s shoulder to the people waiting in line. ‘Next.’
At the car rental counter the woman behind the desk rubbed her forehead in exasperation.
‘Mate, how far and for how long? The outback is a big place. Give me a name, that might help.’
‘My name is Felix DuBois.’
‘No, I mean the town, love. Where’re you headed? This is the city, Brisbane. It’s a helluva long way to get out bush.’
Felix fumbled in his carry bag, eventually producing a map which he unfolded, covering the counter. ‘Here . . .’ He pointed to a circled dot.
The woman peered at it. ‘Bloody hell, you’re not joking. You’re not going to bring our car all the way back here, are you? Why don’t you fly to a town near that area and head out from there?’
‘I like driving, I want to see the countryside,’ said Felix.
She shrugged. ‘Well, if you want to hire the car here, it’ll add a week to your trip. You’ll need a four-wheel drive and the insurance will be high.’
Felix smiled. ‘Yes. Yes. It will take long to drive to the karst country. But still I would like to drive.’
The woman rolled her eyes. ‘Okay. Well, I just need to see your driver’s licence, then we can sort it.’ 
When the paperwork had been completed, the woman handed Felix the keys.
‘Happy travels, mate. Keep an eye on the fuel and take lots of water. Long way between drinks out there.’
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FELIX DUBOIS WAS TIRED. He knew he had to stop. Right here in the middle of nowhere, if nowhere else presented itself. He rubbed his eyes. The glare from the sun seemed to be charring his eyeballs.
What was he doing here? It was a world away from his employer’s smart, glossy salon back in Geneva, or his home in France. He felt a pang of homesickness for the narrow cobbled lanes, window boxes spilling bright flowers, flapping washing, neighbours calling, the coolness beneath gnarled trees where old men passed the time with board games while women gossiped. Home felt very far away.
Felix had travelled to some strange and remote corners of the world. But this was another planet. He just hoped he wasn’t on a wild-goose chase.
This appeared to be a harsh land. How could there be anything of value here? Was there even any water? He groped for his water bottle, taking a small sip, worried he might not have brought enough to keep him alive. He should have listened to that woman at the rental car desk. Who would come here, and why?
Had he known he was coming to this barren
landscape, would he have agreed to this plan? Felix sighed heavily. He had to believe what he’d been told – that somewhere out here lay riches.

Annabelle looked up as Susie came into the office. 
‘The Frenchman has arrived. He’s pretty bushed. He’s driven straight from Brisbane Airport. Looks like he came direct from France before that,’ Susie said.
‘Why on earth would he do that? Does he have all his luggage with him?’
Susie shrugged. ‘Must be keen. He insists on driving to the dig tomorrow rather than going with the group.’
‘Hope he doesn’t get lost. There’s not exactly a proper road out to the dig site. Maybe someone should travel with him,’ suggested Annabelle.
‘He can follow our dust trail. He’s made it this far. See you in the morning.’

Nicole looked around at the group as they waited by the four-wheel drive people-mover while their gear was stacked on the large roof rack. Susie checked names off her list as the passengers lined up to head out to the dig site.
It seemed most of the group knew each other. Nicole watched her fellow passengers board, noting that most were older save for Susie and Roger, and a good-looking man in his thirties. Must be a photographer, she assumed, looking at his bulky gear. The regulars all chatted easily. She’d spotted one or two of them around the staff accommodation, but most had arrived this morning. 
Nicole chose a seat at the front, and Stacie sat next to her. ‘So. Off we go into the wild blue yonder,’ Stacie said quietly.
‘Yep. Several hours of it,’ said Nicole.
The driver slid into his seat, calling out cheerfully, ‘Buckle up, folks. No highways out here!’
‘Well, that’s bleeding obvious,’ muttered someone behind them, and the others around him laughed.
Nicole stared out at the flat brown terrain. Her research – and yesterday’s view – had told her that there was little vegetation for hundreds of kilometres, save for a scattering of dusty olive-hued shrubs and the occasional spindly tree. Was this escapade a bit too impetuous? She hated not being able to move on at will. She noticed that one of the men wasn’t with them – he had his own vehicle and was driving behind them. She wished now they had done the same.
‘You okay?’ asked Stacie over the rattle of the people-mover and chatter of passengers.
Nicole shrugged. ‘Just wondering what I’ve got us into . . . I’m feeling a bit trapped,’ she said in a low voice. ‘I don’t like not having a car or any easy means to leave.’
‘Bit late now,’ said Stacie.
Nicole nodded. ‘Hope to hell there’s a story out here.’

‘Welcome again, ladies.’ Roger handed Nicole and Stacie a cold glass of wine each. ‘Find a seat, hors d’oeuvres’ll be out shortly. Get comfortable. Going to be a spectacular sundowner time . . . as usual.’
Fold-up canvas chairs ringed the fire pit, a semicircle of tents behind them. A bit further away a large tent was labelled ‘Nosh Pit’ and contained a long trestle table and chairs. A makeshift bar was set up alongside. There were portable toilets and showers available, and Nicole had spotted solar panels and batteries on the way in that provided limited electricity for the whole site. 
Everyone began to settle around the campfire and chat quietly as the sun sank in a silent explosion of searing golds and reds above the endless plain, unmarred by artificial light or signs of human habitation.
‘Rustic but okay,’ commented Stacie. ‘That sunset is just incredible.’ 
‘Totally.’ Nicole looked around. ‘There’s quite a lot of us here when you see everyone come together,’ she commented. 
Stacie pulled out a small notebook and waved it at Nicole. ‘With no easy access to power out here, I’ve gone back to the Dark Ages – pen and paper. Here’s the run-down of who’s on site.’ She flipped to a page and showed Nicole.
A dozen volunteer dig participants (diggers)
Two volunteer palaeontologists
Dig coordinator
Laboratory supervisor
Dig helper (experienced staff member) 
Dig assistant (inexperienced/trainee staff member) 
‘Plus there’s a cook, Laura, who I found out works here every dig, and her new assistant.’ Stacie closed the notebook and slipped it into her jacket pocket. 
‘I presume the diggers are grey nomads, plus a few younger holidaymakers and overseas travellers, like that French guy who drove himself here. I suppose visiting palaeontologists, academics and museum people come here when they know a dig is in progress and the group could be on to something?’ said Nicole.
Stacie nodded. ‘Yes, that’s the impression I got.’
After drinks, the group moved into the nosh tent for dinner, and Nicole and Stacie got talking to a few of the other volunteers.
‘This is my first time here and I can’t get over the feeling of space – everywhere,’ said the young man sitting next to them.
‘I know what you mean,’ said a woman sitting opposite him. ‘It gets me every time, and I have been coming for years now. You know, the dig and our campsite are on private property. Graziers own nearly all the land around here. Some properties are a million acres or more. Most of them are not at all interested in old bones. Just keeping their cattle and sheep fat.’
After dinner the group mingled round the fire with coffee and drinks, and the young assistant chef began circulating with a tray of biscotti. Nicole looked up at her in surprise.
‘Well, hello again! You found a job here!’
The woman smiled. ‘Buona sera! Yes, I got this job not long after I talked with you. I am here to help cook for the camp – the dig. It is all so interesting.’ 
‘Stacie, this is Emilia. We met at the King’s Hotel.’
‘Oh, hi. Hayley at the pub mentioned you, too. This is a cool way to see the country, isn’t it?’ said Stacie. ‘Dinner was terrific!’
‘We’re very pleased you’ll be looking after us,’ added Nicole. 
The young man they’d been talking with at dinner grinned as he reached for a crisp amaretti. ‘I didn’t expect food as good as this out here.’ As Emilia moved around the circle, he held out his hand to Stacie. ‘I’m Ashton, by the way, but everyone calls me Ash. Are you here on holiday?’
‘Sort of.’ Stacie introduced herself and Nicole. ‘Have you been out here before?’ she asked.
‘Not at a dig. It’s my first time staying out on country like this. Quite spectacular.’ 
‘Not much to see, though, is there?’ said Stacie.
He shrugged. ‘It depends what you’re looking for, I guess. It’s all about seeing things a certain way.’
‘I suppose so. Are you a photographer?’
‘You spotted my gear.’ Ashton smiled. ‘Actually, I’m not. I paint. On canvas. I document scenes with my camera first – not to reproduce them but to inspire my artwork.’
Stacie looked around. ‘What would you paint out here? It seems pretty, er . . .’ she searched for the right word, ‘one-dimensional.’
‘Unless they dig up a massive dinosaur of some kind,’ interjected Nicole. ‘That would provide good subject matter.’
The Frenchman, who had thus far said very little to anyone, leaned towards her. ‘That would be an amazing find. Is it possible here in this area?’
‘We’re not the right people to ask,’ Nicole said, turning her attention to him. He didn’t look like a tourist. He wore tailored pants instead of jeans, leather shoes rather than boots or sneakers, and his jumper, which he wore over an open-necked shirt, looked to be cashmere. His leather jacket was expensive.
Nicole held out her hand. ‘I’m Nicole. This is my friend Stacie. And that’s Ashton. You didn’t drive out here with the rest of us?’
‘No. I prefer to travel by myself. I did not want to inconvenience anyone.’ He shook hands with the two women and Ashton, and introduced himself as Felix DuBois.
‘Have you been to a dig before?’ Stacie asked him.
Felix hesitated. ‘I teach part-time at a university in France. I have taken students to various locations and to archaeological museums. Now I am considering bringing my students here.’
‘That’s a long way for a school excursion,’ said Stacie. 
‘They are adults. Not children,’ he replied curtly.
Ashton leaned forward. ‘So we’ll see you in the trenches?’ And seeing the perplexed look on Felix’s face, he explained, ‘I mean, out there – digging up bones, moving dirt, cleaning fossils, setting them in plaster, whatever they ask us to do.’
Felix DuBois gave a shrug. ‘Perhaps.’
‘’Ullo, ’ullo, how’s it going, ladies?’
Stacie and Nicole looked up to see Bernie, the busker from outside O’Hara’s Hotel,
coming towards them. He looked just as unkempt and unshaven as he had when they’d first met.
‘This is a surprise,’ said Stacie. ‘Did you walk here?’
‘You didn’t mention you were heading out this way,’ added Nicole.
‘I’m the entertainment . . . ha, ha, just kidding.’ Bernie laughed. ‘Andy, the maintenance and electrician bloke, came out late last night, so I hitched a ride.’ He turned towards Felix, looked him up and down, and held out his hand. ‘G’day. Pleased to meet ya. You’re a long way from home, mate.’
‘Er, oui.’ Felix swiftly removed his hand from Bernie’s handshake.
‘Are you staying for a while?’ Stacie asked Bernie.
‘Yep. I’m helping out the team here and then perhaps back in the lab. So I’ll see ya round. Yell if you need anything.’
‘Thanks,’ said Stacie and Nicole together, exchanging a slightly chagrined look as Bernie headed towards another couple.

When Stacie woke early the next morning the light and the crisp air felt so fresh it almost stung. She hadn’t expected to enjoy her first night in the tent as much as she had: the camp bed was more comfortable than it looked.
After breakfast in the nosh tent, they gathered in a group for tasks and roles to be assigned. 
Susie stood in the centre. ‘If I can have your attention, please. We’d like you all to meet our benefactor, the man who began all this . . . Dr Drew Gordon.’ 
The man was lean and tanned, weathered, thought Nicole, probably in his sixties or early seventies. 
He gave a wide smile. ‘First of all, welcome. I hope you enjoy your time out here, and that you make discoveries – not only of fossils, perhaps, but that like me, you, too, learn to appreciate this extraordinary landscape. I grew up not far from here – so I had a pretty big backyard!’ He paused as everyone laughed. ‘It does show how landscape and surrounds can shape and mould us. I wonder what sort of person I might have been had I grown up on the coast –’
‘A surfie,’ someone interjected.
Drew shrugged, smiling. ‘I ride horses, not surfboards, mate, but who knows what might have been? The place where you grow up has an effect on you. When I was a kid I found a funny-looking rock which I took home. Long story short, Mum thought there was something unusual about it and sent it to a museum. A month or so later I met my first palaeontologist – several of them, in fact – when they turned up out here talking about fossils. And then we learned of the possibility that this whole area could be a treasure trove of megafauna remains. So I became very interested in fossils.’ He waved his arm in a semicircle to indicate the land all around. ‘This was once a sea formed by rivers which drained into swampland. Over millennia, as the land began to change and dry up, creatures became stuck in mud, fell down holes into the cave system in limestone country, and their bodies were preserved. And, as we know, many species later became extinct.’ He looked around the group. ‘So when I took over our land from my dad, I earmarked this part for conservation and exploration, and my neighbour a few hundred clicks away did the same. We raised money to establish the laboratories, pay staff and continue the work out here – but we couldn’t do it without your help. So thank you for being here, and I hope you get the chance to share the thrill of a find. But what you will definitely get to do is enjoy this very special landscape.’
To warm applause Dr Gordon moved away and Susie ushered forward another man. ‘And everyone, this is Professor Bannister, a leading geologist and good friend.’
‘Please, just Phillip will do.’ Phillip Bannister smiled as he stood before the group. 
‘Phillip gets around!’ said Stacie to Nicole in surprise.
‘He did say he was heading here, didn’t he?’ Nicole murmured back. ‘Just not exactly when.’
Phillip continued, ‘This is not going to be a lecture. What we’re doing here is detective work with clues spanning millennia in order to unravel the mystery of how and who and what called this planet home before humankind.’ He paused. ‘We stand upon discoveries of our past which lie beneath us all over the world. The problem is, most finds are accidental and, what with rampant development and climate change, many could be buried forever.’ He stopped and took in a deep breath. ‘To know our past is possibly to know our future. How we act upon that knowledge might mean our own survival. Or not.
‘Our experts will interpret any fragments you may find. Please, if you do come upon a bone, an object, anything you think looks unusual, show one of the team. Be gentle and cautious. Do not try to remove it yourself. I will be happy to answer any questions throughout the day. We will gather again at sunset. Good luck.’
Stacie and Nicole exchanged an amused glance.
‘He makes it sound like a lottery,’ whispered Stacie.
‘Well, it could be, in a way. If you strike it lucky,’ said Nicole.
‘It’s not a competition,’ put in Ashton, chuckling.
‘It could be,’ said Stacie archly.
Susie went on to outline how they should go about their tasks. Some of the regulars already knew what to do, or requested particular jobs. Each volunteer was given a toolkit which comprised cotton gloves, water, a tape measure, a toothbrush, a paintbrush and a rock hammer.
‘At the site, we have heavy equipment such as jackhammers, rock saws and so on, plus material to encase a fossil in to get it to the lab,’ said Susie.
As everyone rose to set out to walk to the dig site, which was about fifteen minutes from the camp, Stacie and Nicole greeted Phillip Bannister.
‘Well, hello there!’ he said. ‘If I’d known you were coming here I would have given you more information about the dig and the area.’
‘We didn’t know ourselves actually,’ said Stacie. 
Nicole turned to Phillip. ‘You did get us intrigued when we met you that day in the beer garden. Then we went to the festival in Beeton Springs and spoke to Rosie Allmond.’
‘I’m sure you’ll find the dig experience very interesting.’
‘Thank you for mentioning it to us,’ said Stacie.
‘No worries. Good luck and enjoy. I hope you unearth a story or two out here,’ he said, smiling, then he nodded and moved away.
The dig itself was a wide trench of russet earth, unassuming at first glance. The more experienced volunteers got to work immediately, crouching or sitting, gently scraping and tapping. Two younger people from the group were tasked with doing the heavy lifting, moving piles of dirt and chunks of rock. One couple were being supervised to mix the plaster which was layered over gauze and rolls of toilet tissue to encase bigger fossils in order to move them safely and intact to the laboratory. The specialists moved among them, checking potential finds and answering questions. Every now and then, an excited exclamation would ring out along the trench, announcing a new find.
Nicole and Stacie were shown how to scrape and gently scoop around protruding bones rather than pulling them or attempting to dislodge them.
‘It’s pretty amazing to think this hasn’t been touched in a zillion years,’ said Stacie, stroking a dirt-caked yellowed bone fragment.
Nicole pulled out her phone. ‘I’ll take a photo of you!’
Next to them, Ashton piped up, ‘Shall I take it of both of you?’
‘Yes, please. Get some of the landscape behind us,’ said Stacie. ‘No one will believe I’m way out here.’ She paused after Ashton took their photo. ‘There’s no traffic. There’s no night noises, maybe a bit of snoring next door to me but, well, we have interesting company.’ She tilted her head with a grin as she spotted Bernie ambling towards them.
‘Fascinating, eh? Marion just found a tooth, so the jawbone can’t be too far away. How you doing? Any luck there, Ashton?’ asked Bernie.
‘Have you done much of this before, Bernie?’ asked Nicole. 
‘Ah, not really. Sometimes watch the opal miners work down south. It’s getting pretty sophisticated now, though. Not the pick and shovel down a hole like it used t’be.’
‘You dig for opals?’ asked Ashton.
‘Nah, that’s what I’m saying. You need expensive equipment now. Too hard for a busker to get together!’ He chuckled and meandered off again.
‘Bit of a lost soul, don’t you think?’ said Nicole.
‘Maybe he’s lonely, so he just chats to everyone,’ said Ashton.
Stacie bit her tongue, mentally editing a comment about Bernie that had sprung to mind.

By late morning nearly everyone was hot, sweaty and getting tired. Ashton stood up, brushing the dirt off his hands. ‘I’m going to stretch my legs, walk for a bit up that rise out there and get the lie of the land,’ he said to Stacie and Nicole. ‘There’s a small jump-up I might climb to get some wide-angle shots.’
He made his way up the hill and perched on a rocky rise looking down into the pit, then took out his camera. He trained the zoom lens on the volunteers below and found Nicole. Glancing up, she spotted him and grinned, giving him a thumbs-up. He waved back in acknowledgement.
Nearby, Phillip Bannister leaned over a patch of earth next to Marion and her friend Shelagh, studying a shape embedded in the orange dirt and carefully blowing dust from the surface of the small, buried bump. Stacie was gently tapping a chisel into a piece of rock under the watchful eye of one of the experienced volunteers.
After taking a few shots, Ashton lowered his camera and stared at the scene below him. It was almost as if the volunteers were scraping a hollow in which to bury themselves to escape the relentless scorching sun. Or perhaps they were more like ants in an anthill, scurrying about efficiently, productively, but always overshadowed by outside threats that could obliterate them all. 
Are we the next species to become extinct? he wondered. Just another epoch in an inconceivably long timeline? What traces and treasure would humans leave behind for future civilisations to find? And who, or what, might those be? Were they all just a passing parade of evolving species spinning through millennia? Night followed day. The sun rose and set. The moon orbited the Earth. Civilisations came and went.
He shook his head to clear it; he often went down a rabbit hole of introspection when he was pondering ideas for his artwork. Instead, he focused on his first impressions of some of his new acquaintances in the trench below: Nicole’s strength, the Frenchman’s evasiveness, Emilia’s bubbliness, the strange bonhomie of the busker, Bernie, and the stoicism of the helpful and friendly staff, pursuing their own passions in what Ashton imagined were sometimes difficult circumstances. 
Then his gaze fell on Stacie. He couldn’t deny that he had felt something the moment he met her. He was drawn to her insouciance, her friendliness, her warmth. He hoped he would get the chance to get to know her better. 

That evening, the sundowner drinks and nibbles became more of a social event as the volunteers discussed and speculated upon the finds and travails of the day. Phillip Bannister chatted briefly with Stacie and Nicole but then left with Andy, the handyman, to drive back to Victoria Springs. 
Tantalising aromas drifted from the camp kitchen. Stacie and Nicole were slightly bemused to find that Emilia had seconded Bernie to pass around the hors d’oeuvres while she helped Laura with the main course.
Ashton came over and sat beside them.
‘Get some good shots today, Ash?’ asked Stacie.
‘Of you? Yes,’ he said, smiling.
‘You’re not going to paint me, are you?’ said Stacie, sounding slightly alarmed.
‘Shouldn’t I?’
‘Not today anyway!’ Stacie laughed. ‘I wondered how you sell your paintings – online? Through a gallery?’ 
‘Do you have any photos of your work?’ said Nicole.
‘I do. I have a website, which is one outlet I use for selling my work,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘There’s no reception out here, though, so I can’t show you.’
‘Oh, I’d love to see that one day. But I still can’t work out what there is to paint around here,’ said Stacie.
Ashton gave a slow smile. ‘Ah. Like I said, it’s all about how and where you look at things.’
Stacie glanced over each shoulder theatrically, raised a hand to shade her eyes and gave a mock stare into the distance. ‘I’m looking. I see nothing.’
‘Stace, you don’t have an artist’s eye, I’d say,’ said Nicole.
Ashton smiled. ‘You see more at night. Stay up and I’ll show you.’ He looked at Nicole. ‘Both of you. You’ll lose a few hours’ sleep, though.’
‘Not me. Thanks all the same,’ said Nicole. ‘I’m exhausted after today, and I’ve seen the Milky Way.’
‘Really? There’s a lot more than just the Milky Way above us. Like two trillion galaxies in just the bit of the universe we can see,’ said Ashton.
‘You’ve counted?’ asked Stacie with a grin.
‘You’ll see,’ he said mysteriously.
Nicole glanced at them both as Stacie and Ashton exchanged a smile.

The fire had been put out and nearly everyone had gone to bed save Stacie and Ashton and further away Bernie, who was chatting to Felix, whose expression conveyed little. Ashton and Stacie decided Felix either couldn’t follow Bernie’s Aussie accent or was too polite to interrupt his nattering.
Stacie stretched. ‘So is it dark enough now?’
Ashton raised an eyebrow. ‘Sure. It might get cold but it’s worth it.’ He added seriously, ‘Rug up.’
Stacie pulled her jacket out from under her. ‘I’ve been keeping it warm. These chairs are uncomfortable.’
‘I’ll get my camera and jacket.’
As soon as they moved away from the dimly lit area behind them, Stacie blinked. All around her was total darkness. She suddenly felt afraid, and stood rigid. 
Ashton touched her arm. ‘Stand still a minute and let your eyes adjust. You don’t need a torch.’
‘Yes. I do.’ Stacie stood frozen, blinking into the darkness.
‘Haven’t you walked around in the dark before?’ he asked quietly.
‘I live in a city. Ambin was the first place I’ve been where there were no streetlights.’
‘So you have never been in the bush at night or camped out?’
‘No.’ She was trembling. ‘I didn’t realise what it would be like. I think I’ve changed my mind.’
Ashton took her hand. ‘Here, trust me. It’s quite flat, just walk normally.’
Stacie began to walk, looking down, but soon she felt more comfortable, and realised she was starting to see shapes in the darkness. ‘Is that where we’re going?’ She pointed to the outline of a small mesa.
‘Yep. It’s not a hard climb.’
Stacie stopped. ‘It’s not exactly halfway to heaven, but it seems high. I mean, how much am I going to miss if I just stand at the bottom?’
Ashton smiled and shrugged. ‘It’s a mental thing, I guess. When you can’t see the surrounding land you’ll feel more suspended in space . . . it’s magical.’
Stacie sighed. ‘I hope you’re right.’ Even though she now felt a little more at ease in the darkness, this seemed a mad idea. I should have known better, she berated herself.
By the time they reached the flattened surface of the little mesa, Stacie had scratched her leg and was puffed out and cranky. 
‘Look, there’s even a seat.’ Ashton guided her to a raised flat rock. 
Stacie sat down with a small grunt. ‘I hope going down is a bit easier.’ She was shaking but tried to hide it.
‘Take a deep breath. Close your eyes,’ said Ashton. 
‘Whatever,’ Stacie mumbled. 
‘Breathe out slowly.’
He was standing behind her. Gently he put his hands on the sides of her face and tilted her head. ‘Look up,’ he said softly. 
Stacie opened her eyes and flailed, feeling like she was falling, except Ashton was holding her firmly. 
‘Let your eyes get used to the sky . . .’
‘Oh my God . . .’ She reached up and grabbed Ashton’s hands to steady herself. For a moment she felt as if she were floating, not falling but . . . suspended. Adrift in spinning coloured lights, the pale and bright clumps all seemed to shine directly at her. There was a sense of pulsing energy, of glowing softness and hard brightness.
‘It . . . it seems so . . . busy,’ she whispered. Then she jerked as a bright dot flared . . . ‘Ooh! Is that a shooting star?’
‘It’s probably a dust particle that’s in our atmosphere, maybe just a hundred kilometres away. Sometimes it might be a piece of an asteroid or a comet, but it could be several billion years old.’
Stacie shook her head, her eyes suddenly filling with tears. She continued to grip Ashton’s hands, taking deep breaths. ‘Why does it seem so different from what we see in the city?’
‘It’s the clarity of having no artificial lights around, no houses or buildings close by. The longer you watch, the more you see,’ he said softly, adding, ‘and the safer you feel.’
Stacie took a long, deep breath. ‘I’d forgotten about the Milky Way . . . if I ever did take any notice of it. Even if you think of looking up at the sky at night in the city, you can’t see much.’
‘As cities and light pollution spread, few can see the Milky Way and the intensity of the stars like you can out here. But what with all the clutter of space junk, soon we mightn’t see any stars at all!’
‘Oh, no. I’ve never really thought about that before.’ Stacie sighed. ‘You were right, it’s magical. Why bother going to the moon or trying to live on Mars? Right here, it’s like . . . I want to say another world, and it is. Out here it seems so perfect, so untouched. So unspoiled.’
They were silent as they sat in wonder.
Ashton looked at her and said quietly, ‘You feel okay now?’
Stacie drew a breath, nodding. ‘Yep. Thank you for this. I know I wasn’t very receptive. The dark frightened me at first.’ After a beat she asked, ‘But really, do you think there is life out there?’ 
‘Who knows? What we’re watching is in the past . . . everything up there that you see has taken millions of years to reach us.’ He moved to sit beside her.
‘That does my head in,’ said Stacie. ‘So where is the future . . . still travelling to us?’
‘Yep. I sometimes wish I could see it,’ he said wistfully. He leaned forward and Stacie felt her body move towards him as her eyes closed and his lips touched hers. It was a gentle kiss that lingered, and which Stacie never wanted to end.
She opened her eyes to find him smiling at her as they drew apart. Then, glancing over his shoulder she gasped, ‘Look there – another shooting star, and another . . .’
‘A meteor shower. Now you’ve got your night eyes in. Amazing, isn’t it?’
She looked at him. ‘Did you bring me up here to kiss me?’
‘I thought about it,’ he admitted with a smile. ‘But I thought you might like it, too. The endless sky, I mean.’
‘Is this what you’re going to paint?’ she asked.
‘Not sure. I still have some more exploring to do. Are you going back to the city at the end of the week?’
‘I don’t know. Nicole and I have to find a story out here. I can see now there is a lot more to the place than I ever suspected – but we need a good angle, something that will appeal to a wide audience.’
Ashton stood up and held out his hand to her. 
‘It’s the people. They get the dinosaur disease.’
‘What’s that?’ she said, laughing. ‘An obsession with fossils?’
‘More or less. But not just scientists and amateur enthusiasts. It can be big business, all this. If you ask me, that’s your story. But come on, you’re cold – let’s go,’ he said, and they scrambled down the mesa to the flat surrounds in the pale moonlight, and headed in the direction of the campsite.
As they approached the tents, they heard a vehicle start in the distance and drive away.
‘Who could that be at this hour?’ said Stacie. 
‘I wouldn’t fancy driving around here at night. Is that a bit unusual?’
Ashton shrugged. ‘I guess there’s a fair bit of coming and going between here and the labs. The staff probably know the road like the back of their hand, even in the dark. Let’s see who’s missing at breakfast.’
He saw Stacie to her tent, and she turned and blew him a kiss before pulling down the flap. As she drifted off to sleep, she felt more content than she had in a very long time.

‘So did you and Ashton see the stars last night?’ asked Nicole the next morning as she bit into the croque monsieur Emilia had made. ‘You were deep in conversation when I went to bed.’
‘I got a tour of the universe. Sort of . . .’ Stacie smiled.
‘Really?’ Nicole raised an eyebrow.
‘Really. It was mind-blowing.’ She gave Nicole a look. ‘The universe is pretty magical.’ She suddenly glanced around. ‘Is everyone here? We heard a car leaving when we were walking back.’
‘Did you? Guess we’ll find out.’
After breakfast, when people were milling around preparing to go out to the trench, Stacie did a quick head count.
‘Felix DuBois isn’t here,’ she whispered to Nicole.
‘That’s odd. I’ll ask Susie if she knows what’s going on,’ said Nicole, and she went to find the dig coordinator.
Ashton came over to Stacie. ‘Morning.’
‘Morning. Thank you again for last night,’ Stacie said, somewhat shyly. ‘I had no idea how incredible that would be. Oh – and we have an absentee,’ she added. ‘Has Felix surfaced, do you know?’
‘I haven’t seen him,’ Ashton replied.
Nicole came back over. ‘Susie has gone to check on Felix. Surely he’s around somewhere.’
Bernie approached the group, looking as scruffy as ever. ‘So . . . you ladies having a good time?’
Nicole made a face. ‘I guess so. I’m very stiff this morning. It’s different from anything I’ve done before. Interesting people, but maybe not everyone’s cup of tea.’
‘So why’re ya here, then?’ Bernie asked bluntly, but with a smile.
Stacie glanced at Nicole, who answered smoothly, ‘It’s what we do. Stacie and I work in television, so we’re on the lookout for unusual places and people, stories that need telling.’
‘Well, you’ve come to the right place, eh?’ Bernie chuckled. ‘How’d you get the heads-up about this?’
‘Oh, we tend to follow our noses,’ said Stacie vaguely, wrinkling hers, and Nicole stifled a smile.
But at that instant, Emilia rushed over to them.
‘Felix is gone! Susie asked me to help look for him, but niente, nothing, he is no sleeping in his bed . . .’
‘Hey, steady on . . .’ started Bernie. ‘Maybe he got up early and went for a walk.’
‘No, no! The bed – he has not slept in it.’
‘Are you sure? Maybe he made it up . . . let’s go see,’ said Nicole.
They all hurried to Felix’s tent to find it indeed empty, the bed neatly made.
‘Is his torch there?’ asked Stacie. All guests had been provided with a torch, sunscreen, soap and towels.
Bernie picked up a towel that was on a fold-up stool and held it against his cheek. ‘Not damp.’ He frowned and walked outside. ‘Emilia, let’s check if his car is there,’ he said in a businesslike fashion.
‘Maybe he’s gone exploring somewhere,’ said Stacie as she followed them to the rudimentary car park.
The car was gone.
Susie walked briskly over to them. ‘Thanks for letting me know you haven’t seen him. There’s no sign of him around the camp. He didn’t tell us he was leaving, but he’s obviously free to go whenever he wants. I just hope he knows enough about this country to have plenty of water and supplies with him.’ 
‘You know what I think,’ said Nicole. ‘Let’s just get on with our day, but keep an ear out in case we hear something. See what Felix has to say when or if he comes back.’
Everyone nodded their agreement.
‘It’s just odd. Why would he drive off so late at night?’ wondered Stacie.
‘That’s the question,’ said Susie. ‘It’s really not a good idea to drive around here in the dark if you’re not familiar with the area; the road is actually just a dirt track. I’d better let the lab know in case he turns up there.’ 
‘Good idea. Do you think he intended to come back?’ said Nicole. ‘He left nothing of value in his tent.’
‘Are you sure?’ said Ashton.
Nicole nodded. ‘I thought it was strange. There were a few personal items there, but nothing he couldn’t easily replace. It was as if he took what he really needed and left the rest. But why? I have a feeling we won’t see him again.’

Through the morning, Nicole, Stacie and Ashton slowly rotated around the dig site, discreetly asking if anyone had seen or heard Felix leave.
Around mid-morning, Nicole was sitting with Shelagh and Marion, who chatted about the friendship they’d forged at the dig over the years. Nicole was working on clearing the soil from a rock with a flattish surface while the other women were carefully brushing soil from a protruding piece of bone. Within minutes, Marion’s husband Brian joined the trio.
‘Hello, ladies! Any luck? Any questions I can help with?’ he asked heartily.
‘We’re doing fine, thanks, Brian,’ said Marion. 
He looked at Nicole. ‘Any questions about your first dig, love?’ he asked her.
She winced. ‘You have the answers?’
He adjusted his cap, attempting to look modest. ‘I’ve had some experience. What did you want to know?’
Without pausing for breath, Nicole asked, ‘I’ve always wondered, just how do fossils provide insights into Earth’s geologic history? What changes has it undergone over time, and in particular, what were the evolving characteristics and behaviours of early lifeforms in response to that change?’ She cocked her head and smiled expectantly.
Shelagh was clearly trying not to smile as she looked at Brian’s suddenly flushed face.
‘Well, now, that would require specific knowledge. I’m no palaeontologist. I’m more of a . . . details person . . .’ Brian began.
Marion interjected, ‘Brian and I are keen amateurs. We just like the thrill of participating and being out here. It’s a holiday for us.’
‘Now, Marion, there have been some very significant finds out here,’ Brian began to huff.
‘That’s true,’ said Marion. She leaned closer to Nicole and whispered, ‘Actually, Brian made a very big find last year. An exciting one. But we’re not supposed to talk about it.’
Brian straightened up, trying not to puff out his chest as he beamed with pride. ‘Humph, yes, well, it’s privileged information.’
Nicole looked at Brian. ‘Congratulations,’ she said. ‘Can I ask what it was that you found?’
‘Well, like Marion said, we’re not supposed to talk about Doctor Who,’ said Brian primly.
‘Who is Doctor Who?’ asked Nicole, trying to keep up.
‘Ha. That’s the name they gave the find,’ said Marion. ‘It’s half a skull of something, but no one knows what it is yet. So they called it Doctor Who.’
‘Half a something?’ queried Nicole.
‘An unidentified fossilised creature. They’re hoping someone will find a bit more of it so they can identify it and study it properly,’ explained Shelagh.
‘That’d make Doctor Who rather rare then, wouldn’t it?’ said Nicole.
‘Yes indeed. That’s why he’s locked in the vault,’ Shelagh replied.
‘What vault would that be?’ Nicole raised an eyebrow.
‘Oh, the special shed next to the lab,’ said Shelagh. ‘Things don’t generally need locking up out here, but that one is kept locked.’
‘Special shed? Can we get a tour in there?’ asked Nicole.
Brian and Marion shook their heads while Shelagh said, ‘Oh, gosh no. The things they keep in there are very valuable, for one reason or another. I think the idea is that it’s better if no one knows about them. That’s why we try to keep quiet about Doctor Who.’
 ‘What makes a fossil valuable?’ Nicole asked casually.
‘All sorts of things,’ Shelagh replied. ‘Rarity of the species, completeness of the specimen, its state of preservation, even its aesthetics. Plus I’ve heard people talk about the growing international trade in fossils, both legal and otherwise. That side of things is a whole different world – and can be a bit controversial. You wouldn’t believe the money that can change hands for rare fossils.’
‘I suppose museums prefer to own and study as much of a specimen as possible,’ mused Nicole. ‘And do that before anyone else can.’
‘Hey, look,’ said Shelagh suddenly, pointing down at the rock Nicole was still absently working on. ‘I think you’ve got something.’
The four of them craned over it, and Nicole saw that there was indeed a shape emerging on the rock’s surface under the soil.
‘It’s a fern!’ she exclaimed, as she gently cleared a little more with her brush. ‘Oh, how wonderful!’
They called Roger over and he had a look at the find. ‘Bracken fern, I think, relatively common, but this is a really nice, intact specimen. Good on you, Nicole. I’ll finish up and prepare it for the lab, if you like.’
Nicole took some photos on her phone, feeling thrilled. She was surprised how exciting it had been to find a fossil, even if it was a fairly common one.
Just then, the call came for morning tea, and they all downed tools. Nicole beckoned to Stacie and delightedly showed her the fern fossil while the others headed out of the trench. When everyone was out of earshot, Nicole quietly filled Stacie in on what Shelagh, Brian and Marion had told her.
‘A secret locked shed?’ said Stacie softly. ‘Must be one of the buildings in among the trees that we saw when we stayed the night at the staff quarters.’
‘I suppose so. The site doesn’t look like much and there isn’t exactly a passing parade of strangers to test their security.’
‘Who’d want half a head of a something or other? I mean, really?’ said Stacie. ‘I liked your pretty fern better.’
‘Shelagh said apparently some fossil connoisseurs will pay megabucks for megafauna.’
‘I really don’t see much value in these fossil bones, fascinating as they may be for scientists. Unless they’d become opalised and were solid opal – then they’d be worth something,’ said Stacie.
Nicole shrugged. ‘People collect the oddest things. Especially very rich people who have everything. The rarer the better.’
‘Like meteors,’ declared Stacie. Seeing Nicole’s questioning look she added, ‘They sometimes fall to earth, you know.’
‘Ashton’s rather captured your imagination,’ said Nicole with a quizzical glance at her friend.
‘Well, he’s made me realise what we miss in the city because of light pollution! I’d never heard of it. You can’t see the Milky Way at all!’ Then in a quieter tone she said, ‘It was like I was seeing a new world – looking at the night sky out here. I’d love to see how he paints it all.’
‘Well, maybe you can meet up with him back in Sydney,’ said Nicole.
Stacie nodded. ‘I’d like to.’ Then she added, ‘By the way, Ashton told me about some caves he’s going to see with a friend when he leaves here. It’s in the middle of nowhere. His friend’s doing some sort of research in the caves.’
‘We’re not looking for a speleology lesson,’ said Nicole firmly. ‘But I do think there could be something in what boring Brian mentioned.’
‘In dusty old rare bone bits in storage? The only interesting thing about that is that they’ve kept it hush-hush and we’re not supposed to see them,’ said Stacie.
‘Yes, that’s what intrigues me,’ said Nicole.

At the camp, Emilia was in the back of the nosh tent chopping tomatoes while Bernie was chatting with Laura, the cook, and Susie. They all looked up in surprise when Nicole and Stacie arrived.
‘You two given up on the dig for today? Too uncomfortable?’ asked Bernie.
‘Nope. It’s nice out there, actually,’ said Nicole. ‘Meditative. And of course, it was so exciting to find that fern today! We’ve just come back a bit early to see if there’s any news about Felix.’
Susie shook her head. ‘I checked in with Annabelle on the sat phone. Felix didn’t return to the lab, so she’s notified the cops in Victoria Springs, just in case. Hopefully he’s just gone exploring,’ she said.
‘It does seem strange, though. Why would he do that? Head off on his own, at night, and not tell anyone?’ said Stacie.
No one answered.
Later, when Roger and Susie took off in two four-wheel drives to look for tyre tracks or any sign of his vehicle, Nicole quietly stepped into Felix DuBois’s tent.
She stood mulling it all over. Felix must have taken his phone with him, yet there was no wi-fi or mobile reception for miles around. Was he digging somewhere in a secret spot? Or hiding something? Meeting someone? He had driven off in the middle of the night in what felt like the middle of nowhere. He really hadn’t shown a lot of enthusiasm for working at the dig site, although Nicole had heard him ask Roger and Susie a lot of questions about the finds. Why was he there at all?
Puzzled, she sighed and left the tent.
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NICOLE WAS RESTLESS AND slept badly. She rose early the next morning and headed for the nosh tent, where her nose told her she’d find freshly brewed coffee.
She was surprised to see Annabelle in there, chatting to Laura and Emilia as they prepared breakfast.
‘Morning, Annabelle. Did you drive in last night from the labs?’ asked Nicole.
‘Hi, Nicole. No, I came at dawn. It was nice in the early morning. I had to bring a few supplies and messages and so on. How’re you enjoying the dig?’ Annabelle asked.
‘It’s all really fascinating – the scenery, the people, the site here, and of course your laboratories back at the jump-up. We’re worried about Felix, though. Is there any news?’
Annabelle shook her head. ‘Everyone is very perplexed. We were unsure whether to try to contact his family, but we’ve no idea where to find them. We didn’t want to panic them, either. We just have to hope he’ll turn up somewhere, or at least make contact with us. The police are aware of what’s happened, anyway, so it’s in their hands now.’
‘Why would he contact you if he didn’t tell you he was leaving?’ mused Nicole. ‘It’s strange the way he took all his valuables but left some stuff behind. It’s almost as if he planned it that way. Perhaps that’s why he drove his car out to the dig despite you saying we should all go on the bus,’ she added.
‘Yes, he was adamant about driving his own car,’ said Annabelle thoughtfully. ‘Coffee?’ She indicated the pot and Nicole gratefully made herself a cup.
As they sipped their coffee, Annabelle continued, ‘Did anyone know much about Felix, or talk to him at all?’ 
‘Emilia talked to him a bit, I noticed,’ said Nicole. ‘Maybe because they’re both from Europe. And Stacie said Bernie was talking his ear off the other night, although it looked a little one-sided,’ she added. ‘I heard Felix asking Susie and Roger a few questions, too.’
At that moment, Ashton came into the tent. ‘Ah, coffee, just what I need. Any left? Oh, hello. Annabelle, isn’t it? Have you just arrived?’
‘Yes, nice to see you, Ashton. I just got here this morning. Doing a top-up delivery.’
Ashton poured himself a coffee and took a sip. ‘So. What’re your plans?’ he asked Nicole. ‘Are you guys coming out to the caves with me? I promised my friend Nils I’d do some photography for him.’
‘Which might become paintings?’ asked Nicole.
‘Maybe.’ Ashton smiled. ‘Depends what I see out there. Or under there. Nils is a subterranean ecologist, explorer and scientist. A cave explorer, basically. And a diver.’
‘All these career paths I missed when I was thinking about becoming a journalist. Palaeontology wasn’t on my list either. But now we’re fascinated with dinosaurs,’ Nicole chuckled.
Annabelle nodded. ‘Never too late, eh? There’s always that thirst to find out where we came from. Rosie Allmond was telling me about how palaeontology has developed so much now that scientists know how dinosaurs lived – what they ate, how fast they ran, whether they had feathers, spikes or claws, what they fed their young – it’s amazing. And they’re still digging up specimens of creatures we’ve never heard of!’
‘Yes, I wondered about that,’ said Nicole, thinking of the mysterious Doctor Who. ‘What happens when an amateur – or a tourist – finds something important?’
‘When we do find something super special, first of a kind, perhaps, we don’t make too much of a song and dance about it – except in scientific circles. It’s safer to keep it under wraps until we know what we’re dealing with.’
‘And have you?’ asked Nicole. ‘Found many one-of-a-kind, never-seen-before fossils?’
Annabelle paused, then said, ‘Some. Yes. What I mean is, until it’s been identified, categorised, described and written up in scientific papers, we try to keep things quiet. Only then do we go public with finds that will help support our work here.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘Well, I’d better go unpack the deliveries. Enjoy the rest of the dig and good luck!’
‘Please let us know if you hear anything of Felix,’ Nicole called after her.
‘Of course.’ Annabelle gave a wave as she left the tent.
The smell of bacon frying made both Ashton and Nicole turn towards Laura and Emilia. ‘Let’s eat, I’m starving,’ said Ashton.

Ashton had gone back to his tent to get ready for the day when Stacie appeared in the nosh tent. 
‘Morning. How was last night?’ asked Nicole. She’d turned in early, the events of the day and the exertion of the dig catching up with her.
‘It was great. I had a long chat with Ash – he is super interesting. I’m hanging out to see his artwork. We’ll have to go to his next exhibition in Sydney. We also talked more about the caves. It sounds like it could be something –’
‘A story for us?’ said Nicole calmly. ‘Or a reason to spend more time with Ashton?’
‘Both,’ said Stacie with a smile.
‘What about following up Felix and the dig, or this locked shed?’ asked Nicole.
Stacie chewed her lip for a moment. ‘I dunno. It just seems like a lot of creepy things tend to happen out here. This is stunning country but . . . it can be intimidating.’
‘Perhaps,’ said Nicole.
‘So what’s your gut feeling about a story here?’ Stacie asked.
‘I’m still not sure. There’s plenty that’s interesting in its own right but whether it’s enough for a show or not . . .’ Nicole trailed off.
‘What with the scenery, the characters, the fossils, et cetera . . . this whole set-up feels like a no-brainer for TV, if we can just find a great story to thread through it all,’ said Stacie. ‘Plus, I’m blown away by the night sky. I wish Brian Cox was out here with us. I’m a bit in love with him.’ Stacie sighed dramatically. ‘Never thought I’d fall for a physicist.’
Nicole laughed. ‘I think he’s happily married! I know what you mean, though. He’s attractive, a natural on TV. No wonder his shows rate. He knows the universe upside down. Connects with people who might never have had an interest in anything to do with cosmology,’ she agreed. ‘Hey, maybe we should ask him to be in our show! I saw him at the Opera House in Sydney a couple of years ago with images of the universe and music by the Sydney Symphony . . . it was stunning. Almost like being out here!’
Stacie looked at her and shook her head. ‘Words fail me. As usual. You’re always one step ahead.’
While they were chatting, the nosh tent had been filling with the morning breakfast crew. Emilia appeared with a fresh pot of coffee and topped up everyone’s mugs.
‘So what are your plans after the dig finishes, Emilia?’ Nicole asked her.
‘Oh, more travel,’ Emilia answered vaguely.
‘I noticed that Felix seemed to talk to you more than he spoke to the rest of us. Did he tell you about his work?’
‘Oh, a few things, yes. He has travelled to many places. He is interested in fossils. He told me he works for a collector in Switzerland.’
‘Doing what, exactly?’ asked Stacie. ‘I thought he said he worked at a university in France.’
Emilia shrugged. ‘Perhaps both? He didn’t say. He travels about, looking to buy art. Fossils maybe? He told me about a gallery in Brisbane that he might visit. It had a French name . . . sí, Galerie Vieille, or something like that. You would like some toast?’ She smiled.
‘Thanks, I’m fine,’ said Nicole, making a mental note of the name.

Out at the dig site after breakfast Nicole walked over to Shelagh and Marion.
‘Thanks again for your help finding the fern fossil yesterday,’ she said. ‘That really made my day. I can only imagine how Brian felt when he found his Doctor Who piece!’
The women both chuckled. ‘He was beside himself, though he tried not to show it,’ said Marion. ‘The coordinators asked him to keep it a bit quiet, but he just can’t help himself. And I’m just as bad!’
‘I can understand the thrill of it now,’ said Nicole. ‘Makes roughing it out here all worthwhile, huh?’
‘It certainly does,’ said Shelagh.
‘I’m not so fussed about finding a rare specimen. It’s just being out here that I like.’ Marion paused thoughtfully. ‘It’s like tiptoeing into another world, trying to imagine what was going on the day this creature died . . . We get a bit carried away sometimes.’
Shelagh nodded. ‘We have what we call crystal ball moments. You suddenly think you see, well, what might have been here – a wide sea, a rainforest, all the different plants and creatures.’
‘All from something as tiny as this!’ Marion took out her phone and swiped to a photo of the yellowed fossilised tooth she’d found on the first day. ‘This might look like dull, boring work, but it’s not at all. And when Susie or Roger or Dr Allmond explain things, then it’s like everything underground here is a book waiting to be read.’ She waved her arm to indicate the land around them.
‘Do we sound like silly old girls?’ asked Shelagh.
‘I think it’s wonderful,’ said Nicole. ‘And I’m sure the palaeontologists are very grateful for your help.’ She judged the women to be in their sixties and possibly seventies, and hoped she would be as fit, active and engaged when she was their age. 
Nicole joined Stacie again on the other side of the trench, and Ashton, who was digging next to her, looked up and waved hello.
‘Nicole, Stacie and I were just talking about my plan to move on to my mate at the caves tomorrow.’ He looked at Nicole. ‘Are you guys keen to join me? You’re welcome to come along. It’s quite amazing.’
‘We’ll come with you,’ said Nicole firmly.
Stacie did a double take. ‘We will?’ 
‘We’ll follow you,’ said Nicole. ‘We can hitch a ride back to the labs with Annabelle and pick up our car there. How long’s the drive? I don’t like driving out here in the dark.’
‘We don’t even know where we’re going,’ said Stacie. But she grinned at Ashton.

Sully sat on his verandah scrolling through his phone. His wife Julia appeared, handing him a mug of tea.
‘Who are you calling?’
‘I’m worried about Nic and Stacie. Neither are answering their phones. I’m trying the office.’
‘You’re not supposed to do that,’ Julia reminded him gently. ‘The doctor said to chill out and switch off from work, remember?’
‘It’s not like them to not answer. And I can’t ask that sod of a Darryl Broadhurst what’s happening. He wouldn’t tell me anyway. The crew don’t know much.’
‘Well, if you’re worried, call She Who Knows Everything. Or so you say.’
‘Peggy? Damned good idea.’ It was well known that the head of the make-up department heard all the gossip. He reached for the mug. ‘Thanks, love.’
‘You do recall the doctor saying that having a break from work matters?’ she chided him mildly.
Sully shrugged. ‘You know me better than that.’
Julia rolled her eyes and went back inside.

‘Hey Sully, how are you?’ asked Peggy, sounding surprised by his call.
‘Doing very well. The doctors are pleased. Reading a lot of books.’
‘So you’re bored.’ Peggy laughed.
‘You bet. Actually, I’ve been trying to get on to Stacie or Nicole – do you know what they’re up to?’
‘I’m not sure, to tell you the truth. They set off on a recce for some story interstate, is what I heard, but you would know that already. Don’t fret, I’m sure they’ll be back on deck soon. Nicole won’t leave you in the lurch.’
‘Right. Just wanted to check in. How’re things round the joint?’
‘We’re keeping our heads down. You can read that as me hoping you’ll be back soon. Very soon. You are coming back?’ she added anxiously. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that.’
‘Things will get back to normal soon enough, Peg. Take care, cheers.’ Sully hung up before she asked any more questions.
‘Those two gals are out of range,’ he said to himself. ‘That’s a very good sign.’ Sullivan smiled as he lifted his mug. 

In the end, Stacie, Nicole and Ashton all got a lift back to the labs with Annabelle the following morning, after saying a fond farewell to everyone at the dig site. The women had picked up their four-wheel drive and Ashton his own car, and they set off after Ashton had used the lab phone to ring his friend, on their satellite phone they had at the caves, to let him know they were on their way.

They had now been driving for hours.
‘I hate driving into the setting sun,’ said Nicole with a sigh.
‘You want me to take over?’ asked Stacie, trying to stretch her aching back.
‘It’s okay, we’ll have to stop soon enough when it’s dark.’ 
‘Can I ask why you think this is a worthwhile adventure? Of course, I’m glad we’re going to the caves, but you didn’t seem interested at first,’ said Stacie. ‘What made you change your mind?’
Nicole shrugged. ‘I was just thinking that it pays to say yes to new opportunities, because you never know what they might bring. Ashton says his mate is very interesting and that the caves are very photographable and little known, so that ticks some of our boxes.’ Nicole squinted into the sun. ‘On second thoughts, let’s stop. Have a chat to Ash about what to do tonight.’ Nicole flashed her headlights at Ash’s car in front, and pulled over to the edge of the dirt trail. She and Stacie both got out and stretched as they waited for Ashton to reverse back to them.
‘You guys okay?’ he asked as he climbed out.
‘Rest stop. I don’t like driving out here in the dark; high beams are all very well but the risk is high that animals could leap out from nowhere. We should find a spot to spend the night,’ said Nicole.
‘Good idea. Are you equipped for that?’ he asked. ‘We’re not going to make the caves by dark, so we’re better off stopping soon while we still have daylight.’
‘We bought sleeping bags and water in Victoria Springs,’ said Stacie, ‘and we have tins of food and long-life stuff.’
‘I have bits and pieces too, but most importantly, chocolate and a bottle of wine. So we’re all set.’ Ashton smiled. ‘Let’s press on a bit further, find a good spot.’ He shaded his eyes and peered into the dying light. ‘I see a blur of greenery over there. It looks like there’s trees in the distance. What do you think?’
Suddenly there was a raucous shrieking and a greenish rainbow cloud swept over them, swerving and changing formation like a waving veil against the burning sunset.
‘Budgerigars! Wow!’ Nicole exclaimed.
‘My God, there’s hundreds and hundreds of them,’ said Stacie as they watched the swooping cloud of birds.
‘Must be water somewhere around here,’ said Ash. ‘We’re heading into karst country.’
‘Caves?’ asked Nicole. 
‘Yep. And waterholes,’ he said. ‘Shall we get moving?’
Nicole glanced at Stacie. ‘Why don’t you ride this bit with Ashton?’
‘Okay, great.’ Stacie and Ashton grinned at each other.
It was almost dark when Ashton gave a toot on his horn to indicate a small stand of trees in the twilight.
‘Well spotted,’ said Nicole as she got out of the car.
‘Let’s gather wood to light a fire before dark. So we can see what we’re doing,’ Ashton suggested.
‘You mean so we don’t pick up a snake or a lizard instead of a stick?’ said Stacie.
Ashton chuckled. ‘Something like that.’ 
The three of them headed towards the trees, looking for wood. Suddenly Ashton gave a long whistle and stopped.
‘Bloody hell! How’s this!’ said Ashton.
As they pushed through a thicket of tall grass and pandanus trees they stopped in astonishment at the sight of an oasis of glittering clear water studded with broad lily pads and swooping birds, backlit by the last rays of the sunset.
‘A waterhole!’ exclaimed Nicole.
‘It’s flowing, if slowly, so it must be spring fed. We can drink this!’ said Ashton. 
They headed through the fronds of grasses and plants to the water’s edge.
‘Could we swim in it?’ asked Nicole.
‘What about crocodiles?’ said Stacie.
‘Not out here,’ said Ashton. ‘Although some small fish or tree frogs might nibble your toes.’ He knelt down and scooped a handful of water to his mouth. ‘Better than champagne.’
‘Such a contrast to the dry land we’ve driven across,’ said Stacie. 
‘Let’s fill the water containers,’ said Nicole. ‘And get the fire going.’ 
‘I’ll see what food we can throw on it,’ said Stacie as she rummaged through the bag of supplies she and Nicole had bought.
Ashton perched on a log in front of the fire as Nicole sat in a small collapsible canvas chair they had also picked up in Victoria Springs. After dinner, they shared Ashton’s chocolate and sipped the wine. 
‘I’m bushed,’ said Nicole. ‘I’m going to crash soon.’
‘Me too. How quiet it is now the birds have gone,’ said Stacie.
‘And it’s getting chilly. I’ll put a log on the fire so it burns down slowly in the night. Here’s a torch so you don’t need to use the battery on your mobiles,’ said Ashton.
‘This is quite comfy,’ said Nicole as she tucked herself into her sleeping bag, rolling up a jumper to use as a pillow. ‘Buying this gear was one of your better suggestions, Stace,’ Nicole added, sighing with satisfaction.
They were silent as they settled down. The fire crackled. Nicole slept.
‘You okay, Stacie?’ whispered Ashton.
‘Yep.’
‘Don’t forget to look up. G’night.’
Stacie wriggled further down in her sleeping bag and rolled onto her back. Above her the night sky glittered – clouds of stars, silent shooting lights, the busyness both entertaining and comforting. She smiled as her eyes closed.

Stacie was sound asleep, but the gentle nudge on her shoulder gradually woke her.
She opened her eyes to see Ashton leaning over her.
‘Good morning, sleepyhead. Get up. Come and have a swim.’ He put a finger to his lips.
Stacie glanced at Nicole, who was still fast asleep, then nodded.
As Stacie emerged from her snug sleeping bag into the crisp air, Ashton handed her a towel. Quietly, they walked to the incongruous cluster of green in the ochre landscape. Both stopped as they stood among the grasses at the edge of the waterhole.
‘It’s so clear. I bet it’s cold,’ said Stacie. ‘You go first.’
Ashton was already peeling off his shirt and jeans, then waded into the pool, ripples encircling him.
‘Hey, it’s warm! Like a bath. Come on in!’
Stacie stripped down to her underwear and stepped into the water.
‘Oh wow! It’s so warm!’ She waded to where the water came to her shoulders. ‘This is amazing!’
The rising sun glinted on the warm, clear water, early-morning birds called, and a jewelled dragonfly glittered as it zoomed along the lush fringes of the waterhole.
Stacie breaststroked to the centre of the pool where Ashton was treading water.
‘People would pay a fortune to be here,’ she said with a contented sigh.
‘Yep. So refreshing. And unexpected.’
‘You had no idea this was here? Someone didn’t give you a tip-off?’
‘Nope. Sheer luck.’
‘You have brought me to some magical places,’ she said with a wide smile. ‘I hope there’s more.’
‘Me too.’ He leaned towards her and kissed her.

Nicole awoke to distant laughter and smiled. 
She had the fire going and the billy hanging from a stick when the pair returned, wet and smiling.
‘Go for a swim, Nic – it’s gorgeous. The water is so warm. I could stay in there all day,’ said Stacie.
‘Okay. I will. Save some of the milk for my tea, if it hasn’t gone off.’
Nicole stripped off and swam naked across the waterhole. She floated on her back, looking at the morning sky, then rolled over, staying as motionless as possible as a large green frog sitting on a lily pad eyeballed her. Laughing, she dived beneath the surface before returning to the bank and getting dressed.
She walked through the thicket of grasses and trees to the other side of the waterhole and out to where the open plain stretched into the distance.
The flat emptiness, the silence, save for the sounds of her breath and soft footfall, suddenly made her feel like she was the only living creature out here. In the distance rose a mesa, its craggy rocks looking as if it had just been tossed aside. Yet somehow it felt alive, a presence. An absurd thought came to her . . . could rocks breathe?
But then she had a strange feeling and she stopped still.
‘Good morning,’ came a man’s voice behind her.
‘Eek!’ Nicole jumped and spun around to face a smiling man. He was dressed in khaki shorts and shirt, a hat and boots. 
‘Sorry to startle you,’ he said.
‘Where did you spring from?’ said Nicole. ‘Are you a ranger?’ She pointed to the logo on his shirt. He gave a wide smile and held out his hand.
‘Patrick. Paddy. Yes, I’ve been called in to poke around a bit.’
Nicole relaxed. ‘You’re with the police?’
He shook his head. ‘No, but sometimes I help them out. I work as part of the local Indigenous Rangers program, based in Victoria Springs. Where’re you from? You drove in last night, two cars, right?’
‘Yes. It was dark when we arrived, so we had no idea this waterhole was here. Just wonderful. So where . . .’ She looked around.
Paddy nodded over his shoulder. ‘My vehicle is a bit of a distance away, quieter to walk and look around.’
‘I’m camped with two friends. Would you like a cup of tea? The billy is on.’
As they turned and headed towards the camp, Paddy asked, ‘You’re tourists?’
‘Mmm, kind of. We’ve been at the dig out of Victoria Springs, and to the fossil labs at the jump-up,’ said Nicole.
‘I don’t know too much about them fossils. I just wish they’d leave them in the ground.’ He gave a slight smile. ‘Let ’em sleep good.’
‘Well, I suppose it’s one way we can find out what life was like, what animals there were, way back in time,’ said Nicole.
‘Hard way to get knowledge.’ He shrugged. ‘Better to know all our history in stories. Pass them on. Read the sky, the land, listen to the Elders. The land can teach us.’
Stacie and Ashton stood up as Nicole and Paddy walked towards them.
‘This is Paddy. He’s a ranger round here,’ said Nicole. ‘Do we have a spare mug?’
‘Sure do,’ said Ashton as they shook hands. ‘I’m Ashton.’
‘And I’m Stacie,’ Stacie said, and held out her hand.
Paddy shook it and smiled. ‘Good morning to you both.’ He perched on a rock. ‘Good little fire.’
‘Oh, we’ll make sure it’s properly out when we leave,’ said Ashton.
Paddy nodded. ‘So. Which way you headed?’ he asked.
The two women looked at Ashton.
‘Karst country towards the border. I’m meeting a friend working at one of the caves. Documenting things,’ said Ashton.
Paddy nodded. ‘Very special places, those caves.’
‘Do you do a regular patrol out this way?’ asked Nicole.
‘Not really. A fellow has gone missing. Drove away from that dig site –’
‘Felix!’ they all said in unison.
‘We met him at the dig, and we’re quite concerned about him,’ said Stacie. ‘What do you think, Paddy? Any idea what happened?’ she asked.
He shook his head. ‘I only got to this area last night. Thought I’d wait and see who you all were first,’ he said. ‘Did you pass any cars yesterday?’
Nicole shook her head. ‘Not one. Ashton was driving ahead of me and we lucked out finding this spot.’
‘We’re packed up if you want to make a move,’ said Stacie to Nicole. 
The ranger pushed his hat onto his head. ‘Okay. Well, thanks for the tea. Travel safe.’
‘Paddy, could we have a phone number for you,’ said Nicole, ‘just in case? And could you let us know if you have any news about the missing man?’ she added.
The ranger nodded. ‘Sure thing. And if you spot anything, could you let me know? Car tracks, rubbish, signs people have been around; it could all be useful. Not too many people come out this way in the direction you’re headed.’
‘Of course,’ said Nicole, and they exchanged phone numbers.
Stacie turned to Ashton. ‘It sounds like we’re driving to the moon.’
‘You wish,’ he said with a crooked smile.
‘Nope. I’m happy down here, thanks. I just like looking at the night sky, now that someone has showed me what it’s really like,’ she grinned.
As Ashton reached to shake Paddy’s hand goodbye, he glanced over the ranger’s shoulder.
‘Hey, what’s that?’
They all turned to see swirling dots in the distant sky.
‘More birds!’ said Stacie.
But Paddy was squinting and frowning. ‘Wedgetail eagles, I reckon. I’d better go check it out. See you down the track, maybe.’ And with a brief wave, the ranger walked quickly away. 
‘I’m just going to get a shot of the waterhole,’ said Ashton, going to his vehicle to collect his camera.
After that they headed off, Stacie riding with Ashton but agreeing to take over from Nicole in a couple of hours.
Nicole was deep in thought behind the wheel when she saw Ashton begin to slow up ahead, and wondered if it was time to change drivers with Stacie already. But suddenly she spotted what they must also have seen – a helicopter.
She pulled up behind them and they all got out to stand and stare at the chopper. 
‘Does that say Police on the side? It’s flying pretty low. What’s it doing?’ said Stacie.
‘Maybe it’s something to do with Felix. It’s not going to land on that mesa, is it?’ said Nicole as the helicopter flew even lower towards a distant rocky outcrop.
‘Look, those birds are taking off,’ said Stacie.
‘Could be those eagles again,’ said Nicole. ‘Let’s cut across and see what’s going on; it doesn’t look too far, and someone’s driven that way before.’ She pointed at some rough tyre marks in the terrain.
Stacie and Ashton exchanged a glance. Ashton shrugged.
‘Okay, if you want.’
A few minutes later they reached the mesa, which was bigger than it had looked from the main track. After skirting it for a little while, Nicole and Ashton both braked to a halt.
Spread before them was a lot of activity, with police and several other vehicles, and the helicopter circling above. They got out of the cars and regrouped.
‘Something’s going on. We’d better not drive in too close or we’ll be sent packing,’ said Nicole. ‘Let’s pull over out of the way and walk in.’
‘Wait, I’ll just take some shots with my zoom,’ said Ashton. ‘They probably won’t let me take any later if it’s a police thing.’
As he got his camera, Nicole and Stacie exchanged a glance. 
‘If it is Felix, it doesn’t look good. But I guess it could be anything.’
As they walked closer, they saw what the fuss was about. A car had crashed into a tree, its bonnet crumpled almost beyond recognition and at least one of its front tyres completely flat. One of the doors stood open. From what Nicole could remember, it looked like the vehicle Felix had been driving. A police officer hurried over to them.
‘Sorry, folks. Restricted area.’ He held up his hand.
‘Could we ask what’s happened?’ said Ashton.
‘’Fraid not. Where you all headed?’
‘Karst country. Meeting a friend near the border,’ said Ashton.
Nicole gave the man a smile. ‘Officer, if this has anything to do with a missing Frenchman, we might be able to help you.’
His head snapped towards Nicole. ‘What’s your name? Why would we be looking for a missing man?’
‘Because Felix DuBois drove away from our fossil dig site near Victoria Springs a few days ago, and as far as we know, he hasn’t been heard from since.’
‘So you’re out looking for him?’ asked the police officer.
‘Not at all. It’s not our job; we leave that to professionals like yourself,’ said Nicole sweetly. ‘We’re just concerned about him. We met him on the dig.’
‘Hoy there! You made it.’
The three turned to find Paddy walking towards them.
‘Hi, Paddy. Any news about Felix?’ called Ashton. ‘We’re wondering if that’s his car.’ He pointed at the smashed vehicle.
‘Who are these people?’ the policeman asked Paddy.
‘They’re all right, mate. I met them this morning and they were asking about their friend, worried about him.’
The policeman turned away. ‘On your head, mate.’ He walked back to the others.
‘What happened?’ exclaimed Stacie.
‘Is it Felix?’ asked Ashton, looking at the crash site.
‘Looks like his car. But he’s not there. We’re not sure what’s gone on at this point. Wouldn’t have found anything, except for them eagles.’
‘Oh no. Any indication where he went?’ asked Nicole.
‘Not yet. But there’s a dead rock wallaby over behind the car – dunno what happened to it, but the dingoes have been having a feast, attracted the eagles. The chopper spotted them. Thought he’d better check there wasn’t a body here . . .’
‘Ooh, ugh! How awful,’ said Stacie. 
‘He might not’ve known he should stay with the car if he got in trouble. Tourists do sometimes wander off to look for help and then get lost. Not a good situation, out here,’ said Paddy grimly.
While Paddy was speaking, Nicole’s attention was drawn to two police officers inspecting the ground a short distance from the tree. She pricked her ears to try to hear what they were saying, quietly moving closer.
‘Listen,’ said Paddy, ‘be best if you moved on. Please don’t mention this to anyone. Leave it to the police unit here.’
‘Fine. Understood, Paddy,’ said Nicole as she turned back to the group. They all shook Paddy’s hand. ‘Thanks for filling us in.’
After they’d walked back to their cars, Nicole opened a bottle of water and took a sip.
‘I think there’s something a bit unusual going on,’ she said quietly. ‘I overheard those two officers near the car say that there were tracks from a second car at the scene, and signs of some sort of scuffle in the dirt. I don’t like to think what that means.’
‘Is that what they were saying? I agree, it’s all very strange. I hope they figure out what’s happened,’ said Stacie. 
Nicole put the top back on her bottle and opened the driver’s side door. ‘I’ll keep driving, Stace. We haven’t been on the road that long. How far to the cave camp, Ashton?’
‘Let me check,’ said Ashton, consulting his map. ‘Still a few hours, I’d say. It depends a bit on the condition of the track,’ he confirmed.
‘Then can we stop for at least twenty-four hours?’ said Stacie with a sigh. ‘I’ve nearly had enough driving to last me a lifetime.’

Stacie was beginning to have second thoughts about this cave expedition. It was so far away, and the discovery of Felix’s car, but not the man himself, had rattled her.
‘Honestly, you wouldn’t want to drive out here at night. Just a dirt track and unmarked bloody great holes,’ she sighed as Ashton drove across the stark and deserted landscape.
‘Some side tracks lead to the obvious caves you can walk into and look around. Some caves are marked. The serious caves are hard to spot, often just a hole in the ground filled with water. Or they look like a bit of lumpy rock. It’s only when you walk around or down the bit of a slope that you see the overhang into the cave itself, so Nils tells me,’ said Ashton, who was glancing regularly at the programmed map on his off-road navigator.
‘How would you find this without satellites and GPS?’ asked Stacie.
‘Stars,’ said Ashton. ‘But seriously, just in case, I have a PLB.’ 
‘What’s a PLB?’ asked Stacie.
‘That,’ said Ashton, pointing to a small unit sitting near the glove box. ‘Personal Locator Beacon. I keep it charged. So stick with me and you’ll be right.’ He grinned, then added seriously, ‘You’d be shocked at the number of people who die in the outback. Get lost, leave their car. Worst thing you can do, just like Paddy said.’
Stacie nodded. ‘I’ve heard that. And that you shouldn’t go looking for water.’
‘No way. Always carry extra water. Suck on a pebble to stop yourself feeling thirsty if you’re short on water.’
‘Light a fire at night, if you can?’ added Stacie.
‘Daytime too. Throw rubber or plastic on it, like the car floor mats. It makes black smoke, so it’s easier to spot you.’
‘Okay. I’m sticking with you,’ said Stacie. After a moment, she added, ‘It was strange that there was another car at the scene of Felix’s crash. I doubt Felix met someone randomly way out here.’
‘I agree. And if it was pre-arranged, and there were signs of some sort of altercation, something must have gone seriously wrong.’
‘I wonder what the deal was then. Were they coming to meet him? I just hope he’s safe somewhere,’ Stacie sighed.
‘Yep. I guess he must have had a good reason to do all this.’
After that, Stacie lost track of the time, immersed in her own thoughts and lulled by the monotony of the landscape surrounding them.
A while later Ashton turned to her. ‘Penny for them?’
‘I’m just wondering how we can spin all this into riveting television,’ she replied.
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AFTER STOPPING FOR A quick lunch, they set off again, Stacie driving their hire car this time with Nicole beside her while Ashton drove ahead.
‘Do you really think many tourists come out here?’ Stacie said. ‘It looks so empty. From one horizon to the next, there’s not a blade of grass or weed. Only the odd tree. 
And I don’t just mean odd, random, but y’know, funny, peculiar.’
‘Well, we know at least one other car was around recently, other than Felix’s. How and why and what their visit had to do with him is the big question,’ said Nicole. ‘Apart from the police back there, we haven’t seen a single vehicle . . . anywhere.’ She paused. ‘If you didn’t know the area well, or have a guide, you could easily get lost.’
‘D’you reckon that’s what’s happened to Felix? He crashed his car and left to look for help, wandered off and got lost? That doesn’t explain the other car and the signs that there’d been some sort of scuffle, though. Maybe Felix was running away from the person or people in the second car? It doesn’t make much sense.’
‘No. It’s all very odd. Who knows if it’s even made the news,’ Nicole said. She stared at the vehicle in front. ‘You sure Ashton knows where we’re going? This seems a long way.’
Stacie shrugged. ‘Well, he seemed confident when we checked the map at lunchtime. He said we’ll be there by cocktail hour.’
‘The sun will be setting soon. Thanks for swapping driver duties. Man, it’d be nice to be in that waterhole again.’ Nicole sighed, trying to stretch her cramped limbs.
‘There’s water in these caves, isn’t there?’
‘A pool in a dark cave doesn’t sound nearly as enticing. I can’t imagine what’s got people so interested in exploring them,’ said Nicole.
‘Well, caves may be dark and scary, but so far everything I’ve seen on this trip is very different from any other place I’ve been, so I’m looking forward to seeing them. It’s comforting to know there’s all this land that hasn’t been developed,’ said Stacie. She suddenly slowed down. ‘What’s that?’
‘What are you looking at?’ Nicole squinted into the glare of the afternoon sun.
Stacie pointed out the driver’s window. ‘Those rocks.’
Flashing her headlights at Ashton to indicate they were stopping, Stacie pulled over and she and Nicole got out. 
‘See? Look at how they’re stacked on top of each other.’
Nicole followed her and they stared at several rocks sitting in a pile in the flat expanse of seemingly empty land.
‘There doesn’t seem to be anyone around here, but they’ve been deliberately stacked,’ said Nicole.
‘They stick out like a sore thumb, yet they’re barely knee high,’ said Stacie. She walked around the stones, the highest object between herself, Nicole and the horizon, and took a photo.
Ashton reversed his car back to them and climbed out.
‘What’ve you found?’ he asked as he came over to join them.
Stacie pointed to the rocks. ‘It’s so flat you can see these from the road. It’s not like a . . . gravestone, is it?’
Ashton walked over to the rocks and studied them, then gently lifted the top one off, saying, ‘Get a look here!’
The two women leaned over his shoulder.
‘It’s a rock hole. There’s water in there.’ Ash squatted and reached in, scooping out a handful of water and sipping it. ‘Rainwater. It’s a marker. Human hands did this.’
‘How ingenious. Local custodians?’ said Nicole.
‘I’d say so. The water’s clean, no accumulated dirt or anything, so it’s cared for. I suppose anyone travelling out here regularly might know about it,’ said Ashton.
The three of them were silent as he replaced the rock.
Nicole glanced around. ‘It’s a strange sort of feeling, isn’t it? We think we are all alone in the middle of nowhere, but people were here, perhaps recently.’
‘Local knowledge about these stacks could be lifesaving,’ said Ashton. ‘You couldn’t carry much water if you were on foot, walking far. I suppose the local people must look after these rocks. Maybe there’s more and we haven’t noticed them.’
‘Do people muster stock way out here? It’s hard to imagine,’ said Nicole.
‘Perhaps. Most people, tourists, drive on the road that goes cross-country. Think there’s not much to see, so they rarely stop,’ said Ashton.
Nicole stared at the endless horizon. ‘It is rather intimidating; this land is so vast. What would it have been like in prehistoric times, I wonder?’
‘I can’t imagine forests and an inland sea and massive creatures padding about even if there are a few clues. Makes me want to know what else we’ve missed,’ said Stacie.
‘Me too,’ said Ashton. ‘Maybe that’s an idea for your show!’
‘I’ll put it on the list!’ Stacie laughed. ‘Okay, how much further do you reckon, Ash?’
‘Nearly there now. I reckon about an hour.’
As they set off again, Nicole turned to Stacie. ‘Think how this’d look on screen . . . a super high aerial drone shot above us . . . two metal ants trailing dust as they drive along this flat open road.’
‘To where and to what?’ wondered Stacie. ‘I mean, how do we pitch this as a story to Broadhurst?’
‘The scenery is unreal, and with creepy music in the background, we could be heading into a strange nether world,’ Nicole suggested.
‘I feel a bit as if I’ve left my real life behind,’ said Stacie. ‘You did put some wine in with the supplies?’
They both burst out laughing.

An hour later they approached the glow of a campfire surrounded by a couple of vehicles and tents. 
‘Whoa, looks like a party!’ Stacie exclaimed.
A tall man walked over to Ashton’s car as Nicole and Stacie got out of their vehicle and stretched.
‘This is my mate Nils,’ said Ashton as they joined the two women.
‘Hello, hello.’ Nils smiled and shook their hands. ‘You made it!’ He looked to be in his forties, fair skinned, fair hair, pale blue eyes, and spoke with a broad Australian accent. ‘How was the dig?’
‘Really fascinating. Everything we’ve seen around here is,’ said Nicole with a smile.
‘Nils is a speleologist, among other things,’ said Ashton. ‘We’ve known each other a long time.’
‘Good on you for coming out here to see these caves,’ Nils said. ‘Ashton was telling me you want to film a TV show – the caves’d make great visuals.’
‘How did you get interested in caves?’ asked Nicole.
‘Through Ash, sort of. We used to scuba-dive for fish together. One thing led to another, you know how it is,’ Nils explained.
‘Ah, I don’t quite get the connection,’ said Stacie. She turned to Ashton. ‘You scuba-dive?’
‘Used to . . . just exploring, though. I couldn’t bring myself to spear any fish. Too cruel when something swims up to you and smiles and you shoot it between the eyes,’ he said. ‘But they were beautiful to look at.’
‘Smiles at you?’ Stacie laughed.
‘It sure looks like a smile. Turtles are like old men sometimes, cranky but just minding their own business; octopuses are curious, fish have quite expressive faces. Anyway, long story short, Nils extended his scuba-diving interest to include exploring caves. Caves with water in them,’ Ashton added.
‘Not all have water,’ put in Nils. ‘They’re magical places that hardly anyone knows about, apart from the Traditional Owners, that is. Like many people, I never knew there were caves in the outback – in fact I hardly knew anything about it at all before my family moved here from Norway when I was ten.’ He smiled. ‘But when I learned about it, I couldn’t wait to get out here. I’ve been studying and mapping caves, and working as a surveyor, doing scientific research and teaching for years now. Wait till you see. Exploring the caves is fascinating, if you’re up to it,’ continued Nils. ‘It’d be a tragedy if these sacred caves were lost.’
‘Why lost? How would that happen?’ asked Nicole.
‘Ah, that’s why we’re here. I can tell you all about it, but first you should get settled before it’s too dark and cold,’ said Nils. ‘Also, there’s a couple of people you must meet.’
As Nils helped them carry their gear to the campsite, a dark-haired woman came towards them. ‘Hi. You made it. Can I help?’
‘This is Jennifer, my partner,’ said Nils.
‘So glad you could get out here, the caves are really something. Ash told us a bit about what you’re doing when he rang, but we’d love to hear more. Perhaps we can help you while you help us,’ she grinned.
‘Jen’s a cave diver too – that’s how we met. She’s also the technical whiz,’ Nils explained.
‘Oh, great. Would it be possible to get a sat phone connection for us?’ asked Nicole.
‘Sure. We have a direct link to the satellite up there.’ Jennifer pointed to the sky near a gentle rise just beyond the campsite.
‘Thank you. It can wait till we’ve put up our tent, of course,’ said Nicole. ‘So who else is here?’
‘Just us and Professor James Gilchrist. He’s a leading fossil freak, as we say, and has a string of letters after his name. Jim’s one of the most respected, innovative, enthusiastic palaeontologists you’ll ever meet. He says these caves hold evidence of earth’s geological, climate and human occupation histories going back tens of thousands of years, if not longer. We know little of their subterranean ecosystems, fossil deposits, and who knows what else! Hence his passion to see them protected forever. People have no idea what’s here!’
‘Sounds intimidating,’ said Stacie.
Jennifer laughed. ‘No, not at all. He’s still out at the caves – you’ll meet him later.’
With the help of Nils and Jennifer they soon had their tent up, two chairs set out and coffee ready by the small fire. Ashton had set up his tent and gone to take some photos in the setting sun.
‘Want to make that call now?’ asked Nils.
Nicole nodded and thanked him, then followed as he walked a short distance away, holding the sat phone.
Stacie sat down beside Jennifer.
‘Wood is scarce so it’s just a small fire. We have some charcoal to throw on later,’ said Jennifer.
‘I’ll miss sitting beside campfires when I go back to my apartment,’ said Stacie. She stared into the flames for a few moments, then said, ‘It’s just so different out here, so isolated. It feels like there’s no one else around for miles and miles.’
Jennifer nodded. ‘And usually there’s not, to be honest, but we did have a funny experience the other night. We hardly ever see another soul out here, but we had a man stop by looking for help. His car was an older model and it was overheating – he asked for some water for the radiator.’
Stacie raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? Why’d he leave the main road? How would he have even known that you were camped here?’ she wondered.
‘It was dark so he would have seen our lights and fire, I guess. Actually, I was out the back where we have our loo set up, getting ready for bed, so I didn’t see him at all. He was only here a few minutes, and after Jim and Nils helped him, he drove off in a hurry. We thought it was a bit unusual, since we hardly ever see anyone out here.’
‘Did Nils or James notice anything distinctive about him?’ Stacie asked.
‘Not really. Nils said he wasn’t very friendly, apparently, and certainly didn’t hang around to chat.’
‘I wonder who he was,’ said Stacie thoughtfully. ‘You know there’s a man missing from the dig site we came from.’
‘Yes, Ashton mentioned it. Strange. I wonder what happened?’
Stacie hesitated, then decided to share what they knew. ‘The police found his car crashed into a tree. He might have wandered off, but there were signs of a scuffle, and the tracks of another car near the crash. That’s all we know. His name is Felix DuBois, from France, I believe.’ 
‘Oh, really? I wonder if the man who was here knew anything about it? As I say, I was out the back so I didn’t see him. But I saw his car, because he parked it back there. I looked out to check if it was anyone we knew, so I got a good look at the numberplate,’ added Jennifer casually.
‘Do you still remember the number?’ asked Stacie.
‘Oh, I went straight into my tent and wrote it down.’ Jennifer smiled. ‘You never know, do you? I usually keep a note of things like that because you’re a long way from help out here and it can be hazardous terrain, especially for tourists. That sort of information can be useful if they get into trouble.’
‘Good one. Maybe you should let the police know about that, in case it’s useful for their investigation?’ suggested Stacie. ‘And anything else unusual about the car?’ 
‘Sure, if you think it might help,’ replied Jennifer. ‘I’ll give them a call in the morning. It was an older model four-wheel drive; red, I think, and it had a dent in the bumper bar.’
Stacie smiled. ‘You have a great eye for detail.’
‘Professional hazard!’ Jennifer laughed.
They both sipped their coffee. ‘So, how long do you plan to be here?’ Stacie asked.
‘Maybe another week, I think. It’s up to Jim – he’s the one doing the most important job.’
‘What’s your role in the team?’ asked Stacie.
‘I’m monitoring the tests and photographing some of the finds. Plus filming it all. Not disturbing anything, of course. I guess you and Nicole will want to explore the caves?’ said Jennifer. ‘They’re pretty amazing.’
‘Maybe,’ said Stacie, glancing at Nicole as she walked back to them. She wondered what sort of tests the professor was doing.
‘I had a quick chat with Paddy. No news,’ said Nicole as she sat down. ‘They’re keeping everything under wraps, so no publicity. That gives me the impression that this is more than just a missing-man-in-the-outback situation.’
‘Yes,’ said Stacie. ‘If he was simply lost you would think they’d make the news public in case anyone had seen him. There must be more to this than they’re saying.’ She quickly filled Nicole in on what she’d learned from Jennifer about the car that had stopped at the camp.
Just then, they saw a man trudging towards them from over a small rise.
‘Is that the professor?’ asked Stacie.
‘Yes, that’s him! He’s been in the main cave. It’s just over that rise. You’ll see it tomorrow.’
Professor Gilchrist, who looked to be in his seventies, lifted a hand in greeting, pulled off his soft hat, fanned his face and smiled at the group.
‘Hello, one and all. Hunger has forced me to return.’ He went to Nicole and held out his hand with a wide smile.
‘Jim. Pleased to meet you.’ Then he turned to Stacie and shook her hand too. ‘Good to see you both here. Nils told me about your plans to do a TV program about this area. I hope your visit’s productive for you.’
‘As do we,’ Nicole smiled.
‘Please excuse me. I feel as if I’m covered in red dirt. I won’t be long,’ he said.
Dark was falling by the time the professor had freshened up and rejoined the group at the fire. Ashton had returned as well and he and Nils sat chatting quietly, cold beers in their hands. Nicole turned to the professor and asked, ‘Can you tell us what brought you and your team to the caves?’
Jim nodded, sipping his beer. ‘Well, at one stage Nils here was my student. He studied and mapped caves, doing scientific research and so on – plus he explores them for pleasure and interest. So when I was contacted by a local group here, which includes the Traditional Custodians as well as concerned people from all over the area, I decided to come and check it out, and brought my star pupil with me.’ He nodded towards Nils with a smile.
Stacie leaned forward. ‘What’s happening here? I thought you must have been here solely for research.’
‘I wish that was all we had to do,’ replied the professor with a sigh.
Nicole and Stacie glanced at each other. 
‘We’re worried about the possible destruction of the whole system of caves in this karst country,’ Nils explained.
‘What! How would that happen?’ exclaimed Stacie. ‘Is it a natural phenomenon, or –’
‘Big business. Foreign companies,’ Nils answered immediately. ‘They want to build a plant to produce green hydrogen energy out here. They are proposing the construction of a whole township on top of this country – buildings and infrastructure to support the plant, plus huge solar and wind farms to generate power to run it – which all have the potential to cause the destruction of the caves. It’s an inconceivable idea. Many of these old caves are extremely fragile.’
Nicole sat forward. ‘I’m being the devil’s advocate, but there are those who will point out that we need jobs, we need “development”, mining, and fuel and chemicals, gas and oil, et cetera,’ said Nicole. ‘Also that green energy is still being touted as great for the country’s electricity requirements.’
‘They will say that, and maybe it is, but it’s totally inappropriate to build it here,’ said the professor simply. ‘This area has World Heritage values and is extremely fragile.’
‘A development on this scale would lead to the loss of the stunning and important landscape and ecosystems,’ said Jennifer. ‘Where else can you be in a place where everything is as it has been, well, since the Earth formed?’
‘Quite right.’ Jim nodded. ‘These caves are a doorway to our past – especially for the local Indigenous people. In some ways, they’re equivalent to the shrines and temples that visitors flock to see in other countries.’
‘Except much older,’ said Nils. 
There was silence for a moment or two then Stacie said, ‘That’s incredible. And you say a big development could cause the caves to collapse, or be destroyed? Surely in that case it can’t go ahead.’
‘How’re you going to stop this development?’ asked Nicole.
‘It won’t be easy. But the purpose of our work here is to contribute towards getting World Heritage listing for the area, which will at least delay development while we work out how to fight it,’ said Jim. 
‘Three multinational companies are involved and the government here has bent over backwards to accommodate them – yet the consortium will take all the profits offshore. It’s outrageous.’ Nils sighed.
‘So why have they got the go-ahead?’ asked Ashton.
‘Oh, it’ll be about money. It always is. Someone, somewhere, will be profiting. Where humans go and set up home, the environment so often suffers,’ said Jim.
‘What about the local custodians?’ asked Nicole. ‘Is the government listening to them?’
‘Not yet. They’re outnumbered and out-gunned financially by these big companies,’ said Jim quietly.
Nicole stared into the fire for a moment. ‘Do many tourists come to this area?’ she asked. ‘Are there no-go caves? It’s so isolated; how are they protected?’
‘Some have boarded-up entrances, but several have been broken through quite easily. It’s such a trek, though, so you’d have to be keen. That’s why visitors don’t pose a big risk at the moment. However, if there were a township of eight thousand people and amenities built on top of the caves, tourists would find them. And that’s the last thing the locals want,’ said Jennifer.
Ashton turned to Jim. 
‘If Nicole and Stacie did a TV story on this proposal, it would make the public aware of the environmental risks to the area,’ he said.
Jim rubbed his chin. ‘Possibly. But it could also be dangerous.’ He glanced at Nicole and Stacie. ‘There’s a bit more to this . . . Perhaps wait until you’ve seen a cave for yourself.’
‘Let’s have dinner,’ suggested Jennifer. ‘I’m sure you’re tired and hungry after that long drive. It’s haute cuisine out here – we’re having jaffles.’
‘Great,’ said Stacie and Ashton together.

‘So were there dinosaurs, megafauna, here, Jim?’ Stacie asked as she ate the last bite of her cheese and ham jaffle.
‘There were all kinds of creatures. And some from more recently, relatively speaking, like the Thylacine, and a large type of koala. Also the marsupial lion, as laypeople call it – it’s actually a very big and carnivorous possum called a Thylacoleo. In fact, there’re plans to possibly resurrect some of them from the DNA we’ve found in their fossils, a bit like in Jurassic Park! Many animals fell down the blowholes or cave openings around here and became sealed inside. Terrible for them but a priceless record for us,’ he said. 
‘Wow, I had no idea. To be honest, I didn’t even know there were caves in this sort of country before this trip,’ said Stacie wonderingly.
‘I think that’s something a lot of people don’t know.’ Jim yawned and stood up. ‘That’s it for me. It’s been a long day. Good night, all,’ he said, and headed off to wash up his plate and mug before bed.
The others followed suit, and while Jennifer checked on the campfire, Nicole and Stacie headed to their shared tent. 
‘Sleep well,’ Ashton called out as they settled into their swags. 
‘Thanks. You too,’ Stacie said. ‘G’night.’ She rolled on her side, giving a small groan. ‘Remind me of this next time some bright spark says what a glamorous job I have.’
There was no reply. Nicole was already asleep.

By the time Stacie and Nicole had splashed water on their faces and put their shoes on next morning, they could smell the campfire.
Nils, Ashton and the professor were dressed in wetsuits and Jennifer had a portable light by her feet as she ate a piece of toast. Ashton’s camera was in his lap.
‘There’s a couple of pannikins of tea ready. Only long-life milk, I’m afraid,’ said Jennifer. ‘And we have wetsuits for you. It’s not for cold so much as protection.’
‘Sorry we’re late,’ Nicole said as she picked up her tea. ‘Is there no way in except through the water? It’s not like a blowhole where we go down a rope, is it?’
‘Like a well?’ said Stacie in a horrified voice.
Nils chuckled. ‘Not in this case, no. This is limestone country, karst country, where the rock beds have been eaten away, dissolved by acid in rainwater over millions of years. Eventually the surface ground splinters and breaks up into sinkholes where streams, rivers and rainwater cause cracks and crevices that expand, and the cave walls dissolve and collapse. These become caverns, or dolines. Some are huge – literally cavernous – and some fill with water as the rock breaks up and water flows in from rain or an underground river to fill the tunnels. It is dazzling to see.’ He smiled. ‘But I’ll let you discover that for yourselves.’
‘Have you ever scuba-dived?’ Nicole asked Stacie. 
‘No,’ said Stacie. ‘I’m too claustrophobic, I think.’
Nils gave a slight frown but said, ‘You’ll be surprised at how spacious the main cave is, but we do have to go through a tunnel to get to the others. We have some lights set up and we wear helmets with headlamps. You don’t have to actually scuba-dive; you need a licence to dive with an air tank anyway, so unless you have one, that’s ruled out. But in my opinion, seeing what’s in the caves is a once-in-a-lifetime experience,’ he added. ‘Let alone the scientific finds . . .’
‘You can take it gently till you get used to it,’ interrupted Jennifer. ‘As you’ll see, you don’t have to get into the water if you don’t want to. There’s a couple of one-person canoes in the main cave you can use. Though they won’t fit through the tunnel,’ she added.
‘Okay. I’ll see how I go,’ said Stacie dubiously.

Zac Schuman, head of the camera department, grimaced as he closed his phone. ‘They’re still not answering.’
‘They’re probably somewhere with no phone reception,’ said Buggsy, the sound technician.
‘I know. I’m not worried so much as curious. Besides, I don’t want to miss out on some adventure,’ Zac grinned.
‘They could be anywhere,’ said Buggsy. ‘You know what those two are like.’
‘I just love doing outback stories . . . the visuals,’ Zac said with a sigh.
‘Well, if they find a story, you’ll be the one to go and shoot it.’
‘And you. No good with no sound.’
‘We’ll just have to wait till they’re back in range and then Nicole’s sure to call to tell us what she’s planned,’ said Buggsy.
‘Yep. She didn’t tell me much before she left. She reckons they’re winging it, but we all know she has a knack for finding a good story.’
‘Would Sully know what they’re doing?’
‘I dunno . . . I suspect Nicole wouldn’t want to stress or upset him. He’s just home from hospital, after all. And given that arsehole Darryl thinks he’s now the big cheese – well, I don’t blame her for avoiding him.’
Buggsy studied Zac. ‘What if Broadhurst puts the kibosh on us going up there?’
‘He’s all hot air. I don’t think he’d actually refuse a good story.’ Zac paused. ‘But I do have a lot of leave owing to me. If he says no, it might be time to take a little holiday up north . . . They won’t have a story if they haven’t got visuals.’
‘Or sound,’ put in Buggsy, chuckling. The two exchanged a look. ‘Be a bit suss if we both take leave, wouldn’t it?’ he asked.
Zac shrugged. ‘If I’m away, that’s half our team gone. Not much you can do but take leave at the same time, mate.’
They both laughed. 
‘Leave it with me. I’ll talk to the new boss when we hear from Nic,’ said Zac.

Preparations complete, the visitors set off after Nils, Jim and Jennifer. As they came to the crest of a rise, Stacie and Nicole stopped in astonishment. At the bottom of the slope was a huge cavern that widened in the middle.
‘It looks like a big mouth,’ said Stacie.
‘How far in does it go? I mean, do we just walk in there?’ said Nicole.
‘That’s the idea,’ said Nils. ‘The entrance is through a small section like a corridor. Then, after a few metres, it opens out into the main chamber.’
As they walked down the slope, the cave entrance seemed to expand and spread.
‘Good grief, this is bloody huge,’ said Stacie.
‘Surprising, isn’t it? Because the land surrounding it is so flat, there’s no scale to measure it against,’ said Nils.
‘Turn around, I’ll take a photo of you with the opening dwarfing you behind,’ said Jennifer.
‘Like it’s about to bite and swallow us?’ said Stacie as they posed.
‘You three go first, so you get the full effect,’ said Nils with a smile. ‘Turn on the headlamp on your helmet, then just follow the passageway as you go in.’
‘Don’t be overwhelmed, let your eyes adjust,’ advised Jim. ‘Study everything around you. You’ll start to see more and more.’
As Nicole led the way through the entrance and along the craggy tunnel, Ash took Stacie’s hand.
There came a sharp right-hand bend and around the corner the three of them stopped, gasping as they slowly took in the sight in front of them. A narrow shaft of daylight from above illuminated a huge cave, which disappeared into the distance. At first glance it appeared to be filled by what looked like glass, and below the reflective surface giant silvery rocks gleamed.
As they turned their heads their headlamps shone on hundreds of glittering stalactites, hanging like spun-crystal chandeliers, and stalagmites reaching up from the cave floor, all reflecting against the still and silent water.
Quietly the others filed in behind them, brightening the darker corners of the cave system with their lamps.
‘Those slabs of rock you see under the surface of the water are actually thirty metres down,’ said Nils. ‘The water is moving but so slowly it appears as if it’s still.’
He stepped down onto a flat rock and dipped his hand into the water, silently shattering the glassy surface.
‘The rocks look like you can reach your hand down and touch them!’ said Nicole. ‘You could come in here and think you could walk across . . . it’s like a clear ice rink,’ she added, shaking her head in wonder.
‘It’s so huge in here! Beats the Opera House,’ said Stacie softly.
Nicole gazed at the level shelf-like areas and craggy rock overhangs like a row of benches. ‘You could fit hundreds of people in here.’ She realised they were speaking softly but each syllable sounded clearly. ‘It’s like a cathedral.’
‘Where does that huge tunnel at the back go?’ asked Ashton.
‘No one has gone to its end yet,’ said Nils. ‘We found a blockage around the nine-kilometre mark. There’s a few small tributaries lined with rock shelves that we haven’t explored yet. And there’s quite a large tunnel down to the right that leads into a much deeper cave, which has underwater tunnels off it. Some passages are narrow but we scraped through.’
‘There are the canoes,’ said Jennifer, shining a hand torch onto a rock shelf and lighting up several bright yellow canoes and paddles. ‘There’s a flat ledge you can get to and launch them. Paddle into the tunnel, and slowly take it all in. But even better – swimming underwater with your headlamp turned on is an out-of-this-world experience,’ she said.
‘Let’s take a canoe each,’ said Nicole to Stacie, seeing the terrified look on her friend’s face.
The others adjusted their mouthpieces and goggles. Holding the underwater camera, Jennifer slipped into the glass-like aquifer, the crystal surface soundlessly splintering. At her signal that she was ready to film, the three men slid into the water behind her. As the ripples stilled, the figures looked like they were floating in space save for the occasional breath of bubbles.
‘Mind-blowing,’ said Stacie.
‘Shall we venture down that tunnel?’ suggested Nicole as they each settled into a small canoe they’d wrangled down from the rock ledge. She leaned forward and dipped her hand into the water. ‘Strange, it’s salty,’ she said when she licked her hand. ‘But this is all so amazing.’
‘Buggsy and Zac would go nuts in here,’ said Stacie.
Dipping her paddle into the water, she pushed off slowly ahead of Nicole.
Nicole glanced up, then paused. ‘Hey, what’s that up there? Do you have that hand lamp?’
Stacie shone the lamp up at the cave wall where Nicole was indicating. The light wavered over the rocky surface.
‘Wow . . .’ Nicole breathed.
Shimmering in the light they saw along the cave wall what looked to be greyish-white hand stencils faintly standing out against a pinkish ochre background.
‘Oh! That’s incredible! How old would they be?’ Stacie exclaimed. ‘Look, there’s a rock shelf below it with more paintings.’
Barely moving they sat in silence, staring up at the ancient mural. ‘That is so . . . special,’ whispered Stacie. 
‘I think it’s the night sky,’ said Nicole in awe.
‘Is that an emu in there?’ asked Stacie in amazement.
‘Perhaps it’s the Dark Emu . . . I’ve read about it. You see it in the Milky Way at certain times of year depending on where you are,’ said Nicole.
‘This mural must be tens of thousands of years old.’
‘I’m sure the Traditional Custodians of this area could tell us about it,’ said Nicole.
‘But we haven’t seen anyone around for hundreds of kilometres,’ said Stacie.
‘Doesn’t mean people aren’t here. This is still their Country,’ said Nicole. ‘Let’s ask Nils and the professor about it later.’
They lost track of time as they explored and took photos while the others were busy working down a short tunnel. Finally, they all sat on the flat rocks edging the water to catch their breath.
‘I can’t put into words how incredible this is,’ said Nicole quietly. ‘Thank you for including us.’
‘I’m beginning to grasp why these caves are so important,’ said Stacie. 
‘They’re places of awe and wonder,’ said Professor Jim quietly. ‘Places of ceremony and ritual, perhaps. They remind me of the power of nature and offer an insight into what was, and what must remain, a symbol of a time unknown, a past we must respect. If we don’t, who knows what will happen in the future?’

That evening the twilight faded and the moon rose, dominating all around. 
Stacie walked over to Ashton. ‘Thank you for bringing us here. I had no idea how fantastic it would be.’
‘My pleasure. When Nils sent me some of his photos I knew I had to see the caves for myself,’ Ashton said. ‘It’s like getting into a time capsule, but I didn’t realise it would be so stunning. And we’ve hardly scratched the surface, according to Nils. It’s all just beautiful.’ He smiled at her. ‘I’m glad you are here to share it with me.’
‘Do you think you could capture all this in a painting?’ Stacie asked.
‘Never. As they say, “You had to be there”,’ Ashton said, smiling. ‘But I do have some ideas floating through my mind. I’ll take photos and video tomorrow. I was too swept up in the experience today.’
‘I can’t believe I thought there was nothing to see out here,’ Stacie said softly. ‘How wrong I was.’
‘Want to go stargazing again tonight?’ Ashton asked, leaning close to her. ‘It’ll be amazing out here.’
‘Sure. Why not?’ 
A few hours later, when all save Ashton and Stacie had gone to bed, they strolled towards the slope that screened the cave from view. The moonlight shone bright enough to see without torches. Ashton had brought his sleeping bag, which he laid out when they reached the top. ‘We can sit on this and lean against the rock here.’
They made themselves comfortable and Stacie spread her arms. ‘It’s like being front row at a scenic spectacular! I might buy a telescope when I get back and put it on my balcony.’ She looked at Ashton’s profile. ‘Can you see the sky from your place?’
‘Nope. Well, I can see the city lights, but not the stars. That’s one of the reasons I like going home to my parents’ house in the country.’
‘Do you have siblings?’ asked Stacie, thinking he didn’t seem like a country boy.
‘Yep. A sister. She’s six years younger than me. I love her dearly, but we move in different worlds.’
‘Is she artistic too?’
‘Musical. Plays piano, composes her own stuff. She’s pretty good.’
‘Musical is artistic in my book. I don’t have any such talents,’ said Stacie wryly.
‘Oh, yes you do! You can twist people round your finger . . . in a nice way. You’re super smart and adventurous –’
‘My mother says I’m a loose cannon, and – oh, never mind,’ she broke off.
‘What?’
‘I have a very poor record in choosing men.’ She sighed.
‘Oh really? How come?’
She shrugged. ‘Two losers in a row makes a pattern. But I have a great and demanding job, and that’s enough for me. Who needs men?’ She gave him a crooked grin.
Ashton smiled at her and leaned forward. ‘Do you think I could change your mind?’
Stacie chuckled. ‘Try me.’
Arms entwined, they slid down onto the swag, Stacie catching a glimpse of glittering stars over Ashton’s shoulder.

The morning air was clear and fresh, and for a moment, everything was totally silent. Then Nicole heard the crack of a twig. Someone else was up. When she walked around the tent she saw Nils lighting the campfire.
‘Morning,’ she said softly. ‘Nils, could I borrow the sat phone, please? I’d like to check in on my son.’
‘Sure thing. It’s over there.’ He nodded at one of the fold-out chairs.
Nicole took the phone and moved away so as not to wake the others. She turned it on and dialled Max’s number like Nils had showed her.
‘Hello?’
‘Hi, sweetie, it’s Mum. How are you? Did I wake you?’ said Nicole.
‘Nope, I was just getting up. Where the heck are you now, Mum?’
‘God alone knows, actually. I’m calling on a satellite phone as there’s no normal reception out here. But it’s an amazing, stunning place – magic caves in the middle of the outback. Nothing but red dirt and big holes. How’re things there? That dog of yours hasn’t eaten the furniture, I hope.’
‘Nah. He’s not tidy, but not too destructive. We were just setting off for a walk.’
‘How’re your studies going?’
‘Hmm. Up and down. I’m still getting sorted and trying to get credit for the subjects I did before I changed my mind, but the new subjects I’ve started are really interesting.’ 
‘That’s great. Do you think this new course will give you what you’re looking for?’
‘Yeah, so far so good. Don’t worry about me, Mum, I’ll work it out. So how’s your story going? And when are you coming back?’ Max asked.
‘I have no idea. We still have a lot to work out, but things are looking up. I’m trying to get all my ducks in a row.’
The dog started barking in the background.
‘I’ll let you take him out,’ Nicole continued. ‘Look after yourself, honey, I’ll keep you posted. Love you.’
‘Stay safe, Mum. Love you too.’
‘Oh – Max, wait. Can you please call Zac Schuman, the head of the camera department at the studio? Ask him to ring me on this number, and explain that this is a satellite phone and it’s easier if he calls me when he’s free. I just need to give him an update.’
‘Sure, Mum, will do.’
‘Oh, and one other thing.’ Nicole had lain awake the previous night thinking about Felix’s disappearance, and she had recalled something Emilia had told her before they left the dig. ‘Could you please ask him to find out what he can about a place in Brisbane called Galerie Vieille?’ She spelled out the name.
After ending the call, Nicole walked back to the campfire where Nils, Jennifer, Ashton and Stacie had assembled and were breakfasting and chatting. She noticed that Stacie and Ashton were sitting close together and smiled to herself. Stacie had come back into their tent as dawn was breaking.
‘Morning all,’ she said.
‘All okay on the home front?’ asked Stacie.
‘Seems to be. What’re the plans for today?’ Nicole asked Nils. ‘You and the professor have piqued our curiosity – we’d love to see the inner caves you told us about.’
‘Okay. Would you two be up for gliding gently through a narrow tunnel? We won’t be in there too long, but you’ll need to be in the water,’ said Nils.
 ‘It’s so calm, you can’t feel any current. It’s actually relaxing as you sort of drift, and you can see better,’ said Jennifer.
‘It’s rather like what I imagine floating in space is like,’ said Nils.
Stacie looked across to Nicole and gave her a thumbs-up, while behind her, Ashton was nodding and grinning.
‘Well, it’s a yes from us,’ said Nicole.
Jim joined them as she spoke, rubbing his hands together when he saw the pile of toast on the small fold-up table.
‘Is that a yes to explore the inner caves? Good on you. You don’t know what you’re in for!’ he said, grinning.
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AS THEY SET OFF for the caves later that morning, Ashton suddenly stopped, eyeing the bank of dark-grey clouds on the horizon. ‘Looks like rain on the way. I need to put some gear in the car so it doesn’t get wet. I’ll catch up.’
At the entrance to the main cave, Nils and Jim explained how they would go through the tunnel one by one.
‘It’s pretty narrow,’ said Nils, nodding at Ashton as he rejoined them. ‘In some parts there’s not much space between the surface of the water and the tunnel roof, but none of it is completely submerged.’
‘And I fit through okay,’ Jim reassured them, ‘so you’ll have no problem.’
Stacie nodded but looked unconvinced.
‘Remember, you have a light on your head, so keep low and straight. It can look and feel a bit intimidating, especially if you bang your head on the low roof,’ continued Nils. ‘We call that “roof sniffing”. Just don’t panic, go slow and easy. Maybe it’s better if you float on your back, don’t kick, and push your backpack ahead of you, or tow it behind you on a rope.’
Stacie glanced at Nicole, then said, ‘Ah . . . I feel a little uncomfortable about this. I mean, I really want to see what’s in there, but . . . I don’t usually do tunnels. I really don’t like enclosed spaces.’
‘You’ll be right,’ said Nicole. ‘And the exercise will do us good.’
‘It’s not long at all, ten to fifteen minutes going slowly but steadily,’ said Nils. ‘I’ll go first. Jennifer will follow with her camera to film you all coming through,’ he added.
‘Ten to fifteen minutes?’ Stacie sat down on the flat rock and stared at the mouth of the rocky tunnel that disappeared into darkness. She started to shake.
Nicole leaned close to her. ‘You’re really not up to this? You don’t have to do it, you know.’
‘I’m sorry, Nic, I don’t think I can,’ said Stacie. She looked pale and had started to shiver.
Nils hadn’t heard Stacie and Nicole talking and cheerfully said, ‘Right then, after me, Jennifer, Ashton, Stacie, then Nicole, followed by Jim.’
He slid into the water, barely making a ripple, his headlamp momentarily spotlighting the rough tunnel walls and low roof as he swam gently then disappeared from sight around a bend.
‘See, it’s eaten him!’ Stacie laughed anxiously. ‘No, no, I just can’t. I’m so sorry.’ She dropped her face into her hands as she trembled, drawing ragged, panting breaths.
‘It’s okay, Stacie. Do you want to go back outside and get some fresh air?’ said Jennifer, putting her hand on Stacie’s shoulder. Then, turning to Nicole, Jennifer shook her head slightly. ‘It’s not worth the risk of her having a panic attack in there. That would not be good,’ she said quietly.
Ash came over and crouched beside Stacie. ‘No worries, Stace. You should do whatever feels safe. You can watch the video of it tonight, if you like.’
Stacie nodded, her face still in her hands. She drew a shaky breath. Ashton squeezed her shoulder.
‘So, Stacie, are you staying here or heading back outside?’ asked Jim. ‘Ashton was right, it looks like rain’s coming, so I suggest you stay here, meditate, enjoy this wonderful space. Or go back to camp if you prefer. If you go now, hopefully you’ll make it back before the storm hits.’
Stacie looked up and gave a weak smile. ‘Sorry, guys. Have a great time. I’m happy to stay here and wait for you.’
‘Okay. See you soon, Stace,’ Nicole said, giving her arm one last pat. Then she slid into the water with the others, orienting herself as her headlamp beamed through the darkness.
Go slow and easy . . . Nils’s words came back to her as she entered the tunnel. It was indeed narrow; Nicole could reach out and touch either side of the roughly formed passageway, as well as the roof. If Stacie is claustrophobic, she wouldn’t have liked this, Nicole thought. 
As the minutes ticked by, Nicole grew more relaxed, and the slight tension she’d felt initially at being in the dark, enclosed space eased. She liked the feeling of the water gently moving her as she glided by the rocky tunnel walls. Eventually there was a slight bend and then she could see a beam of wavering light ahead.
She gently kicked her legs, thrusting herself into the clear aqua nothingness. As she slid towards the light, the tunnel suddenly widened, and there was Jennifer, capturing what Nicole guessed would be her relieved and startled expression.
‘That was like being born again! Wow!’ said Nicole, smiling up at the camera.
‘Over here,’ called Nils as Nicole clambered from the water onto a broad, flat rock, and then Jim emerged from the tunnel behind her and followed suit.
Nicole immediately noticed that there was daylight shining into this cave, and looking up, she glimpsed a patch of sky through a small hole. The heaving greyness of storm clouds was illuminated by a bright flash of lightning. Water was running down one side of the small hole, starting to muddy the clear water at the bottom.
‘Goodness, that rolled in fast,’ Nicole gasped.
‘Yeah, it’s quite a storm,’ said Nils. ‘It’ll make the camp a bit of a mess.’
Nicole wasn’t cold in her wetsuit, but the strangeness of this cave made her shiver. It was like finding herself in another world. She was sorry Stacie wasn’t able to share the experience, but given Stacie’s anxiety, perhaps it was for the best.
Jennifer glided towards them and Nicole leaned down, holding out her hand to help her onto the narrow band of rock.
‘It’s got that wow factor, hasn’t it?’ Jennifer said, smiling.
‘It’d be a great view across the landscape if you could get up to that opening on a fine day,’ said Nils.
‘Okay, all accounted for. Now, the great reveal.’ Jim grinned at them.
There was another flash of lightning and a loud boom of thunder that made everyone startle.
‘Yikes!’ cried Nicole, clapping her hands over her ears.
‘The rain is pouring down that rockface,’ said Ashton, pointing.
‘Like a waterfall,’ added Nicole. ‘I assume it’s running out somewhere?’
‘Nowhere else for it to go,’ said Jim. ‘The water table is quite high here. It does sound like more rain than we’ve seen in a long while.’ He paused for a moment, thinking. ‘Given this weather, we’ll have a quick look around and then I think we’d better head back. Here, follow me along the ledge. Keep that camera rolling,’ he added to Jennifer.
The light in the cave was shadowy and dim as the storm raged outside. Their headlamps reflected onto wet walls as they followed Jim to a rocky ledge jutting from the wall. 
Jim squatted down, waving them to circle around as he pulled a large lamp off his belt. He shone the torchlight along the ledge, revealing the outlines of strange marine animals scattered along the rock.
‘Amazing! Was this all underwater at some point? There’s shells too!’ Nicole exclaimed as they studied them. ‘How pretty they are.’
‘Yes. Y’know, shells caught the attention of Mary Anning, who was a poor English woman who lived at the turn of the seventeenth century. She collected shells and marine fossils along the seashore under the cliffs in Dorset and sold them to make a living. Now she’s recognised as a heroine for her work and contribution to palaeontology,’ Jim explained.
Nicole glanced at him and nodded, filing this information away, and went back to studying the ancient fossils.
‘Now. Ladies and gentlemen,’ Jim suddenly pronounced, ‘I give you . . .’ He moved further along, shining the torch onto another ledge – ‘the marsupial lion intact!’
Nils and Jennifer smiled, while Nicole and Ashton gasped.
Jennifer leaned forward to film the skeleton of the animal, which seemed to be the size of a leopard.
‘Oh, the poor thing, he must’ve fallen down in here and just starved to death,’ whispered Nicole. ‘It’s incredible. How long must it have been in here?’
‘It’s thought that the species died out about 30,000 years ago, so it’s been here at least that long, and possibly a lot longer. Might have come in here trying to find food. When the climate changed and the land dried up, prey would have become ever scarcer,’ said Jim. ‘Heed the warnings from Mother Nature,’ he added.
‘It died in here long after those marine animals we just saw,’ said Nils. ‘Most likely this cave was sealed off until recently, creating a very stable, dry air environment, which enabled these bones to be so well preserved. Some bones have been dated to show they’re hundreds of thousands years old! They were here long before people arrived on the continent.’
Nicole shook her head in wonder. ‘So this has been like a tomb. I feel like we’re trespassing,’ she said softly. ‘Who knows about this?’ she continued. ‘Other than the local Indigenous people?’ 
‘As few outsiders as possible, we hope,’ said Jim. ‘The skeleton should remain here.’ He shone his torch around. ‘No doubt this place is a fossil treasure trove.’
‘There are all kinds of little animals in here, from different epochs,’ said Nils. ‘It’s a treasure trove, all right. Limestone gets quickly eroded by water and reveals all manner of things. In fact, water changes the entire shape of caves over the ages.’
As Nils swung his light around, it spotlit a large rock with a hollow, sitting atop several rocks.
‘It’s a water bowl!’ exclaimed Nils. ‘Water would drip down here from the top.’ 
They all stared in silence.
‘You mean people were in here, maybe lived or stayed in here?’ said Nicole.
Professor Jim nodded. ‘Don’t disturb or interfere with anything. Just out of respect.’
‘Well, thank goodness this place isn’t easily accessible,’ said Ashton. ‘It’s still a living culture then?’
‘That’s right,’ said Nils. ‘But can you imagine what would happen if a huge industrial complex was built directly above this, or even anywhere near?’ Nils shook his head despondently. ‘There’s an idea called “Earth Law” that’s growing worldwide, where human laws align with the laws of nature, and rivers, forests, mountains and the creatures that live there are protected. It’s a way of living sustainably. “Look after Country, and Country will look after you,” as Indigenous people tell us. So we should all have a shared interest in protecting places like these caves. This is quite simply the totally wrong place for this proposed development.’ 
The group was quiet for a moment, the weight of Nils’s words settling over them.
Just then, there was a lightning flash accompanied almost immediately by another clap of thunder above, followed by a deep, thudding rumble.
‘The storm must be right over us,’ said Nicole. ‘What’s that noise?’
Ashton, Jennifer and Nils jumped to their feet. 
‘It’s rushing water . . . rain must have –’ Nils began.
But his voice was drowned out in the great roar of breaking and falling rock and the sound of gushing water.
‘Quick, get up higher, the water will rise,’ shouted Nils as he and Jennifer helped Jim to his feet.
‘What about Stacie?’ shouted Nicole.
Ashton reached out to help Nicole as she grabbed a protruding piece of jagged rock, dragging herself up to a higher ledge. The ledge widened as it stretched deeper back into the cave.
‘Get up here, there’s room,’ she shouted, reaching a hand down to help Jennifer. ‘Oh God, I hope this isn’t happening in the outer cave! Poor Stacie!’
‘She was right near the exit. Hopefully she’s gone back to camp,’ said Nils.
With Nils and Jennifer supporting Jim, they all crammed into the space as a surge of water from the tunnel rushed through the cave below, spray hitting them.
Before anyone could speak, the entire cave was shaking and rumbling, and water was pouring down the walls from the blowhole above.
‘It’s an earthquake,’ said Nicole in alarm, trying to stay calm. 
Professor Jim held up his hand as he braced himself. 
‘No, I don’t think so . . .’
The ominous trembling seemed to Nicole to last an eternity, but when it finally subsided she realised its duration had been mere minutes.
‘Unfortunately, that’s worse than an earthquake,’ said Jim into the loud silence that followed.
‘Why?’ asked Nicole.
‘It’s a flash flood. The rainwater could’ve collapsed the tunnel . . .’
‘What? Blocked it?’ exclaimed Ashton. ‘How will we get out?’
Nils was closest to the edge of the ledge. He lay down, peering at the devastation below. ‘Oh, shit. You can’t even see the tunnel. There’s a pile of rocks blocking the entrance.’
‘Can we move them?’ asked Jim.
‘With an excavator . . . maybe.’
‘So we’re trapped,’ said Nicole flatly.
There was silence among the group.
‘So what’s happened if Stacie is in the main cave?’ asked Nicole, now close to tears.
‘We have no way of knowing,’ said Professor Jim. ‘We’ll just have to wait, let everything settle for a few hours before we disturb anything. Turn your lights off to save the batteries. I’m thinking.’ But he looked worried.
‘There’s a different smell in the air,’ Nils said slowly. ‘A wet, earthy smell, not cave air. Something’s opened up, or fallen in. And unfortunately, we’re at the wrong end of the tunnel.’
‘We just have to wait this out for a bit,’ repeated Jim, but he continued to look sombre.
Nicole put her face into her hands.
They turned off their torches and tried to make themselves comfortable, shifting position, blinking into the gloom. Occasionally someone tried to make conversation, but it inevitably trailed off into silence as each sank into their own thoughts. As the hours dragged, a more ominous silence settled over the group. No one wanted to share their concern – but just how were they going to get out?
The growing fear was silently contagious.
Through the small, jagged opening far above them, they watched the daylight fade. Nicole wrapped her arms around her knees, rocking gently, trying to push away the thoughts and fears pressing in on her. She hardly dared to think about Stacie, feeling it would be her fault if anything had happened to her friend. Nicole dropped her head on her knees.
Ashton put his arm around her, lost for anything to say. Jennifer sat close to Nils, who had peeled down his wetsuit in the muggy air and was holding his head in his hands. Jim tried to get comfortable to ease his aching joints. Time seemed frozen, though the grey light began to darken as night approached. How many hours had it been? 
Suddenly Nicole felt something brush her face and she lurched, waving her arms frantically around her head. Ashton grabbed her. 
‘Arrrgh!’ she cried.
‘It’s just the bats . . . going out for dinner,’ the professor said soothingly.
They all gazed up at the craggy hole as the winged shadows swept out into the oncoming night. In different ways each of the group was aware they had no such easy freedom or escape.
Nicole clutched her head. ‘We could die in here,’ she whispered, feeling panic drawing closer.
‘This is not how I imagined seeing out my days,’ said Ashton.
‘STOP. Do not think like that,’ said the professor sternly.
‘It’s hard to know what to think,’ said Ashton. ‘We all have dreams and plans. I just can’t stop thinking about my folks, my old dog – he’s on his last legs and I might never . . .’ He swallowed. ‘I might never do the stuff I dreamed about.’
‘Enough of that,’ said Jim. ‘We will figure this one out. Nils and Jen are going to help us find a way. They’ve been in tough situations before. Right?’
Nils had his arm around Jennifer. They both nodded.
Jim went on, ‘We’re all friends now and we’ll laugh about this one day – we’ll have get-togethers about the time we were trapped in a cave. Trust me.’ He was trying to sound upbeat but his voice cracked. ‘Think of the good things in your life . . . good people, good times . . . family. In the morning, when it’s light, we’ll make a plan.’
‘Thanks, Jim,’ said Nils quietly. ‘You’re right.’
‘I hope you’re not recording any of this,’ muttered Nicole, glancing at Jennifer’s video camera. 
Jennifer gave a weak smile.
‘Rest,’ said Nils. ‘If you want to say a prayer, sing, go ahead. Take deep breaths. We can’t do anything till daylight, so let’s get some rest.’

The night eventually passed, but it felt like one of the longest Nicole had ever endured. No one spoke. Nicole kept thinking of Stacie, praying she was at the camp and had called for assistance on the satellite phone.
Dawn finally peered down the narrow tube from above.
Ashton pointed. ‘Look . . . the morning star. It’s a new day. The sky’s clear. So now we can work out what to do.’
The others began to stir.
‘Did anyone actually sleep?’ asked Jim.
There was a general mumbling and stretching.
‘It’s still too dark. Let’s wait till the sun’s up,’ said Jennifer.
‘And then what?’ said Ashton.
‘We’ll figure out how to get out of here. Right, Jennifer?’ said Nicole. She had to say it – ‘Until Stacie sends the rescue squad.’
Time seemed elastic, but soon the rising sun shot rays of bright light down through the hole above.
‘Okay. That’s the starter’s gun,’ said Jim. ‘Let’s share what drinking water we have.’
‘I’ll go down first and check the damage below,’ said Nils.
‘I’ll come with you,’ said Jennifer. 
‘No. Let’s not take any chances. We don’t want to tempt fate,’ said Nils, attempting a smile.
They all watched as Nils slowly picked his way to the giant pile of rubble and boulders at the tunnel entrance in the little lake at the base of their cave.
Suddenly he slipped, dislodging several small rocks, and a rumble shook unseen boulders.
‘Can you see anything?’ called Jim.
‘The whole tunnel entrance is completely blocked. Who knows how far back this goes. I don’t think there’s any way we’ll get through here.’ Nils’s torchlight flickered across the walls. No one spoke. The damage was obvious. They were trapped. Was Stacie too? No one dared to articulate the thought.
They watched as Jennifer helped Nils back up to the ledge, then Nicole looked at Jennifer. ‘So. What next?’ she asked.
Nicole liked how calm and steady Jennifer seemed. Perhaps, as a cave diver herself, Jennifer didn’t feel as intimidated by their current environment as Nicole did.
Jennifer pointed at the hole in the cave roof. ‘You could fit through there,’ she said in a steady voice.
No one gasped or reacted, but all turned to Jennifer as she gave a bit of a smile towards Nicole, who just looked blank.
Finally Nicole managed, ‘What makes you think that, Jennifer?’
‘You are the slimmest of us. You’d be able to squeeze through, I reckon.’ 
Everyone looked up at the cavity that appeared to be taking a bite out of the sky.
‘And just how would I get up there?’ Nicole didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She just felt a numbness that this was happening to them all.
But Jennifer’s comment was like a burst of adrenalin around the group. Everyone was studying the narrow hole overhead.
‘There’s a lot of rocky protuberances on the walls. It’s not the height as much as the width of that hole that matters,’ said Nils.
‘Yes, but how can she get up there?’ asked Ashton.
‘Hey . . . wait a minute . . . ask me that. I took my son to those rock-climbing places when he was young.’ Nicole looked at Jennifer. ‘I mean . . . is it feasible that I could do this?’ she asked.
‘I think so,’ said Jennifer. ‘I know it’s risky, but our options are very few at this point. Worth a try, don’t you think?’
Nicole shuffled over to the other woman. They both studied the sides of the cave with its lid of blue. 
‘I see some places where I could get a toehold or something to hang on to . . . maybe,’ said Nicole slowly.
‘What if she falls? I mean, I don’t quite get this,’ said Ashton, the concern evident in his voice.
‘It’s up to Nicole to agree or not,’ said the professor quietly. ‘We can do our best to spot her as she climbs.’
Nicole looked around at the circle of faces.
‘Guess I can give it a go,’ she said as casually as she could manage.
Nils and the professor looked up at the cave walls, shining a light on either side of the roughly formed tunnel leading to the hole.
‘It’s do-able,’ said Jennifer.
‘Look, all I can do is try.’ Nicole tried to stop thinking of Stacie and concentrate.
‘Okay,’ said Nils firmly. ‘Nicole, when you get out, this is what you have to do . . .’ 
Nils sat beside her and Nicole listened, nodding. Stacie’s name was not mentioned.
‘You can do this, Nicole.’ Nils reached out and squeezed her shoulder.
‘Thanks. I’ll do my best.’
By some unspoken agreement, there was no fuss, no emotional comments.
‘Nils, you’re the tallest, give her a boost up, or Nicole could get on my shoulders,’ said Ashton.
Nils sized Nicole up then looked at the section of wall they’d chosen. 
‘She should be able to reach up to that jutting bit over there, then there’s a toehold,’ said Nils.
Everyone fell silent, watching. Jennifer quietly picked up her camera.
Nils leaned down and clasped his hands together. Nicole held on to his shoulders, her right foot in his hands.
‘Ready. One . . . two . . . three . . .’ Nils hoisted Nicole upwards, and she grasped the piece of jutting rock. Pulling herself up, she reached out her other leg in search of a toehold. 
‘Got it,’ she breathed to herself.
After that, Nicole didn’t hesitate, apart from slowing slightly each time she reached for a toehold or handgrip. She felt a sort of momentum propelling her towards the hole. Only once did she falter, when she reached her foot out and a piece of rocky earth crumbled away.
Jennifer zoomed in with the camera. ‘Another two inches or so.’
‘Now to your left,’ came Nils’s steady voice.
They continued staring upwards at the spreadeagled figure as they positioned themselves below her in case the worst happened, each holding their breath.
Nicole moved her weight from one leg to the other as she reached above her, suddenly feeling slimy mud. She could smell the outside air.
‘She’s almost there,’ whispered Jennifer as she moved around with the camera below, cutting from the black figure clinging to the wall to the concerned faces staring upwards, lit by the gentle daylight.
Nicole groped with one hand above her head, feeling for something to grasp at the rim of the hole. It was still muddy and slippery, but she could now glimpse the outside world. She paused, taking a breath, dragging in clean air.
At that moment she sensed movement and, turning her head slightly, she saw beside the opening the raised head of a large python. She froze, holding her breath, not moving. Nicole squeezed her eyes shut, breathing as shallowly as she could. When she opened them, the snake was gone.
‘Everything okay?’ came a voice from below.
‘There was a snake,’ she called down in a trembling voice. ‘It’s gone now.’
Finding purchase in the muddy wet rock around the edge of the hole, she began to push her body through, straining upwards as she scraped against the edges, sucking in a deep breath to expand her ribcage as Nils had told her to do. She eased her arms out one by one as her foot shoved against something in the muddy wall. A branch or a root. It was enough.
Expelling her breath, she rolled onto the wet ground next to the hole, then struggled to stand. She’d made it. She took one small moment to savour the relief, then she started to run.
Tripping and slipping, Nicole raced towards the rise above their camp. Nils’s instructions flashed through her head. She focused on her breath, trying not to visualise the camp and cars washed away by the flooding rains.
Reaching the top of the rise, she let out a shaky breath and gazed down at the camp. The storm had gouged a river through the low section. The vehicles looked bogged and one tent had been overrun by torrents of rain that had formed a sort of riverbed. While sodden, the rest of the camp was still intact, if messy . . . and very silent.
Nicole took a deep breath and yelled, ‘STACIE . . .?’
There was no reply. Turning to face the other way, she then headed towards the opening to the main cave where they’d first entered.
When she got there, Nicole stopped, seeing the rubble of rocks fallen around the site, including in the opening to the cave entrance. They weren’t that large, but there were a lot of them.
On her hands and knees, she began pulling and pushing, hauling rocks and boulders so she was able to move among the crushed and muddy mess of smaller stones. Running through her mind was the fear of making that phone call to Stacie’s mother. 
There was a rumbling from inside the entrance tunnel as rocks fell. God, was she making it worse? Would she be able to get through these? Nicole tried not to think of what she might find. In her head she visualised the larger cave. Had Stacie taken a canoe again . . .? Maybe she was trapped in the other tunnel or on the lake itself?
She paused to catch her breath. Stay calm, she told herself. Just keep trying.
She hesitated, then picked up a rock the size of a tennis ball. She took a deep breath and aimed it straight at the entrance, then threw it with all her might. It smashed into the pile, dislodging several smaller rocks.
As she looked for another throwable rock, she heard a dull thud. Nicole looked around. She picked up another rock and threw it. A few seconds later there came another thud, definitely from the other side of the rock-strewn entrance.
It could just be a coincidence, Nicole thought. But suddenly she was pulling and pushing at the tumbled rocks at the cave entrance. She could hear the rattle and clunk of rocks moving inside. Then she saw a large rock that looked precarious in the mud, so she climbed behind a bigger boulder and pushed. As the weight of the rock slid from the slime and rolled away, Nicole lost her footing and fell. But moving that rock had started a small landslide, and as she regained her feet she saw there was now a dark gaping hole. She stuck her face in it, shouting, ‘Stacie! Are you there?’
There was no answer. But then there was another rumble from inside the cave and Nicole heard, very faintly, ‘Nic! I’m here!’
‘Oh, thank God . . .’ The relief was so great, Nicole didn’t know how to react for a moment. But then she began hurling smaller stones away from the hole she’d made until she had a cavity big enough to see through.
‘Where are you?’ she yelled.
‘Here . . . in here!’
‘I’m trying to get in,’ shouted Nicole.
‘No. Wait where it’s safe. I’m trying to get out – there’s a rockfall, it’s unstable!’ shouted Stacie. ‘I’m moving them . . .’
Quickly assessing the rocks piled around her, Nicole decided to ignore Stacie’s warning. It was a risk she felt she had to take. With renewed strength, Nicole pushed and shoved rocks till she had a window big enough to crawl through. She saw now that the entry tunnel leading to the big cave had a wall of rocks across it, but she could see a patch of dim light beyond. She recalled the eerie light in the beautiful cave.
Suddenly, through the pile of rubble and earth in front of her, Stacie’s arm appeared. 
Nicole grabbed her hand. ‘You’re through, you’re here!’
‘Don’t pull me, I don’t want rocks to fall,’ yelled Stacie.
It took a short while as they worked from either side, carefully moving what they could. Nicole heard Stacie smashing one rock onto another.
And then there she was, wriggling through as Nicole gently cleared more debris and helped her crawl out of the fragmented space.
They both burst into tears and held each other.
‘Are you okay . . . anything broken?’ managed Nicole.
‘I dunno. I just want out of here. I’m never going into a cave again. Ever.’
They stumbled out into the open, sitting down for a second and drawing breath.
‘I thought I was going to die.’ Stacie dropped her face into her hands. ‘Nic . . . all I could think about was all the things I’d never do . . . have kids, just have a life . . .’ She looked around. ‘Where’re Ash and the others?’ Stacie wiped her muddy face and Nicole saw her torn and bleeding hands. Then she looked down at her own.
‘They’re fine. But they’re trapped. We’ll need to help them get out.’
Stacie was speechless. Shakily she got to her feet. ‘You have a plan?’
‘Yes. Nils explained it to me.’
Together they stumbled through the mud back towards the camp. Once there, they took a moment to gulp down some water and clean their faces and throbbing hands before heading to Nils’s car.
‘No way that’s moving anywhere,’ said Stacie, pointing at the bogged-down tyres.
‘We don’t need to drive the car. We just need what’s in it,’ Nicole explained, and she opened the boot and pulled out a rope and a spade. ‘Nils said this would work. Come on.’
Knowing the others would be thirsty, Nicole gathered some bottles of water and they headed carefully back up the rise towards the blowhole above the cave where the others waited. 
‘I’m back,’ Nicole called down to them when they reached it. ‘Everyone okay? Stacie’s here, and she’s fine.’
Stacie lay down and peered over the edge of the hole.
A ragged cheer went up below.
‘We’re going to get you all out. I have some water for you, can someone catch it?’ Nicole dropped the bottles of water into Nils and Ashton’s waiting hands. ‘Now just sit tight, and maybe move away from the hole. We’re going to widen it.’ Nicole began digging near the edge of the hole with Nils’s spade.
‘Let’s take it in turns,’ suggested Stacie.
Stacie and Nicole aimed blow after blow at the opening, sending muddy earth and small stones tumbling into the cave, but managed to broaden it considerably.
‘That should do it,’ panted Stacie finally. ‘They should all be able to fit through now, I reckon.’
‘We have to secure this . . .’ Nicole took the rope and looked around.
‘Not much choice – what about that tree?’ said Stacie, pointing to a spindly tree a few metres away.
‘Doesn’t look very strong. And the ground’s so wet, it might just pull straight out of the soil.’
‘No other options,’ said Stacie.
They went to the spindly tree and both leaned against the trunk, pushing and pulling, testing its hold.
‘Sorry, tree. There’s no way we’re going to know if we don’t try,’ said Nicole. ‘I’ll alert the others. You stay here and yell if the tree looks like dislodging.’
Nicole made a knot in the other end of the rope and hurled it down into the cave below. It took a couple of goes till someone in the cave was able to grab it.
‘Hopefully this works. We can’t use the cars to pull you up . . . we’d have to dig them out,’ she called down into the cave. ‘Can you maybe hold the rope and climb up the wall with your feet?’
‘Yeah, we’ll try,’ Nils called back.
Awkwardly and slowly, they heard someone ascending the rope, bracing themselves against the rockface as they pulled themselves up, and then Ashton appeared, Jennifer’s camera tied to his back.
‘Thanks, Nic. Where’s Stacie?’ he said, panting for breath.
Nicole pointed and Ash stumbled in his haste to run to her, embracing the tree and Stacie both. Nicole could hear their sobs and voices and relieved laughter.
Nicole adjusted the rope and looked back down. ‘Next!’
Slowly the others each made their way out of the cave, pushing against the rock wall with their feet, clinging to the rope hand over hand.
Ashton was now crouched at the surface, taking pictures and filming as each of them emerged.
Professor Jim struggled a bit, but was guided and encouraged by Nils and Jennifer below.
Jennifer was the last to make it out through the blowhole, slipping and sliding as she collapsed onto the ground. She got to her knees and hugged Nicole. ‘Knew you could do it.’
Suddenly they were all in a group hug, laughing, crying, patting each other on the back. As they pulled apart, Jennifer took Nicole by the arm.
‘Nic, you’ve cut yourself,’ she said. ‘You’re bleeding . . . that’s a bit of a gash.’
‘Oh, have I?’ Nicole looked down at her torn wetsuit. ‘Hell. I didn’t feel a thing. Once I was at the top I just wanted to get out! Self-preservation!’
‘I have dressings, first aid stuff at the camp,’ said Jennifer. ‘Is it still there?’
‘Most of it. Looks a bit battered, but I think we’ll be able to clean it up.’ Nicole suddenly felt exhaustion wash over her and she started to shake.
Ashton and Stacie put their arms around her. 
‘Let’s head back and check out the damage,’ said Nils.
‘Hope the grog hasn’t washed away,’ said Jim.

‘Bit different from the last evening we sat around the fire,’ Professor Jim said as they shared plates of canned stew at sundown. They had spent a few hours fixing up the camp, digging out their cars and washing the mud off everything as best they could. Now, exhausted, they sat around the fire and savoured their hot meal.
‘I don’t want to think about it,’ said Stacie. ‘I’m going to call my mum and check in.’ She didn’t want to say it, but she longed to give her mother a hug, tell her she was the best mum in the world.
‘How did you cope in there by yourself?’ Nicole asked her gently.
‘It was the big cave . . . I didn’t feel like I was suffocating. I panicked a bit at first, but after a while, I felt better. I knew I wasn’t far from the outside. I just kept looking at those red ochre hand stencils on the wall, and knowing someone’s Indigenous ancestor made those . . . 
I can’t explain. It just helped me.’ Stacie went quiet.
‘Call your mum,’ said Nicole after a pause.
‘What would we do without that sat phone,’ said Ashton.
‘What about your dad? Do you have siblings?’ asked Jim.
‘Just me. Dad died a few years ago – cancer. Mum leads a busy life; she’s a matron at the local hospital. I hope she can take my call. I’m not going to tell her what happened. Until I’m home, that is.’
‘What spooked me the most was how intense that storm was. We all know that climate change is making our weather events more extreme, but this is the first time it’s affected me personally,’ said Nicole. ‘It was the most frightening thing I’ve experienced.’
‘I was thinking the same thing,’ exclaimed Stacie. ‘Humanity just has to get on top of things before it’s truly too late.’
‘We’re running out of time, though,’ said Jim sombrely. ‘I read about the idea of an Earth System Treaty from my esteemed friend Julian Cribb, who writes that global poisoning, neurotoxins, overpopulation, social and economic inequality, and the worldwide spread of misinformation as well as climate change have all brought us to the brink of midnight. Past climate changes show us what climate changes are coming. I fear for my children and grandkids.’ The passion in his voice and his serious demeanour silenced the group.
‘Maybe we’ve been given a second chance,’ said Nicole slowly.
Jim nodded. ‘Maybe your show could point out exactly where we are at – the pieces of the jigsaw are all there, and the picture isn’t pretty,’ he said. ‘Look at all the fossils from other epochs, other lands, other creatures whose time came to an end . . . what makes us any different?’
The group looked at each other soberly.
‘What’s the cliché . . . that we’re here for a reason?’ said Nils.
Nicole was thoughtful. ‘Maybe this illustrates a point . . . if the caves can collapse during a bad rain storm, what’s building a town with factories and infrastructure and people living and working out here going to do to these places, not to mention to the people living there?’
‘That’s true,’ agreed Jennifer.
‘What can we do about it? Really, though?’ said Ashton.
‘We each have to play our part. It may be small, but nothing we do is insignificant,’ said Nils. ‘Remember why we’re here, Jim?’
‘Yes. We have to do everything we can to show the value of places like this, and how fragile they are.’ Jim sighed. ‘Look at what happened today! One event like that could spell the end of art that is sacred to the Indigenous people, as well as unique and important fossils.’
‘That’s right. We have to protect these very significant fossils, and not only from the elements. It sounds like people will go to extraordinary lengths to own them,’ added Nicole thoughtfully.
Stacie glanced over at her. ‘Like collectors, and the people who work for them? Someone like Felix, maybe?’
They looked at each other. Nicole started to smile.
‘That’s it! Do you think we’ve been looking at this story the wrong way?’ she asked Stacie.
‘Mmm, you might be right,’ agreed Stacie. ‘Fossils are valuable to scientists and collectors, but in very different ways.’
‘Fossils should end up in museums, shouldn’t they?’ said Ashton.
‘True. But some get stolen, or sold, don’t they?’ said Stacie, looking at Jim, who nodded.
‘How do you steal a fossil out of a museum?’ asked Ashton.
‘You work there,’ said Jim simply.
‘Jim, that’s not fair,’ said Nils.
‘But it does happen . . . we know it does,’ said Jennifer. ‘Also, too often valuable objects get stashed in the basement and forgotten about, even by respected scientists.’
‘So who knows what’s there or what’s missing?’ said Nicole.
‘Museums often have far too much material to display. It’s usually carefully catalogued and stored, but it’s a case of “out of sight, out of mind”. All too easy for things to simply disappear,’ explained Jim. ‘Mind you, museums wouldn’t be in this situation if they left fossils where they found them. In my view, we should study them, yes, but they should be left where they lie and looked at and protected where they formed.’ 
‘Money rules, though, Jim,’ said Nicole. ‘Don’t fossils rejected by museums end up for sale to the highest bidder?’
‘It’s happened. Things of great value have disappeared from museums around the world, and some even turn out to be fakes,’ said Jim.
‘Well, for things to be stolen easily, they’d have to be small, so not worth much –’ began Stacie.
‘Not true,’ Jim interjected. ‘Even small pieces, like a tooth, can be invaluable for working out what the creature may have been, or how its head was shaped, how and what it ate – all manner of things. Some teeth are quite beautiful,’ he added enthusiastically. ‘And a single tooth can fetch a lot of money.’
Nicole was listening intently. ‘So there must be a market for authentic, interesting and rare fossils,’ she said. 
‘Ah, remember Doctor Who? We never did get to see it,’ said Stacie. ‘Wonder what some movie star or millionaire might pay for that.’
‘The sat phone is ringing,’ called Jennifer as she headed to refill her coffee mug.
Nils picked it up, exchanged a few words with the caller, and brought it to Nicole. ‘It’s for you.’
Nicole took the phone and walked a few steps away. ‘Thanks, Nils. Hello?’
‘Nic, it’s Zac. Max called me earlier today and passed on your message.’
‘Zac, hi,’ said Nicole. ‘How’re things there?’
‘Oh, you know. We’re just dodging Broadhurst for the most part. I just wanted to let you know about that gallery you wanted me to check.’
‘An art gallery, is it? What have you found out?’
‘Not only art. Fossils, too. Or rather, art made out of fossils. Very expensive-looking, but no prices listed. It’s fairly new. Had some big money names at its opening. It’s run by a very rich French dowager type apparently.’
Nicole’s ears had pricked up at the mention of fossils. ‘Gosh. Doesn’t sound very Brisbane! Only joking. That’s interesting. We’ll come back through Brisbane, so I think we should pay it a visit when you guys come up. Could be great visuals for our show. Thanks for looking into it.’
‘No worries. How’s it going? Sounds like you’re in the middle of nowhere.’
‘Yes. Don’t ask! Still not sure how long we’ll be; every day is a bit of an adventure. But I’ll check in with the dreaded Darryl. If you see him, tell him we’ve stumbled over one hell of a story! What’s he up to, anyway?’ asked Nicole.
‘His newsboy is making waves . . . Guy Hamilton. He doesn’t like that he now has a co-anchor – they poached Amy Dawne from a rival channel. Amy now sits next to Hamilton.’
Nicole laughed. ‘Bet she grabbed the offer . . . I won’t comment further. By the way, tell Sully and all my mates at work that we’re okay. Sorry to be out of contact range. Might be an idea to start making preparations to come to Brisbane and I’ll confirm dates soon. We’ll reveal all when we see you!’
‘Sounds good.’ 
Nicole rejoined the others with a big smile.
Stacie looked at her. ‘So. Are we heading to Geneva? France? Italy?’
‘Brisbane.’
Ashton laughed. ‘Civilisation at last, eh? I’m going to stay on here and head out again with Nils. I have so many ideas for paintings, it’s like my head is exploding. I’ll have a huge exhibition to do.’
‘You’re leaving? Do you have a story?’ Nils asked Stacie and Nicole. 
Jennifer burst out laughing. ‘How are you going to narrow it down to just one? No one would believe what these two have been doing.’
‘But we have the evidence,’ said Stacie, pointing at Jennifer’s camera bag. ‘I’ll sort out with our cameraman Zac the best way for you to get the footage to him, along with Ashton’s pictures. Thanks so much, Jennifer.’
‘We’ll be interpreting the same story in our own ways,’ said Ashton, looking at Stacie. ‘But we’ll stay in touch.’
‘Please, tell the public what’s being planned out here so it can be stopped, and the caves saved,’ said Professor Jim passionately. ‘The Elders will do all they can to help. We need to throw everything at this, because even getting the caves World Heritage–listed won’t guarantee that we can keep big business from wreaking havoc in the surrounding landscape. When are they going to understand that we can’t keep trashing nature? Tell them, please, Nicole.’
Nicole reached out and took the professor’s hand.
‘We get it, Jim. We understand. We’ll do what we can,’ she said firmly. ‘For our kids and grandkids,’ she added.
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DRIVING TO THEIR HOTEL from Brisbane Airport, Nicole and Stacie stared out the cab’s windows.
‘Hey, civilisation,’ said Nicole. ‘Good to be back!’
‘You might think so, but I’m not sure I can cope with this, Nic! All the people, noise . . . arrrgh,’ said Stacie dramatically. ‘I don’t think anyone at home or back at work could grasp where we’ve been, or what we’ve seen.’
‘True, but I’m sure that as soon as Zac sees Jennifer and Ashton’s footage and photos, he’ll want to go out there,’ Nicole said. She had phoned Zac when they had mobile reception again and asked him to meet them in Brisbane. He would be flying up the following morning.
Stacie glanced at Nicole and sighed. ‘I’m going to miss Nils, Jen and Jim.’
‘I will too. In the short time we spent at the caves site, we went through so much with them,’ said Nicole. ‘Of course, we might still need their expertise putting all this together.’
‘Putting precisely what together? I mean specifically?’ asked Stacie as she looked in her bag for her wallet to pay the driver.
‘Okay, okay,’ said Nicole. ‘I’m working on it.’

They met in the lobby bar of the hotel at six o’clock.
‘Oh, that was great. I soaked in a hot bath for so long,’ sighed Stacie. ‘I have too many emails and messages, but I’ll look at them later. I just had time to call Mum and let her know where we are. So, where’re we going for dinner?’
‘I can’t get over the choices, especially around the waterfront,’ said Nicole.
‘Let’s head out and see where we can get a table,’ suggested Stacie. ‘I’m dying for a decent meal. Not that we’ve been deprived exactly. The food at the dig and even the jaffles at the caves were delicious.’
As they walked along the waterfront, Nicole said, ‘I’ve been thinking about the various elements of our story and the role Felix DuBois’s disappearance might play in it. On a whim, I tried googling his name to see if I could find him online. And the strange thing is, I couldn’t find him anywhere.’
‘Oh?’ Stacie raised her eyebrows.
‘Well, “Felix DuBois” appears to be a pretty common name in France and Switzerland, so I can’t be one hundred per cent sure I haven’t just missed him. But even when I looked through university staff at the various palaeontology and archaeology departments, and added other keywords, nothing came up. I tried searching for fossil collectors in Switzerland, too, but that was difficult without a specific gallery or collector’s name. It makes me think there’s something more going on with Felix DuBois than meets the eye.’ 
Stacie let out a slow whistle. ‘Surprise, surprise.’
Nicole continued, checking off points on her fingers. ‘He told Emilia he works for a collector in Switzerland, and he told us he works for a French university. Are both of those things true? Emilia told us he was interested in fossils and was planning to visit a gallery here in Brisbane that sells fossils, or art made from fossils, which is something I’d never heard of before. And now he’s gone missing after crashing his car, although confusingly there were signs of a scuffle and another car present at the scene. What happened there?’ 
Stacie nodded. ‘It’s very strange, all right.’
‘Anyway,’ Nicole continued, ‘I’ve made an appointment for us to visit this Galerie Vieille. It was all rather unusual – instead of an online booking system, a person answered the phone and asked lots of questions! We don’t yet know how Felix fits into all this, or why he’s disappeared, but that seems like a good place to start. Plus, it will be interesting to see what’s actually in this gallery.’
‘Yes, I agree,’ said Stacie. ‘Fossils do seem to be the thread that links everything in our story so far – the dig, the labs, the caves. But each of those places has its own story, too – and so do the people there.’
Nicole nodded. ‘Exactly. We have to work out how to draw them all together. I have a feeling that finding out what we can about what our mysterious Felix was doing here will really help. Of course, that might be tricky. We can’t interfere with the police investigation.’
‘You’re right,’ said Stacie. ‘And yet again, you’ve sniffed out a great story. Who is Felix DuBois, really? And if he was looking for fossils for his employer and then suddenly disappeared, there’s likely something going on. No smoke without a fire.’
‘That’s my thinking too. And if it all leads to nothing in the end, well, we keep moving on,’ added Nicole.
Suddenly Stacie pointed into the night sky. ‘Oh, look at the moon rising over the river,’ she said to Nicole, her voice filled with awe. ‘Isn’t it beautiful.’
Nicole was faintly bemused. Stacie would never have paid any attention to the moon before this trip.

The next morning Nicole went down to meet Zac in the hotel lobby.
‘Hey, Nic . . . great to see you!’ He smiled as they hugged. ‘Where’s Stacie?’
‘Sleeping in. After camping in swags, it is hard to get out of a comfy bed.’
Zac laughed and turned around. ‘What’s keeping Buggsy? He’s still out at the cab.’
‘You brought Buggsy! We have a sound man! How’d you manage that? You didn’t have to take leave?’
‘Nope, although that was our plan B. Darryl’s not a happy camper, though. I had to justify the cost of both of us coming, so I told him you were chasing something big.’ Zac grinned. ‘I think the pressure is on our new boss to get things moving with your show. Newsboy is sulking – one of the advertisers pulled out of his show, and the station’s all-over ratings aren’t crash-hot.’
‘I’m trying not to look smug and righteous at hearing that news,’ said Nicole. ‘The sooner Sully comes back, the better.’
‘Hey, Nic!’ Buggsy walked towards them, wheeling his bags. 
‘Buggsy! So glad you could come too. It’s really great to see you both.’ Nicole hugged her tall, dark-haired colleague, then smiled at her long-time team.
‘So, what’re we doing?’ Buggsy asked.
‘Well, I’ve rented a car through the hotel,’ she said. ‘The concierge will have it brought around for us once you’ve checked in and dropped off your luggage.’
‘Great. Let’s do that then grab a coffee while we wait for the car,’ said Zac. ‘After all, it was an early flight. I could use the caffeine.’
Once they had found a table in the hotel’s café and ordered, Buggsy asked, ‘Where’s Stacie?’
‘She’s still in her room but I’ll text her now,’ Nicole said, taking her phone from her bag. ‘You know, she’s rather fallen for a guy we met at the dig, Ashton . . . Ash. He’s very nice and has been a great help to us – he’s going to supply us with the photos he’s taken, although he’s really a painter. An artist who uses photos for his artworks.’
‘You mean he paints pictures of a photo?’ asked Zac.
‘No, he “interprets” places. Uses the photos as a reference, I believe,’ said Nicole. ‘He’s still out at the caves.’
‘That’s good news for Stace, isn’t it?’ said Buggsy.
‘Yes, I think so. Although, she’s a bit nervous about starting a new relationship . . .’ Nicole trailed off as Stacie headed towards them.

They piled into the hire car, with Nicole at the wheel.
‘We’re going to check out Galerie Vieille first,’ she said. ‘That fossil gallery you found out about, Zac. I think it could be useful in a few ways – to provide some good visuals, but also because it was a place the missing man Felix DuBois said he was going to visit. There might be a link there somewhere.’
Stacie flipped through her phone, then said, ‘It’s in Spring Hill.’
As they drove into the suburb filled with heritage terrace houses, Nicole commented, ‘Great old buildings, and so many have been restored.’
‘It’s the next left,’ said Stacie. 
Nicole turned into a quiet street where, behind a row of old trees and an elaborate metal fence, was a large double-storey stone house set in well-tended grounds.
‘Gosh, that must be 1800s,’ said Nicole as she slowed to a stop outside the grand house. 
‘It doesn’t look like a business,’ said Stacie.
‘Let’s go see,’ said Nicole. ‘The whole street looks deserted.’
The four of them stood at the gateway looking in. Stone pillars marked the entrance and the gravel driveway curved through a neat lawn and shrubs surrounding the house, though side fences prevented access to the rear.
Next to the large wooden front door they could see a discreet glass sign with gold writing: Galerie Vieille – By Appointment Only.
‘Seems rather exclusive. Obviously not a nine-to-five operation,’ said Buggsy.
‘They mustn’t need the business. Or else it’s super, super exclusive,’ said Stacie.
‘Who did you say runs this place?’ Buggsy asked.
‘Madame Irènie Baudon is the gallery owner. I don’t know if she lives here,’ Nicole explained.
A car horn beeped behind them.
They all jumped to one side as an antique maroon Daimler cruised slowly past them into the driveway and stopped outside the front door.
A woman got out from the driver’s side.
She wore black slacks and a long leopard-print top. A black cloche hat was pressed onto silvery hair. She turned and walked back to the gate.
‘Good morning. Can I help you?’ she asked in accented English.
Nicole greeted her and said, ‘We have an appointment for tomorrow. We are not from Brisbane and we drove by just now to make sure that we could find your gallery.’ She smiled. ‘Would it be inconvenient to come in now?’
The woman whom Nicole presumed was Madame Baudon gazed at her. ‘Are you buying or selling?’
‘Perhaps both,’ said Nicole, deliberately vague.
The woman nodded then said curtly, ‘You have an appointment. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

Back in Nicole’s hotel room, the four of them gathered around the small table to watch Jennifer’s rough film footage on Stacie’s laptop.
All sat in silence as the last frame ended.
Stacie and Nicole were clutching hands, unable to speak after reliving what they’d gone through at the caves.
‘Bloody hell . . . that’s unbelievable,’ said Zac. He glanced at Nicole and Stacie. ‘You two okay? You’re amazing, you know.’
Nicole shrugged as she nodded, and Stacie drew a deep breath.
‘It’s better than a movie,’ said Buggsy, ‘because you know it really happened. Great footage, but it gives me the shivers when I think of what could have been a terrible disaster.’ He shook his head in admiration.
‘It was hard to watch some of that,’ said Stacie softly. ‘Is it useable, do you think?’ 
‘Definitely. Your friends Jennifer and Ashton can work for me anytime,’ said Zac.
‘You see why we don’t want to drop it,’ said Nicole. ‘There’s a huge story in all this, but we need to find a way to bring the strands together.’
‘When’re you going to give Darryl a taste of all this?’ asked Zac.
‘When it has a little more structure,’ said Nicole.
Zac nodded. ‘So where to next?’ 
‘We’ll go back to the Galerie Vieille for our appointment tomorrow morning,’ said Nicole. ‘Buggsy, perhaps you should stay behind; I don’t want to intimidate this woman with a big crew.’
‘Ha, intimidating Madame Baudon would be hard, I reckon,’ he said. ‘But that’s fine. Don’t want to scare the horses.’
‘In the meantime, we need to do some more research on those companies that are involved in the proposal to set up the massive project near the caves,’ said Nicole.
She explained to Zac and Buggsy about the international consortium’s plans to establish a development out at the caves, including a green hydrogen plant, solar and wind farms and other infrastructure. ‘Which would mean a town of at least eight thousand people working there,’ she finished.
Stacie sighed. ‘I just can’t imagine the damage that would be done if this were allowed to go ahead in that pristine land,’ she said sadly.
‘And all the profits go offshore,’ added Nicole. ‘I’ll be damned if I can see what Australia gets out of it!’
‘That can’t be right,’ said Buggsy. ‘What about the Indigenous people in that area? They have rights to it, don’t they? Do they have a say?’
Nicole stood up. ‘You’d hope so, but I haven’t got to the bottom of it yet.’ She yawned. ‘We’ve all had a big day. How about we call it a night and pick it up again tomorrow?’ 
Over breakfast the following morning, Nicole showed Stacie some of the research she’d done the previous evening.
‘One of the international companies involved in the caves development has a subsidiary here in Brisbane. I think we should pay them a visit.’
‘With the crew in tow?’
‘Yes, I think so,’ said Nicole.
‘That does run the risk of not getting in their door,’ said Stacie.
‘Which would show us they must have something to hide,’ said Nicole. 
‘I’ll check any media stories I can find about them,’ said Stacie, draining her coffee. She glanced at her phone. ‘Have to go. I promised Ash I’d call him.’
‘Stace, one sec.’ Nicole reached out and touched her friend’s hand. ‘How keen are you on Ash? Do you really see this friendship growing into something? I mean, he seems great and we went through a lot together back at the caves. But what do you know about him, really?’
‘Nic, it’s okay. He’s very sweet and kind. And you know what? I think I’m smitten. But then, you know me!’ Stacie attempted to laugh.
‘I do know you, that’s why I’m asking. What’s his take on this . . . friendship? Is it a holiday romance, a passing event? I mean, what do you know about his romantic situation?’ asked Nicole. ‘I ask because I care about you. I’d hate to see you hurt. Again.’
Stacie frowned. ‘I know I don’t have a great romantic track record. In fact, rather the opposite. But the way Ash just appeared in our lives – my life – well, it was different. I mean, it wasn’t as if it was my choice. He was just there . . . and it all seemed so natural, easy.’
‘It sounds like you are in deep, that’s all. Has Ash said anything about how he feels?’ asked Nicole.
‘No, and I’m not going to hit him with too many personal, probing questions just yet. At the moment we’re just sort of drifting along, having fun.’ Stacie stopped, then added, ‘He’s just so lovely, so easy to be with, to talk to and share stuff with. He’s romantic, sensitive . . .’ She gave a small smile. ‘If he has any bad points, I’ve yet to see them.’
‘But if he hasn’t offered to share anything deep and personal, you really know very little about him,’ said Nicole.
Stacie looked a bit miffed. ‘I don’t ask you to share deep and meaningful stuff about your life, and I’ve known you for years. Like, how come your marriage broke up? You’ve never talked about that.’ Seeing the surprised look on Nicole’s face, Stacie quickly backtracked. ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’
‘You’re right, though,’ said Nicole slowly. Stacie went to say something further but Nicole held up her hand. ‘No, it’s okay,’ she said. ‘It was a long time ago . . . before your time at the station. It was difficult as I had a “profile”, so the media got wind of the news. That was hard.’
‘None of anyone’s business,’ said Stacie.
‘Tell that to producers and editors in TV and magazines. It was the badgering questions that really got to me. I couldn’t go anywhere or be seen with any man, even workmates, without a photographer popping up. Those freelance guys get paid for sneaking pictures. Sully was great, though. When things got too much I finally took a break and went on holidays for a little while. By the time I got back to work it had died down, but for years I still couldn’t go out to dinner or be seen with a man without rumours springing up.’
‘And your ex?’
‘Hah. It took a long time to have an ex. He made my life hell financially, kept me in and out of court. Lawyers and court fees that cost a fortune. Coercive control, it’s called now. It was hard on Max. He escaped to boarding school in the country. Made good friends there and often stayed with their families on weekends. He rarely has contact with his father any more.’
‘But Max has moved back home with you, hasn’t he?’ said Stacie.
‘Yes, that was a surprise. But I’m looking forward to seeing him more and spending time together when I get back. I worry about him – and what that rambunctious dog I told you about might be doing to my house!’ Nicole laughed.
Stacie held Nicole’s gaze for a moment. ‘Thank you for telling me about your divorce,’ she said. ‘And don’t worry. I will have my eyes open with Ash, but I think everything will be fine.’
Nicole stood up. ‘Good to hear, and I’m sorry for prying. Say hi to Ash for me. I’ll meet you and Zac in the lobby to go see the madame.’

Nicole parked in the driveway and looked at her watch. At precisely one minute to their appointed time, she, Stacie and Zac stepped from the car and pressed the buzzer at the front door.
Madame Baudon greeted them and gestured to them to follow her inside.
‘Is this your home as well as your business premises?’ asked Stacie politely.
‘It is everything,’ said Madame Baudon.
They walked into a large foyer with a staircase to one side, a bureau with a tall flower arrangement in an antique jug, and a long, carved oak seat with pegs above it for coats. Above large, carved, double wooden doors inset with stained glass was a neat sign: Display Salon.
Madame turned the brass doorhandles. ‘Après vous. I will leave you to enjoy. That is my office if you need me.’ She pointed to a door adjacent to the curving carpeted staircase.
They stepped into the salon and stopped in shock.
The room was enormous, lit from a high skylight with stained-glass windows on both sides.
But what hit them immediately was the centrepiece – a mounted skeleton of a fossilised creature, about the size and shape of a rhinoceros, ready to pounce or charge. Above them floated a giant ghost bat, hung from near-invisible threads. There was dramatic art on the walls, sculptures on stands, as well as glass cases filled with intriguing pieces. But as they walked slowly through the room, they stopped to gape at the back wall.
It was almost covered with a giant aquarium where sculptures of creatures and Roman and Greek–style figures stood among drifting sea grasses as small exotic fish darted.
‘What the hell is this place?’ murmured Zac, who was riveted by the whole scene. He turned to Stacie. ‘These are serious pieces.’
‘Seriously expensive,’ she whispered.
‘There aren’t any prices anywhere, of course,’ said Nicole.
‘This is one of those places where you never ask how much something is, you just point and say, “I’ll take that”,’ said Stacie in awe.
‘Seems so. I wonder what else is in this building?’ mused Nicole.
‘Or who?’ said Zac. ‘Can we shoot in here? I’ve never seen artworks like these before – made of fossils . . . sculptures. What are they all about?’
‘I wish I knew,’ said Nicole. She turned to Zac. ‘Can you suss out filming in this room? We’ll go and chat to Madame Baudon.’ 
They left the gallery space and tapped at the open door of the office. As Madame Baudon called out, ‘Entrez,’ they paused in the doorway.
She was seated behind an antique rococo mahogany desk in front of tall windows with beautiful brocade curtains on either side. Manicured formal gardens could be seen outside. A scarlet velvet lounge and two matching chairs were placed around a striking coffee table.
‘Goodness, how beautiful . . .’ said Nicole, as she and Stacie walked towards the low table. 
With a small smile Madame Baudon moved from behind her desk to join them. 
The table’s base, almost the length of the lounge, was a solid chunk of pale rock sliced in half, revealing a centre full of amethyst crystals glittering beneath a glass top.
‘How stunning,’ said Nicole.
‘A jeweller’s dream,’ said Stacie.
‘It will never be cut,’ said Madame Baudon firmly. ‘So, you enjoyed the galerie?’
‘Everything is beautiful. Especially the fossils,’ said Nicole.
‘You appreciate fossils?’ The older woman paused. ‘And so you wish to purchase?’
‘Not for myself.’ Nicole smiled.
‘Ah, you have clients?’
‘No. To be frank, Madame Baudon, we work for a television network. We are interested in perhaps filming a story –’
Irènie Baudon quickly shook her head. ‘Non, no. I do not wish any publicity.’
‘Of course, of course,’ agreed Nicole, waving her hands as if brushing the thought aside. ‘Actually, it is a story about fossils.’
‘We have been filming at a fossil dig and some caves, with scientists and palaeontologists,’ explained Stacie.
‘We wish to publicise the use of fossils as art,’ added Nicole, thinking quickly.
‘Paleoart.’ Stacie nodded. She had done some research into it after looking up Galerie Vieille online. ‘Art that illustrates life in prehistoric times.’
This seemed to pique some slight interest in the older woman.
‘Please, sit.’ She nodded towards the lounge, and the three of them took a seat.
‘We want to film the best examples of this style of art, and of course, we were directed to Galerie Vieille. You are said to be the best.’ Nicole smiled charmingly.
‘Directed by whom?’ Madame cocked her head.
Nicole hesitated for a fraction then said, ‘A man we met at the dig. A Monsieur DuBois.’
‘Felix DuBois,’ expanded Stacie with a pleasant smile.
They both gazed at Madame Baudon, but if she recognised the name, she didn’t show it. She shook her head. ‘I do not know of him.’
Zac tapped at the door and Madame gestured for him to come in.
‘Your gallery is extraordinary,’ he said. ‘Very impressive.’
‘This is Zac Schuman, our cameraman,’ said Nicole.
‘The works are magnificent,’ said Zac. ‘Several pieces in particular caught my attention.’
‘As I mentioned, we are making a documentary,’ said Nicole, warming to her theme. ‘So we want to show the end product of how fossils can be transformed into art.’
‘Interesting. I will think about it,’ said Madame Baudon. ‘Please give me your contact details.’
Nicole pulled a business card from her wallet and handed it to Madame Baudon. ‘Your gallery would be the perfect way to showcase the international appeal and appreciation of beautiful art pieces made with fossils,’ said Nicole.
‘We would not spend a lot of time – we are on a tight schedule – plus we have a small, very talented crew who will appreciate the aesthetics of your space and displays,’ added Stacie.
Madame Baudon glanced down at the card. ‘I shall call you, Ms Robertson.’
The women rose from the couch and Zac stepped forward, taking Madame’s hand and smiling into her eyes. ‘It has been a great pleasure,’ he said.
Outside on the driveway, Stacie turned to him, laughing. ‘What a flirt. I thought you were going to kiss her hand!’
They got into the car and Nicole grasped the steering wheel, looking thoughtful.
‘Something wrong?’ asked Zac.
‘We didn’t get many answers in there,’ said Nicole thoughtfully. ‘But Madame Baudon was not very keen to draw attention to the gallery. I wonder why? We might have to think of a different tack.’ 

Gathered around a table in the hotel foyer, they tried to describe the gallery’s collection to Buggsy.
‘It’d be nice to shoot in there,’ said Zac.
‘I looked it up. The building is an old convent school for girls. Whoever transformed it must have done a brilliant job,’ said Buggsy.
‘I wonder why Madame Baudon is so aloof, and why she wouldn’t want publicity for her gallery? Just throwing this out there, but what if there are stolen pieces in there? Or pieces obtained through shady means? Could that be why she’s so secretive?’ wondered Stacie.
‘Mmm, good thinking, Stace. And do you think she really hadn’t heard of DuBois? I’m going to ask her again if we can shoot in there,’ said Nicole. ‘That could give us the chance to find out more.’
‘She did seem more interested when we said our story was going to be about art,’ said Stacie. ‘She might agree to be on camera if you said you just want her to discuss some particular pieces.’
Nicole nodded. ‘Right, let me think about the next steps. In the meantime, I’m going to make some calls.’
In the privacy of her hotel room, Nicole kicked off her shoes and rang Max. He didn’t answer, so she sent him a text, hoping he hadn’t left the dog alone in the house. 
Sitting at a table by the window, Nicole pulled out her laptop and started making notes. But she found she couldn’t concentrate. Her conversation with Stacie that morning had rattled her for some reason, dragging up painful memories. Nicole could barely recall her romance with her ex-husband. Had she ever felt like Stacie did about Ashton? Memories of any happy years with her husband were swamped by the nightmare that had so swiftly engulfed her marriage. She shuddered when she thought of the controlling dominance, the bullying, the threats and the abuse – occasionally physical – that he had doled out. Then there were the schemes and business plans that rarely came to fruition or were downright illegal, not to mention the disparaging and insulting remarks that had made her feel unworthy and diminished. Her heart ached when she thought about how Max, so young at the time, had tried to step between them, pushing at his father until the boy was sent reeling with a slap and a shout.
Nicole also hadn’t had any access to their money directly, as her husband had controlled the account and paid the bills, giving her a small regular amount to cover the household expenses. She’d worked freelance when she could without her husband knowing, writing articles under a pseudonym and hiding the payments, which weren’t much. 
She had known these were all serious red flags, but she had pretended to her concerned family for far too long that everything was okay. Who would have believed this confused and cowering woman was Nicole Robertson?
Until she escaped. 
It still hurt her. She wondered how Max felt; did he ever look back on what she called their horror years?
Even as a teenager, he had told her how proud of her he was. Hopefully her success, recognition for her work, and her now comfortable lifestyle was reassurance enough for him. But was it enough for her?
Enough! Nicole shook herself and got back to work.

Zac, Buggsy and Stacie were waiting for Nicole in the foyer as she strode towards them.
‘She’s got that “go get ’em” look,’ said Stacie.
Zac nodded, frowning slightly. ‘Nah, I reckon that’s her “don’t mess with me”
look. She’s cranky. Or upset.’
Nicole nodded at them. ‘Okay, I’ve found the guy we need to talk to about the proposed development near the caves. He’s in the office today, according to his PA. Let’s go. Zac, start to roll straight up. No doubt the receptionist will be a well-trained guard dog.’ 
They headed down to the car park.
When they arrived, he glamorous receptionist looked up in some surprise as the group came through the glass doors. The offices of International Future Forward & Co were in a highrise building in the CBD, with large glass windows looking out over the river towards Mount Coot-tha in the distance.
Smiling nicely, Nicole went to the desk.
‘Hello, I’m Nicole Robertson from Wide Horizons TV. We’d like to ask Mr Perez if we could briefly ask him a few questions for a television story we’re doing –’
‘Excuse me. Have you contacted the company press manager?’ She gave a dismissive wave. ‘And may I ask what this is for, anyway?’
Stacie stepped forward and introduced herself. ‘We are doing a story on the exciting development being proposed in the far west of the state, which IFF is involved in.’
The woman frowned. ‘What sort of story, who –?’
‘Can I help?’ A young man walked into reception, exchanging a glance with the receptionist. ‘I’m Joshua.’
Nicole and Zac looked at each other, knowing the receptionist had pressed a buzzer or such to alert this fellow.
Nicole held out her hand and said smoothly, ‘Thank you, Joshua. Would Mr Perez be willing to give us a few moments so we can gain some clarification about the proposed plants and township out near Worratulunga?’
Joshua paused, eyes narrowing, then gave her a limp handshake. ‘If you’ll follow me, I’ll put you in the boardroom and see if anyone is available to speak to you.’
‘On camera,’ Zac said politely as he picked up his gear and followed Joshua.
‘Well, we got in the door at least,’ said Stacie, after Joshua had left them in a large, sparse boardroom containing a table that would comfortably seat twenty. Zac quickly set up a light and the camera on a tripod. Buggsy had his headphones on and was adjusting a dial. Nicole pinned on her lapel microphone.
The man who came in was tall, expensively dressed and well groomed, his dark hair slicked back. Stacie’s eyes went to his manicured nails and gold watch.
Buggsy approached him with another microphone but the man held up his hand.
‘If I may. I am Miguel Perez. I hear you wish to speak with me. Precisely what do you wish to know, Ms Robertson?’ He invited Nicole to take a seat and sat opposite her. ‘It is very early days for our proposal. We are moving with care and consideration in our plans –’
‘It would save a lot of our time – and yours – if I can answer your question and ask my own on camera. May we?’ Nicole smiled winningly and indicated the lapel mic in Buggsy’s hand.
Perez shrugged and Buggsy pinned the device in place. 
‘Mr Perez, what is your position here at IFF?’ asked Nicole, as she sat down.
‘I am Senior Executive of Development,’ he said.
‘I see,’ said Nicole smoothly. ‘So you’re in a position to explain what plans your company has for the development of a proposed township powered by renewables to produce green hydrogen in the remote area near Worratulunga? A place where there are precious caves that hold –’
‘That is not quite correct,’ cut in Mr Perez, looking annoyed. ‘We have a proposal, but it is in its infancy. We are still negotiating with government agencies to develop a multi-generational future for green hydrogen for export.’
Nicole moved right along. ‘You have very nice offices here in Brisbane. Plans have been submitted and are awaiting final approval by the state government, but little has been made public about the environmental effects that will result from your global plans in such a remote and pristine area –’
Mr Perez held up a hand, airily dismissive, and interjected, ‘We are defining ways to partner with local bodies and organisations to move forward with a new approach to the sharing of natural resources to fuel the world market, and –’
Nicole broke in, ‘And what about that very special environment, where many, including the local Indigenous people, do not want to see your project go ahead and destroy –’
Perez frowned and interrupted her again. ‘We are working to secure a long-term equitable relationship with the original owners of the land,’ he said over the top of her.
‘At what cost, though?’ said Nicole.
‘There will be no negative environmental effects. We want to position Australia as a major global player in the sector. We have done advanced studies, and we will create buffer zones, so there will be no physical impact on the environment. You must understand, the remote environment out there is a vast blank canvas and we will only cover about five per cent of the area –’
‘I have been out there,’ said Nicole firmly. ‘I have walked the land, seen the art in caves, dug up rare fossils that give us the stories of our past and what has gone before. All this and more will be lost if your development proceeds. The area is currently largely untrammelled. Your project will fragment the landscape with roads, which will bring weeds, feral animals, plus wind towers and other infrastructure. Some of those things may be nominally sustainable, but nonetheless, the area will never be the same again,’ said Nicole with some heat. ‘What will be lost is irreplaceable. It is a vast, unspoiled landscape of dramatic beauty that has been untouched since dinosaurs roamed. There are very few places left like this on Earth.’
Perez shrugged, his face a closed book. ‘Such is progress. Excuse me . . . I cannot discuss these matters, it is all very premature.’ He yanked the microphone off his lapel and stood up.
Zac swerved to capture him as he strode away, then spun back to Nicole as she shrugged and said to camera, ‘I seem to have hit a nerve there. More to come.’
‘And . . . cut. Well, that’s a good start,’ said Stacie. ‘What a load of bullshit spin!’

‘I thought we were doing a story about fossils?’ said Buggsy once they were back in the hire car.
‘From what I can gather, it’s all interconnected,’ said Zac.
Nicole sighed. ‘It’s all so shortsighted. This project could go ahead before the public even find out about it, and then we’ll have lost significant heritage that tells us who we were, what was here. All for short-term gain by people who don’t even live here. So we get nothing and could lose everything.’
‘How do companies get away with this?’ said Buggsy angrily.
‘’Twas ever thus, I reckon,’ said Nicole. ‘Transactional influence. Scratching of backs. Private lunches behind closed doors.’
‘Call in the dinosaurs,’ said Stacie, chuckling sadly.
‘Yeah, one day, when we’re all long gone, our world might have to start over again,’ mused Buggsy.
‘Good grief, Buggsy. Don’t be so depressing,’ said Zac. ‘I know what will help. Let’s get some lunch.’

It was later that afternoon. 
Stacie was contacting Paddy in case there had been any more news on the investigation into Felix’s disappearance.
Zac was making arrangements for he and Buggsy to fly to Saltbush Plains and then hire a four-wheel drive to film the labs at the jump-up with Annabelle and Roger, and the dig site with Susie. From there they would go on to the caves to film Jim, Jennifer and Nils.
Nicole was thinking and making notes when her phone rang. When she saw whose name flashed up in the caller ID she paused, groaning. Should she answer or not? she wondered. No use putting it off, she told herself. She accepted the call.
‘Hello, Darryl –’ She didn’t get any further.
‘What the hell are you up to? What are you doing up there? Where are you –?’
‘Hang on, Darryl –’
‘No, you hang on! I’ve just had a call from a very senior government official complaining about an interview you apparently did earlier today, and he said you were aggressive, ill-informed and plain out of line. WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?!’
Nicole drew a breath. ‘Well, that shows I hit the mark! He’s gone on the defensive. Darryl, let me explain –’ But Darryl spoke straight over the top of her.
‘You’re supposed to be the hand in a velvet glove or whatever the hell the expression is. The lady with the answers, no one can pull the wool over your eyes. Well . . . bullshit!’
‘Darryl, if you want to hear my side of the matter, please allow me to speak,’ said Nicole evenly.
There was finally silence.
‘Today I interviewed a senior executive employed by a multinational company that has plans to build a green hydrogen complex which could possibly destroy heritage cultural and Indigenous sites and precious art and fossils in sensitive and stunning, untouched –’
‘Jeez, Nicole, spare me. So what’s new? What did you say to him? Apparently he was livid – and threatening. This isn’t an original story, for God’s sake. Look at the other side – think of the advantages of this sort of thing; energy stability, telecommunications, jobs. Bread on the table speaks louder than fossils and Indigenous art,’ he said firmly.
‘Not in the long run, nor even the near future, potentially – climate change is here and it’s getting worse.’ Nicole paused, knowing Darryl was a sceptic. ‘Look, it’s the story and the debate of the moment and it’s growing, sadly. Has been for years, but we haven’t taken enough notice of it for many reasons – one being that the problem is out of sight, out of mind. I’ll send you some stills, some vision too –’
‘Don’t bother. Whatever your story angle, you know you have to tell both sides. And what the hell happened to the missing French guy? Zac said that was part of your story and to be honest, that sounds far more bloody interesting than all that hippie cultural stuff. Did a mob of art enthusiasts and greenie activists kidnap him or what?’
Nicole kept her voice level as she replied, ‘We don’t know yet. But there’s a lead here and we have some amazing footage no one has seen before. Now that I have a crew we’re going hell for leather. It’ll be worth it, you’ll see.’
‘Bloody better be or we’re all out of a job. The station management are getting twitchy about the ratings. So it’s on your head, madam.’
What’s new, thought Nicole tiredly. ‘I understand, Darryl. Thank you for the reminder.’
‘Perhaps you’re getting too old for this caper,’ he muttered as he banged down the phone.
‘Speak for yourself, knucklehead!’ Nicole shouted at her mobile.
‘Whoa! What’s happening?’ Stacie closed the door behind her as she came in.
‘Guess who that was.’
‘I don’t have to. What’s he going on about? Money? Time?’
‘Oh, the whole thing. He got yelled at by an attack dog from the government, sent by Perez, no doubt. We clearly upset him with our chat today.’
‘Interesting – didn’t take Perez long to get his hackles up, and he must spew that spin all the time.’ Stacie grinned. ‘His ego was dented when you put him in his place a few times.’
‘No, I think he was nervous that we are on to something, and that what we’re doing is going to go very public,’ said Nicole. ‘Audiences hear a lot about saving the environment from big corporations, protecting Indigenous heritage and so on, but unless they’ve been there or truly experienced it in some way, they think it’s just politics and business as usual. We can show them what it’s like to be there.’
‘I know just what Broadhurst would have said. “There are always two sides to every story.”’
‘He did, and ultimately, I agree with that. It’s showing what’s real and truthful that’s important. I wonder how many of these executives have actually been out there and seen what they’re going to destroy – and all just for money?’ 
Nicole slammed her laptop shut. 
‘Let’s go talk to Zac and Buggsy,’ she said.

‘Are we getting to the pointy end?’ asked Zac as they all met in his room.
‘There’s still a lot to do, but I hope so. First things first – we can’t keep staying in an expensive hotel for much longer before Darryl pulls the plug,’ said Nicole. ‘And he’s already got steam coming out his ears.’ She filled them in on her phone call with their boss.
‘Should we head back home while we put it all together?’ said Stacie. ‘Not that I think we should. We’re closer to the action here.’
‘What will you do about Felix?’ asked Buggsy.
There was a silence. Everyone looked at Nicole.
She paused, staring into her coffee mug, then drew a breath and lifted her head.
‘There’s no story with no info,’ Nicole said slowly, then continued. ‘This is a story about little-known treasures of the past and the people involved who become addicted to them – the scientists, professors, retirees at the dig, collectors, and the art market. We need to find out more – including legal sales and transactions, but also the smuggling of fossils which can fetch millions of dollars. And then there’s the tussle over heritage value: are they valuable only to Indigenous custodians and local peoples, or worth more in some minds to rich energy corporations who some might say are raping and pillaging our land and resources and taking the profits offshore? Who wins, who loses? It’s an ongoing war that many people in the suburbs, the cities and the bush know little about . . . until it’s your backyard they want to take.’ She paused. ‘We show this world to our audience, show them scenes they would probably never see, stories they’ve never known – which leaves them with the question: what do we save? Our historical treasures? Our landscape and history? Our future? Or do we sacrifice material sources within that landscape to provide necessities such as power and resources. Or . . . is there another way? We ask them: what do you think? Do you care?’
The question hung in the air. Then the group broke into spontaneous applause.
Stacie was the first to speak. ‘You’ve nailed it, Nic. There’s our story. I say we check out of the hotel and find a cheap rental we can all share that won’t scare the finance guys at work. For however long it takes.’
‘How long what takes?’ asked Buggsy.
‘Until we find where the money leads,’ said Nicole.
Zac drew a deep breath. ‘Right. We’re all behind you.’
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THE HOUSE WAS OLD but modestly renovated and situated about forty minutes outside the city. It had a back verandah with a barbecue that overlooked a neat lawn fenced by trees that mostly screened it from the neighbours. The owner was a friend of Stacie’s who was on an overseas holiday, and she’d agreed they could stay there for a token fee to cover the power and water costs.
Buggsy headed to the local shopping centre for food and other supplies. Stacie was doing some research on her laptop in the bedroom she’d chosen, and Nicole and Zac were sitting at the kitchen table, talking.
Doodling on her notepad, Nicole said, ‘So first we stumbled across the mysterious lost world of dinosaurs and fossils. Now we have an untraceable missing person – possibly linked to fossil collectors and fossil art, legal or not-so-legal – a cave collapse, and the group of fossil fanatics at the dig and lab, as well as the scientists and other experts who inhabit that world. On top of that are the international mining and energy companies involved in the potential desecration of a massive spread of land, which could hold ancient artefacts. No doubt it is a place of history and stories too. And, as we’ve just discovered, political connections with big business might be trying to bury the story as they don’t like their deals being exposed. So, where does that leave us?’
‘It means we need to show our viewers what we have here, and what we could be losing,’ said Zac. ‘After seeing some of Ash’s footage and photos, I think we should use a drone to do aerials, to put the landscape into perspective. I brought one with me just in case.’
‘Yep, and we need to interview Professor Jim on camera; ask him to explain in plain language what this development would mean, for our viewers in cities, towns, suburbs, who maybe don’t realise that this sort of destruction could happen in such pristine land. We need to show them that while this might not literally be happening in their own backyards, the loss of Australia’s wild and untouched places affects all of us. I think most people will have no idea it’s going on – and, like us, most will have no idea what that landscape is really like,’ she said.
Zac nodded. ‘They’ll probably say, “Ya can’t stop progress, pardner . . .”’ he said, adding, ‘but that’s another reason we have to make this show. So viewers grasp the price we all pay for this sort of “progress”.’
Stacie walked in and joined them at the table. ‘I just emailed Dr Rosie Allmond and it turns out she’s coming to Brisbane. That could be a good chance for you to film an interview with her and Nic, Zac. Oh, and Madame Baudon has agreed for us to film “selected” things in her gallery.’
‘And do an interview?’ asked Nicole.
‘I didn’t push her, I figured you could use your charm and warmth to roll with it, and see where that leads,’ said Stacie.
‘I’ll wait till we’ve got what we want in the can and then ask her about how they source their fossils,’ said Nicole. ‘Have you heard from Ashton?’
‘Yes. He says they’re looking forward to meeting you and Buggsy,’ Stacie said to Zac. ‘They’ve cleared the entrance to the main cave area, which means you can film in there.’
‘So everything is okay? The murals and the fossils, and the stalactites . . . were they damaged?’ asked Nicole.
‘Apparently not. But there won’t be anyone going in there again, except with special permission. The back tunnels are still blocked. The rangers have roped off the area as they don’t want rubberneckers,’ said Stacie.
‘Way out there?’ said Zac.
‘You’d be surprised at who turns up out there,’ said Stacie.
‘Like mysterious Frenchmen and people with car trouble,’ added Nicole. She paused, then said, ‘Can we find out where Emilia is? She said Felix told her he worked for a collector in Switzerland, and that he wanted to visit Galerie Vieille . . . I’m wondering if he might have been after something in particular.’
‘I guess she’s still at the dig,’ said Stacie. ‘Which is out of range, so we can’t contact her there.’
Buggsy came in as Stacie was speaking, and put the bags of shopping on the kitchen counter. He took a seat. ‘That’s the essentials sorted. So what’s our schedule for tomorrow, Stace?’ 
‘We’re meeting with Dr Rosie Allmond in the morning and later with Madame Baudon, to film at the gallery.’
‘Can we fit in a quick trip to Geneva to see where this Felix worked?’ asked Zac.
‘I’ll let you ask Darryl about that,’ Stacie said with a smile. ‘I’m sure he’d love to finance four flights to Switzerland.’

The meeting with Rosie Allmond was a cheerful reunion.
‘It seems out of context seeing you with a city skyline in the background,’ said Stacie as they set up the interview in Rosie’s hotel room.
‘I know what you mean, it’s a massive contrast to my usual surroundings!’ Rosie chuckled. ‘I’ve spent the last few days at the labs, and everyone there is super excited. They’ve found the contents of a sauropod’s stomach. She was a vegetarian, of course, but to have the chance to identify which plants made up her last supper is pretty thrilling,’ said Rosie.
‘How’re things out at the labs?’ said Stacie.
‘They’ve been setting up more display areas and have started a lot of new programs including 3D digital technology,’ said Rosie. ‘They still have a mountain of material filed away in cupboards and drawers that hasn’t yet been properly studied. It’s getting as bad as the museums that have stacks and drawers no one’s looked in for decades.’
‘We found that place so interesting,’ said Nicole. ‘Zac and Buggsy here are going to head out there soon and get footage of the jump-up, the labs and dig site,’ she added. ‘Now, are we ready to shoot? Let’s recap what you just said.’
Rosie was at ease in front of the camera as she described the new technologies being used to identify and examine fossils.
‘Are the pieces stored in the laboratories valuable?’ asked Nicole.
‘Everything is valuable to someone.’ Rosie smiled. ‘You’d have to know the specifics, but some specimens would be worth a few hundred dollars, some many thousands. In rare cases an unusual fossil might be worth millions of dollars.’
‘But aren’t they all kept under lock and key?’ said Nicole.
Rosie shook her head. ‘Not everything. Like museums, some laboratories prefer to keep objects accessible for study and display. However some items are copies or casts, as the originals can be very fragile. You’d have to know which is which,’ said Rosie. ‘Fossils are very collectable pieces. And each country tends to have its own rules and regulations.’
‘What about smuggling? Is that a big problem?’ asked Nicole.
Rosie winced. ‘Yes, unfortunately, it’s massive. Especially in countries that have been . . . less circumspect, shall we say. The good news is that the interest in fossils and ancient creatures is also growing. Which is great in one way, because raising awareness about their importance is key, but it can also lead to a lot of destruction, such as amateurs seeking fossils and not knowing the correct procedures for their collection. And, of course, growing interest leads to a growing black market in fossils,’ she explained. ‘Fossil smuggling was once a rather obscure illegal business, but now fossils and bones from ancient creatures are a very popular item for private collectors.’
‘The movie Jurassic Park has a lot to answer for, perhaps,’ said Nicole.
‘It was good in some ways, problematic in others.’ Rosie sighed. ‘I think the general public would be shocked at the level of fossil smuggling. Makes bank robbers look like amateurs. Some fossils like dinosaur eggs are not so rare, whereas another type of fossil could be the only one of its kind in the world, and therefore just about priceless. Fossils are the keys to knowing about our history of life on Earth and where we may be headed. It’s imperative that palaeontologists and other scientists have access to them for the purposes of study.’
‘So how are these items smuggled or stolen?’ asked Nicole. ‘Some of the bones we saw in the lab were huge!’
Rosie smiled. ‘Now that I won’t give away! But I would like to ask all your viewers to be aware of the precious and fragile nature of fossils, and to get in touch with the ancient history or palaeontology department of their nearest university if they think they’ve found something interesting. Let’s keep these treasures in the right hands.’
‘Nice one, Nic,’ said Stacie as Zac and Buggsy packed up after the interview.
‘I wish all talent was like you, Rosie,’ said Nicole. ‘You made everything so accessible and entertaining. Viewers will be heading out to digs and museums by the busload.’
‘Yes, and they’ll have a new awareness of how precious and important fossils are,’ Stacie added.
‘I hope so. And that they buy my new book!’ Rosie laughed. ‘We’ve also devised a new program for students who may have loved dinosaurs as little kids, but are now learning about palaeontology and its attendant subjects at ages nine and up. By the way, I told Drew and the team from the dig that I’d be catching up with you and they all said to say hello. Drew wants you to let him know when your TV program is going to air.’
‘Oh, you’ll all know about it,’ said Stacie.

It was late afternoon, and they shivered in a cool wind and watery sunlight outside the beautiful old former convent school, now Galerie Vieille.
‘Stacie and I will go ahead while you guys bring the gear,’ said Nicole.
‘I’ll just get a few exterior shots before the light goes,’ said Zac.
Madame Baudon ushered Nicole and Stacie into the display salon. ‘I have someone in my office. I realise you will want to film in here. Please go ahead.’ She paused, then added, ‘Of course, do not let your crew move or touch anything. I will join you shortly.’
‘Would it be possible to film a conversation with you in your office, when we’ve finished in here?’ asked Nicole politely.
‘Mais oui, please yourself.’ Madame shrugged, then hurried away.
Nicole raised her eyebrows at Stacie. ‘Well, that was easy.’
‘Holy hell,’ muttered Buggsy when he followed Zac into the gallery a few minutes later.
‘I told you,’ said Zac. ‘Pretty amazing, isn’t it?’
‘Does everything in here cost a zillion bucks?’ asked Buggsy.
‘Probably,’ said Zac.
‘The sound in this room isn’t very good, though,’ said Buggsy. ‘Too much echo. I can record one person speaking, but not an interview.’
‘That’s okay. We just need Madame Baudon to give some description of a few of these pieces. Then we’ll do an interview in her office,’ Nicole explained. While the men set up their equipment with Stacie’s help, she took a seat beneath a stained-glass window and read through her notes.
Madame Baudon returned as Zac was trying out different lenses on his camera. 
‘So which pieces are you filming?’ she asked.
Zac gave her a big smile. ‘Madame, I’d like to do a tracking shot along this section, if you could walk to an item and describe it, give some details and then move on to the next one. I’ll do close-ups of each piece afterwards. Our sound man will follow you with his small boom mic. Microphone, that is.’
Madame Baudon nodded. ‘I understand. That will be fine.’
She was comfortable in front of the camera and began by pointing to the skeletal bones of the head of a fossilised crocodile, mouth open, about to attack, mounted on a stylised cube.
‘A collector of contemporary art, tribal art or even religious antiquities appreciates not only the sculptural form displayed, but it’s rarity and quality. The artification of a fossil, plus its uniqueness, determines its place in the art market. The rarer it is, the higher its value.’ She spoke professionally and didn’t appear at all camera-shy.
Then she paused beside a small dinosaur whose ‘skin’ of metallic woven gold threads glittered in the lights, its diamond-like eyes and expression friendly. ‘Fossils are like jewels mined from the earth, some more valuable than diamonds.’
Next she paused at a stand where there stood a small pair of rearing prehistoric lizards beneath a bronze model of a tree. As Madame Baudon touched one of the clawed feet, the treetop lit up.
‘This lamp is an example of fossil art as home décor.’
Walking on, she pointed at the wall, where a large, framed square of rock embedded with fossilised ferns and plants was mounted.
‘And of course, some pieces need no artification. That fossil is as it’s been for millennia. It coexists perfectly with modern art, or any antiquity.’
Once they had finished filming in the gallery, Madame looked at Nicole and nodded. ‘When you are ready, please come to my office.’
‘Finish your pick-up shots, Zac, then we’ll head in to do the interview,’ said Nicole as the door closed behind Madame Baudon.
‘Right. I might get a shot of the light coming through the stained-glass window, too,’ he said.
Stacie stood up and peered through the window that looked out onto the garden. ‘No expense spared in the grounds. Must have been a nice place for the girls living here . . .’ She paused, rising onto her toes as she craned her head to one side of the window. ‘There’s a guy out there. I wonder . . . shall I go and talk to him? He might work for the gallery.’ She looked at Nicole, eyebrows raised.
‘Yes, good idea. We’re nearly done here.’
Stacie wrapped her jacket tighter around her as she stepped outside into the cool breeze and walked around the side of the building.
The man turned suddenly as he heard her approaching.
‘Hey. You looking for the toilets?’ he asked.
He was lean, wiry, weathered. Maybe in his fifties or a bit younger, Stacie judged.
‘No, just filling in time,’ she replied casually. ‘My friends are looking at the works in the gallery. Amazing pieces, eh? I had no idea fossils looked like that.’
‘They don’t all come outta the ground like that,’ the man replied.
‘Well, no, I s’pose not. I wonder where those pieces have come from. I’m Stacie, by the way.’
‘Simon.’ He nodded. ‘Ask Madame Baudon about sourcing things.’
‘Oh, I’m not in the market for one!’ Stacie gave a light laugh. ‘Too expensive for me.’ She paused. ‘Must be exciting to dig them up, though. Do you work here?’
‘I sometimes help Madame out,’ he said, sounding cautious.
‘After visiting this gallery, I’m seriously thinking I’d like to go on a fossil hunt. How would I do that, do you know?’
‘Oh, there are digs and things around,’ Simon replied vaguely. ‘I’m sure you can find some info online.’
‘Have you ever found a fossil?’ asked Stacie.
Simon shrugged. ‘Nah.’
An awkward silence fell, and Stacie wondered what else she could ask. Looking around, she saw that there was a double garage around the back, its doors open. On one side was parked the maroon Daimler they’d seen the Madame driving, and on the other was a battered-looking four-wheel drive, covered in red dust.
‘Looks like someone’s been out bush,’ she said, pointing at it.
To her surprise, Simon flinched slightly. ‘Yeah, well, I don’t know anything about that,’ he said shortly. ‘In fact, I think Madame Baudon is going to sell it. Now, break’s over. I’d better get back to work.’
Interesting, thought Stacie. Gazing at the car, she realised it was an older model, a faded red underneath the dust, and there was a dent in the back bumper bar. Well, that’s a coincidence, she thought, remembering what Jennifer had told her about the car that had stopped at the caves camp. Stacie didn’t believe in coincidences. When Simon was out of sight, she took a few discreet photos of the car before she went back inside.

‘Madame’s ready for us,’ said Nicole. She studied Stacie, then asked, ‘What’s that look mean?’
‘Tell you later,’ murmured Stacie.
As Zac and Buggsy set up their equipment in her office, Madame Baudon excused herself to make some notes at her desk. Nicole sat on the lounge in front of the amethyst fossil table and Stacie hovered behind the crew.
‘I think this is the best angle, Nic,’ said Zac as he put the camera in place. ‘There are those nice pieces on the shelf behind where Madame Baudon will be sitting. All right with you?’
Nicole glanced at the impressive jewel-studded fossils. ‘Yep. Looks good, Zac.’
The cameraman looked at Buggsy, who gave a nod. ‘All set, Nicole.’
‘Thanks, guys. Madame Baudon, whenever you’re ready. If we could just check sound, please.’
‘Of course.’ The gallery owner stood up and came around her desk, then waited as Buggsy politely attached the small microphone to the lapel of her silk jacket. Then she sat on the lounge as Nicole moved to the chair opposite, her back to the camera.
After a moment of getting comfortable and saying a few words for Buggsy, Madame Baudon gave Nicole a slight smile and waited.
Nicole looked over her shoulder at the camera, and Zac gave her a thumbs-up as he peered through the eyepiece. She faced front again and composed herself to begin.
‘Madame Baudon, you have an amazing gallery here. Why did you decide to specialise in predominantly fossils as art pieces?’
‘Look around.’ Madame waved a hand, clearly assuming there would be images of her salon overlaid in the final piece. ‘Are these pieces not extraordinary examples of life as art?’
‘Life as it was,’ said Nicole. ‘Is there some dissent between the art world and the scientific community over this interpretation of what were once living creatures now adapted as ornamental items rather than studied as educational specimens?’
‘Accuracy versus the aesthetic? I am a businesswoman, Ms Robertson, but also a great supporter of the arts. The artworks you see in my salon are all evolved from genuine fossils,’ said Madame Baudon, ‘and artists re-imagine them. There is great value in that, I believe.’
‘Maybe I should talk to some of the artists,’ said Nicole with a smile. ‘Could you put me in touch with any? It would be interesting to see how a fossil becomes a work of art – to show its extraordinary journey from millennia spent in the earth to your studio.’
‘I am only interested in the final piece. You should speak with the palaeontologists and fossil dealers,’ said Madame with a tight smile.
‘Or perhaps your clients. Those who collect these works must be interesting,’ said Nicole lightly.
‘I do not share details of my clients.’
‘What is the value of some of these pieces?’ Nicole asked, moving along smoothly.
‘The value is determined by a piece’s rarity, and how intact the original fossil is. For example, a fully intact magnificent T-Rex will attract more than ten million US dollars, and more common varieties, such as a mid-sized intact fossil of a diplodocus, might be in the one million–plus bracket,’ said Madame casually. ‘Of course, along with movie stars and celebrities, there are some very serious collectors who keep these in private collections.’
‘And how do the artists acquire the fossils in the first place?’
Madame’s expression didn’t flicker. ‘Some are commissions. My gallery has select artists who work with the fossil specimens. Or some collectors request specific pieces.’
‘And how does your gallery find and acquire these fossils, especially the specific ones you mention? There must be competition for them?’ Nicole smiled guilelessly. ‘Do you seek the fossils out, or do people approach you to sell them to your gallery?’
‘That is a commercial in-confidence query I cannot answer,’ said Madame haughtily.
‘So I guess some fossils are too expensive for the scientific community to acquire?’ said Nicole.
‘I’m afraid so,’ said Madame.
‘Have you ever been to a fossil dig?’ asked Nicole.
‘No. Why would I? I am only interested in the finished piece. As are my customers,’ Madame Baudon answered.
‘You must be breaking new ground in the art scene. Do you sell to international clients? Other collectors or galleries?’ Nicole pressed on.
‘All of the above. Each piece in my gallery is unique. As is all art, whatever the raw ingredients – even a child’s finger painting.’
Nicole nodded, noting the continued evasiveness of Madame Baudon’s answers. ‘But in this case, the source of the raw materials – unique fossils – must be limited –’
‘Hence their value,’ cut in Madame Baudon curtly.
‘So where would somebody watching this program go to obtain the raw material required to create a paleoart piece such as those you have on display?’
‘You would have to ask each artist where they source their materials. I am only interested in the final artwork, not in a debate between science and art. Is there anything else you wish to ask me?’ Madame gave a tight-lipped smile, her brown eyes flat and cold.
Nicole shrugged. ‘It’s just that we have been informed of the growing black market in fossils, and that illegal smuggling of such pieces is on the rise. An acquaintance of ours, Monsieur Felix DuBois, who I believe we mentioned last time we spoke, may have been in Australia looking for fossils on behalf of a collector –’
‘I wouldn’t know anything about that,’ Madame interjected. ‘There are many fossil fairs and markets. Perhaps that is a good place for a collector to begin.’ Madame Baudon rose, unclipped her microphone and set it on the coffee table before Buggsy could react. ‘Thank you for visiting my salon. I will leave you to pack up.’ She strode from the room.
Nicole glanced at the others, eyebrows raised.
‘Let’s do the reversals,’ said Zac quietly as he moved the lounge slightly and put his camera tripod in place so this time it faced Nicole. Buggsy hurried to join him.
Stacie handed Nicole the notebook where she’d jotted down the questions and answers. ‘Well, she really didn’t like that line of questioning,’ she said quietly.
‘No, she didn’t,’ Nicole agreed.
At a nod from Zac, Nicole repeated her questions one by one, nodding, pausing, smiling occasionally at the empty lounge seat where Madame had sat so stiffly. When she’d finished, Zac straightened up and turned off the camera. Buggsy gave a thumbs-up.
‘You sure you have enough visuals in the salon?’ said Nicole.
‘Heaps,’ said Zac.
Stacie stood up. ‘Nic, can you come with me for a tick? We’ll meet you guys at the car, Zac.’
‘Where’re we going?’ asked Nicole.
‘I got talking to that guy I saw through the window. He didn’t say much, except that he helps the madame out sometimes. But while we were talking, I saw a car parked in the garage out the back. It could be a coincidence, but it’s an older model four-wheel drive with a dent in the bumper bar. Also, it’s red, and it’s covered in dust, as if it’s been out bush recently.’
Nicole raised her eyebrows. ‘You think it might be the car that stopped at the caves camp,’ she said immediately. 
‘Yep. The guy said it’s for sale. I thought we could pretend we might want to buy it so we can get a better look,’ said Stacie as she hurried around the building. ‘There he is.’
Simon was smoking a cigarette. He looked over as they approached.
‘Hi again, Simon. This is my boss, Nicole. I was telling her about that car and how it’s for sale, and she said she might be interested in buying it,’ said Stacie smoothly. ‘After seeing the gallery, we’re thinking about going on a fossil hunt,’ she added.
‘Yes, it sounds exciting!’ Nicole played along. ‘Stacie tells me we’ll need a tough vehicle. Sometimes there’s not even proper roads out there, apparently! Do you think we could take a look at it?’
Simon hesitated for a moment, but then he tossed his cigarette butt onto the gravel, ground it out with his toe and said, ‘Okay. Come with me.’
He led them to the double garage – the doors of which were now closed, Stacie noticed – and unlocked a side door. He flicked on a light as they walked past some storage shelves and mechanical paraphernalia to where the four-wheel drive was parked. Simon took out a key fob and unlocked the car so they could look inside. Then he pressed a button on the wall and the electronic garage doors rolled up, the afternoon light revealing a dirty red vehicle.
Nicole’s eyes widened. ‘Well, that looks like it knows its way around the outback. What sort of condition is it in?’
‘Ah, it’s done a few Ks, but it goes fine. I’ll clean it up if you decide to buy it.’
‘How much do you want for it?’ asked Nicole as she glanced surreptitiously at the numberplate and back bumper bar.
‘How much ya got?’ he half joked. ‘But seriously, I think Madame Baudon is looking for a coupla grand.’
Stacie peered into the back seat. ‘Gosh, I could even sleep in this if I had to . . .’ She opened the driver’s door and got in as Nicole watched.
‘How old is it?’ Nicole asked Simon as Stacie sat behind the wheel.
Simon looked a little furtive. ‘A few years. But it’s got yonks of life left.’
‘Why’re you selling it?’ asked Nicole.
Simon shrugged. ‘Dunno. Not up to me.’ Was there a fraction of a second’s hesitation before he replied? Nicole wondered.
She thought for a moment. ‘Do you mind if my colleague here takes it for a test drive? She would be doing most of the driving if we bought it.’
Stacie gave Nicole an amused look but reached out her hand for the keys. Simon handed them over, but he definitely hesitated this time.
‘Thanks,’ said Stacie, and gave him a smile as she turned the key in the ignition and drove slowly out into the driveway. The side gate opened automatically and Stacie went through and out onto the street. Nicole made small talk with the man.
‘Whereabouts should we go to find fossils, do you think?’ she asked.
‘Ah, plenty of tourist places run digs and stuff,’ Simon replied, waving a hand vaguely. ‘I was saying to your friend, just have a look online maybe.’
Nicole tried a few more avenues, but Simon remained tight-lipped.
About ten minutes later, Stacie drove back up and into the garage, turned off the engine and got out.
‘Thanks for that, Simon.’ Stacie turned to Nicole. ‘We should check our budget and talk it over before we decide, Nic,’ she added.
‘Yes. I really want to make sure that you can manage such a big, heavy car, Stace,’ improvised Nicole. ‘We’ll call you, Simon. What’s your phone number?’ She pulled out her mobile and smiled at him expectantly, fingers poised.
There was another flash of indecision, but then Simon rattled off his number and Nicole punched it into her phone.
‘Thank you again. We’ll call you.’ Stacie headed out, followed by Nicole as the garage door rattled to the ground behind them.
‘So?’ said Nicole quietly when they were out of earshot.
‘It has a GPS system and I wrote down its VIN number . . . might give us some info. And now we have Simon’s details too, which might come in handy if it turns out that’s the same car that stopped at the camp. It’s too strange to be a coincidence, wouldn’t you say?’
‘Yes, I would. Let’s check in with Jennifer later and see if the numberplate’s the same,’ said Nicole.
Zac had the gear in their hire car, the engine idling, and Buggsy was sitting beside him. The two women slid into the back seat.
‘Well, that was all very interesting.’ Zac grinned. ‘Madame Baudon cleverly told us very little.’
Buggsy shook his head. ‘But that gallery is unreal. And did you see the jewellery on Madame!’
‘Yep. Real diamonds, too,’ said Nicole.
‘Okay. Who’s cooking tonight?’ asked Zac.
‘Me,’ said Stacie. ‘There’s a great Vietnamese takeaway I found. Call in there, my treat. Nic and I have a story to tell you over dinner!’

Over their takeaways on the back verandah, Nicole and Stacie filled their colleagues in on what they’d seen in the garage at the gallery. When they’d finished eating, Stacie went inside to call Jennifer about the car and Nicole ran through their next moves with Zac and Buggsy.
‘So, you two are heading off to film the labs, the dig and the cave complex. I’ll give you everyone’s contact details and some questions for Professor Jim – he’s a great talker. We’ll use his voiceover, but get shots of everyone, if you can,’ said Nicole, adding with a smile, ‘Wait till you see everything. You guys know what to do.’
‘Roger that. And where are you and Stace going?’ asked Zac.
‘We’ll head back to Victoria Springs once we’ve finished making a few more enquiries here. Then we’ll meet up with you again, probably out at the site where Felix’s car was found. We’ll need to keep in touch to arrange when to rendezvous.’
‘Why are we going out there?’ asked Buggsy.
‘We were stopped from getting too close when they first found the crashed car, so now we need some visuals of the area,’ replied Nicole. ‘That reminds me, you’ll need a satellite phone. Stacie says there’s a place here in Brisbane that sells good second-hand ones.’
‘So we’re re-staging the finding-the-car scene?’ said Buggsy.
‘Yes, in a way. We need overlay visuals showing where Felix went missing,’ said Nicole. ‘There are so many threads to this story, and we’ll need footage from all these locations so we can use them in the final version if needed. I’ve told Paddy we’re coming back to the Springs, and he says he’ll be working in the area for the next few weeks and can help us.’
Just then, Stacie came back out onto the verandah.
‘It’s the same car,’ she said excitedly. ‘Jennifer confirmed that the numberplate on the four-wheel drive that stopped at their camp is the same as the one we saw today. That means that someone from Galerie Vieille – which deals in fossils and which Felix intended to visit – was in the general area where he disappeared at around the same time. Something smells fishy to me.’
Nicole nodded. ‘I agree. And . . .’ She paused, thinking. ‘Remember there were tracks from a second vehicle at the site where Felix crashed his car? We didn’t see a single other car the whole time we were driving to the caves. Is it crazy to think that second vehicle might be the red car we saw at the gallery? We should let the police know about this. It might be nothing, but you never know. They might be able to compare the tyre tracks. Maybe Paddy can tell us who to speak to.’ 
‘You’re right,’ breathed Stacie. ‘I’d forgotten about those tracks, but it makes sense.’ She checked her watch. ‘It’s getting late; let’s ring Paddy tomorrow and let him know what we’ve found out.’
Zac was nodding as he made some notes in his phone. ‘All right. So we’ve got lots of balls in the air. And what does Broadhurst think of all this?’ he asked.
‘Need you ask! We’ve told him as little as possible for the moment,’ said Stacie. ‘Anyway, apart from us spending the station’s money, I don’t think he cares,’ she added. ‘He’s hoping we’re just fluffing around and won’t come back with anything that’ll rate through the roof.’
‘So then he can axe us?’ said Buggsy.
‘Not you and Zac, you’re crucial. Darryl is looking for an excuse to axe me and Nic,’ said Stacie.
‘Yes,’ said Nicole grimly. ‘He made it pretty clear right from the start that he wasn’t keen on any of the ideas we came up with. We need to do this in spite of him, not with him.’
‘Pardon me for asking, but how does this story end? I mean, it’s a bit of a long shot to think we’ll solve Felix’s disappearance and figure out what he was doing out there in the first place, isn’t it?’ said Zac.
‘Is that what we’re doing?’ said Buggsy. He looked concerned.
‘No,’ said Nicole calmly. ‘That’s only part of it – and the investigation is not something we have any control over. We have plenty to focus on with the dig, the fossils and the caves, so those are our priority. Let’s just take everything else one day at a time, shall we?’ 
‘Sure, no pressure,’ said Stacie, rolling her eyes, but she squeezed Nicole’s arm.
‘Okay. What is our timeframe?’ asked Buggsy.
‘We’ll have another month or so if we’re lucky,’ said Nicole. ‘Don’t worry, guys. It’s all going to work out.’ She began to collect the food containers and take them into the kitchen, signalling the end of the conversation.
‘Well, my wife tells me I don’t call often enough when I’m away. So I’m going to go check in with the family,’ said Buggsy, waving his phone as he stood up. ‘Thanks for dinner, Stacie,’ he called over his shoulder.

Stacie and Nicole stood in the small front garden as Zac and Buggsy prepared to go to the airport.
‘Okay, we’re all set.’ Zac gave a salute to the two women. ‘See you in a week?’
‘Yes, something like that. We’ll check in regularly. Don’t fall in any holes out there, guys!’ Stacie winked at Buggsy, who shook his head, laughing.
‘We’ll call with a progress report,’ said Zac. ‘Good luck with whatever comes up next.’
They pulled out of the driveway and Stacie and Nicole watched the hire car disappear down the street.
‘I kinda wish we’d brought those guys with us from the start,’ said Nicole with a sigh.
‘Are you joking? They’re great, but with them in tow we wouldn’t have had half the adventures we’ve had,’ exclaimed Stacie.
‘Hmm, you mean misadventures! Two sheilas stumbling around the outback . . .’ Nicole chuckled.
‘If we hadn’t had to stop and get our car fixed in Ambin we wouldn’t have met Phillip or heard about the festival at Beeton Falls. We might not have heard Rosie Allmond speak or found out about the labs and the dig,’ said Stacie. ‘And then where would we be? The day you stop adventuring is the day you quit,’ she added.
Nicole laughed. ‘Yep, you’re right, of course. We aren’t done yet, little sister.’
Stacie smiled. Nicole hadn’t called her ‘little sister’ for years. It probably best described their relationship, as Stacie knew she could annoy Nicole, but their bond was strong even though their private lives rarely intersected.
‘Let’s have breakfast,’ said Stacie. ‘What’re we doing about the red car?’ she asked as they walked inside.
‘I’ll call Simon. I’ll tell him that our budget won’t spring for the extra expenditure but thank him for his time yesterday. Hello, goodbye. End of story,’ said Nicole. ‘Hopefully that won’t arouse any suspicion. Then I’ll call Paddy and let him know what we’ve found out. He can pass the information on to the police or tell us who to speak to about it.’
‘Sounds good,’ said Stacie. 
‘Oh, and that reminds me,’ said Nicole, ‘Zac and I had an idea about the red car. I need to ask Paddy about it.’
‘What’re you thinking?’ asked Stacie.
‘You’ll see,’ replied Nicole, grinning.

This time, Stacie and Nicole had decided to take the train and a coach to Victoria Springs rather than drive, which they agreed gave them a better chance to soak up the wide expanses of country as they travelled. They were waiting for their bags to be offloaded from the coach when a strong arm reached out to help them.
‘Hey! Paddy . . .’ Stacie exclaimed. ‘Good to see you.’
‘You didn’t have to meet us,’ said Nicole, but Paddy shrugged.
‘Might as well. I’ve brought your hire car. Thought I could drop you at your hotel and we could have coffee, catch up on everything,’ he suggested.
‘Oh thanks, good idea,’ Nicole said.
When they followed Paddy in the bright sunshine to the hire car he had picked up for them, Stacie stopped short. Paddy opened the back of an old red four-wheel drive.
‘Wow, it looks almost the same as the car Simon had. How –?’ Stacie turned to Nicole, but then realisation dawned on her face. ‘Aha, so this was the idea you had with Zac!’
‘Yep,’ said Nicole, smiling. ‘Zac thought it would make good visuals if we could restage one of the possible scenarios – that this car was the one at the site of Felix’s crash,’ she said. ‘So I asked Paddy to get the most similar car he could find to the one I described.’
‘Thanks Paddy, this is fantastic,’ said Stacie. 
‘No worries. What’s the restaging involve?’ asked Paddy as he helped lift their bags into the boot. 
‘Well,’ said Nicole, ‘imagine a voiceover saying: “One of the theories is that Felix DuBois left from the dig site very late one clear night . . .” At the same time there’ll be aerial vision of a car leaving a dust trail, the sole object in the empty terrain for hundreds of kilometres . . . “Little
did he know his rendezvous with another vehicle would lead to his disappearance . . .” Aerial shot of a red four-wheel drive also heading across the landscape . . .’
Paddy nodded. ‘Television needs pictures, eh?’
‘You got it,’ said Stacie.
‘I know we’re not doing a travelogue,’ said Nicole as they drove into town, ‘but most viewers wouldn’t get the chance to visit places out here, so we need to show them as much as possible. Plus it’s a pivotal point in the story.’
Stacie nodded. ‘Too bad we don’t have a clue what happened next.’
Paddy pulled up outside the familiar King’s Hotel and they found an empty table in the shade out in the beer garden.
‘So what’s news?’ asked Stacie once they’d ordered their coffees.
Paddy shrugged. ‘Still no sign of the missing man. I passed on the details you gave me about the car to a local police officer, bloke called Sergeant Ward. He told me there’s a detective from the big smoke on the case now. Not sure you can talk to him, but I could put you in touch with the sergeant if you want.’
‘Thanks, but it sounds like he won’t be able to tell us much,’ said Nicole.
‘And what about you, Paddy? Is there anything more you can share with us?’ said Stacie.
Paddy waved his hand. ‘Nope. I don’t think the police have any leads except that it seems like the missing fella was meeting someone. It’s an ongoing case . . . open for as long as it takes, I s’pose.’ He paused. ‘I have a question for you, though. Why do you think that the second car at the scene might have been a red four-wheel drive?’
‘Well, the friends we met at the caves told us a man turned up in a red four-wheel drive with an overheating engine,’ said Stacie. ‘He needed water for the radiator, which our friends helped him with, then he left in a hurry. Not very friendly, they said,’ she added. ‘But one of them wrote down the numberplate. Then, when we visited the fossil gallery in Brisbane, we saw a car matching the description, right down to a dent on the bumper. Still, even we were surprised when the numberplate matched. It seemed like a big coincidence, but maybe we were just already on the right trail.’
‘We’ve been trying to work out what might have happened,’ said Nicole. ‘We figure that if this car was in the area at about the time Felix disappeared, the driver might know something about what happened – or might even have had something to do with it. We know Felix worked for a fossil collector, and the red car belongs to a fossil gallery. If Felix was collecting or delivering a fossil, perhaps something went terribly wrong.’ She paused. ‘Of course, this is all just guesswork. But it seems an odd coincidence that this car linked to the fossil gallery was nearby when Felix went missing.’
Paddy nodded slowly. ‘You were right to pass on that information to the police. It’s clear there are quite a few unusual links here.’
‘But what a strange place for them to meet, even if it was a secret and possibly illicit deal,’ mused Stacie.
‘Probably a very good place – remote, isolated. Felix’s car might not have been found for ages if the eagles hadn’t been circling that dead wallaby,’ said Nicole. ‘But I don’t understand what happened next.’
‘That’s the question, isn’t it,’ said Paddy. He pulled his hat off to run his hand through his hair, then said, ‘So you will restage this rendezvous for your TV show; but if we don’t know what happened, won’t viewers be confused?’
‘We go with the flow for now,’ explained Nicole. ‘New leads have a habit of turning up at the last minute. And if they don’t, then we can downplay this part of the story. We’ve got plenty of other material.’
‘Yes – if it’s not solved, then we use the angle that life is full of great mysteries, Paddy,’ said Stacie. ‘Maybe the show itself will prompt someone to bring forward new information.’
‘Well, it’s still an open investigation, however you interpret that, but I’d say it’s a long shot that someone will walk in the door with serious information.’ Paddy sighed.
They talked a little more while they drank their coffee, and Paddy told them about some of his experiences out on Country.
‘You walk in two worlds,’ said Nicole in admiration as Paddy described how traditional tracking was being taught and adapted to be used together with new police methods.
‘The Ranger program has brought back a lot of cultural training alongside modern policing, and very sophisticated high-tech methods too,’ he explained.
‘Do your children learn their history and knowledge?’ asked Nicole.
Paddy nodded. ‘Oh, yes. My daughter wants to do medicine at uni one day, but she already learns traditional healing when we visit the Old People.’
‘Paddy,’ Nicole said, ‘you’ve helped us so much already, but do you think you could come out to the rock when we film? We’re meeting our crew there in a few days. After all, you first spotted the eagles,’ Nicole reminded him. ‘You know your way around so well. Your advice would be invaluable.’
Paddy shrugged. ‘Sure, if it will help you. I’m working out that way anyway so just let me know when you’ll be there and I’ll make arrangements to meet you.’
‘Thanks, Paddy,’ said Nicole. ‘We really appreciate it. Oh – and do you think you could do an interview on camera? We wouldn’t touch on anything sensitive to the police investigation.’
Paddy nodded. ‘I think that would be okay,’ he said.
After they’d finished their coffees and farewelled Paddy, Stacie and Nicole headed into the lobby of the King’s Hotel, where they were welcomed back by the receptionist. 
‘How’ve your travels been?’ she asked.
‘Gobsmacking,’ said Stacie.
‘That’s what everyone says,’ she replied.
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AFTER CHECKING IN AND freshening up, Nicole and Stacie walked down the street to the pub, where they were greeted effusively by Hayley and Pru.
‘You’re still travelling! Or have you finished?’ asked Hayley.
‘A few more days, then we’re heading home,’ said Stacie.
‘Well, I hope you have time for lunch,’ said Pru. She looked past them then added, ‘Here’s our new super chef now!’
They turned to see Emilia coming towards them.
The young backpacker smiled. ‘We meet again! How are you?’
‘Fine, thanks, Emilia. Great to see you. So, you’re working here in town now?’ asked Nicole.
‘Yes, I came here after the dig finished up for the volunteers,’ answered Emilia. ‘Lucky for me there was a vacancy for a cook here at the pub. I need to save more money so I can travel again.’
‘Where to next?’ asked Stacie.
‘The ocean, I think. Maybe the Gold Coast.’
‘Nice change,’ Stacie said.
‘Where have you been since the dig?’ Emilia asked.
‘We went to see some caves and have just now come from Brisbane,’ said Nicole.
‘Ah, the city. I will go there for a day before I head to the beaches. Felix told me –’ Emilia caught Pru’s eye, and it was clear her boss wanted her to get back to work. ‘I make a pizza for you. Simple but tasty, eh?’
The two women watched Emilia hurry back to the kitchen.
‘Felix suggested she see Brisbane?’ said Stacie, raising her eyebrows.

It was relaxing sitting in the front bar. They had finished the pizza and salad, but Nicole and Stacie were happy to stay for a while and chat.
‘Have you heard from Ashton?’ Nicole asked Stacie. ‘Is he coming to the rock rendezvous?’
‘I haven’t managed to speak to him yet, but you know how bad the reception is out there, even on the sat phone,’ said Stacie. ‘Plus, they might all be out at the caves. I’ll try him again this evening.’ She sighed. ‘I really hope he can meet us there. I miss him.’
Nicole glanced quickly at her. ‘You seem to have become very attached to him, if you don’t mind me saying so. Do you think you’ll be able to make something of your relationship back at home?’ she asked gently. ‘Does he feel like you do? Or has this been a bit of a holiday romance? I mean, you’ve shared some extraordinary experiences. It might not feel so special back in the mundane real world.’
‘That does worry me. He’s become incredibly special to me,’ said Stacie, looking concerned.
Nicole felt a sudden ache for her friend. ‘Well, all you can do is give it a shot, and see where you end up. I’d just hate to see you get hurt. Ashton seems like a lovely man, but you’re both living through a special time. Meeting each other in the outback is so different from being in the city where everything is familiar and routine,’ said Nicole.
For once Stacie didn’t have a flippant or fast comeback. ‘I know. I’m a bit anxious about it all,’ she admitted.
‘Well, let me know if you get hold of him tonight. I’m keen to hear what everyone’s been up to,’ said Nicole brightly, trying to cheer her up.

Nicole took one look at Stacie the next morning and knew she hadn’t made contact with Ashton.
‘Let’s head out to the jump-up and catch up with Roger, Annabelle and Susie,’ she suggested. ‘That will also give us the chance to say goodbye before we go home, and find out if they have any news.’
When they arrived at the labs a couple of hours later, Annabelle was just getting out of a four-wheel drive. ‘Well, hello!’ she greeted them. ‘You came on a good day. We’re all here. Roger and Susie and a couple of technicians are in the main lab. Have you heard any news of Felix?’
‘We were going to ask you the same thing,’ said Nicole. ‘We heard yesterday that he’s still missing. Though we have found out he had some sort of connection with a fossil gallery in Brisbane. We’re not sure what it’s all about, though.’
Annabelle frowned. ‘That’s interesting. Look, keep this to yourselves, but we had an incident here recently. The fossil we called Doctor Who has disappeared.’
‘What!’ exclaimed Stacie and Nicole together.
‘Shh, the techies don’t know. We’re pretty upset about it, especially Drew, of course.’ Annabelle sighed.
‘When was this?’ asked Nicole.
‘We’re not sure exactly. Could have been while you were at the dig. That’s why I mentioned it – you two are super observant and might have noticed something. The fossil was locked away in a storage room here that we don’t need to go into very often, so we only realised it was missing about a week ago.’
‘I know Doctor Who was supposed to be a secret, but Brian and Marion told us,’ Stacie said. ‘Did they say they’d seen it? she asked Nicole.
‘I can’t recall . . .’ said Nicole, shaking her head. ‘What do the police say?’ she asked Annabelle.
‘They’re investigating, but there isn’t a lot to go on. No fingerprints were left, and there’s no CCTV coverage. We never bothered with cameras because we are so remote. Nothing like this has ever happened before, so we haven’t needed them,’ Annabelle explained. 
‘Can you tell me,’ said Nicole, ‘what sort of fossil was Doctor Who?’
‘I’ll show you,’ said Annabelle. She took out her phone and scrolled through to a photo. ‘This is what Doctor Who looks like.’ 
The women studied the image.
‘It’s half a skull . . . is that worth a lot?’ asked Stacie.
‘We now know that Doctor Who’s a rare example of a sauropod skull that’s almost complete on one side . . . we think it’s close to ninety million years old. We’ve been hanging out to find more of the skeleton to study before passing it on to a museum,’ explained Annabelle. ‘It’s rare for fossils to disappear from remote labs like this one; very few people know what we have here. And it would be more valuable complete, but because of its rarity I’m sure there’d be a lot of interest in it. Mind you, it could take years and years to find the missing pieces, if we find them at all.’
‘Was anything else stolen?’ asked Nicole.
Annabelle shook her head. ‘No.’
‘Isn’t that a bit strange?’ said Nicole. ‘It makes it look like someone targeted that fossil in particular, and that means they knew what you had and where it was.’
Annabelle nodded. ‘It seems that way. As soon as we discovered it was missing, Drew had proper security cameras installed and we have new protocols in place, so it can’t happen again.’
‘It wouldn’t be easy to sell, would it?’ said Stacie.
‘You wouldn’t think so, but you don’t know these bigtime collectors! They’re obsessive,’ said Annabelle. ‘They’ll go to great lengths to get their hands on rare, valuable fossils to keep privately.’
‘So where do you look to find Doctor Who?’ Stacie asked.
‘Fossil marketplaces, online, at fairs, on the private collectors’ grapevine. So far we’ve had no luck. It will turn up, though; it’s too rare not to be sought after.’ Annabelle shook her head. ‘I just worry someone took it after hearing one of us talking about it, not knowing or understanding – or not caring – how important it was to our work.’ She looked stricken.
‘I’m really sorry to hear this,’ said Nicole.
Annabelle turned towards the labs. ‘Anyway, nothing we can do about it right now. Come and say hi to everyone.’
As they followed Annabelle, Nicole felt something tugging at her memory. She felt there was something she’d seen or heard that was important, some connection she should make, but it wouldn’t come to her. Shaking her head, she turned her attention back to the labs.

After driving back into Victoria Springs in the early evening, Stacie parked in front of the King’s Hotel and they went inside, looking for a free table in a quiet corner where they could talk.
‘Well, that was a long day, but worth it,’ said Nicole as they sat down. ‘I feel so sorry for everyone at the labs; Annabelle seemed very upset about the theft. I hadn’t ever really thought about the value of research into fossils before, let alone the impact of the illegal trade in them. Australia is so big; who knows the treasures we’re walking on top of anywhere we go?’
‘I know what you mean,’ said Stacie. ‘I think this is exactly what Sully wants our program to do – show viewers people and subjects they know little about,’ she added, then paused as her phone rang.
Nicole smiled as Stacie’s face lit up. 
‘It’s Ash!’
‘I’ll go order us a drink,’ said Nicole, as Stacie leant into the phone.
Nicole came back to the table and put down two glasses of wine. She didn’t even have to ask about the call when she saw Stacie with a huge smile on her face.
‘Tomorrow is the day. He’s coming out to the rock rendezvous with the crew.’

Nicole and Stacie were the only customers at the lonely roadhouse early the next morning. As Nicole filled their car with petrol, Stacie called Zac to let him know where they were and when they expected to arrive at the rocky outcrop where Felix’s car had been found. They had also called Paddy and let him know the plans, so he could meet them there too. 
Before they set off again, the two women stood side by side, silently staring at the spectacular view, where the horizon met the wide sky encircling them.
After a moment or two Stacie asked softly, ‘What are you seeing?’
Nicole smiled. ‘Dinosaurs – a tetrasaurus, big old fella, and a fat waddling sauropod, heading towards a waterhole . . . You?’
‘I’m looking at the sky. There’re those big winged creatures . . . like flying lizards, what are they called again?’
‘Pterosaurs,’ said Nicole.
They both burst out laughing.
‘Time we went back to the city,’ Nicole said as she got back in the car.
Stacie closed the passenger door. ‘I’ll miss this vastness,’ she said quietly.
‘And the silence,’ said Nicole. She started the engine. ‘Hope Paddy has a fire going.’
They saw the smoke from the fire from a long way off. As they drove closer, the silhouette of the massive bulky rock site was the sole image on the silvery horizon.
When they pulled up, they both climbed out, stretched limbs that were cramped after the long hours of driving, and let out a sigh of pleasure. They could smell food cooking.
‘Paddy, you’re a gem,’ said Nicole gratefully.
Later that night she heard other cars arrive accompanied by low voices and a quiet chuckle, but she settled further into her warm sleeping bag. Nicole made a bet with herself that Zac would be up early to film the sunrise.

‘How can a piece of bread toasting on an open fire smell so damned good,’ said Stacie.
Nicole reached for a mug of tea, noticing the happy tone in Stacie’s voice, and smiled at Zac. ‘I thought you’d be out shooting already.’
‘Been there, done that,’ he answered. ‘And Ash is still out there sketching even though we got in so late.’
Nicole glanced at Stacie, who gave a big smile.
When Stacie heard Ashton’s car returning a short time later, she got up and hurried to greet him. Her face was glowing as she and Ashton, arms around each other’s waists, walked back to the group sitting by the fire.
‘What a place,’ said Ashton. ‘Y’know, a lot of people would think there’s nothing out here but a big rock. It’s amazing. Stunning sunrise. I got some great photos.’
Over breakfast they worked out the sequence of events they needed to shoot that day.
‘We’ll end with twilight as the red vehicle drives towards the rock. Then in the dark we’ll use the drone to pick up the headlights of the second car . . . that’s Felix,’ said Nicole. ‘Paddy, if it’s all right with you, I’ll ask you to explain on camera what was found here – as much as you’re allowed to tell us, that is – and point out where Felix’s car crashed.’ She was pleased Paddy was wearing his Ranger’s uniform of khaki shorts, matching shirt with an emblem, a bush hat and boots. 
‘Too bad we can’t call in the eagles,’ said Stacie. Then she turned to Paddy. ‘Or can we?’
He shrugged. ‘Could give it a go.’ He gave a broad grin. ‘I was thinking about that so I brought a rabbit trap with me. You never know.’
Nicole shook her head. ‘Wow, I love it. Stace – add that to our list – “Travel with rabbit trap”.’
‘How do we cue the dingoes?’ asked Buggsy.
Paddy chuckled. ‘Be careful what you wish for!’
They got to work, and by lunchtime Nicole was satisfied they’d covered most of the visuals she wanted, save for the eagles and the night scenes.
As they broke for a sandwich, Stacie declared, ‘Paddy, you’re a natural for television. Really great.’
‘I agree,’ said Nicole. ‘In fact, I was thinking maybe we could ask you some questions about the significance of sites like this and the caves? Professor Gilchrist talked from a scientific point of view; an Indigenous view would be great as well.’
Paddy thought a moment. ‘This isn’t my Country, but sure, I can talk in general terms.’
‘Thanks, Paddy,’ said Nicole. ‘It’s just such a shame that this beautiful place was where someone went missing.’
‘Could it even be the case that he was just another foreign tourist getting into strife in the outback?’ said Buggsy.
‘Yeah, could be,’ said Paddy. ‘Unfortunately a missing person out here is the sort of case that might not be solved for years – if at all. No cameras, no witnesses, very little shelter, food and water if you don’t know the land or where to look.’
There was silence as the others contemplated this.
‘Since we don’t have anything left to shoot until sunset, maybe we should take one last walk around this rock,’ Ashton suggested. ‘Get some final shots, look for anything we might have missed.’
Paddy nodded. ‘I wouldn’t mind doing that. The police wouldn’t let me spend the time I wanted when I was here. Police and the Forensics people are very protective of a potential crime scene or site of interest. Which is fair enough.’
‘That sounds like a plan,’ said Stacie. ‘We’ll go, eh, Ash?’ she asked, standing up. ‘Anyone else?’
Zac smiled. ‘I’m in, and I’ll bring the camera. Just in case.’
‘I’ll come,’ said Nicole. ‘Just need to clean up the lunch stuff first. Let’s meet back here shortly.’
Ash moved close to Stacie. ‘Do you want to see my sketches before we go?’ he said quietly.
‘Whaaat!’ She laughed in mock surprise. ‘I thought you’d never ask.’
Ash grinned. ‘I did a few rough pieces out at the caves, and some on the rock this morning. But I’ve finally sketched some ideas for big canvases.’
They walked to his car, which was parked under a spindly wattle tree that rustled as he opened the boot and pulled out a large portfolio.
‘This looks impressive,’ said Stacie.
‘This is like a journo’s notebook,’ he said. ‘Wait, let’s sit down.’
Ashton pulled out two camp chairs and set them up next to each other under the wattle tree.
Stacie rested the portfolio on her lap and slowly turned the pages. As she studied the drawings and watercolours she felt as if she were being swept into the heart of each one, sensing a burning recognition of not only having been there and seen what she was looking at, but having touched it. She knew the smells, the heat of the sun, the chill of the night, the great expanse that was somehow filled with unseen stories, the cold glitter of starlight . . .
‘They’re only ideas and drafts,’ said Ashton. He sounded hesitant.
Stacie turned to him, her eyes teary.
‘Ash . . . these are incredible. They take me straight back there.’
He breathed a deep sigh. ‘You get it. But maybe it’s because you’re here, you’ve seen this place, and you understand?’
‘No, no! I can see what you’re doing – going to do. On a big canvas these will be like magic carpets. They’ll let everyone experience this unbelievable place.’ She leaned forward and kissed him deeply.
When Ash drew back, he let out a relieved breath and gave a slight smile. ‘Phew. I was worried.’
‘What?! You must know how good you are.’
He shook his head. ‘When you’re close to something, it’s sometimes hard to judge. I’ll tell you something else,’ he said, slightly sheepishly. ‘I missed you being around.’
Stacie leaned forward again and Ashton reached to return her kiss.

An hour later, as the group walked around the large rock, they strung out, each stopping whenever something in particular caught their eye.
Nicole saw that Paddy had walked off the track ahead of her and was pushing uphill through the undergrowth. When she got closer she found him lying on the ledge of an overhang, looking down at her.
She quickly called out, ‘Paddy! You okay up there?’
He lifted an arm, giving her a thumbs-up. Then he waved at her to join him.
As she scrambled up the slope, Paddy leaned down to offer her a hand. ‘Look at this,’ he said, and pointed to the roof of a little rock shelter.
Nicole caught her breath when she saw the faded ochre paintings along the rockface – a kangaroo, a stick-like figure with a spear and a hand stencilled in white.
‘How amazing. Is that a hunt?’
Paddy pointed below them. ‘I’d say this was a place for ’roos to feed and be hunted. Pretty old story.’
‘What’s up there?’ called Zac as he came into view.
‘Rock art! Bring the camera,’ Nicole shouted down to him. ‘If that’s all right, Paddy?’ she asked.
‘Yeah. It’s good to check, but you can film this place, ’cause I know that small groups of tourists are sometimes brought here,’ Paddy replied.
‘You want me up there?’ called Buggsy.
‘Yes, I’ll make room for you,’ said Nicole as she moved out of the shelter, finding a rock to sit on a little below them.
Buggsy crouched beside Zac, his microphone pointed to Paddy as the ranger briefly explained the significance of the rock painting.
‘Art like this is here for a reason,’ Paddy said. ‘It is ridiculous to move these paintings in order to “protect” them, as some try to do. They think moving the rock to another location with a bulldozer is okay, and that the art is not destroyed. But the place this art is in is part of it. Moving it can also damage or change the Country that surrounds it. Here you feel it is in its place – you feel its energy. This is where it is meant to be, and meant to stay to tell its story,’ said Paddy with some heat.
‘What about if a large industrial complex is planned to be built next door, or right among these sites?’ said Nicole, thinking of the caves.
Paddy shook his head sadly. ‘You can’t hear spirits and Ancestors when big industry is beside you,’ he said simply.
Nicole turned to Zac. ‘Cut. Perfect.’
When Zac had finished taking some close-ups of the art, Nicole said, ‘Right, let’s move away so the rock is silhouetted in the background and Paddy in the foreground. This afternoon light is perfect.’
Ashton and Stacie suddenly came towards them from behind a jagged split in the rockface.
‘We’ve just been to the place where the police found DuBois’s car,’ called Stacie. ‘It’s only a few hundred metres further on.’
‘Come on, let’s go. I want to have another look around there before the sun sets,’ said Paddy.
‘And we still need to take those shots of the cars in the twilight, so let’s get a move-on,’ added Nicole.
She bent to retie her shoelace, and everyone else rounded the bend in the track and disappeared. When she stood up again, their voices had faded, and suddenly the silence felt physical. Looking across the sea of rusty red dirt that stretched to the horizon, Nicole shivered, thinking what a barren, lonely place this would be in which to get lost.

The five of them woke at dawn to go with Paddy to film the eagles. He’d caught a rabbit in his trap to use as bait, to lure the large birds. Then they packed up camp and set off to drive back to Victoria Springs.
By early evening they were settled at a table in Hayley and Pru’s pub as a waitress took their drink orders and they checked out the menu.
‘You can’t beat the steak when you’re in western Queensland,’ said Buggsy.
‘Yep, that’ll do me,’ said Zac, closing his menu.
‘Me too,’ said Ashton. ‘Camp food can be great, but it only goes so far!’ 
‘Hey, there’s Emilia!’ Stacie exclaimed. She gave a wave and Emilia, who this time was not wearing her kitchen whites, smiled and came over.
‘Do you have the night off?’ asked Stacie.
‘I do, I am meeting a friend for dinner in about half an hour. I’m not working again until Monday.’
‘Sit down and join us while you’re waiting, if you like,’ said Nicole as she introduced the young woman to Zac and Buggsy.
Emilia pulled out a chair and sat with them. ‘You are always so busy, coming and going,’ she said to Nicole. ‘Where have you been this time?’ 
Nicole explained, ‘We’ve been to the place where Felix DuBois’s car was found. Quite a drive from here and very isolated.’
‘Oh, really? It is such a worry that he has not been found.’ Emilia looked concerned.
‘Do you know if Felix might have been meeting someone?’ asked Nicole gently. ‘We meant to ask you about it last time, but you were busy working.’
Emilia frowned and shook her head. ‘No. Who would he meet in such a place if it is so far away?’
‘Perhaps the only reason for him to go there was to meet someone,’ said Stacie.
Emilia looked puzzled. ‘He said that after the dig he would be going back to the city. To Brisbane.’
‘Did he tell you why he went to the dig in the first place?’ said Stacie.
Emilia shrugged. ‘He told me he wanted to learn more about fossils, see where they came from . . . something like that. He is a businessman, not really artistic, even though he works for collectors and galleries.’ She paused. ‘Well, for one gallery in particular, in Switzerland.’
Nicole nodded. ‘That’s right, you did mention before that he worked for a collector there.’
‘Not just in Europe, everywhere there are customers, I suppose,’ said Emilia. ‘He worked for a place here too, a gallery. I want to see it.’
‘Here?’ said Nicole, raising an eyebrow.
Emilia laughed. ‘Not in Victoria Springs. No, a gallery in the city, Galerie Vieille. I mentioned before, yes?’
‘What? You mean he worked there?’ Nicole said incredulously.
‘Sì, he said he was doing something for them. I don’t know what.’ Emilia shrugged.
Zac was about to say something but stopped as Nicole gave him a quick look.
‘Oh, I thought he was just going to visit Galerie Vieille,’ she said mildly. ‘Maybe we will go there too, if we have time in Brisbane.’
‘What’s the name of the gallery in Switzerland? Just in case I get over there one day,’ said Stacie casually.
Emilia frowned. ‘I can’t remember, but I have it in my phone, do you need?’ She reached for the small pouch bag she’d hung on the back of her chair.
‘Thank you,’ said Stacie, and typed the details into her notes app as Emilia read them out.
The waitress appeared with drinks and a platter of hors d’oeuvres.
Emilia stood up. ‘I must see if my friend has arrived. Buon appetito!’
Once they’d farewelled Emilia and she had walked away, Stacie and Nicole silently slapped hands.
‘What a team you two are!’ said Ashton. ‘After what you’ve told me about it, Stace, I want to see this Galerie Vieille for myself.’
‘Yes indeed, we will certainly be in touch with Madame again,’ said Nicole. ‘Now, let’s eat.’

Next day, before they left for the airport, Nicole caught up with Paddy one last time.
‘Thanks again for all your help, Paddy. We really appreciate you looking after us,’ said Nicole. ‘We’ll keep in touch, and do let me know if you hear any news at all about Felix.’
Paddy nodded. ‘Will do. There was one other thing I wanted to let you know. After you left yesterday, I had a last look around, and I found a paint sample left by a vehicle that had scraped against a rock near where Felix’s car was found.’
‘Wait, what paint sample?’ asked Nicole.
‘I didn’t see it the first time I was there – it had blended in, like dried blood. It’s duco from a vehicle – not Felix’s,’ said Paddy. ‘Can’t be sure it was left there at the same time as Felix’s crash, but if a car can be found that matches both the paint and the tyre tracks that were there, that’d be pretty strong evidence.’
‘What colour is the paint?’ asked Nicole quickly. 
‘Red, similar to the car you hired. Thought you’d like to know. I’ve passed it on to the police. Good luck with your filming.’

They were sitting around waiting for their flight to be called when Stacie’s phone rang.
‘Hey, Charlie. We’re just heading back to Brisbane . . . How . . . wait . . . slow down,’ said Stacie, moving away from the group.
Ashton glanced at Nicole, who was watching Stacie. 
‘Who’s Charlie?’ asked Ashton.
‘Charlotte,’ said Nicole. ‘One of the production assistants, great girl.’
Stacie returned and rolled her eyes.
‘Darryl is playing hardball. He’s been putting it about that we’re twiddling our thumbs up here and has mentioned giving our time slot to Newsboy, Guy Hamilton. All very hush-hush. Charlie says she doesn’t know yet what kind of a show Newsboy would do.’
‘Starting when?’ said Nicole.
‘She doesn’t know, but she has a horrible feeling he’s taking our Tuesday night prime-time spot. She doesn’t have any firm details, just studio gossip from the floor guys.’
‘They’d be across anything happening if they’ve been doing rehearsals in the studio,’ said Nicole.
‘Zac, Buggsy, have you heard any gossip about Newsboy doing a new show?’ asked Stacie.
Zac looked up from his newspaper. ‘Nope. I can fish around. Buggsy? You heard anything?’
Their sound man shook his head. ‘I’ll ask too. But if they’re planning an in-studio show it wouldn’t stand a chance against what we’ve got in the can.’
‘Agreed, but the fact remains – we have a lot of material but not a lot of structure yet. How’re you going to pitch this, Nic?’ asked Zac. 
‘It’s a good question. I need to come up with a winning pitch now, after hearing that news,’ said Nicole.

‘Are we staying at your mate’s place again?’ asked Buggsy as they all climbed into the hire car at Brisbane Airport.
‘Sadly no, she’s back. We’re booked into a hotel in town again,’ said Stacie, turning the key in the ignition. ‘We’re only here for a night or two, though.’
‘Buggsy and I will run through what we have in case we need to do any more filming in Brisbane,’ said Zac. ‘Then we can head home.’
‘And I have a gallery to see,’ said Ashton.
Nicole jumped in. ‘About that, Ash. I’m not sure Stacie or I should show our faces there again. It might arouse too much suspicion, especially now we know there’s a chance the gallery could be involved somehow in whatever’s happened to Felix. Why don’t you go and meet Madame Baudon as an artist who is potentially interested in making paleoart? That way, you might be able to get more out of her about how she sources her fossils, and how the artists are involved generally. She definitely didn’t want to tell us about that.’
Stacie threw her friend an impressed look. ‘Nic, that’s a great idea.’
‘Sure,’ said Ashton. ‘I’m happy to play along. Does she sell stuff other than artified fossils?’ he asked.
‘I don’t think so. It’s actually stunning . . . if you’re into that sort of thing and have a lot of money,’ said Nicole.
‘I bet the purists and palaeontologists don’t like fossils being marketed like that,’ said Ashton. ‘And I say that as an artist, so I appreciate that they can be beautiful objects in their own right.’
‘That’s the thing, isn’t it?’ said Stacie. ‘Should fossils be protected for scientific study or should they be available to artists to create artworks from? Or both? Who’s to say what’s right? Remember what Professor Jim told us,’ she added, glancing at Nicole. ‘That fossils are links in the story of human evolution. He told me about a fish fossil found in the Kimberley that shows how human hands evolved from fish fins.’
‘This is why you’ve got a great show on your hands,’ said Ashton, and, grinning, waved his clasped hands in a swimming motion at her. 

They checked in to the hotel and agreed to meet at what they now thought of as ‘their’ table in the hotel’s lobby café once they’d unpacked.
‘Buggsy’s gone looking for a bit of equipment,’ said Zac when he joined Nicole.
Nicole nodded, sipping her coffee.
Zac reached over and touched her arm. ‘You okay? This has been a hectic trip.’
Nicole put down her cup and gave a deep sigh. ‘No kidding. We came looking for a story and we found one – but I feel like I’ve gone through several lifetimes!’
‘I think I’ve heard that before,’ said Zac with a slight smile.
Nicole looked at the cameraman – a bit on the heavy side these days, much more grey in his beard, but his blue eyes were as warm and caring as always.
‘We’ve been through a few adventures over the years, eh, Zac?’ she said softly.
He nodded. ‘That we have. And, hopefully, there are many more to come.’
‘I’ll drink to that.’ She smiled, but remained pensive.
‘You’ll get there, you always do, Nic. I know this story still seems a bit scrambled, but it’s got all the elements: unreal locations, great characters, a pretty amazing storyline . . . however it ends up.’
Nicole drew a deep breath. ‘You’re so good at what you do, Zac. And such a good mate. Thank you.’ She reached over and squeezed his arm.
Zac frowned. ‘I still worry about you, though. Not the job, but . . .’
‘You mean Max? Yes, he worries me sometimes. I thought he’d settled into uni but now he’s moved back home . . . which is fine, but I just hope he can focus on this new course he’s doing,’ said Nicole. ‘I’m worried that he doesn’t really know what he wants to do.’
Not like his mother, thought Zac. ‘Does he have much contact with his father?’
‘No. His dad spends all his time on his new young family, and his work. Max gets the leftovers. Which seems fine by Max – but I can’t help wondering if I should have pushed his father more,’ Nicole sighed. ‘Tried to get him to be more involved in his son’s life,’ she added.
‘Not much point when Max doesn’t seem to connect with his dad. Give the kid time. At least he’s under your roof for a bit. You can give him support, help him to focus on his future,’ said Zac.
‘I don’t know if I did the right thing. Maybe I should’ve quit my job when he was at school. Supervised him more,’ Nicole mused.
‘Hell no, Max survived his rebellious teens, didn’t he? Thrived, even! Look where he is now. And he’s very proud of you. We all are, Nic.’
She squeezed Zac’s hand. ‘Thanks, Zac. So, your family okay? I feel bad about keeping you away from home.’
‘C’mon, we’ve done longer trips than this. Marie admires you so much; she always tells me to keep an eye on you.’ He gave a crooked smile. ‘And she’s always asking me if you’ve found a nice fella.’
Nicole chuckled. ‘I’m okay. I don’t need a nice fella. What I do need is a few more answers to what’s going on with this Felix case so we can make a brilliant TV show!’ She tried to sound flippant, but Zac’s wife’s comment suddenly irked her. Nicole did not feel sorry for herself, or alone, or in need of a man for sex, comfort, support or anything else, she told herself. But some evenings she did wish she had someone to share a glass of wine and discuss the evening news with, someone to wake beside at night and feel their warmth and steady breathing. The issue was finding a kind and genuine man – a good man. She’d been caught once or twice by men pretending to be more than they were. It didn’t take her long to suss them out, but she was always furious at herself for having been taken in, so she had become ultra wary.
Zac glanced over her shoulder as Stacie and Ash, holding hands, came out of the lift and headed towards their table. ‘I do like this Ashton bloke,’ Zac said quietly. ‘He’s decent . . . not like the last couple of boyfriends Stacie’s had.’
‘I agree. I just hope he doesn’t break her heart,’ replied Nicole. She smiled up at the pair as they reached the table. ‘Hi, guys. Pull up a chair. What’s the plan, Stace?’ 
‘Ashton rang Madame Baudon and made an appointment to visit this afternoon,’ Stacie said. ‘I suggested to him he maybe keep an eye out and see if the red car is still there, too.’
Nicole nodded. ‘Sounds good. After what Paddy told us about the paint left at the crash scene, that might be useful for the police to know.’

Several people were being farewelled by Madame Baudon when Ashton arrived at Galerie Vieille. The group spoke French and to Ashton they looked like business types rather than tourists. A woman in a pants suit with a briefcase and serious glasses seemed to be in charge. She shook Madame’s hand and then the group departed in a couple of limousines.
Madame Baudon turned to greet Ashton, and he introduced himself and shook her hand.
‘Do come in. So you’re an artist? Please, go in and see the gallery. I will be in my office; I have a few things to attend to,’ said Madame Baudon.
‘Thank you. Would it be possible to speak to you after I’ve had a look around?’ asked Ashton politely.
‘Of course. If you could give me ten minutes?’
Madame walked briskly into her office and closed the door. Ashton continued into the salon, where he stopped short.
‘Holy moly,’ he breathed, taking in the room with the large pedestals and glass cases. He started to make his way around, staring for a long time at a fossilised seed pod rather like a peach stone, the indentations filled with what appeared to be diamonds.
This is a big money business, Ashton thought. He could understand why palaeontologists and museum curators protested the use of fossils as art. It would be hard for the science world to compete with the kind of prices the pieces in this room must attract. He wondered if the well-heeled group that was leaving as he arrived had bought something.
He wandered past some larger, showier pieces to a pedestal supporting the partial head of an animal, which was adorned with an elaborate headdress draped in feathers, crystal ropes and jewelled ornaments. Tiny lights glittered in the eye socket.
Glancing at Madame Baudon’s still-closed door, Ashton moved to the windows at the rear of the room and looked outside to see if he could spot the garage. It was just out of view. He judged he probably still had time before the gallery director emerged from her office, so he ducked outside and around the back of the building. There, parked outside the garage, was an old red four-wheel drive. It had recently been washed, but Ashton noticed a dent on its back bumper bar. He quickly took a photo before hurrying back inside.
A minute or two later, when Ashton was studying the marine fossil art along one wall, Madame Baudon came into the salon. ‘I have a few minutes now, if you’d like to talk,’ she said to him.
‘Thank you, that would be great,’ he replied. Ashton followed the older woman into her office and took a seat opposite her on the velvet lounge. He noted the amethyst coffee table and several impressive pieces of art around the room. 
Madame said smoothly, ‘I have looked at your website. You are a fine painter. We don’t show paintings here, but I can connect you with some people in Sydney, if you wish.’ 
‘Thank you, that would be very kind,’ he replied. ‘But the reason I am here is that I have recently become interested in paleoart. I was hoping you could perhaps give me a bit of background, some advice, before I start a project. The work you have here is stunning,’ he added.
‘I know,’ said Madame Baudon airily. She talked for a few minutes about the increasing popularity of paleoart around the world, but Ashton sensed she was speaking in very general terms. When he found an opening, he jumped in.
‘That’s fascinating, thank you. Actually, one or two of my regular clients have mentioned they might like to commission a piece from me. I was wondering how I might find fossils to work with? Where would you suggest I look?’
It was as if the shutters came down across Madame Baudon’s face. ‘I am sorry, but I don’t source fossils directly. I only deal in the finished piece here. You will have to look elsewhere for answers to that question, I am afraid.’ She rose to her feet and held out her hand. ‘Thank you for your visit, but I really must get back to work.’ 
Ashton had no choice but to shake the woman’s hand and allow himself to be ushered out. But it was very clear to him that Madame Baudon did not want to discuss the source of her fossil art.
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STACIE AND NICOLE HAD spent the afternoon in Nicole’s hotel room, doing further background research into the proposed development at the caves, as well as looking into fossil smuggling and the world of fossil art. Based on the details Emilia had given them, Nicole had found the website of the gallery Felix supposedly worked for in Geneva, Switzerland. It appeared to be another high-end establishment selling fossils and impressive fossil art, but Felix’s name was nowhere to be found on its staff page, and nor was his image among the slick studio photos of the staff members. 
When Stacie’s phone rang, she moved into the next room and took the call, but a minute later she came back in and waved Nicole over.
‘Who is it?’ Nicole asked.
‘It’s Professor Jim. Hang on, Jim, I have Nicole with me. I’ll put you on speaker. Say again?’
‘Hi, Nicole. I was just telling Stacie, we’re in Victoria Springs and flying to Brisbane first thing in the morning,’ he said.
‘Hi, Jim. You sound frazzled. Is everything okay with you guys?’ Nicole asked.
‘Yeah. But we’re as mad as hornets. The bastards from the development consortium are doing some sneaky work. It’s criminal. So we’re coming to the city to have a go at the CEO of the leading stakeholder at their Australian HQ there in Brissie. We wondered if you’d left yet.’
‘No, we’re still here. But we’re about to book a flight home for tomorrow,’ she said.
‘Great! Any chance we could catch up before you leave?’ 
‘Absolutely, we’d love that,’ replied Nicole, and they made an arrangement to meet for lunch the following day. ‘Anyway, what’s happening? What’re the development guys doing?’ she asked.
‘They’re drilling bloody great test holes. We’re sure they’ll hit the aquifer, which will be disastrous. And there’s a survey crew driving around. The local people are concerned about the potential damage to the artwork in the caves, as well as the aquifers. This is happening in too many places that are off the radar. The wasted water alone would be outrageous . . . the world’s running dry as it is.’ Professor Jim gave a frustrated sigh.
‘So you’re going in to try to speak to the head of the lead company here?’
‘Yes. Two of the Elders are coming with us, to talk about the impact on their Country.’
‘Good for you. Well, Stacie and I will look forward to seeing you tomorrow.’
‘Thanks, Nicole. This has got to be stopped.’
Stacie ended the call and put her phone in her pocket.
‘I can’t image a town in that landscape, let alone the whole mess of chemical plants and infrastructure they have planned,’ she said. ‘Look what happened to the caves after torrential rain! I hate to think of what drilling and building and pipelines and whatever else will do. Don’t they know what’s underneath them and how fragile that environment is, especially the caves?’
‘Big business rules. They just don’t care,’ said Nicole simply.
‘But maybe people around the country might care . . . if they knew about it,’ said Stacie. ‘It’s currently a case of out of sight, out of mind.’
‘True. No wonder Jim is so upset. Hopefully there’ll be protests and a news crew can cover them if that happens. We’ll give our news team the heads-up, of course. You and I have our own show to do, although we can see what attention we can bring to the threat to the caves.’
‘You’re right,’ said Stacie. ‘We can’t do everything, but we can do one thing well. Let’s just hope we’re still in prime time.’ She sounded flat, defeated.
‘C’mon, Stacie, we’re not going down without a fight,’ said Nicole with a smile. ‘We’ll have a better idea how to tackle all this when we’re back at the station and can get the lie of the land. Let’s book the evening flight tomorrow so we’re sure we have enough time with Jim and the others.’
‘Okay, will do,’ said Stacie, adding, ‘I wonder how Sully is? It’ll be good to be home, but I’m sort of dreading going into the office ’cause of that dickhead Broadhurst.’
‘Now, now, that’s no way to talk about the boss,’ said Nicole, tongue in cheek. But she had to agree. A lot was riding on this story, and she suspected Darryl Broadhurst would go out of his way to make it difficult.
Just then, a quiet tap on the door made both women look up. Stacie opened it, and there stood Ashton.
‘Hi, Ash, come in,’ said Nicole as the good-looking artist and photographer entered and sat on the lounge opposite them. ‘How did it go with Madame?’
‘I see what you mean now about the gallery,’ Ashton said. ‘The fossil art in there is like nothing I’ve ever seen before. The bigger skeletons are otherworldly – and even the smaller ones take your breath away. That headpiece with the feathers and the light in its eye is quite eerie.’
‘I don’t remember that one,’ said Stacie, ‘but yes, aren’t they amazing?’
Ashton nodded. ‘And that marine display. It reminded me of the real fossils we saw in the caves. Very interesting how they put those Greek and Roman statue sculptures alongside them. Yet it all works.’
Nicole shook her head slowly. The feeling that there was something she should be remembering was back, tugging at the periphery of her consciousness, but she still couldn’t put her finger on it.
‘The car is still there, too,’ said Ashton, pulling out his phone and showing them the photo he’d taken.
‘Good to know,’ said Stacie.
‘But I’m afraid I got nowhere with Madame Baudon. She was friendly and receptive up until I asked her about where to find fossils to make into paleoart, and then she clammed right up.’
‘Just like she did with us,’ said Nicole with a sigh. ‘I’m not sure we’re ever going to get anything much out of her. We’ll have to think of another way to work out where Galerie Vieille fits into all this.’

Nicole had chosen a Chinese restaurant for lunch to catch up with the ‘cave crew’.
Jennifer, Nils and Jim arrived straight from the airport and explained that the Elders who’d accompanied them had gone to visit friends and family. The three travellers looked tired but determined as they joined Zac, Buggsy, Ashton, Stacie and Nicole at the large round table. 
Once they had ordered they got down to business. Jennifer took out her phone and showed Nicole and the others a series of photos she’d taken of the development consortium’s testing equipment, trucks and personnel in hard hats and bright orange flak jackets wandering around the cave area.
‘Ugh, the unwanted invasion,’ said Buggsy.
Over lunch everyone was asking questions, offering information and sharing their concerns, while Stacie took notes of the facts that they could try to bring into their program and pass on to the news team.
‘We’ll spread the word and do whatever we can to let our viewers know what’s going on,’ said Nicole. ‘The caves and the land around them are simply too precious for this development to go ahead.’

Stacie leaned on the railing of the lookout at Mount Coot-tha, gazing at the city below, where the first lights of evening were starting to twinkle.
Ashton had his arm around her and Stacie leaned her head on his shoulder. ‘We’ll have to go back soon so you can get to the airport,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want any of this to end.’
‘Me neither.’ Stacie smiled at him. ‘These past few weeks have been amazing. Really amazing, in so many ways.’
‘They have,’ said Ashton softly. After a moment he asked, ‘Where is this going, Stace?’
Stacie stood up straight and took a small step away so she could look at him properly. ‘You mean, us?’
Ashton gave a slight shrug. ‘Yeah. We’ve been on another planet, but we’re going to crash back to earth pretty soon.’
‘I hope not,’ said Stacie lightly. ‘Well, we’ll both be back in Sydney. You’re driving there?’
He nodded. ‘Yep. Via my parents’ place. Like to come? My mother would love to meet you. She worries I don’t have a girlfriend.’
Stacie’s ears pricked up at the word ‘girlfriend’, but she shook her head. ‘That would be great, but I have to head straight back to Sydney to work on the program.’
Ashton took her hand. ‘This trip . . . it’s been like being in a bubble. People don’t always think I’m a lot of fun; I can get very wrapped up in my work . . .’ He trailed off. ‘That makes me boring, I guess.’
‘Tell me about it. The work pressure, I mean,’ said Stacie. ‘But the last couple of weeks haven’t been exactly boring. And I definitely don’t find you boring.’ She smiled, but she wasn’t sure what he was getting at.
Ashton smiled back at her. ‘What I’m trying to say, and not doing very well, is that this isn’t a fling for me. I want to keep seeing you.’
Stacie’s heart leaped in her chest. ‘Well, we do live in the same city,’ she said with a grin.
‘Sydney is a big place. But it’s a start.’ He wrapped his arms around her and lowered his face to kiss her. Then he pulled away and stared at her. 
Stacie’s eyes were closed, but she felt a tear or two rolling down her cheeks.
‘Hey, what’s wrong?’ he asked.
 ‘I’m just scared,’ she replied quickly. ‘Afraid this isn’t going to work out. Things never do with me.’
‘Perhaps you’ve just never found the right bloke,’ Ashton said, wrapping his arms around her again. ‘I want to show you that I’m different. We could have died in those caves. It makes me want to make the most of every moment. Could we try living together? Or not, whatever you want.’
Stacie held on to him, overwhelmed with so many feelings, she couldn’t speak.
Hurriedly he added, ‘I’ve never felt like this before. It just feels . . . right. I can’t explain it.’
Stacie lifted her face and stared at him, a slight smile pulling at her lips. ‘Yes, it feels totally right.’
Gently he smoothed her hair, wiped away a tear and took her hand. ‘Let’s head back.’

Nicole rolled her bag through the airport, looking around for Stacie, who was meeting her there; Ash had offered to drive Stacie after their visit to the lookout. Zac and Buggsy had managed to get on an earlier flight.
While she was waiting, Nicole found an empty seat, sat down and took a breath. She realised she had not really had much time to herself since she and Stacie began this trip. The experiences they’d had, both positive and negative, had made this a stimulating whirlwind of a journey, but one in which she’d hardly had the chance to just sit calmly with her thoughts. She let her mind wander as she scrolled through images on her phone of the outside of the cave and the incredible fossils, preserved bones and ancient Indigenous art . . . the waterhole, with its exquisite lily pads and birdlife . . . the dig, the volunteers, the fern fossil she’d found, and the bones protruding from the rich red earth . . .
Nicole sat bolt upright. Of course! Finally, she knew what had been prodding at her consciousness for days now. 
She pulled out her phone and scrolled through, looking for a number.
‘Hi, Jennifer, it’s Nicole Robertson. Are you still in the city?’ She paused, listening. ‘Oh, great. Look, is there any chance you could do me a favour, please?’

The next morning, Stacie and Nicole arranged to arrive at the Wide Horizons TV studios together so they could present a united force.
As they walked down the corridor towards their offices, Stacie said, ‘I was pleased to sleep in my own bed last night. But the city feels so noisy and hectic. I feel cramped all of a sudden. I miss those beautiful open spaces.’
‘Four walls, a door and one window isn’t quite the vista we’ve been used to,’ agreed Nicole as she went into her office. A moment later she heard Charlie greeting Stacie further down the corridor. Just as she was about to sit down at her desk, her phone rang. Nicole sighed when she saw the caller ID.
‘Good morning, Darryl.’
‘Well, you finally meandered your way back to work. What’ve you got for me?’ He sounded snappy.
‘Could I take my coat off first, please?’ said Nicole neutrally. When he grunted, Nicole added, ‘I have a lot to show you, but I need to coordinate with visuals. I will let you know when it’s ready.’ She hung up before he could snap back.
Nicole was going through her emails when Stacie popped her head in half an hour later. ‘Got a minute?’
She nodded as Stacie closed the door behind her, pulled up a chair and sat down.
‘Charlie has been filling me in on all the drama and gossip.’
‘And? What did she tell you?’ asked Nicole.
‘There’s a big meeting on Wednesday. Sully is making a comeback, apparently.’
‘Oh, that is great news! I’ve left him a message; he’s sure to call soon. What’s happening to Darryl then?’
‘He doesn’t want to go. It’s a stand-off with lawyers at forty paces.’
‘Well, how is that going to work?’ said Nicole. ‘Darryl was only keeping the chair warm for Sully, after all. I’ll talk to Sully, find out what the story is.’ She paused. ‘So how’s Ashton? Is he back here yet?’
‘He’s at his parents’ place, chilling out. He’s driving back to Sydney tomorrow.’ Stacie gave a heavy sigh. ‘I’m so worried I’m going to stuff this up. That he’ll change his mind.’
‘Oh, Stacie, for goodness’ sake, relax! Take things as they come.’ Then, seeing Stacie’s hurt expression, Nicole added, ‘It will all work out. Have some faith in yourself! You had a bad run last time, but that doesn’t mean it won’t work out this time. You just need to take it day by day.’
‘I think more like minute by minute,’ grumbled Stacie.
At that moment they heard raised voices in the hallway, and Stacie jumped up, opened Nicole’s door and looked out.
‘It’s Newsboy and that other new anchor, Amy Dawne, with Broadhurst,’ she said quietly. She quickly shut the door.
‘I’m calling Sully again to see what’s going on,’ said Nicole. ‘No need to go away,’ she added as Stacie went to leave.
Sully answered on the second ring. ‘Hey, Nic, welcome back. I was about to call you,’ he said cheerfully.
‘Thanks, Sully. Stacie’s here too and you’re on speaker. Listen, I’ll cut to the chase, what’s going on here?’
‘A lot. I got the tick of approval from my doctor, so I’m raring to get back to work. A few obstacles in the way for the moment, but I’m working on it.’
‘That’s fantastic news! Stace and I are just wondering how you plan to move back in with obstacle number one digging in his heels. You know what he’s like – arrogant and stubborn. Have you talked to the CEO?’
‘Not yet,’ replied Sully. ‘And he’s not much help, to be honest. I just need to gather some more ammunition to shoot down said obstacle. There’s been some underhanded financial deals done, by the look of it. Frankly, I didn’t think Broadhurst was that bright. I just need the fatal shot to knock him off. I have a meeting coming up with the CEO and the board of directors, so that should help move things along.’ 
‘Oh good, Sully. The sooner the better.’
‘How’s your story coming, anyway?’ he asked.
‘It’s big – with stunning pictures. We just have to pull all the threads together. Do I risk getting a knockback from the “acting” chief or just quietly move forward? And what’s this about the news guy usurping our time slot?’
‘Don’t worry about any of that until we see what you’ve got. I reckon push ahead with the story and try to keep your head below the parapet.’
‘Okay, thanks, will do. Maybe we should chat before your meeting? Come over for a drink tonight, if you’re free. Eight o’clock? Julia as well.’
‘That’d be great. See you this evening,’ Sully said.
Nicole hung up and looked at Stacie. ‘Would you like to join us?’
‘I can’t, sorry. I’m having dinner with Mum and proving to her I’m still alive.’ Stacie gave a small smile. ‘I’d better get back to work. I’m putting a shot list in order – I’ll let you know when it’s ready. We have an embarrassment of riches when it comes to footage. Let’s hope it’s not all in vain.’

Nicole opened her front door and stepped inside, calling, ‘Hello! You home, Max?’
There was no reply, but Dash came bounding down the stairs, barking at her and leaping all over the place.
Fending him off, Nicole said firmly, ‘Listen, Dash, this is my house! Away . . . go away!’
She ushered the dog out into the back garden.
An hour later Max returned, apologetic. ‘Hey, you’re home early! I’ll take Dash to the dog park and run off some of his energy. Want to come?’
‘Not tonight. There’s a casserole ready for dinner when you come home. I’m going to watch the news now and have a glass of wine. Oh, and Sully’s going to drop in later. He seems to be back to his old self. I’m hoping he’s well enough to come to work again.’
‘That’s great news. We won’t be long, anyway.’ Max whistled to Dash, who jumped excitedly at the sight of his leash and bounded with Max to his car.
At eight on the dot, the doorbell rang and Nicole was pleased to see Sully standing there. She gave him a hug.
‘You look great, Sully. Come on in. Is Julia with you?’
‘No, she has her book club tonight, unfortunately. Sends her love, though. I’m just on my way home. I thought the sooner I get my war plan in place, the better.’
‘You’ve been at the studio? How does that work with Darryl still there?’ asked Nicole.
‘Actually, I was summoned to a meeting. HR doesn’t want me to return till management’s announced what’s happening with Broadhurst. My guess is that he will either get bounced upstairs to some vague but more senior role or leave for greener pastures with a bonus.’
Nicole made a face. ‘Ugh. So annoying. But as long as he moves along, that’s the main thing. Can I get you a drink?’ They walked into the lounge room and Sully sat down on the couch.
‘Do you have mineral water? I’m on my best behaviour. Doctor’s orders.’ 
Nicole put a plate of nibbles on the table, poured the drinks, then settled onto the couch opposite Sully. 
‘So, was this wild adventure of yours and Stacie’s worth it?’ Sully asked.
Nicole nodded. ‘I think so. Still some holes to fill in, but there’s a lot to this story. We talked to some wonderful and fascinating people on camera, and the locations are just incredible.’ Over the next half an hour, she filled Sully in on all the details about the trip.
When she finally reached the end, Sully leaned back in his chair and smiled.
‘I knew you two would come up with the goods, Nic,’ he said.
He asked a few questions about the filming and Nicole gave some suggestions about the promotional campaign for the program. Then she said excitedly, ‘All that aside, I have some great news. It seems Stacie’s fallen in love.’
‘With the outback?’ Sully laughed. ‘Hope she’s not planning to move there.’
‘Nope, she’s still a city girl! Although you’re right in a way – she has developed a strong appreciation for our “real country”, as she puts it. No, she’s fallen for a fellow who is truly nice, decent and talented.’
‘That’s good to hear. I gather from what you’ve said in the past that her track record hasn’t been crash-hot.’
Nicole chuckled as she passed him the cheese and biscuits. ‘That’s true, but I think she’s got a good one this time. He’s lovely. He’s an artist, originally from the country but now living in Sydney. I hope it goes somewhere for them both.’
‘And what about you, Nic. No nice men out there for you?’ Sully ventured lightly.
‘I was working!’ But Nicole shook her head. ‘We met so many interesting people. It got me thinking. Now we’re home, I have to get out more.’
‘Very true! There’s more to life than your job, Nic.’ Sully sipped his mineral water. ‘You’ve never talked about your marriage . . . and you don’t have to tell me, of course.’ He held up his hand as she went to protest. ‘You love your job, I know. But for most people, life’s more fun with someone at your side. My heart flutter and hospital stay were a wake-up call. They made me think about what’s important.’
‘Yet you’re keen to come back to work,’ countered Nicole.
‘Yep. Work is part of a satisfying life, for me. But I know there’s more to it than that. I have a warm and loving companion to talk to, to go places with, do things with on weekends. I just worry about you, Nic. Were you really hurt so badly?’ Sully asked softly.
Nicole glanced down, twisting the stem of her wineglass.
Sully interjected, ‘Oh, look, I’m sorry . . . I shouldn’t have asked –’
‘No. No, it’s okay, Sully.’ Nicole lifted her head. ‘I often think back on those days and can’t believe I was so . . . I don’t know, gullible? Stupid? I wonder how I let him take advantage of me, financially as well as emotionally.’
‘Please don’t blame yourself or close yourself off. It seems to me that bad relationships are unfortunately pretty common, and the varying degrees of emotional abuse that come with them is part and parcel, sadly. It’s hard to imagine it happening to you, but that’s the thing – it can happen to anyone.’ He put down his glass and looked directly at her. ‘Nicole, you deserve happiness and love – everyone does. Have you ever thought about sharing your story? Publicly? It could help a lot of other women, maybe even you, too.’
Nicole shrugged. ‘I did think of it, years back. But my ex has a new family, and I didn’t see the point of upsetting the applecart for his young kids. Not that I have much contact with them. Max used to see them when he was younger.’ Nicole put her glass down on the coffee table too. ‘Maybe his wife is . . . well, like I was. I’m happy to champion causes but not that close to home.’
Sully nodded. ‘I understand. But that doesn’t mean you can’t fall in love, find someone yourself, now.’
‘I know, Sully. But don’t you and Julia start setting me up with anyone, thanks!’
They both laughed.

The group was clustered around the computer screen in an edit suite.
‘God, it’s like seeing your life flash before your eyes,’ muttered Stacie.
‘Ashton definitely got some terrific shots here,’ said Buggsy. ‘The images and videos Jennifer gave you are great too,’ he added.
‘Yep, just as well someone had a camera, or no one would believe any of this. I don’t envy you, Pete, editing it all . . . there’s so much,’ said Zac.
‘Too right,’ said Pete, the lanky editor. ‘You’ve given me heaps to work with. Mind you, I was thinking I’d like to get out there myself until I saw your cave incident!’
Stacie shuddered. ‘It wasn’t fun, but we came out okay. And don’t let that put you off, Pete, you’ve got to go one day!’
‘Whack together the grabbiest shots – scenery, the cave collapse, the dig, the labs, and that fossil art gallery, for starters – just to run past our esteemed leader,’ said Nicole.
‘What’s the thrust, the issue at the heart of all this?’ asked Pete. ‘I mean, what aspect should I focus on: the people, the fossils, the missing man? The landscape speaks for itself – it’s all bloody amazing – but I need the gist of the story.’
‘I’ve just emailed you the shot list and the notes Nicole and I have put together, which should cover it,’ Stacie explained. ‘We can discuss it in more detail when you’ve done the initial work, if that’s all right with you, Pete?’
‘Okay, sounds good,’ he said, checking his emails.
‘I’ll start writing the voiceover links when you’re ready,’ said Nicole.
‘The tourism people should pay you for this,’ said Pete. ‘Righto, I’ll get to work, and I’ll keep you both in the loop about how I’m going.’
The group broke up, and as Nicole and Zac walked down the corridor, she reached out and touched his arm. ‘You’ve outdone yourself. Thanks, mate.’
He grinned. ‘Short as my trip was, I wouldn’t have missed it for quids, as my dad says.’

Nicole leaned over her computer and read aloud.
NICOLE V/O: Sometimes you can step out of your life and all that’s familiar, and find you’ve arrived somewhere different, somewhere unusual, out of time, dimension and place.
(FAST CUTS – to match voiceover): The arid desert country, a rocky jump-up on the plain, a campfire, a magical waterhole, the dazzling night sky.
It looks lonely, empty, but guess what – you are not alone. 
(UP MUSIC) 
(FAST CUTS – stegosaurus skeleton, people at dig, interior of magical cave, pythons/bats, jewelled fossil skeletons and paleoart. Shot of Nicole in the emptiness, she holds up a small fossil creature.) 
NICOLE V/O: One hundred million years ago, this small, winged lizard was happily living here in a tropical rainforest. Today, visitors come to dig into that past to find fossils of creatures we never knew existed. They are garnering worldwide interest, and not just from scientists and museums, but from a multimillion-dollar international trade in legitimate as well as stolen and smuggled fossils – here, in outback Australia.
(DIG VISION)
NICOLE V/O: And what stories, dangers and adventures we found! Come with us as we discover not only our hidden past but also perhaps a path to saving and preserving our future . . . as we ‘Step Out of Time’.
(OPENING CREDITS – Episode One: Step Out of Time)
There was an urgent tap at her office door and Nicole looked up, calling out, ‘Come in –’ but Sully already had. He closed the door quickly behind him.
‘Sully, hi! What’s happening? Are you in . . . or out?’ she asked.
He drew a breath, saying quietly, ‘In. Broadhurst’s gone but not forgotten. Well, sort of.’
She stood up. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Apparently he’s been elevated.’
‘Upstairs?’ said Nicole with a groan. ‘Oh, well. At least he’s out of our immediate sphere, I guess.’ She pulled out a chair for Sully, then sat down again. ‘Tell me what happened.’
‘It’s still going on with management. I was asked to leave the meeting. I’d said my piece earlier.’
‘What did you say?’ asked Nicole, raising her eyebrows. 
‘I mentioned that many of the staff, particularly the female staff, found Broadhurst . . . er, difficult.’ Sully shook his head. ‘The CEO did not seem surprised, shall we say,’ he said grimly. ‘Seems they all protect each other.’
‘Scratching each other’s backs! It’s a boys’ club and they don’t let anyone in if they think they’re a threat,’ said Nicole. ‘I am sure they’re actually afraid of bright women.’
‘You may be right.’ Sully sighed. ‘Anyway, Broadhurst will be moving up to take on new duties . . . possibly for more money.’
‘That’d be right,’ Nicole said. ‘Oh, Sully, it makes me so angry that people like him get rewarded, but in a way it’s a relief for us.’
‘What do you mean?’ Sully asked.
‘Well, Stacie and I won’t have him breathing down our necks, not trusting us to do a good job.’
‘I suppose so. But that still leaves one thorn in our side.’ 
‘Oh, Newsboy wanting our slot?’ Nicole grimaced.
‘That’s it,’ Sully said. ‘Promises have been made to him. Well, if and when I resume my position, I’ll just have to deal with it.’ He smiled. Rising to his feet, he said, ‘I’ll let you know when I’m officially back on deck.’
Nicole gave a salute and grinned. ‘Aye-aye, Captain.’
She had just turned back to her script when her phone rang.
‘Hi, Nicole, it’s Jennifer. How’s the big smoke?’
‘Jen, hi. I miss those wide-open spaces! Where are you and Nils now?’
‘We’re back home in Tassie. Sorry I haven’t called sooner – we’ve had a jam-packed schedule. We’ll be heading out again soon, too – to Canberra. Having another go at the pollies.’
‘Oh, you guys are brilliant. Good luck with that! So, any news about that art piece? The decorated half-skull?’ asked Nicole.
‘No luck, unfortunately. After your call, I went to Galerie Vieille, but I couldn’t see anything like it on display. I didn’t want to make the woman who owns the place suspicious, so I decided not to ask about it directly, but I asked her if the gallery had recently displayed or sold any pieces using local fossils from Queensland.’
‘That was clever, Jen. But I bet she shut you down,’ said Nicole wearily.
‘Yep, she did. She was very abrupt and said she had nothing to do with sourcing the fossils. She seemed to be keen for me to leave after that.’
‘She’s still singing from the same songbook then,’ said Nicole. She sighed. ‘Thanks for trying, Jen, I appreciate it.’
‘No problem. It’s an amazing place! Some of the fossils she’s selling should really be in museums, though. Can I ask – what were you hoping I would find?’
Nicole explained that after seeing Annabelle’s photo of Doctor Who, the fossil stolen from the labs, she had eventually realised that she had seen the half-skull before – in Madame Baudon’s office when they’d interviewed her for their program. She hadn’t really noticed it at the time, probably because at that point she didn’t know what Doctor Who looked like or that it had been stolen. And it took her a while to make the connection, because it had been artified with feathers, lights and crystals and looked quite different from its original form. It was only after Ashton described seeing it in the salon that she’d put two and two together – it must have been moved out for display after Nicole’s initial visit.
‘I still can’t be one hundred per cent sure it’s Doctor Who,’ finished Nicole. ‘Which is why I was hoping you’d be able to get a good picture of it.’
‘Oh, wow,’ said Jennifer. ‘I really wish it had been there.’
‘Thanks again for squeezing that into your busy schedule, Jen. Let me know what happens with your meetings in Canberra,’ said Nicole.
‘Will do. I’m just so worried this development will get approval to go ahead, in spite of everything we’ve tried to do,’ Jennifer sighed.
After talking for a while longer about the proposed development, Nicole rang off. Thoughts and ideas were racing through her mind. As she’d been speaking to Jennifer, she’d realised that they actually might have a picture of the Doctor Who fossil artwork already – in the footage of Madame Baudon’s interview. She shot off a text to Zac, asking him to send through any stills from the film that clearly showed the art that had been on the shelf behind the gallery owner in her office.
A few minutes later, Stacie tapped at her door.
‘So what’s the news? Is Sully coming back?’
‘Seems so, thank goodness,’ said Nicole. She filled Stacie in on what Sully had told her about Broadhurst’s rise to the upper echelons.
‘Urgh.’ Stacie groaned dramatically. ‘Why do slippery people like Darryl always seem to float to the top?’ she said angrily.
‘If there’s a silver lining, it’s that most don’t stay there,’ said Nicole. ‘In my experience, they eventually come crashing down. Listen, I just spoke to Jennifer. There was something I asked her to check, and I wanted to hear back from her before I told you about it. She agreed to go to Madame’s gallery and see if that headpiece Ashton was talking about was still there.’
Stacie looked confused. ‘Why? Like I said, I don’t remember seeing that one.’
Nicole’s phone pinged and she saw that Zac had sent through some images. 
‘Have a look at these,’ she said, handing her mobile to Stacie.
Stacie sat down at Nicole’s desk and scrolled through the pictures, zooming in on the artwork that Nicole pointed to. ‘Okay, I see . . . it’s only half a head . . . clever . . . Oh.’ She stopped and looked at Nicole, realisation dawning on her face. ‘It’s Doctor Who, isn’t it?’
Nicole nodded. ‘That’s what I think. It looks like the same fossil as the one Annabelle showed us, doesn’t it? I can’t be absolutely sure, but I’d bet that’s Doctor Who.’
‘Wow. Yes, it looks familiar. But if it is Doctor Who, how did it get there?’ Stacie looked up at Nicole again. ‘Do you think everything is connected – Felix DuBois, Galerie Vieille, the stolen fossil?’
Nicole shrugged. ‘We can’t jump to conclusions, but it seems more likely all the time. Problem is, when Jennifer went to Galerie Vieille, this artwork wasn’t there. I’m wondering where it is now. Has it been sold? And if so, who bought it?’
‘We know Felix is involved somehow,’ said Stacie. ‘Not that Madame is going to answer any questions about him.’
‘Or about anything else,’ said Nicole resignedly. ‘We might have to live with the fact that we may never know what happened to Felix.’
‘I once wondered how people can just “disappear” in the middle of nowhere,’ Stacie said, ‘but now I get it. It can be spooky out there. Are you going to let Annabelle know about the skull?’
‘I’ll speak to her, send her the photo of the artwork, and let her take it from there,’ said Nicole. ‘If it is Doctor Who, she’ll be able to confirm it, and I imagine she’ll contact the police.’
They were quiet for a moment, both lost in their thoughts.
‘It’s odd, but I do just keep thinking about being out there. It moved me so much more than I expected,’ said Nicole. ‘What was your favourite moment or place?’ 
Stacie didn’t hesitate. ‘The stars! That endless sky at night . . . when Ashton first kissed me. And you?’
‘Hmm, so many, I can’t choose between them. I was really touched when I found that fern fossil at the dig, such a delicate, simple thing surviving millions of years. It could have been crushed by some huge dinosaur foot, or I could easily have smashed it with the wrong hammer blow . . . and now it will have a new life – being admired in a museum.’ Nicole grinned.
‘I keep wondering about all those obsessive collectors who pay a fortune for special fossils,’ said Stacie. ‘Is it because they’re rare and perhaps one of a kind, or that the buyers are showing off how much money they can spend on something that no one else has?’
‘Would you throw away hundreds of thousands of dollars on a one-off handbag, or a pair of shoes, or a sweatshirt owned by someone super famous?’ asked Nicole.
Stacie shrugged. ‘I suppose when you have zillions of dollars, it just doesn’t seem like a big deal. Personally, I’d prefer to build a hospital, or a school, or do something useful. Of course, I wouldn’t mind being put to the test,’ she chuckled.
‘Well, we’ll probably never know! Now.’ Nicole turned her attention back to the script on her laptop and sat in thought for a moment, tapping her fingers on the desk. ‘Where to next? How much impact do you think there’ll be on our story if we don’t find out what happened to Felix?’ she asked. ‘Will there be backlash from viewers?’
‘Hard to say – and not much we can do about it. If he’s turned up somewhere, perhaps overseas, we may never find out,’ mused Stacie. ‘We will have to play the hand we’ve been dealt.’
‘And what about the theft of Doctor Who? That fossil was stolen for a purpose, whether or not it’s the one we saw used as an art piece in the gallery. But it’s entirely possible it has been involved in illegal smuggling – taken out of the country by now, perhaps, or sold on to a fossil collector, who knows?’ 
‘Sounds like a lot of trouble for half a dinosaur head,’ said Stacie.
‘It does, doesn’t it? When I call Annabelle I’ll ask her again what Doctor Who might be worth,’ said Nicole.
‘Was it insured?’
‘I think it probably wasn’t. I’ve been reading up on this. Until it’s been thoroughly researched, formally identified and listed, a fossil can’t be insured. If the rest of Doctor Who’s head is found, then it’ll definitely be worth a fortune,’ said Nicole. ‘I read that skulls are fragile, so not easily preserved, hence finding a complete one is rare.’
Stacie smiled and stood up to go back to her office. ‘Fossils are fascinating, all right.’

The moment she heard that Sully was officially back on the job, Nicole went to his office and tapped at the door.
‘Come in, come in . . . just rearranging the furniture!’ called Sully.
‘No kidding . . . you mean that literally.’ Nicole laughed, looking around. ‘Thank heavens you’ve got rid of that low chair. Really, that man has a big ego problem.’
‘And probably other issues in the male size department,’ said Sully, grinning. He gestured to one of the new chairs. ‘Take a load off.’
Nicole moved a pile of files from a chair and sat down.
Sully steepled his fingers in front of him on the desk. ‘So, how’s your story looking?’ he asked.
‘It’s coming together, but there are still a few things to consider,’ answered Nicole.
‘What’s the main problem?’
‘Well, as you know, a character has disappeared, and while we are beginning to have some theories, we can’t be sure what’s happened to him. We don’t know if it was an accident, whether he was out at that remote rock to meet someone, or even if he was murdered. We do think it could well have something to do with fossil dealing, or even smuggling. The police might discover what happened and if we’re lucky they’ll let us know, but they might never find this guy.’
‘How very unfortunate for him. Nic, is this disappearance a major part of the story?’ asked Sully. ‘You can’t do anything that is not substantiated, or that the police need to keep confidential.’
Nicole was thoughtful. ‘Yes, I know. And he’s not the only element in the story, although there do seem to be links. There are other people and places we can focus on.’ She took a breath. ‘There’s the magnificent locations, stunning by day and night, above and below ground, that few Australians will be familiar with. These places hold secrets, history, fossil riches, precious Indigenous art, relics and hidden spaces of incredible beauty, many of which are threatened. There’s a whole world of creatures from the distant past, both known and unknown, and there’s the battle to protect the environment from developers and big businesses with big money. There’s the friendships and relationships between the people involved, and the sometimes uncomfortable overlap between the worlds of science, art, history and tourism, versus commercialisation and international sales.’ 
Sully rubbed his chin. ‘Hmm. You have one hour, not six. Pity. Doesn’t seem to be much room for a subplot about the mystery of a missing person. Mind you, of course, mysteries make great TV. This guy could appear in a minor role, assuming you have vision of him. Then, subsequently, should his disappearance be solved, you have a great follow-up program because you got in first.’
‘That’s what I was hoping,’ said Nicole with relief.
‘Oh – and you have your usual prime-time slot, which I have wrenched back from the clutches of the young newshound.’
‘Ha! Newsboy will be cranky! What happened with Amy Dawne? I heard they had to split the segment reads dead evenly so she didn’t get more on-camera time than him!’
Sully chuckled. ‘That backfired a bit – for him. The latest is that Amy made a beeline for one of the producers, and now Newsboy reads the news alone because she’s setting up her own show with said producer!’
‘Well, good luck to her. I just hope she doesn’t learn the hard way,’ said Nicole. ‘And it leaves us with our prime-time slot. We need to think of publicity to promote the show.’
‘There’s a department for that,’ said Sully, smiling.
‘Yep, but they haven’t seen what I’ve seen. As you know, I have some ideas.’
‘Let’s get the show sorted first,’ said Sully.

Stacie checked in with Nicole before leaving that afternoon.
‘Have a good weekend. Any plans?’ Nicole asked.
‘Well, I do, actually.’
Nicole gave her a look.
‘I’m packing up my place. Because next weekend, I’m moving in with Ashton.’
Nicole beamed at her. ‘That’s fantastic, Stace!’
‘Yes, I think so too, but I’m a bit nervous,’ admitted Stacie. 
‘About what? That all your stuff won’t fit?’
‘No! Not that. I’ve already put a lot in storage at Mum’s. It just all seems to be happening so quickly.’
‘Listen, Stacie, it’s not like you to be negative – except when it comes to men!’ Nicole said, standing up and moving around to the front of her desk. ‘You’ve got a keeper in Ashton, I reckon, so enjoy being together. Be happy. Stop thinking that something will go wrong. He’s lucky to have you!’
Stacie took a deep breath and smiled. ‘You should see his studio; it’s very cool. In fact, we want you and Max to come to dinner when we’re settled. And my mum – she met Ash the other day and she thinks he’s wonderful. Ashton’s parents hardly ever come to town, so we’ll go up there when we both have time for a break.’
Nicole looked at Stacie’s shining face and reached out to give her a hug. ‘This is really, really good news.’
‘Thanks, Nic. See you Monday.’ Stacie did a bit of a dance as she went out.
Nicole was deciding whether to continue working or head home when Pete stuck his head in the door.
‘Glad I caught you, Nic. I’ve done a rough edit of most of your show. Just the ending to go. Want to have a look? I can’t get over the bloody scenery. I really will have to get out there!’
‘Sure.’ Nicole stood up and they set off towards Pete’s edit suite. ‘I hope viewers feel the same way you do!’
‘Incredibly lucky you had that fellow with a camera, and the videos from . . . Jennifer, isn’t it? Bit rough in patches but they catch the urgency of it all. Of course, Zac’s stuff is fantastic as always.’
Perched on a stool beside Pete, Nicole watched the images spool across the screen; the sweeping scenery, the volunteers bent over the bright red soil at the dig, Stacie and herself dwarfed by the massive fossils in the laboratory, the familiar faces and voices, the waterhole and Paddy, the rugged, haunting island of rock, and then the cave images shot by Ashton and Jennifer. Her breath caught in her throat.
‘Don’t know how you managed to get out of that cave like you did – bloody amazing, Nic.’ Pete glanced from the screen to Nicole.
To her surprise, she could feel tears well and begin to spill from her eyes. ‘It’s like a dream . . .’ she said quietly.
‘That part was more nightmare, I’d say,’ said Pete. He paused. ‘You want to give me more edit notes on Monday? Show me what you have in mind for the finale?’
Nicole brushed her hand over her eyes. ‘I wish I knew . . . I’m still working on it. This is great, Pete. I’ll have a think over the weekend, might fiddle with a couple of sequences when we have the whole shebang together.’
‘Sounds good. Hey, a few of us are going to the Exchange tonight, the back bar, if you want to come along.’
‘Thanks, but I’ve a few things to tidy up. See you next week.’
As she was walking back to her desk, Nicole’s phone rang. It was a number she didn’t recognise. For a moment she was tempted to let whoever it was leave a message. What could be important late on a Friday afternoon? But curiosity got the better of her.
‘Hello?’
‘Oh, hi. Is this Nicole Robertson?’
‘Yes. Who is this?’
‘This is Detective Keith Tranter, Queensland Police. I wanted to ask you a few questions about a missing persons case I am working on. Felix DuBois.’
Nicole struggled to place the detective; she didn’t think she’d ever heard the name before, but his voice sounded vaguely familiar. ‘Sure. How can I help?’ she asked.
‘I’ve been speaking to law enforcement and a ranger in Victoria Springs. I gather you’ve taken an interest in the case and may have been looking for the missing man. They have passed on to me some information you gave them.’
‘Have you found him?’ she asked quickly. ‘Do I know you?’ she added cautiously.
The detective chuckled, and then to Nicole’s astonishment, his voice completely changed. ‘C’mon, love, I owe you and Stacie a cold lager . . .’ He broke into song.
‘Bernie?’ Nicole could hardly speak. ‘Is that really you?’
He laughed again. ‘Yeah, it’s Bernie,’ he drawled in a familiar twang. Then, speaking formally again, he continued, ‘Otherwise known as Detective Keith Tranter, Bernie to me mates. I was working undercover when we met.’
‘Bernie! I mean, Keith . . . wow. What’s going on?’ demanded Nicole, unsure whether to laugh or be annoyed. ‘You’re a detective and you pretended to be Bernie the . . .’ She paused, unsure how to describe him.
‘That’s correct. Sorry about that. Seems we’ve ended up linked to the same case – Monsieur DuBois.’
‘Is that why you were at the dig?’ Nicole was trying to square the rough and grubby Bernie with this authoritative, well-spoken man.
‘Yes. We – the police, that is – have been looking into the illegal trade in fossils. I was at the dig in connection with another case, but when DuBois disappeared, you and I crossed paths.’
‘Do you have any news about DuBois? About what happened to him?’ asked Nicole urgently.
‘Nothing I can share at this point, I’m afraid. I’m calling you because I was wondering if you know where I can contact Emilia, one of the cooks from the dig?’
‘You want to talk to Emilia?’ Nicole asked.
‘Yes, I need to follow up on a few things Felix might have told her,’ he said. ‘I could get her details from Customs and Immigration, but I figured it would be quicker to ask you. I imagine you would have contact details of some of the group from the dig for your show, seeing as you filmed a lot of people. And it was a good way for me to surprise you!’
Nicole laughed. He obviously knew they had to get permission signatures from anyone they filmed, she thought.
‘Well, Emilia said she was starting a new job soon, at a place called Seashell Island, near the Gold Coast, I think it was. She would have put a mobile number and address on her release form. I don’t have it with me, though. Can I call you back on this number?’ Nicole needed to gather her thoughts.
‘Sure, thanks. And say hi to Stacie for me, eh?’ He gave a chuckle, and was about to hang up when Nicole remembered her conversation with Jennifer.
‘Hang on, Bernie – sorry, Keith. While I have you . . . has Annabelle contacted you?’
‘Annabelle from the fossil labs? Not that I know of, but I’ve been flat out today and haven’t checked in with the office. Why?’
Nicole took a deep breath and then told him her theory about the stolen fossil, the suspiciously similar artified piece at Galerie Vieille, and the information about the red car that potentially linked Felix Dubois to the case.
‘I know none of this really proves anything, but I thought the police should know. The ranger we met, Paddy, has already passed on the information we discovered about the car to police in Victoria Springs, but I only just made the connection between the gallery and Doctor Who,’ she finished.
There was silence for a few seconds on the other end of the line, then Keith said, ‘Thank you, Nicole. This could be really important to our investigation. Could you please send me the photo of the artwork you think might be Doctor Who?’
‘Sure. I’ll do it now, and I’ll get back to you with Emilia’s details.’
Just then, Nicole heard a voice in the background and Keith said, ‘Sorry, I’ve got to go. But thanks again for this. I’ll be in touch.’
He rang off, and Nicole stared at her phone, trying to take it all in. Her mind was whirling with everything she’d heard.
Maybe she would go and have a drink with the crew at the Exchange.
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STACIE ALMOST SPILT HER coffee when Nicole told her the news.
‘You’re joking!’ she said. ‘Are you sure?’
‘Yes. He sang to me. Badly, as usual,’ Nicole replied.
They were sitting at a table by the window, enjoying the morning sun in their favourite café near the network’s offices.
‘He’s a detective? Well, he fooled us!’
‘I know! I was going to call you over the weekend but I wanted to see your reaction in person. It’s almost unbelievable, but it’s true,’ said Nicole. ‘His real name is Keith Tranter.’
‘Ha! He’ll always be Bernie to me,’ Stacie said, laughing.
‘He’s investigating Felix’s disappearance and was trying to track down Emilia. I was going to call her anyway,’ Nicole explained.
‘Are you going to tell her that Bernie is really working for the police?’
‘My instinct tells me not to,’ answered Nicole. ‘I don’t want to interfere in any way. I’m sure Ber– I mean, Keith, will tell her if he wants to. Also, I told him about the fossil art we think is Doctor Who. He said it might be important.’
‘Wow. It’s really interesting, all this. Felix must have had something to do with it, don’t you think? There are too many coincidences,’ said Stacie. 
Nicole nodded. ‘Do you think Felix might have been the one who stole Doctor Who from the lab? Then arranged to meet someone from Galerie Vieille – Simon, I’m guessing – to hand it over? That seems logical, but what doesn’t fit is the car crash and the scuffle out at the rock.’ She shook her head. ‘I guess there are probably things about the case we don’t know, though.’
‘There was certainly more to Felix than met the eye,’ said Stacie dryly. ‘Maybe he’s running around Geneva right now flogging off Doctor Who to the highest bidder.’
Nicole shrugged. ‘Anything’s possible!’
Stacie sipped her coffee, thinking. ‘Should we ask Bernie if we can interview him on camera?’
‘I doubt he’d do it. He’s an undercover cop! That’d blow his cover!’
‘True, but we can disguise his voice and blur out his face. I can only ask. Let me know how you go with Emilia,’ Stacie said. ‘I better get to work. See you there.’
Nicole smiled at her colleague, who waved and walked briskly away. Then she took out her phone and looked for the details the office assistant had sent her from Emilia’s permission form.
‘Oh, Nicole, ciao! So good to hear from you. Where are you?’ asked Emilia when Nicole had said hello.
‘Stacie and I are back at work in Sydney. Are you still in Victoria Springs?’
‘No, no. I am in the Gold Coast, but it is very busy. I am leaving for Seashell Island in a few days, for my new job.’
‘It’s lovely up there and not as crowded as the Gold Coast. I think you’ll enjoy it,’ Nicole said. ‘The reason I’m calling you is about Felix DuBois –’
‘Is there news?’ Emilia broke in.
‘Sadly no. But the police would like to ask you some questions. They contacted me to see if I had your number,’ Nicole explained. ‘I wanted to check with you if it’s okay to pass it on to them.’
‘The police?’ asked Emilia, sounding hesitant.
‘I guess it’s just part of their process when looking for a missing person. If I didn’t have your number they would find it through official sources, but they thought it would be quicker to ask me. They need to talk to all of us who met Felix because his disappearance is still an open case. They’re concerned about his welfare.’
‘Oh, of course. Well, I have Felix’s Swiss mobile number. He gave it to me in case I wanted to catch up when I’m back home,’ Emilia said, seeming more relaxed now. ‘And I have his work contact details – the gallery in Geneva I told you about. I will text those to you to pass on. No problem for you to give the police my number if they still need to talk to me. Okay?’
‘Great. Thanks very much, Emilia. Maybe I’ll come and see you on Seashell Island sometime!’
‘Yes, you should. For your TV show! I will be there for the whole of summer.’
‘That sounds lovely! Have fun, and good luck.’
Nicole ended the call and waited, and in a minute or two her phone pinged. She looked at the details Emilia had texted, then made another call.
‘Morning, Keith, it’s me, Nicole,’ she said. ‘I’m sending you Felix DuBois’s workplace and personal mobile numbers in Geneva, thanks to Emilia, and I’ll send her mobile number at the same time.’
‘You beauty! That will be very useful. Thanks, mate,’ he added, more Bernie than Keith. Nicole laughed. ‘Actually,’ he continued, ‘I’m in Sydney for a couple of days. Do you and Stacie have time for coffee?’ 
They arranged to meet at a city café the following morning. Then Nicole put away her phone and notebook and headed in to work.

Stacie and Nicole arrived for their meeting with Keith ahead of time, choosing an outdoor table as the ones inside were too close together and they were concerned about eavesdroppers.
‘I’m curious about his new look,’ said Stacie.
Nicole smiled. ‘Yes, so am I. It will be good to catch up. We might even get some more information from him.’
Bernie/Keith came up behind them and tapped Nicole on the shoulder. ‘Surprise!’
The two women stared at him, breaking into laughter.
His hair was neatly trimmed and he was shaved, freshly showered and smartly dressed.
Nicole’s eyes fell to his hands, noting the clean, clipped fingernails.
‘Oh, you’ve come incognito,’ said Stacie as she moved her bag from the spare chair so he could sit down.
Keith laughed and spread his arms wide. ‘Behold the real me!’ 
‘I wouldn’t have recognised you,’ said Nicole. ‘But your voice is the same – if not the way you speak! Is singing part of your cover?’
‘I’ve done an acting course, among other things. It really helps for undercover work. You’d be surprised what scruffy, bumbling Bernie finds out that Detective Tranter never could.’
‘What would you like, uh . . . Keith?’ asked Stacie. She looked around and the waiter came over.
As soon as they’d ordered their coffees, Nicole leaned in and said, ‘So, could you fill us in on what you know about Felix DuBois?’
Keith clasped his hands together on the table in front of him and lowered his voice. ‘Look, it’s an ongoing investigation, but given your unusual role in it and the information you’ve provided, there’s a few things you can know. I’m aware you both work in the media, though, so please understand that this has to be kept off the record for now.’
‘Understood,’ said Nicole, and Stacie nodded. 
‘Thanks. First, Felix is no academic or teacher.’
‘Really?’ said Nicole. ‘He said he worked for a university and would like to bring his students to a dig.’
‘That’s a cover he uses. He’s a fossil dealer, or works for one, doing contract work. Thanks in part to Emilia passing on his numbers yesterday, we have been able to confirm that the name Felix DuBois is an alias – his real name is René Petitpain. He has been on our radar as a person of interest in the international fossil scene for a while now – we suspect him of fossil smuggling.’
‘And the gallery in Geneva he supposedly works for – is that a legit business?’ Stacie asked.
‘You bet. Very upmarket,’ Keith said, then paused as the waiter brought their coffees to the table. ‘But it has a sideline. Special objects including rare fossils are obtained and sold to select, even secret, collectors for huge prices museums could never afford.’
‘Do you think the half-skull fossil art we saw in Galerie Vieille really is Doctor Who?’ said Stacie.
‘Yes, I think it’s very likely,’ said Keith.
Nicole jumped in. ‘I’ve been reading about this,’ she said. ‘Some stolen fossils have been used in an artistic creation, and then smuggled out of the country as art. The loophole there is that artworks can be legitimately exported without much oversight. Later, the piece is stripped of its artistic additions and sold as a true fossil to some collector or museum. I wondered if this is what has happened to Doctor Who. It would be easy to strip off the headdress, feathers and lights that were on it. That fossil wasn’t painted or altered in a permanent way.’
‘That seems like a lot of trouble to go to,’ said Stacie.
‘You’d be surprised,’ said Keith. ‘Nicole, you are quite right. Exporting art can be a great way to disguise a fossil and get it out of the country, and an expert can apply or strip away the artistic elements in a matter of hours if they need to. This is one method of smuggling we’re really trying to crack down on.’
‘I think most people would have no idea about any of this,’ said Nicole.
‘Right again,’ replied Keith. ‘Even legitimate fossil sales are often not made public,’ he explained. ‘Palaeontologists and experts in scientific and academic circles might be aware of the existence of certain fossils, but they have almost no influence over where they end up or who they’re sold to – or for how much,’ he added.
‘So do you think Felix – that is, René – was the one who stole Doctor Who, as part of a plan to smuggle it out of the country?’ said Nicole. 
‘I’m afraid I can’t say, but I will leave it up to your keen journalistic instinct to work it out.’ He gave them a hint of a wink.
‘We wondered why he brought his car to the dig when no one else did,’ said Stacie. ‘It must have been well planned. Seems he knew what was there for the taking.’
Keith’s phone rang and he glanced at it before draining the last of his coffee and standing up. ‘Sorry, ladies. I have to go, but I’ll leave you to ponder that. Perhaps we can meet up again when this is all over,’ he said. 
With a wave, he strode away, phone to his ear, and Stacie and Nicole looked at each other, eyebrows raised.
‘Well, that was very interesting. I still can’t get over the fact that that was Bernie!’ Stacie smiled. ‘By the way, I’m leaving early today, if that’s okay,’ she said as they stood up. ‘Ash and I have a few things to organise.’
‘Oh, right, Saturday is the big moving day. Max said he’d be happy to help you guys.’
‘Well, I wouldn’t say no,’ Stacie said. ‘Not that I have a lot of stuff, mostly clothes, books and some kitchen things.’
‘You’re not going to be doing all the cooking, are you?’ asked Nicole.
‘Of course not. Ash says he loves cooking, and we’re going fifty-fifty on everything – rent, food, cleaning, bills.’
‘I hope Ashton likes grilled ham and cheese toast. It’s all I’ve ever seen you cook.’
‘Do you think I should do a cooking course?’ Stacie looked concerned.
‘Of course not!’ Nicole laughed. ‘Just read a recipe. Cooking is just reading . . . and tasting.’
Stacie looked dubious. ‘I’ll think about it.’
‘Now, down to business. We have to get a show on the road with or without Felix,’ said Nicole as they left the café and began walking down the street. ‘I’m spending the afternoon with Zac and Pete in the edit suite. The shots inside Madame’s gallery look fabulous.’
‘Everything I’ve seen so far is amazing. The outback is like another planet when you look at it in an edit suite in Sydney,’ said Stacie. ‘By the way, what are we calling the show, or should I say the series? Has Sully any ideas?’
‘I’m not sure. Will we find enough to fill more episodes? I can’t imagine we’ll ever go to places like the ones we’ve just been to ever again,’ said Nicole.
‘Really? I do. You never fail at falling over places and people that make fabulous television.’
‘You reckon?’ Nicole gave a crooked grin, adding, ‘Well, it’s my job! Have a chat to Sully about titles, I’m sure he’ll have ideas.’
‘Okay. I’ll do that first thing tomorrow.’

Nicole pulled into her driveway. It had been an exhausting afternoon, working through their story, breaking it down into visual fragments like a jigsaw to make sure everything was in the right place. She turned off the engine and sat thoughtfully.
She had no idea how long she’d been sitting there – a few minutes or twenty – when Max tapped on her window and she jumped.
‘You all right, Mum?’
‘Fine, thanks, darling. Just thinking. I was a million miles away.’
‘We’re going to the dog park, want to come?’ He opened her car door.
She knew the fresh air would do her good. ‘Sure. Just let me run in and change my shoes.’

Nicole watched Max laugh and throw a ball for Dash as the dog raced around, leaping and scrambling after it in excitement. Nicole did a lap of the park, walking briskly and amusing herself by trying to match the dogs with their owners. Like Dash, most of the animals were off the leash and racing thither and yon. There was something very satisfying about watching their unbridled enthusiasm and energy, Nicole thought.
There were fussy, nervous people with small dogs, fretting over the boisterous larger ones; there were owners who took no notice of what their dog was doing as they scrolled through their phone; there were dogs who completely ignored their owner’s waving, calling, pleading or cajoling; and nervous dogs that stayed close to their beloved human’s heels.
There were people who knew each other, some who sat on the sidelines watching or talking on their phones, and one older woman who sat reading a book, oblivious to all around her. Nicole began to wonder if she even had a dog there at all. Occasionally someone would recognise Nicole and give her a smile or a nod of acknowledgement.
After a while she caught up with Max again, and sat down while he took Dash to the tap for a drink. A young woman was already there, refilling one of the dog bowls which her small dog was lapping from thirstily. Dash quickly pushed the dog aside to share the water. The woman laughed and smiled at Max as he pulled at Dash’s collar. They chatted for a few moments, then she gave a wave and walked away.
Dash turned and raced back to Nicole before standing up on his hind legs, his now damp front paws landing on her shoulders.
She laughed as she pushed him away. ‘Down, dog! You’re all wet!’ When Max walked back over, she said, ‘Doesn’t he ever get tired?’
‘Oh, he does, but there’s no warning. He’s either on or off. Full of energy, then he just falls in a heap.’ Max grinned. ‘Want a coffee?’ When she nodded, he handed her Dash’s leash and headed to the nearby coffee van.
Nicole watched her son, thinking how he had matured. He had settled down and seemed much happier now that he’d decided on a future pathway. He’d be moving on at some stage, and she’d miss him. But he was ready to chart his own course.
Like Stacie . . . Nicole so hoped she and Ashton would make a go of it together.
Which left just her. What would she do in future years? Nicole wondered. Her job was fulfilling in many ways, but no one lasted forever in television. And, as Sully and Zac had pointed out, there was a gaping hole in her personal life. She was aware she had let the several unhappy dating experiences she’d had over the years affect her. They had put her off men for a long time, especially when a few she had liked turned out to be quite different from what they’d seemed at first. Over time, she’d come to enjoy her own company. Nicole valued being her real self, rather than feeling she had to become what someone else expected.
But this thought begged the question . . . what was her real self? She felt comfortable in her skin, she didn’t change to suit other people or put on airs or pretend to be more than she was in front of a TV camera, which had become part of her appeal to viewers, she knew. Fame and recognition and appreciation were all well and good, but when she shut the front door behind her at home, she was alone. Perhaps, off camera, she was a less interesting person?
Nicole glanced up as Max handed her a coffee. Dash looked hopeful.
‘Thanks, honey. No, nothing for dogs,’ she told Dash.
Max sat beside her and they sipped their coffees.
‘You looked deep in thought,’ he said. ‘Are you solving some mystery for your show?’
‘I wish,’ she said with a chuckle. ‘No, I was indulging in a little personal reflection.’
‘About what?’ he asked gently. ‘I hope you’re not worried about me. I’m doing just fine now, Mum, and I love the new course. Are you okay?’
‘I’m happy for you, Max.’ She bent down and patted Dash. ‘I’ve just been wondering where I am at the moment in life’s journey.’
He turned to her, an alarmed look on his face. ‘What’s that mean?’ Then he added, ‘You always try to hide how you’re feeling.’
Nicole stared into the distance. ‘Well, you know my philosophy. Complaining doesn’t solve anything, so why not make the best of what we’ve got?’
‘That’s the trouble with you, Mum,’ said Max with some heat. ‘You always put on a brave face and a bold front and then everyone expects you to solve things!’
She looked at her son with a slight smile. ‘Do I? Is that a bad thing?’
‘Yes!’ He sounded upset. ‘You know, these days the advice is to do the exact opposite. It’s all right to show your emotions, and everyone should talk about their problems instead of bottling them up. It’s a sign of strength to do that – not weakness. Please let me help you, if I can, or just be someone you can talk to. You know . . .’ He paused for a minute, considering what he was going to say. ‘I used to wish you’d just thump the table . . . kick the door . . . yell. I felt you didn’t want to worry me and so I felt guilty!’
‘Of course I didn’t want to worry you. Whatever went on between your father and me, or with pressure at work, had nothing to do with you personally,’ she said, then smiled. ‘I told you off when I had to.’
‘Telling me to tidy my room is different from me saying to you, “Are you unhappy, Mum?” or “Can I do something for you, even just make you a cup of tea?” . . .’ Max’s voice caught. Nicole reached out and took his hand.
‘Darling, I’m sorry. I never wanted to hurt your feelings or make you feel guilty. I . . . I suppose you’re right, I was always trying to protect you.’
‘And you did. But now that I’m older, well, I feel like I have to protect you. Look out for you.’
Nicole bit her lip. She squeezed his hand. ‘Thank you, Maxie. Most of all I want you to move forward with your life. I’m always here for you and I know I can always call you if I need you. Deal? Okay?’
Max nodded and stroked Dash’s head. Then, giving a rueful smile, he added, ‘My friends at school used to think that because you’re famous we had everything and anything we wanted!’
Nicole chuckled. ‘Real life is rarely how it looks from the outside. Did you tell them how strict I was?’
‘They didn’t believe me. But I know – well, I can guess – that it’s been tough for you in some ways.’ He smiled. ‘But it was good when the girls found out my mum was a TV star!’
They both laughed, and Dash stood up and put his paws in Max’s lap, licking his face.
‘Okay, dog, we can take a hint. We’re going home to dinner,’ said Nicole as she stood up too.
The sun was sinking and a cool breeze had sprung up as they left the dog park.
Max drove home with Dash sprawled across the back seat, finally worn out.
‘What time does Stacie want me to come over and help move her stuff on Saturday?’ asked Max.
‘I’ve no idea. Give her a call.’ Nicole paused. ‘When you get back, tell me what you think, seeing Stacie and Ashton together.’
‘Why? I thought Ash was a good bloke when we met the other day. I like him.’
‘Oh, I do too! I was more interested in how you see Stacie. Ashton has his act together, and is pretty calm and easygoing,’ said Nicole. ‘But Stacie is so nervous about diving into another relationship, even though I don’t think she needs to be. I’m just hoping she has relaxed into it a bit now.’
‘I always thought Stacie was fun to hang out with, and strong, like you.’ Max paused. Then he suddenly smiled. ‘Now that I think about it, I can see how organised and efficient you are. And multi-talented – you can fix stuff, chop firewood . . .’ He paused. ‘You’ve always done everything a dad could do as well as be a fabulous mum.’
‘Well, thank you, darling,’ said Nicole in a bemused tone.
‘Maybe that’s the main problem with relationships,’ said Max sagely. ‘Perhaps you intimidate blokes a little bit.’
‘Really? Well, if that’s the case, they’re not worth the trouble. I have good friends in Sully, Zac, Buggsy . . . Oh, never mind.’ She gave a dismissive wave. ‘So long as you respect and listen to a woman as well as love her, you’ll be okay.’
‘I got it, Mum.’ Max smiled fondly.

Sully stood up when Stacie tapped at his door.
‘C’mon in, Stacie . . . have a seat.’
As she greeted him, Stacie couldn’t help thinking what a relief it was to work with Sully again, instead of having to deal with the awful Darryl Broadhurst.
‘How’re things going? Got all the pieces of the jigsaw yet?’ asked Sully, sitting back down.
‘Not quite,’ said Stacie. ‘But Nicole’s editing with Zac and Pete as we speak, and they will bring it all together soon. The visuals just leap out of the screen. I hope viewers believe that these places we’ve been to actually exist!’ She grinned.
‘Our budget doesn’t run to high-end cinematic special effects, so it’s a good thing the real thing does all the talking!’ Sully chuckled. 
‘Exactly,’ agreed Stacie. ‘What you see is the real deal.’
They talked briefly about promotional video clips for advertising and Sully asked, ‘Doesn’t your friend take photos as well? The artist fellow?’
‘Yes. Ashton. You bet. They’re fantastic,’ Stacie enthused.
Sully looked at how her face lit up. ‘Excellent. Maybe we can use some of them. You manage to find time to see him even when you’re working around the clock here?’ he asked.
Stacie nodded. ‘Yep. I’m moving in with him tomorrow!’
Sully broke into laughter and clapped his hands. ‘Wonderful! That’s great news.’
They talked a little longer, Stacie making notes. Then she looked up and said, ‘There’s one more thing, Sully.’
‘Yes? What’s that?’
‘We need a title for our show. You’re always good at this stuff. What do you think?’
Before she could say any more, Sully jumped to his feet, held out his arms and burst into song.
Stacie laughed. ‘Oh, Sully, you should have been on the stage. I love that song, what’s it called?’
‘“Two for the Road”!’ he said happily. ‘It’s perfect, don’t you think? You and Nicole, off on your adventures. Or perhaps we should call it “On the Road Again”?’ Once more, he launched into song.
Stacie burst into laughter again. ‘Ha! Love it, Sully.’
‘I’m serious,’ said Sully. ‘Let’s call it Two for the Road. Unless you two come up with something better.’
‘We’ll see,’ said Stacie. ‘But I doubt it.’

Nicole made herself a cup of tea, sat at her desk at home and pushed her laptop to one side. Thoughtfully she picked up a pen and started to make notes on a piece of paper.
Recalling the conversation she and Stacie had had with Keith Tranter, she wrote a list of names of everyone in their ‘cast’, all the people they had met, even briefly, on their travels.
She then drew a line through anyone she felt could not possibly be complicit in the theft of Doctor Who, although it wasn’t easy because, really, it could have been any of them – or none at all. She had always trusted her instinct and it had seldom let her down – though she smiled when she remembered how blindsided she’d been when she’d discovered who Bernie really was.
She paused when she came to the name Professor Phillip Bannister. He’d been charming, clever, and had seemed well liked by the staff at the dig. It was hard to imagine he’d be involved in anything untoward. Then there was Dr Rosie Allmond, who was delightful and an expert in her field. Roger at the laboratory, along with Susie and Annabelle . . . they’d had more opportunity than anyone to take the fossil, but why would they? They all seemed as committed and enthusiastic about the work they did with fossils as any of the experts. But Nicole didn’t yet put a line through their names.
Thinking of the lab, she recalled the technicians volunteering there, patiently drilling away the stone and hardened mud from the fossils. They would be very aware of which fossils were particularly valuable. And what of the regular visitors to the dig, like Marion, Shelagh and boring Brian? And of course Laura and Emilia, the cooks. And Bernie. Or Keith. Who is he really? she pondered.
Nicole paused, reflecting on how Keith and his alter ego seemed like two different people. But weren’t she and Keith on the same page, the same side? 
And how did Simon and the red car fit in? 
Nicole’s head was starting to spin. She put her pen down and sipped her tea. It had gone cold. She stood up and went to the kitchen.
As she boiled the kettle again, suddenly it felt to her that another voice was nagging – ‘You haven’t finished the list . . .’
She topped up her tea, went back to her desk and thought for a moment, then added Madame Baudon to the list. Who else worked at her gallery apart from the madame herself and Simon? Nicole wondered. It appeared to be a flourishing business in an elaborate setting. Who were the artists Madame Baudon used to transform the fossils? Or did she really just source her pieces directly from artists, as she claimed? A shiver went through her body. Should she add Ashton to the list? He had been at the dig with them, after all . . . no, no. Nicole shook herself. It wasn’t possible.
Was it?
Her mobile rang, and she was thankful for the distraction. It was Sully.
‘Hi, Nic. Sorry to bother you at home on a Sunday afternoon. But I thought I’d better alert you that we could have a little fracas on our hands in the morning.’
‘Oh, not Broadhurst again! I thought he’d floated upwards to greener pastures,’ said Nicole exasperatedly.
‘He has, but on his way there, he’s created some chaos among various people and departments.’ Sully sighed.
Nicole groaned. ‘Is that going to affect us, though? I thought everything was sorted and our time slot safe,’ she said.
‘Me too. It’s not our time slot that’s the issue, per se, it’s the advertisers. Somehow our big sponsors have got cold feet. Reading between the lines, Broadhurst has been blowing hot air in their ears.’
‘Bloody hell, Sully! That’s a lot of money out the door. How did that happen? Or need I ask . . . Where’s the money gone? And to what?’
‘Oh, to some pissant show Darryl is promoting, sounds like a bad version of What’s My Line meets Where the Bloody Hell Am I?’
‘Not a travel show! Why would our sponsors go for some crappy show and not what we’ve been turning out?’
‘Who knows? Plus, I’ll give you one guess who Darryl has lined up as host.’
Nicole rolled her eyes, even though Sully couldn’t see her. ‘If it’s not our favourite Newsboy, I’ll eat my hat.’
Sully laughed dryly. ‘Yep. It all sounds like a dog’s breakfast. But Darryl seems to have persuaded them it’ll rate through the roof and bring in lots of viewers. Free trips to Love Island and such.’
‘I’m angry, but I’m trying not to laugh,’ said Nicole. ‘So, now we need a new major sponsor, is that it?’
‘Got it in one. They’ve promised us a new account executive to promote Two for the Road and get us a new sponsor or sponsors.’
‘And who might that be?’ asked Nicole.
‘I don’t know him. Thought I knew most people in this business, but perhaps I’m out of touch with the advertising execs.’
‘Oh great, just what we need . . . someone you haven’t worked with.’ Nicole groaned again. ‘Does he have enough contacts to find us a sponsor?’
‘Let’s hope so.’
‘This really is bad news. I’ll call Stacie.’
‘I didn’t like to bother her in the love nest on a Sunday arvo. She sounds pretty happy, don’t you think?’ said Sully.
‘I do,’ said Nicole. ‘It’s lovely. But she certainly won’t be happy when she hears we have mere weeks to find a major sponsor. We have to start promoting the show! And we need to get a big cover story in the Women’s Weekly before we air!’
‘Don’t give the media too much info just yet. We want the show’s adventures to be revealed bit by bit. That way we’ll keep the audience hooked,’ said Sully. ‘What angle would you take for a magazine article?’
‘How we risked our lives to get this show for our audience, were trapped in a cave collapse, camped out under the stars . . .’ Laughing, Nicole added, ‘I’m not sure. Stacie will come up with stuff we can illustrate with dramatic pictures to whet viewers’ appetites. Thank goodness for Ashton’s photos.’
‘Yes, all right, that sounds good. I’ll let you get back to your Sunday afternoon leisure,’ said Sully.
‘Actually, I’m glad of the distraction, annoying as that news is,’ said Nicole. ‘I know it’s really not my job, but I’ve been trying to work out what the missing man was up to, and who he might have been working with, so I know what angle to take with him in the show.’
‘Hmm,’ said Sully. ‘If there’s no definitive answer to that mystery, then we have to figure out an appropriate wrap-up that is still satisfying.’
‘That’s just it. Leave it with me, I’m still thinking,’ said Nicole.
‘Okay,’ Sully said. ‘Tick, tock . . .’
‘I know. I get it,’ sighed Nicole. ‘See you tomorrow.’

Stacie sat on the floor of Ashton’s compact studio space surrounded by his sketches, portfolio and drafts for his paintings. She had his laptop open in front of her and was scrolling through the many photos from the dig and the cave.
Ashton was attempting to tidy up half-used tubes of paint, assorted brushes, palette knives, canvases, old paint cloths, jars of colour-stained water and other art paraphernalia.
‘I had no idea you were taking so many photos,’ Stacie said.
‘If it moves, shoot it,’ he said with a laugh. ‘I can’t help myself. I just wish I got better shots of the night sky. I guess it’s impossible to capture the way it goes on and on forever, changing all the time . . .’
‘Would you like to go back there?’ Stacie asked softly.
‘I’d love to, one day. In our dotage perhaps, and then we can remember where we met.’ He leaned down and kissed her.
‘Do you mind if I show some of these pictures to Nic? Maybe we could use them in the promos and marketing for the show.’
‘Sure, go ahead. But be warned, I haven’t had a chance to weed out the ones that are no good. There’s a lot of random shots in there.’
‘No worries. I’ll forward some to my laptop, if that’s okay,’ she said, selecting some images.
‘What’re we doing for dinner? Want to go out?’ asked Ashton a few minutes later.
There was no answer.
Stacie was staring intently at the screen.
‘Stace . . .? Dinner? Out? Or in?’ repeated Ashton.
She was about to answer, then one particular shot caught her eye. 
‘Oh my goodness,’ she said breathlessly.

Nicole glanced at her phone as she accepted the call. ‘Hi, Sully, I’m just at my desk, editing the final script for my voiceover, now that I have the timing. So, what’s happening?’
‘Hello, Nicole. I have our new account executive here with me, Mr Carlo Gianni. May we come to see you?’ Sully sounded formal.
‘Er, yes, of course. Delighted to meet him,’ replied Nicole in an equally Very Polite Voice in case she was on speaker.
Nicole was standing when Sully ushered in a slim, dark-haired, middle-aged man. She gave a welcoming smile as Carlo introduced himself in a suave and charming Italian accent. He gave an admiring smile. ‘Good morning, Nicole. I have heard wonderful things about you.’
‘Good morning to you, Carlo. We are so pleased to welcome you on board.’
Nicole invited the two men to take a seat, then sat down behind her desk. ‘Please, tell me a little about yourself,’ she said.
‘I have been in Australia ten years. I was a film producer in Milano before that. Here I have been producing television commercials.’ He shrugged slightly, then said, ‘Very good ones.’
‘What about the sponsorship and advertising side?’ asked Nicole. ‘Are you able to bring in revenue?’
‘Absolutely. Your show . . . Sullivan showed me some vision.’ He gestured with a sweep of his arm. ‘Magnifico. I know many advertisers will want to back this show.’
‘That’s nice to hear.’ Nicole glanced at Sully, who was grinning. ‘So you already have ideas about companies you think would be interested?’ she asked.
Carlo nodded. ‘Companies that cater to travellers and to . . . what is the description? People who travel in a chair from the comfort of home . . . armchair travellers.’
Nicole and Sully chuckled.
‘He’s right,’ said Sully. ‘Not everyone will want to travel to the outback like you did! But in case they do, you’ll show them what’s out there.’ He turned and looked at Carlo.
‘And not only the travel companies, we will approach companies with products that are . . . aspirational.’
‘You mean what the heart desires,’ said Nicole. ‘Good wine, good food, beautiful surroundings, nice people, that sort of thing?’
Carlo leaned towards her. ‘Yes, Nicole. That’s right,’ he said, and clapped his hands together. ‘We can go first class with your program.’
‘I hope so,’ said Sully. ‘The budget has blown out somewhat. But it’s worth it, definitely worth it,’ he added hastily.
‘So, Carlo, let’s talk in detail about what you have in mind,’ said Nicole briskly.
‘Brava, Nicola. We begin.’
‘Nicole,’ she corrected.
‘Okay. Sì. Nicola.’
Nicole looked at Sully, who was trying not to smile and gave a shrug that said, Live with it.

Stacie watched Sully and Carlo Gianni as they left Nicole’s office. Then she hurried in, sat down and asked quickly, ‘Who was that?’
‘Our new account executive for the show. A suave Italian moviemaker, sort of.’
‘Really? I’ll ask Sully to introduce us later. We need ads that not only bring in money but will make people watch the show,’ Stacie said.
‘I think this guy will be very persuasive!’ Nicole said, smiling.
Stacie frowned at her. ‘Oh, c’mon. Don’t tell me you’ve been conned by his Italian charm, Nicole . . .’
‘Nicola,’ said Nicole, putting on her best Italian accent. ‘I’m now Nicola.’
Stacie rolled her eyes.
‘I can see how he works. He is charismatic and puts on the charm. He’ll treat people as if they are his best friend, then they’ll do want he wants,’ Nicole said, laughing.
‘Mmm, well, as long as he brings in sponsors, I’ll be happy,’ Stacie said, sounding a little sceptical.
‘We have to trust Sully. He called me again after he met Carlo and thinks he’ll do a good job. I’ve asked them both to keep me in the loop and let me know whatever ideas Carlo comes up with – and fast. So, how was the move? All settled in?’ she asked.
‘Yeah, yeah, no problem,’ said Stacie dismissively. ‘But I’ve been trying to catch you all morning. I was looking through the photos Ash took on the trip, and there’s a couple from the dig I think you should see. Here, I’ve printed them out.’ She put some A4 sheets of paper on the desk.
Nicole glanced at the images, lifting each page. She looked up at Stacie and then back down at the photos as she spread the sheets of paper across her desk.
‘Okay, so there’s lots here of the people we met, the volunteers. What am I looking for?’ Nicole asked.
‘You’re right. There’s heaps of photos of everyone at the dig, you know, working in the trench, doing stuff in the labs, socialising at the dig campsite. But these jumped out at me,’ said Stacie, pointing to three shots.
‘Oh . . . now I see.’ Nicole held up a photo of Felix deep in conversation with a man who had his back to the camera in the nosh tent, the two men standing slightly apart from everyone else.
Another photo showed the same pair looking at the second man’s phone.
A third photo showed the two men in the trench, their heads close together as they talked, their expressions serious.
‘Anything strike you as odd?’ said Stacie.
‘Not really. Except I wouldn’t have thought Felix – or whatever his real name is – would have had much time for boring Brian. Brian probably cornered Felix . . . you know how he yammers on. Are there other photos?’
‘Group shots. And one Ashton took of us from the little outcrop above the trench, but standing behind us are Felix and Brian.’
‘Are they looking at a fossil?’ asked Nicole.
‘No. Their arms are folded and they’re just talking. But again, they’re standing apart from the others, so whatever they’re saying wouldn’t have been overheard,’ said Stacie. She paused, drumming her fingers on the desk. ‘It could all be coincidence, of course – because as you say, Brian could talk the leg off a donkey. But then I remembered. Brian found Doctor Who. He was very proud of that fact. He was meant to keep quiet about it, but he was telling a lot of people.’
‘Yes, he was – he and Marion told me without a lot of prompting,’ agreed Nicole. ‘But Shelagh said that it was locked away at the lab.’
‘Brian knew where it was, though,’ countered Stacie.
‘That’s true,’ said Nicole slowly, thinking. ‘And then suddenly it’s not there any more. Annabelle said they weren’t sure when it could have disappeared as they don’t go in there much,’ she added. ‘Gosh, do you think Brian might be involved in the fossil going missing?’
 ‘It’s a long shot, I s’pose. I was just surprised to see Felix putting up with Brian’s long stories not once, but several times. It’s a possible link, isn’t it?’
‘Yep, I think you’re right. It’s worth a thought,’ said Nicole.
Stacie stood up and stretched. ‘That’s enough detective work for now. But I did think maybe we should mention it to Keith, maybe send him these photos? If you text me his number, I’ll pass them on. I’ve got to catch up with Pete now,’ she added. ‘And I’m keen to see what your amigo Carlos turns up.’
‘It’s Carlo. Mio amico. And leave these photos with me. I’ll mull a bit more,’ said Nicole. ‘Well spotted.’
‘Okay. Arrivederci, Nicola,’ Stacie teased as she walked to the door. 
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NICOLE WAS DEEP IN thought, brainstorming ideas on a notepad, when Sully knocked on her office door.
‘Hi, Sully . . . come in. Oh, hi, Carlo.’
When Nicole stood up to greet them, Carlo grasped her hand and kissed it. ‘Ciao, bellissima donna!’
‘Good morning, Carlo,’ she replied, laughing.
‘Carlo has found a sponsor for your show,’ Sully said, his eyes twinkling.
Nicole felt a smile break across her face. ‘That’s fantastic news. I’m very excited! Grazie
tanto, Carlo!’
‘Sit, sit.’ Carlo put his laptop and a large leather folder on the desk. ‘I show you all.’
‘Oh, wait. Can I bring Stacie in?’ asked Nicole, taking her seat and reaching for her phone.
‘Of course. We want everyone to see this,’ said Carlo.
Nicole sent Stacie a quick message, and Sully laughed when they heard Stacie racing down the hallway and rushing through the door.
‘This is Stacie Harper, our fabulous producer,’ said Nicole.
‘Yes, Sullivan has introduced us. It’s so good to see you again, Stacie,’ Carlo said. ‘Let me get you a chair.’ He brought one from the corner of the room and placed it next to his own. ‘May we begin?’ he asked as he glanced at each of them in turn.
‘Yes, please, Carlo,’ said Sully. ‘Bring on the presentation.’
‘Is very good news,’ said Carlo. ‘Your sponsor is Signor William Davidson. He is in the travel business and has set up a new company. People already come to Australia from the world over, but he wants this country to be the next top place for international travellers to visit. His venture is very big, very exciting, and will quickly become molto importante in the travel industry. And . . . we hope visitors will see places they might want to travel to with Signora Nicola and Signorina Stacie.’
Nicole and Stacie looked at each other and smiled.
Carlo then pulled a large cardboard sheet from the folder and placed it in front of him on the desk.
‘Numero uno. The name is called . . . “Billy Travel”.’
Sully leaned over to take a closer look.
‘“Share Australia with us . . .”’ he read out. ‘I like it.’
‘Sì, sì. And here is Nicola and Stacie . . .’ Carlo said, pointing at two figures in the photo.
The two women gasped and laughed at the image of three large sticks propped over a ring of stones around a small cheerful fire, with a billycan hanging in the centre over the flames. Sitting on either side of the fire were two women in jeans, boots and bush hats.
‘Ha! Look at us,’ said Nicole. ‘You have superimposed our heads onto strangers!’
‘I look pretty good,’ Stacie said, grinning.
Billy Travel was written in large print at the top, and beneath the image was the catchline: Bring your billy with you!
‘This looks good, Carlo, really good,’ Sully said, sitting back and smiling.
‘Is just mock-up, of course,’ explained Carlo. ‘So when you have more shows in different places, we do many more ads with different clothes and settings and so on. Sì?’ He turned to the women, who nodded enthusiastically.
Carlo then opened his laptop and pulled up the Billy Travel website, which was slick and sophisticated and featured many beautiful shots of Australian locations.
‘This is really impressive,’ said Nicole. ‘And it looks like a great fit for our show. But I’m wondering . . . who’s Billy?’ 
‘Is named after Signor William,’ explained Carlo. ‘He is Australian but lived in Milano until recently. Now he has come home and is keen to invest in something new. He starts to see his home again and now he wish for everyone to see what he sees all over Australia!’
‘Mr Davidson is being very generous,’ said Sully. ‘He loved the concept of Two for the Road. If our first episode makes a splash, he’s in for series one, and potentially the long haul.’
‘And when you finish Australia maybe you do other places in the world, yes?’ Carlo raised his eyebrows questioningly.
Stacie clapped her hands to her head. ‘We started out hoping we’d get the green light for one program, which has paved the way for a possible series. Now you’re talking about more, and perhaps going international!’ she said. ‘This is so brilliant! What do you think, Nicole?’
Smiling, Nicole looked at Stacie and Sully, then said to Carlo, ‘Well done. This campaign really does seem the perfect match for our program. We would like to meet Mr Davidson sometime,’ she added.
‘Sì, of course, no problem,’ Carlo said and grinned. ‘I now go back and say okay to him. Sì?’
‘Sì, sì, bravo, Carlo!’ they all chorused.
Carlo, looking pleased, put his storyboard back in his folder and closed the laptop. As Nicole stood up to walk with him to the door, there were effusive farewells, with promises to get together and meet Billy Davidson.
When it was just the three of them, Nicole turned to Sully.
‘Sully, this is excellent – I think the partnership will work out very well. Does our esteemed leader know about it yet?’
‘The advertising staff were waiting for your approval. He’ll be made aware soon enough.’ Sully stood up and stretched. ‘On that note, I have to get back to work. Thank you, ladies,’ he said, then headed down the corridor.
‘Tourism. That’s the ideal sponsor,’ said Stacie.
Nicole nodded but then said, ‘Do you see us doing a travelling, exploring show to “unseen” places forever? Series after series?’ she said. ‘I’m not sure I do.’
‘Why not?’ asked Stacie.
‘Well . . . it’s hard to imagine that anywhere else could provide as much interest, entertainment and drama as what we’ve just experienced.’
Stacie looked thoughtful, but shook her head. ‘Nothing is forever, especially in television. Let’s just move forward and see where it takes us for now, don’t you think? I’ve worked with you long enough to know that somehow you always manage to come up with the goods – and you always doubt yourself along the way! You don’t need to, you know. You are an expert at what you do.’
Nicole chuckled at her friend’s compliment. ‘You’re right. I just always find the unknown a bit daunting. Now – grab your billy and go have your lunch! I’m not quite finished here, so I’ll see you later.’ 
Stacie grinned. ‘No worries. See you in a bit.’ She left with a wave, closing the door behind her.
Nicole picked up her phone and scrolled through for the number she wanted. Ever since Stacie had shown her the photos of Felix speaking with Brian at the dig, she had not been able to stop thinking about what might have happened. She thought it wouldn’t hurt to ask a few more questions.
When the call was answered she said, ‘Hi, is that you, Annabelle? It’s Nicole Robertson.’
‘Hi, Nicole, it’s Susie, actually. This is a nice surprise. Do you want me to get Annabelle?’
‘Hello, Susie! No, it’s okay. I was really just ringing to ask if there’s any news or ideas about what happened to Doctor Who?’ Nicole wondered if Annabelle had mentioned the photo Nicole had sent her of the artified Doctor Who in the gallery. She decided the police might not want that information spread around, so she would keep quiet about it unless Susie brought it up.
‘Oh, no, nothing yet. It’s so awful, Nicole. Sergeant Ward came here to have another look around, but he said they haven’t made much progress.’
‘Hopefully Brian doesn’t know his find has gone astray,’ said Nicole. ‘It sounded to me like Doctor Who was very special to him.’
‘Yes, that’s true,’ said Susie with a sigh. ‘We’ve been asked not to mention it to the volunteers, so I don’t think Brian would have heard. We’re all hoping it’s tracked down before he comes back next year. The word has gone out around the fossil outlets that we know. The museums have been alerted, plus Customs, all that sort of thing.’
‘Overseas or just here?’ asked Nicole.
‘I’m not sure about that. The police are handling it, although we are keeping an eye out locally.’
‘Was anyone in the labs recently who isn’t there usually, or did anyone ask to see Doctor Who in particular?’ Nicole asked.
‘We can’t think of anyone other than the regular technicians. Brian asked to see Doctor Who again not long after he found it, but Roger went into the locked lab with him. He waited while Brian took photos of it – strictly just for himself and Marion. Then Roger said they left and put the key back, as per our protocol.’
Nicole paused. ‘And where’s the key kept?’
‘Ah, yes, well, maybe that’s a problem. It has always just hung on a hook in the main laboratory.’
‘Where everyone was working?’ said Nicole, rather shocked.
‘Afraid so,’ Susie said. ‘That’s always been for practical reasons – if any of the techies needed to go and get one of those special fossils for study, then the key needed to be accessible. We didn’t keep it in the main office and reception area because that building isn’t always staffed, you see, and when no one’s there, it’s kept locked. Plus, we know and trust everyone who works here – Annabelle, Roger, the regular long-term volunteers – and we have never had an issue before.’
‘Is the main lab locked?’ Nicole asked.
‘Sometimes, but I admit, we’re so isolated out here that we’ve never needed to pay that much attention until now. The last person to leave of an evening used to just shut the door. This theft has been a real wake-up call, though; we’ve had to ramp up all our security.’
‘Did Sergeant Ward find anything at all?’ asked Nicole.
‘No, unfortunately. There were no fingerprints or anything – after all, everyone working here wears cotton gloves and presumably the thief did too. The lock on the lab door wasn’t forced so it looks like they used the key and then returned it to its hook afterwards. And Doctor Who was just bubble-wrapped and sitting on a shelf. The thief could have been in and out in one minute.’
‘Lordy.’ Nicole sighed. ‘Okay. Well, let’s hope Doctor Who turns up.’

‘The key just hung on a hook in the big lab?’ exclaimed Stacie. ‘Bloody hell!’
It was later that afternoon, and Stacie had come into Nicole’s office to discuss the final script for the voiceover, but their conversation had quickly turned to what Nicole had learned from Susie.
‘So Brian had photos of Doctor Who,’ said Nicole. ‘He wasn’t meant to show them to anyone, but I can’t imagine that would stop him. And when I think of Ashton’s photos, which show Felix talking to Brian on a few occasions – and looking at Brian’s phone – it seems very possible that Felix could have found out about it all. Plus, Brian knew exactly where Doctor Who was and how to get into the locked lab. Do you think Brian might have had something to do with the theft?’ 
‘Hard to say,’ Stacie answered. ‘He always seemed so protective of the fossils, and so into the science. Plus, if it was Brian who stole Doctor Who, it’s very unlikely to have been when we were at the dig because we would have noticed if he’d been missing for any period of time, like we did Felix. And Marion and Shelagh definitely would have! But who really knows?’
‘Perhaps Felix found out about the fossil and the key through Brian and then just waited for an opportunity. Either he got lucky, or he persuaded Brian to help him.’ Nicole frowned and started tapping her fingers on her desk while she thought. ‘I don’t know if that really fits, though . . .’ she continued. ‘I wonder what Brian’s up to, where he is? I don’t think I can ask Keith, especially now we’ve passed on those photos of Brian with Felix to him. That might be considered interfering.’
‘There’s always Marion,’ suggested Stacie.
Nicole snapped her fingers. ‘Yes, I promised to contact her to let her know when the show’s going to air. I might call her instead of emailing and casually ask her some questions.’ Nicole grinned. ‘All right, back to the script.’

A few days later, Nicole was busy at her computer when Zac stuck his head in her door.
‘Hi, Nic.’
‘Hey, Zac . . . how’s it coming?’
‘It’s done.’ He gave a big smile. ‘Pretty damned good, even if I say so myself. All of it. Bloody amazing, actually. The hard part is going to be picking out just one grab to promote the show!’
‘True. Do you have any ideas?’ Nicole asked.
‘I was thinking a montage: quick shots to showcase the drama, mystery, intrigue, beauty. Stacie and I can choose some highlight shots for the promo ads and then show you and Sully. What’re you up to?’
‘I’ve almost finished checking the media release. So I’ll be free soon, if you need me to do anything,’ she said.
‘Well, Buggsy, Pete and I thought you and Stace might want to come down at around six and we’ll run the final edit for you. We’ve gone over it so many times, I’m seeing it in my sleep! Now we’re just fine tuning and making sure we’ve got the timing right and have allowed for ad spots.’
‘I’d love that!’ She gave a smile. ‘I’m a bit nervous, though. Is it as good as I think it could be?’
‘Better.’
Nicole beamed. ‘Oh, fantastic. Let Stacie know, would you? And Sully – he’ll want to see it too. I need to get this done first.’
‘You want to invite Ashton and Max to come in?’
Nicole considered this, then said, ‘No. Let them see it put together on TV on the night.’
‘That’s what I said to Marie. She’s dying to see where I’ve been! Is there going to be a media preview so the PR can ramp up?’ asked Zac.
‘Probably. I’ll check with Promotions.’
‘Great. See you at six in the After Hours Room,’ he said, using the nickname for the camera area.
When Zac had gone, Nicole turned to her notepad, where she’d made a list of people to contact now they knew the date of the show’s screening. She had Paddy, the volunteers and employees from the dig and the labs, Jim, Jennifer and Nils. She tapped her pen against the paper, wondering if Keith might be interested. Then her eyes landed on Brian’s name, and she remembered her conversation with Stacie. In the frantic activity of the last few days, she’d forgotten to call Marion to suss out if she had any idea what had happened. Nicole scrolled through the contacts on her phone and pressed Marion’s name, then picked up her pen again, ready to make notes if Marion told her anything useful.
‘Why, hello, Nicole, how are you? . . . Oh my, is your TV show happening?’ asked Marion.
‘Yes, hi, Marion. That’s why I’m ringing. I promised I’d give you the details so you could watch it,’ Nicole said, and gave her the date and time for the screening.
‘Thanks very much. I can’t wait to see it and I’ll tell Shelagh, too.’
They chatted for a few minutes, and then Nicole asked casually, ‘And how’s Brian?’ 
‘Oh, extremely well, thanks. He’s just headed off on a golf trip with a friend. So Shelagh and I are thinking of taking a cruise to a tropical island!’
‘Good for you! That sounds like fun,’ said Nicole. ‘Retirement’s still a way off for me, but you make it look very attractive!’
Marion chuckled. ‘We’ve caught the travel bug, that’s for sure. We never really had the time before, but then Brian and I went to Europe last year, not long after the dig, and we loved it,’ she said. ‘Now you can’t stop us!’
‘That’s right, I remember you told Stacie and me about your trip, didn’t you?’ asked Nicole. Then a thought struck her and she said, ‘Did you go to Switzerland? I’ve heard it’s beautiful.’
‘Yes, we did! We stayed in Geneva for a few days. Amazing city, but very expensive. Brian liked it because we stumbled across a gallery that sells fossil art!’ Marion explained.
Nicole sat very still, processing this. ‘Really?’
‘I know, of all things! Very snooty staff, though. In the end I left Brian there chewing some poor man’s ear off and went for a coffee.’
Nicole was scrambling to think of a follow-up question when Marion went on, ‘Look, I won’t hold you up. Thanks again for your call – I can’t wait to see the show! And we’d love to catch up in person some day.’ With that, she hung up, and Nicole was left wondering. 
She shook her head and turned back to her computer to give the media release one final read.

Stacie was sitting open-mouthed with astonishment as Nicole filled her in on her conversation with Marion. 
‘Do you think boring Brian might be “playing golf” in Europe, and visiting the gallery again?’ said Stacie. ‘He and Marion seem to do their own thing. Maybe Brian has been having us on all this time, and Marion doesn’t know what he’s up to.’
They were having a coffee in a corner of the staff kitchen while waiting to watch the run-through with Zac and the others.
‘Who’s to know? It certainly seems that he was involved somehow,’ Nicole said. ‘And maybe he’s just a very good actor and had us all fooled? Stranger things have happened.’ 
‘Have you told Keith?’ Stacie asked, stirring her instant coffee.
‘I rang him and relayed everything Marion said,’ Nicole replied, leaning forward and adding softly, ‘Keith asked me not to mention this news about Brian going to the Swiss gallery to anyone yet, apart from you, of course. I got the feeling he wasn’t all that surprised to hear it.’
‘What about Simon and his red truck? Where does he fit in, do you think?’ Stacie wondered. ‘He doesn’t seem the type to swan around the arty scene. He’s pretty rough around the edges. I would have thought a fossil smuggler moving in monied circles might be a bit more suave.’
Nicole finished her coffee and stretched. ‘We might find out soon enough. I reckon the pieces of this puzzle are coming together.’
‘I can’t wait to catch up with Keith again,’ Stacie said, then looked at the time on her phone. ‘We’d better go. I won’t be able to relax until I’ve seen Pete’s preview of the show,’ she added, standing up and collecting her bag.

The advance publicity for Two for the Road was enormous. They’d released a few photos of the caves and the flat red earth around the dig site, which had caused a lot of interest, along with a shot of Nicole at the labs next to a huge dinosaur skeleton – she was now being pursued for interviews.
By the day of the screening, all of Nicole and Stacie’s family and friends had been alerted. Nicole had invited Stacie and Ashton to come over and watch the show with her and Max. 
In the late afternoon Nicole headed home early to get ready. As she walked past the offices to go to the car park, there were shouts of ‘Good luck’, ‘Go for it, Nic’ and ‘Can’t wait for eight o’clock!’
When Nicole opened the front door, she was taken aback to see a long-haired Jack Russell bounce down the entry hall to greet her, followed by Dash.
‘Hey, Dash . . . do you have a girlfriend?’ exclaimed Nicole.
‘No. I do.’ Max appeared from the kitchen, grinning broadly, followed by a pretty young woman.
Surprised, Nicole smiled at her.
‘Hi. You’re from the dog park! I’m Nicole.’
‘Hi, Mrs Robertson. I’m Georgia, and that’s Hottie.’ She pointed down at the dog, then held out her hand. Nicole shook it.
‘As in Hot Dog,’ explained Max with a chuckle. ‘But Dash thinks she’s a hottie.’
‘Have you come over to watch our show too?’ asked Nicole.
‘If that’s all right,’ said Georgia.
‘Of course. I’ll be anxious to hear what you think! Stacie and Ashton will be here soon.’
‘Oh, great,’ said Max. ‘Georgia brought some dessert and I’ve put wine in the fridge.’
Stacie and Ashton arrived with platters of food, wine and a bunch of wildflowers, which Ashton gave to Nicole with a flourish. The group settled on the couches in the lounge room, chatting and laughing excitedly while they waited for the show to begin.
When the now familiar images began to glide across the TV screen, Nicole glanced at her son, who appeared captivated, occasionally gasping. His expression veered from shock to amusement, awe and disbelief, even though he’d already heard Nicole’s stories and seen a few grabs on Ashton’s camera. They were all glued to the television, each person who’d been there re-living moments and feelings. Those who were seeing it all for the first time were breathless, their eyes not leaving the screen.
As the credits rolled, everyone let out their breath and applauded. Then their phones started ringing.
‘I’m glad you covered the threat of the development at the caves,’ said Ashton. ‘It can only help that many more people will know about it now.’
‘The dig is going to be overrun with volunteers, I’d say,’ added Max. ‘I wouldn’t mind going out there myself.’
‘And the gallery came up well,’ said Ashton. ‘It was lucky we found out about it – thanks to Felix mentioning it to Emilia.’
‘Oh heck,’ said Nicole suddenly. ‘I didn’t let Emilia know about the show. Maybe they don’t get our channel on Seashell Island.’
Their phones continued ringing and pinging with congratulatory messages while Nicole and Stacie refilled glasses and Max and Georgia served dessert.
‘Hey, it’s Jim!’ called out Nicole, glancing at her mobile screen. ‘I’ll put him on speaker . . . Hi, Jim! What did you think?’ 
Jim’s voice boomed out. ‘Brilliant, you two. Walked a fascinating path between many worlds. The cave sequence was especially . . . graphic, shall we say! A great first alert to the public for us to follow up. Nils and Jennifer are here with me and they send their congratulations, too. We’re back in Brisbane. I’ll fill you in later. I’m sure you’re swamped with calls. Bravo to you all. Talk soon.’
‘That’s so great,’ said Stacie, after Jim had rung off. ‘Funny . . . in this landslide of appreciation, there’s no congratulatory call from his Lordship Arsehole.’
Nicole laughed. ‘Oh, I’m sure Darryl was watching. He was cranky we didn’t give him a preview tape.’ 
‘Just you wait. He’ll try to claim some sort of credit for it,’ said Stacie.
Nicole shrugged. ‘Who cares? All the people whose opinion I value know who was really involved in our program. That’s what matters to me.’
Max gave his mother a hug. ‘I’m glad I didn’t know exactly where you were and what you guys were up to! That cave scene was insane. You’re a legend, Mum!’
‘Thanks, honey . . . and for holding the fort while I was gone.’ She glanced down at Dash, who was sound asleep in front of the TV. ‘The dog doesn’t seem too impressed!’
‘He tends to fall asleep when the TV is on,’ said Max.
‘Noted,’ said Nicole.

The following morning, Nicole rang Keith. ‘Hey, Keith. Thanks for your text last night about the show. How’re things going?’ she asked.
‘Good morning, Nicole. I’m fine, thanks. I’m just back from Geneva, actually . . . bonza joint,’ he said, chuckling, Bernie-style.
‘Oh, sorry. Did I wake you?’
‘No, no, I’ve been up since the crack of dawn with jet-lag. Glad you called though, I was going to get in touch later today.’
‘Oh? Anything interesting happening?’ asked Nicole.
‘Yes, things are moving. We think we’re closing in on the Doctor Who fossil. Been a popular chap,’ he said, then Keith’s tone became more serious. ‘Nicole, you and Stacie have been a great help to us, not least because you were discreet and didn’t disclose anything confidential in your program.’
‘Glad to hear it. Of course, I hope that if and when you can make the details of this story public, you’ll come to us. In the meantime, we know how important it is to respect the privacy of your investigations.’
There were a few seconds of silence on the other end, then Keith said, ‘I really appreciate that, Nicole. There are some things I can tell you, and that I think you will be interested to hear. Do you and Stacie want to meet sometime while I’m still in Sydney?’
Nicole was surprised but pleased. ‘That would be good, thanks. Would you like to come to my place, and I’ll invite Stacie? That would be easier than whispering in a café.’
Keith laughed and they made a time for that afternoon.

After inviting her guests into the living room and offering them drinks, Nicole sat down opposite Keith and leaned forward.
‘Where to start?’ she asked. ‘Or perhaps I should say, what can you tell us?’
Stacie nodded and said, ‘Do you have any news you can share about where Doctor Who is?’
Keith nodded, took a sip from his glass of mineral water and began. 
‘We think Doctor Who is now overseas. It’s quite possible it’s already been sold on, in fact. The people who move these fossils know their customers – the private collectors who are willing to pay huge amounts for rarity and desirability.’
‘Do you have any idea who might have bought it? Which collector?’ asked Nicole.
‘No, but we’re closing in on that information,’ Keith replied. 
‘Stacie and I have been wondering why Doctor Who in particular was targeted,’ continued Nicole. ‘Felix didn’t take anything else from that locked storeroom, and there were other items of value there. Are we to assume he knew what he was looking for? Is that why he came out here?’
‘We think so. My sources indicate that he was planning to come to Australia to collect another consignment, but he somehow heard about Doctor Who not long after it was found last year. So he went to this year’s dig pretending to be a volunteer to try to get more information. As I mentioned to you earlier, we’ve been aware of “Felix”’ – Keith made air quotes with his fingers – ‘for some time now, but before this, we were never able to find out much about him or who his contacts are. But this time, we had a bit of a lucky break . . . and that was your information about the link between Felix and Galerie Vieille.’
‘It really was just luck, actually,’ said Nicole.
‘That’s how it frequently works. It took a while to join the dots officially, but after you told the police about the red car that had been spotted both out bush and at the gallery, we checked and found it was registered to Galerie Vieille. Combined with the other evidence – the tyre tracks and red paint out at the crash site, which were both found to match that car – we were able to establish that it was indeed the vehicle out at the rock at the same time as Felix’s.’ 
Nicole let out a breath. ‘That’s one mystery solved! We knew it had to be more than just a coincidence. It’s nice to have it confirmed. But why was the red car there? And what about the signs that there had been a scuffle of some kind?’
Keith gave her a piercing look and Nicole grinned crookedly. ‘We overheard the police talking about it. I’m a journalist, what can I say?’
Keith chuckled, shaking his head. ‘Maybe you should have been a detective! Well, we believe that Felix went from the dig to the labs and took Doctor Who. Then he drove to the rock, where he had arranged to meet Simon. Felix was to deliver Doctor Who to Simon, but also leave signs as if some sort of accident or crime had taken place. We are fairly sure he and Simon were trying to confuse or distract the local police, probably to buy time to move the fossil on before its disappearance was noticed. So they ran Felix’s rental car into a tree to trash it, then faked a fight to make it seem like Felix was attacked, perhaps. Then they headed off together in Simon’s car. What doesn’t seem to have been part of their plan was the stop at the cave campsite. We believe they must have had genuine car trouble, and so they stopped for as short a time as possible to get help,’ Keith said.
‘So Felix was in the damn car the whole time at the cave camp!’ exclaimed Nicole. ‘No wonder Jennifer said Simon wasn’t terribly friendly and didn’t stay long!’
Stacie was staring into her wineglass, then looked up. ‘I have another question,’ she said. ‘Did Brian know about Felix prior to the dig we were at? Did he meet him in Geneva? We’ve been wondering if Brian was involved.’
Keith leaned forward. ‘The information and photos you gave us about Brian turned out to be very useful. They helped us fill a few gaps. We have now spoken with Brian, and while we believe he gave Felix some vital information about Doctor Who, we are certain he did so without realising what the consequences would be. We think it’s likely that his boasting to the employee in the Swiss gallery was a bit of a gift to Felix and his boss, as it brought Doctor Who to their attention. Felix then came out here to try to locate it, and managed to find out from Brian where the fossil was kept and how to get at it. So in the end, Brian was naïve, perhaps – and is very upset, definitely – but he’s innocent of any part in the crime.’
Stacie shook her head. ‘Wow.’
‘Oh, dear, I do feel for him and Marion.’ Nicole sighed. ‘It’s hard to believe that the key was just hanging on a hook inside the lab. When you think about it, everything was so easy for Felix . . . or whatever his name is!’ she added. 
‘René Petitpain,’ Keith said. ‘That was another part of the puzzle. Felix, as we knew him at the dig, entered and left the country using his real passport with his actual name, which was how he escaped detection when he first arrived. It also meant he could leave the country without us noticing, as we were looking initially for a man named Felix DuBois. That was an alias he hasn’t used before. He even made sure not to use his passport as ID when hiring the car in Brisbane, so only the name Felix DuBois would be attached to anything fossil-related.’
‘What can you say about Madame Baudon at Galerie Vieille, Keith?’ Stacie asked as she refilled their glasses and handed around a tray of cheese and crackers. ‘If the car involved in the smuggling was registered to the gallery, it doesn’t look good, right?’
‘It seems that René, or Felix, Simon and Madame have been working together for quite some time. Very slick operation. Our records show that paleoart has been regularly exported through the gallery since it was established.’
‘Hell’s bells . . . go on,’ said Nicole.
‘This case was different because Brian gave the Swiss gallery owner a heads-up about the Doctor Who fossil, but usually Simon prowls around the bush checking on his contacts, who message him if they hear of a decent fossil find – which is happening all over the country now. Big business. Tends to be in remote places that are difficult to access, with few tourists and even less official oversight,’ said Keith. ‘It’s a bit like opal smuggling – an unpolished stone bought on the field goes through a lot of hands till it turns up in a jeweller’s window for thousands of dollars. Madame’s gallery is a partial front for the trade in valuable, sought-after fossils. She’s found a couple of artists who transform a pile of bones into a work of decorative art – superficially, at least – as a means of getting them out of the country. And they can turn them from fossil to artwork overnight. Most Customs officials aren’t too up on paleoart! Then the “art” is removed – carefully – and it’s back to being a fossil.’
‘Is that what happened to Doctor Who?’ Stacie asked.
‘Yep. We think Simon and Felix brought it back to the gallery, where it was artified and sold fairly quickly. They might even have had a buyer already lined up. You were lucky to get a glimpse of it while it was there, by the sounds of it. We also know that Felix – under his real name, René – flew back to Switzerland almost immediately.’ 
‘Will Madame go to jail?’ asked Nicole, trying to absorb all this.
‘Oh, she’ll fight it, I imagine, claim it was all Simon’s doing and she knew nothing about it. I gather she has friends in high places. Plus, Simon has disappeared, which will support her story. Whether he got wind that we were on to them and fled, or Madame has helped him leave the country, we might never know – but either way, Simon’s in it up to his eyeballs.’
Nicole was thinking fast. ‘It is a damn good story!’
Keith smiled. ‘It really is, but not for publication yet, remember. If the time comes when I can give the okay, you’ll be in the box seat, Nicole.’
‘So, to get it clear – you haven’t found Doctor Who yet, correct?’ Stacie asked, looking at Keith.
‘Not yet, but we are confident we will,’ he replied with a smile.
As if ticking questions off on her fingers, Stacie then said, ‘And Felix or René. Where is he and what will happen to him?’
Keith laughed. ‘I thought you’d never ask!’ he said, and refilled his water glass as if he were about to make a toast. ‘That’s why I went to Geneva. Working with the Swiss police, we were able to track him down. He’s in custody now, and is helping police with their enquiries, as they say. That’s how we expect to be able to find Doctor Who.’
He stood and raised his glass. Then in the voice of Bernie, he thanked his two mates and said, ‘Couldn’t have done it without you, ladies. The next beer’s on me!’
They all laughed and relaxed, absorbing these details and reminiscing about the dig, the people they’d met there and the friendship that had grown between the three of them.

Nicole was going through her emails when there was a tap at her office door.
‘Come in!’ She looked up with a smile, expecting to see another co-worker coming to congratulate her. But her smile faded when she saw Darryl Broadhurst standing in the doorway.
‘Come in, Darryl,’ she said.
‘I won’t keep you from your throngs of admirers for long.’
Nicole ignored his sarcasm. ‘How were our numbers?’
‘Pleasing. As you no doubt expected.’
‘The ads for our sponsor were damned good,’ said Nicole.
‘Indeed.’
‘I suppose you’re wondering what we’re doing next,’ said Nicole, suppressing a smile.
‘No, actually. I’m not.’
‘Oh. Right. Well, Billy Davidson is expecting to fund a new series.’
‘I’m aware of that,’ he said stiffly. ‘But I have little interest in what you do.’ He paused to let that sink in. Then he gave a tight smile. ‘I have taken a position on a major broadcasting funding body.’
‘Oh. So, you will be leaving us?’ Nicole managed to keep her voice even, although she was trying not to look pleased. She thought, Yep, that’d be right. Dealing with money . . . right up his alley. ‘I thought you might have enjoyed the role you’d been given in senior management here,’ she continued, thinking about the way the network’s board had moved him up. ‘But I wish you well,’ she added, Very Nicely. It suddenly occurred to her that perhaps Sully was being promoted. ‘Do you know yet who might be taking your position?’
‘I do.’ Broadhurst’s expression didn’t change but there was a mean glint in his eye. ‘Guy Hamilton will be your superior and have authority over any of your future programs.’ 
Nicole couldn’t help herself. ‘Newsboy! You’re joking!’
‘Mr Hamilton has been in a fast-track executive program and has moved forward with alacrity and achievement. I recommended him to the board.’
Nicole knew this was a pompous statement that meant nothing. It was just a parting kick at her and Stacie.
She stood and beamed at him. ‘What a great surprise. Good on him. Stacie and I will welcome him to the show.’
‘Good. I’m sure you will all forge ahead. That’s all.’ He turned on his heel and left the office.
Nicole turned around and kicked her chair. ‘Bloody hell.’ While she was very glad Darryl would finally be leaving her orbit, it frustrated her no end that it seemed someone like Newsboy could get ahead so easily. 
Taking a deep breath she dialled a number on her phone.
‘Stacie . . .!’
Not a minute later, Stacie had raced in and sat down.
‘You have to be bloody joking. What’s Sully say?’
‘I’m just about to call him. I wondered why we hadn’t seen Newsboy hovering round the halls for a few days,’ said Nicole. ‘It’d be just mean enough of Darryl to tell us before Sully. He’ll expect us to call Sully and Sully will know nothing about it,’ she added, trying to control her temper.
‘Bastard. Another twist of the knife,’ Stacie said.
Nicole looked at her and calmed down a little. ‘At least Darryl leaving is brilliant news. It’ll soon spread like wildfire. Let’s wait for Sully to tell Zac and the boys,’ she said.
‘You’re right. We just need to focus on the wins! And in that vein, I just heard from Nils and Jennifer. The show has ignited a lot of interest in the caves.’
‘And?’
‘There’ll be some serious publicity . . . not the crappy sensationalist media. The government bodies concerned aren’t too thrilled,’ added Stacie. ‘The Indigenous communities have voiced their opposition. Seems if this project is stopped, it could set a precedent.’
‘Great. That’s an unexpected bonus for our show,’ said Nicole. ‘Jim must be pleased.’
‘Delighted, by all accounts. But, Nic, we have to face reality now. With that show under our belts, and funding secured for a series, we need to start thinking about where we go next.’
Nicole gave Stacie a keen look. ‘Why do you sound a bit hesitant? I’m usually the one who worries about what’s next.’
Stacie wriggled uncomfortably on her chair. ‘Well . . . look, I don’t know how to say this, but I’m so, SO happy with Ashton. I didn’t believe life could be so good. Normally I’d jump at the chance to hit the road again, but for the first time in ages, I just want to put down some roots, stay here and enjoy it for a while. Of course, I know when the time comes I’ll be raring to chase down another good story, and so will you! But until that happens, I just want to enjoy this time . . . and I want you to feel the same,’ she finished in a rush.
‘Find a fella?’ Nicole smiled.
‘What do you think? I mean, I know you can’t just manifest one, and you’re not going on any dating sites . . . but, you know, you could open your mind to the idea?’ suggested Stacie.
‘Did you? When you met Ashton?’ asked Nicole calmly.
Stacie flung up her arms. ‘Of course not! He was just there doing his thing. You know how I felt about blokes . . . after all those bad choices –’
‘Exactly,’ broke in Nicole gently. ‘I love that you’re so happy. And maybe I do want to love someone deeply and truly . . . one day. I have to hope that it’ll just happen, like it did for you and Ash. I’m not going to “look” for someone. I have a son, and he’s okay, sort of, with his dad and new siblings. But he’s focused on his own life moving forward. He knows I’m okay – more than okay. I can’t ask for more than that at the moment. This is a special time for Max and me, so I cherish that. My time for a new relationship will come, and if it doesn’t, well, I know I’ll still be doing something that makes me happy and fulfilled. I might even write a book one day,’ she said enthusiastically. ‘In the meantime, you’re right, we have to find an idea for our second episode.’ Nicole reached over and squeezed Stacie’s hand. ‘Thank you for being concerned about me, Stace, but you don’t have to be.’
Stacie flung back her head and laughed with relief. ‘Ha! As if! Who can fix a broken car, chase a wild pig, light a campfire, rescue five people from flooded caves, do bloody anything? . . . You! So why am I worrying about you?’
‘I have no idea.’ Nicole chuckled. ‘Now, about our next show –’
‘My God! Hallelujah, gals!’ Sully burst into Nicole’s office. ‘Have you heard? Scumbag is moving on and Newsboy is moving up. We can handle him. Sweet justice!’
The two women glanced at each other in amusement.
‘You reckon?’ said Nicole.
‘Do we care?’ asked Stacie.
‘Not at all. No promotion for me . . . thank the Lord! We just move on, too, doing what we do best.’ Sully pulled out a chair and sat down.
‘So . . . what are we thinking for the next show? Let’s hear all your ideas!’



Epilogue
All is blackness. 
Through the swirling darkness nothing can be seen. There is nothing there. 
Temperature has no colour. 
Encircling the silent charred roundness that was once seen as a blue and green sphere, the endless sky stretches to infinity.
It was left too late . . . they thought it would never happen . . .
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