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CHAPTER ONE - THE SHIFTING EARTH

1850s

The river had changed its course before the fences arrived.

Old men among the Gundungurra spoke of it quietly, not as a warning but as a fact, the way one spoke about a scar that no longer hurt but never disappeared. Water that once ran wide and slow now cut sharper through the flats, carrying silt from upstream where the ground had been broken and broken again. Gold did that to a place. Even when the rush moved on, the land remembered.

Arthur Slater the Second did not notice the river at first. He noticed the soil.

It was good soil, darker than he expected, heavy in the hand. The survey map he carried folded easily back into his coat, lines clean and confident. The Crown had already decided what this place was to become. His role was to make it productive.

The property would be called Mulwaree Downs, though the name was borrowed and softened, stripped of its older meanings. Arthur did not ask what the word had once meant. Names, like boundaries, were things a man accepted if they appeared on paper.

The first fence went up in winter. Timber hauled from stands that had never known an axe. Posts sunk into ground that resisted, then yielded. Wire pulled tight enough to sing when the wind moved through it.

From the ridge, Gundungurra families watched without comment.

They had seen lines drawn before. Tracks became roads. Campsites became paddocks. The difference now was the speed. What once took seasons now took weeks.

Arthur believed himself to be a fair man. He paid labourers on time. He did not beat his animals. When told that Aboriginal people still moved across the lower flats, he shrugged and said there was room enough for everyone.

It was an easy belief to hold before the boundaries hardened.

The first argument came over cattle. One animal found butchered near the river, its hide stripped clean. Arthur followed the prints without anger at first, only irritation. Loss was loss, regardless of who took it.

The men he confronted did not deny the kill. They did not apologise either. The land, they said, still fed them as it always had.

Arthur returned to the homestead unsettled. He wrote the incident into a ledger that would one day hold lambing counts and rainfall totals. The words sat awkwardly among the numbers.

Later that year, sickness came through the camps along the creek. Coughing that would not stop. Fevers that burned through the old and the very young. Arthur's wife asked if they should send for the doctor.

"The doctor charges," Arthur said, though he did not finish the thought.

Clara Sterling arrived not long after, her cart loaded with presses, notebooks, and a small crate of glass jars. She came for the plants, she said. The region's flora was changing too quickly. Someone had to record it before it was gone.

She noticed the sickness immediately.

"You've changed the water," she said one evening, standing near the creek as the light drained from the valley.

Arthur bristled. "I've done nothing that wasn't permitted."

Clara did not argue. She rarely did. She knelt instead, touching the soil, her fingers stained dark.

"Permitted," she repeated softly, as if testing the word.

That night, Arthur lay awake listening to the river move where it should not have been able to move so loudly. He told himself the sound meant progress. That was what everyone said. That was what the maps promised.

Somewhere beyond the fence line, a small fire burned low. Songs were sung under breath, the words altered so they would not carry.

The land was already shifting. Not violently. Not yet.

But it was no longer still.




CHAPTER TWO - LINES DRAWN

1850s-1860s

The surveyors arrived with chains, tripods, and a certainty that bordered on reverence.

They moved through the country with an ease that came from authority rather than familiarity, stopping where the maps told them to stop, hammering pegs into ground that had never agreed to be divided. Arthur Slater accompanied them when he could, watching as his holding became real in a way no document ever could.

Lines appeared first on paper, then on the land. Straight where the ground was not. Final where nothing had ever ended before.

The Gundungurra adjusted their movements, not in submission but in calculation. Paths were altered. Camps moved deeper into the gullies. Children were told where not to go, and then told again, until the warnings became instinct.

Arthur noticed this only as absence.

Where there had once been people near the creek, there were fewer. Where smoke had once risen in the evenings, there was now nothing. He told himself this meant they had moved on, that the land was wide and people were mobile.

He did not consider that movement could be forced without a single order being spoken.

The magistrate from Goulburn visited Mulwaree Downs one afternoon, dust thick on his boots. They spoke of cattle prices, of the railway survey rumoured to be coming south, of the need for order in a growing district.

"Conflicts are inevitable," the magistrate said mildly. "Better they be settled early."

Arthur nodded. He wanted to be seen as settled.

When a fence was cut along the western boundary, he rode out with two constables. The men they found did not run. They stood where the wire lay coiled like a dead thing in the grass.

"This is our way through," one of them said, gesturing toward the river.

The constables looked to Arthur.

Arthur hesitated, then said, "You can go around."

The words were small. They carried further than he intended.

The fence was repaired by morning. The men did not return.

From that point on, the law appeared more often on the flats. Not violently. Not yet. But present, visible, reminding everyone which lines mattered.

Arthur's ledger grew thicker. The margins filled with notes that did not fit neatly beside the figures.




CHAPTER THREE - THE PRICE OF ORDER

1860s

Violence arrived wearing a uniform.

It did not announce itself as brutality. It came as patrols, inspections, and the enforcement of rules that had not existed long enough to be remembered as anything else. The language was calm. The actions were final.

A camp was cleared near the bend in the creek. No arrests were made. No charges laid. The families were told to move on for their own safety.

Arthur heard about it days later, from a neighbour who spoke approvingly of the efficiency.

"Better than a fight," the man said. "Keeps things civil."

Arthur rode out to the site after sunset. The ground was bare where shelters had stood. Ash scattered by the wind. He dismounted and stood for a long time, unsure why he had come.

Disease followed displacement. Coughs deepened. Fevers lingered. Clara Sterling wrote notes with increasing urgency, her pressed plants forgotten for days at a time.

"This isn't accidental," she said once, too sharply. "You can't keep pushing people into smaller spaces and expect them to survive unchanged."

Arthur bristled again. "What would you have me do? I don't make the rules."

"No," Clara said. "But you live inside them."

News of a bushranger operating further north filtered through the district. Stories exaggerated with each telling. Men spoke of lawlessness with both fear and excitement. Order, it seemed, required reminding.

More patrols followed. More authority. The land grew quieter in ways Arthur could not name.

One night, he found markings near the riverbank - symbols cut into the bark of a tree, half-healed but still visible. He did not know their meaning. He only knew they would not be there much longer.

By the end of the decade, Mulwaree Downs was prosperous. The fences held. The ledger balanced. Arthur Slater was regarded as a success.

The cost was recorded nowhere official.

But the land remembered.




CHAPTER FOUR - THE SHADOW OF THE BUSHRANGER

1860s-1880s

The bushranger entered the district as a rumour before he ever appeared as a man.

Stories travelled faster than horses: a robbery on the road north, a constable disarmed without a shot fired, a publican forced to pour his own ale under threat of a revolver that might not have been loaded at all. Each telling grew sharper, more theatrical, until fear began to feel like entertainment.

Arthur Slater listened without comment. He had learned that order required contrast. A visible threat made authority appear necessary rather than imposed.

When the man finally came through the ranges west of Mulwaree Downs, it was not with the drama people expected. No gunfire. No shouting. Just a figure seen at dusk near the timberline, watching the homestead lights from a distance before disappearing again.

The patrols that followed were thorough.

They moved through the bush with little regard for who lived there, questioning anyone they found, dismantling shelters, burning what they described as temporary camps. The bushranger was never located. The people were.

Arthur rode with one patrol as far as the creek crossing. He told himself it was for his own protection. That he had a responsibility to be seen cooperating.

A young constable kicked apart a fire ring with his boot, scattering embers into the dirt. "Can't have them harbouring criminals," he said.

Arthur did not argue. He watched the smoke lift and vanish.

The bushranger faded from the stories eventually, as such figures always did. Some said he was killed. Others said he crossed into another district and took on a different name.

What remained was the lesson.

Lawlessness justified vigilance. Vigilance justified intrusion. Intrusion became routine.

The Gundungurra learned that even legends could be used against them.




CHAPTER FIVE - CLARA STERLING'S LEDGER

1870s

Clara Sterling wrote as if time were an enemy she could outpace.

Her notebooks filled with careful script, plant names recorded in Latin and in languages that had no official spelling. She pressed leaves between sheets of paper, dried them, annotated their uses, their seasons, the places they had been found.

"This won't save them," Arthur said once, watching her work at the kitchen table.

"No," Clara replied. "But it will prove they existed."

She spent more time now with the Gundungurra women who still moved quietly through the district. They trusted her cautiously. They showed her where certain plants no longer grew, where waterholes had gone sour.

One afternoon, she asked Arthur to walk with her to the ridge above the flats.

"You know this land better than anyone now," she said. "But you don't hear it."

Arthur bristled. "I hear what I need to."

"That's the problem."

That evening, Clara added a new column to her ledger. Not names or measurements, but absences.




CHAPTER SIX - SILENCE HARDENING

1870s-1880s

By the time the missions were spoken of openly, most of the work had already been done.

Families were fewer. Gatherings smaller. Songs quieter. What had once been communal now happened in fragments.

Arthur noticed the change more in town than on his land. Aboriginal faces became rare in Goulburn's streets.

"It's better for them," a neighbour said. "Keeps them out of trouble."

Arthur nodded, though the phrasing unsettled him.

One evening, Arthur found a child near the boundary fence, watching the cattle. He offered bread without stepping closer. The child took it and vanished.

Arthur wrote nothing in the ledger that night.




CHAPTER SEVEN - THE GAOL AND THE RAIL

1880s

The gaol rose from the edge of Goulburn like a statement no one argued with.

Stone on stone, quarried locally and laid with confidence, it marked permanence. Men spoke of it with pride.

The railway arrived soon after, cutting through paddocks and bush alike. Progress moved on iron now.

Arthur welcomed it. The rail meant certainty.

The Gundungurra watched with a different understanding. The gaol confined bodies. The rail moved them away.

The town celebrated the first locomotive. Arthur stood apart, feeling something tighten in his chest.




CHAPTER EIGHT - MISSION GROUND

1880s

The mission was established quietly.

No ceremony marked its opening. Just a notice pinned at the post office.

"They're gathering people," Clara said. "Families. Children."

Arthur avoided her eyes. "Perhaps it's better than leaving them scattered."

"Better for whom?"

Arthur rode past the mission boundary one afternoon. People waited to be counted, names written down in unfamiliar hands.

A woman looked up at him as he passed. He realised with a jolt that he once might have known her name.

That night, Arthur closed his ledger early.




CHAPTER NINE - LEDGERS AND LAW

1880s

Paper had replaced argument.

Where disputes once flared and burned out, they were now absorbed into forms, permits, and notices written in language that did not invite response. Authority no longer needed to raise its voice.

Arthur Slater's reputation was secure. He sat on committees. He advised on matters of land and improvement. His name appeared in the right places, spelled correctly.

Clara Sterling's work was gaining recognition elsewhere. Her pressed collections travelled further than she ever would.

"This is how it happens," she said once. "Not all at once."

Arthur signed where he was told.




CHAPTER TEN - THE LAST FREE CROSSING

1890s

There was still one place where the river could be crossed without permission.

Arthur Slater had not been there in years.

When the notice arrived - a consolidation, a realignment - he read it twice and placed it beneath the ledger.

The posts were already in place when he rode out. Wire stretched low across the approach.

He stood there for a long time.

He turned back without cutting the wire.




CHAPTER ELEVEN - WHAT ENDURES

1890s

Arthur Slater grew older into his authority.

Mulwaree Downs prospered. The town expanded. The land no longer resisted.

Occasionally, signs appeared near the edge of the property - a fire pit hastily covered, a marking scratched into bark.

Arthur did not report them.

Some things endured not because they were strong, but because no one finished breaking them.




CHAPTER TWELVE - THE INHERITANCE

1890s

Arthur Slater the Second did not see the new century arrive.

When he died, the notices spoke of success.

Arthur Slater the Third inherited the land, the ledger, and the silence.

The new century waited.

The inheritance was complete.
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