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Jack Remood trudges over the remote, dirt track, the harsh and unforgiving sun beating down on his lonely back. He wipes the sweat from his face and lifts his collar to shield his burning skin. The dry and rugged landscape, with its straggly grey eucalyptus and spinifex grass, feels like an extension of his skin and soul. 
‘Bushfire season,’ he thinks to himself.
A single spark could set the entire landscape ablaze. Treacherously, he wishes it would, taking with it the memories that haunt him day and night. 
He sighs deeply and closes his eyes against the glare. Even out here, kilometres away from the town he has called home since he was a boy, the memories claw at him. Another long, empty day, with nothing to do but walk in an attempt to escape. He opens his eyes and lifts his drawn, tired face to look at the familiar surroundings. A withered tree stands alone in the field beside him, the last one in what was once a healthy grove. A grim, pained smile ghosts across his lips. He and his friends used to play army in that field. The tree had been their watchtower back when everything had seemed so simple, and their entire lives had stretched ahead of them. How naive they had been.
Jack shakes his head violently and turns away. The heat is stifling, just as it had been in Afghanistan. A sudden gust of hot wind blows dirt into his eyes, and he closes them to see hell. An empty street. Markets closed for the day, with only a few people scurrying past, heads bowed. Every one of his senses is on high alert. He glances to his left, checking he is on pace with the M1 Abrams rolling steadily through the ancient street. Eyes forward again – he barely has time to register the truck careening out of a narrow side street, C4 covering its doors and hood. Before he can shout a warning to his squad, the truck slams into the Abrams exploding upon impact. The explosion throws him forwards and a stone wall collapses onto him, covering him in rubble. He tries to stand up, but the heavy wall pins his legs to the ground. Jack groans in pain, muffled yells and explosions enveloping him, his vision swimming as he feebly tries to grope for his weapon. Before he can reach it, insurgents pour out of the side street like rodents, opening fire on Jack’s disoriented and confused squad. They don’t stand a chance. The insurgents work with deadly efficiency making use of the surprise and confusion to carry out their brutal ambush. Jack does nothing. Scared out of his mind he plays dead, lying still as a corpse, his gun just inches away, but too afraid to help his mates. 
A sudden vibration in his pocket brings him back to the present. He grunts in annoyance, not bothering to check. He already knows who it is. His brother tries to call him every day at the same time, refusing to take the hint that he wants to be left alone. Jack doesn’t want their sympathy and concerned looks. He doesn’t deserve them. 
Close by, there is the sound of dogs barking loudly, yapping in excitement. Jack’s pulse quickens as he begins to back away. The strays in Afghanistan, half-crazy from starvation, had followed the scent of blood - his blood. Had it not been for the kindness of an old villager, as Jack lay trapped beneath the rubble, the dogs would have done what the insurgents had failed to do. 
The yapping changes tone as the dogs emerge from the long grass only metres away. Amongst the biting and scuffling two large kelpies emerge, pestering a small, stocky mongrel. The little dog is fighting back as they tumble down a low hill towards the dirt track. Taking advantage of their distraction, Jack slinks towards the rusty fence and clambers over, palms sweaty and shaking. Amidst the fall, the mongrel yelps loudly as the biggest dog latches onto its hind leg. Breathing hard, Jack looks away and jogs towards the cover of the trees. Another yelp and the little dog is rolling onto the road like a tumble weed. Just as the kelpies lumber after it, a loud noise spooks them and they flee back into the long grass. Jack is almost to the trees when he realises what is happening. A cloud of dust. The roar of an engine. An empty water tanker hurtles down the road like an angry wasp, heading to town.  The small dog hears it too. It tries to stand but its hind leg buckles. 
Jack wants to turn away but hesitates. 
“Move! Get off the road!”  
The dog doesn’t understand. It turns to Jack, its eyes wide and bewildered. 
The truck is getting closer and isn’t slowing down. It blasts its horn but still the dog doesn’t move. Jack takes half a step forward, his eyes flitting between the dog and the truck, then he breaks into a sprint, cutting his hands as he leaps over the fence.
“STAND UP!” 
This time the dog seems to understand. It shakily lifts itself from the ground, but it is too late, the truck is moving too fast. Jack dives forward, his army instincts kicking in as he scoops the dog into his arms and rolls into the ditch. The truck whistles past their heads only inches away. 
Jack lies on the hard ground, breath coming in short, hot gasps. Just like in Afghanistan, he is sore and bruised, only this time fear didn’t get the better of him. Beside him the dog snuffles into his hand, stretches forward and licks his face. It has no collar - alone in the world like him. 
“S’pose we should get those wounds seen to, hey bud?” 
The dog licks him again as if agreeing with him. Jack chuckles, scooping the dog into his arms and beginning the long journey home.
 


