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Chapter One — Red Country
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The Troopcarrier smelled of dog, old foam, and the particular combination of motor oil and instant coffee that Zara had come to understand was simply what the Beckett family vehicle smelled like, in the same way that some houses had a smell and you stopped noticing it after a while except that she had not stopped noticing it and it had been four and a half hours.

She shifted in the back seat and looked out the window.

The country had changed while she wasn’t paying attention. The low scrub and saltbush plains north of Port Augusta had given way to something that felt older and more serious — ranges of weathered quartzite rising out of the flat in great folded ridges, the stone a colour that wasn’t quite red and wasn’t quite orange but was somewhere between the two and slightly darker than either, like the land had absorbed years of heat and held onto them. The road ran straight and then curved and then ran straight again, and there was almost nothing else: no towns, no traffic, a wedge-tail high up doing slow circles over something Zara preferred not to think about.

Her phone showed no bars. It had shown no bars for the past fifty kilometres.

She looked at it for a moment longer than was entirely rational and then put it face-down on the seat.

“How much further?” Priya asked from beside her. Priya was sketching — she’d been sketching continuously since Wilmington, the landscape going into her book in quick loose strokes that looked nothing like what they were looking at and somehow perfectly like it. She had a smudge of graphite on her left cheekbone that she was unaware of.

“About forty minutes,” said Ollie’s mum, Diane, from the front passenger seat. She was reading a paperback with the ease of someone who had made this drive many times and trusted the road. “Once we turn off at Hawker it’s another half-hour on the dirt.”

“On the dirt,” Zara said.

“The station’s not on a sealed road, love.”

Zara processed this information. She was aware, intellectually, that stations in the Flinders Ranges were not Adelaide suburbs and could not reasonably be expected to have sealed roads. She had been intellectually aware of this since they’d left the Hills at six that morning. The intellectual awareness and the actual experience of it were turning out to be slightly different things.

In the very back of the Troopy, behind the rear seat, Gypsy had been asleep on a folded blanket since Gawler. She was a dog who travelled well in the sense that she immediately went to sleep and stayed that way, which Zara privately considered her finest quality. A cocker spaniel’s ear was just visible over the back of the seat, black and white and very long, rising and falling gently.

Mack was in the other window seat, his long legs folded in a way that looked uncomfortable but which he claimed wasn’t. He had his earphones in and was watching something on his phone, which still had three bars because he was on a different provider to Zara and had not let her forget this. Every twenty minutes or so he’d pull out one earbud and say something like “remarkable country” or “great light” in the voice of someone who had decided that the outback required a certain register, then put the earbud back in.

Ollie was in the front seat beside his dad, and he had not said much since they’d left the bitumen at Hawker and turned north on the station track, but it was a different kind of quiet to his usual quiet. He was sitting slightly forward, his arm resting on the open window frame, watching the country go past with an attention that Zara recognised as the same attention he gave to bush tracks back in the Hills — reading, processing, the small machinery behind his eyes running steadily. He looked, she thought, like someone who had arrived somewhere they’d been meaning to get back to.

* * *
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The station was called Nilpena Outcamp, which was not the main station but a smaller property leased from the Wilpena Pound pastoral holding, used by the Beckett family for winter holidays since Ollie’s dad had done seasonal fencing work here when he was twenty-two and fallen in love with the place in the way that some people fall in love with country.

It was a collection of low stone buildings set at the foot of a range, sheltered on the south and west, open to the north across a flat that went on for a very long time. The homestead was old — thick stone walls, wide verandah, corrugated iron roof that ticked and groaned when the temperature changed. Behind it, a shearing shed in better repair, a machinery bay, a generator shed, and a small stone outbuilding that Ollie’s dad Dave used as a workshop.

The cold hit them when they climbed out of the Troopy. Not Adelaide cold, which was wet and got into the shoulders. This was dry cold, sharp and clean, the sky overhead a deep cloudless blue that went on without the softening haze of the city. Zara stood beside the vehicle for a moment and breathed it in.

“Big,” Priya said quietly, beside her. Her sketchbook was already open.

“Yeah,” Zara said. She was looking at the horizon. It was at least three times further away than any horizon she had ever personally stood next to.

Gypsy, released from the Troopy, stood for approximately two seconds taking in the smell of several thousand acres of new information. Then she was gone — a black and white streak heading northeast toward a line of low mulga with a speed and purpose that bore no resemblance to the sleepy dog who had spent four hours draped over a blanket.

“Gypsy,” Ollie said.

She did not come back. The mulga was too interesting.

“She’ll be right,” Dave said, unloading bags from the roof rack. “Nothing out there that’ll hurt her.” He glanced at Ollie. “Probably.”

“Probably,” Ollie said, and went after her.

Mack appeared at Zara’s elbow. He had taken out his earphones. He was looking at the flat country to the north with an expression of genuine rather than performed wonder, which she could tell the difference from after four years of friendship. “You know what’s weird?” he said.

“Several things,” Zara said.

“I can’t hear anything.”

Zara listened. He was almost right. There was wind — a low, steady sound that wasn’t so much heard as felt. There were birds somewhere, invisible, with calls that sounded like the landscape itself had a voice. There was the tick of the Troopy’s engine cooling. No traffic, no trams, no voices, no background hum of a city doing its work.

“Yeah,” she said.

“It’s good, though. Isn’t it.”

It wasn’t quite a question. Zara, who had spent the drive privately cataloguing her anxieties about being somewhere without Wi-Fi for six days, considered the honest answer.

“Ask me in the morning,” she said.

* * *
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The homestead had a UHF radio set built into a shelf beside the kitchen door, which was apparently standard equipment for any property that was further than a kilometre from anything else.

It was a solid old unit in a grey plastic housing, the kind that had been working reliably since the early nineties and would keep working until someone physically threw it away, which nobody would because it worked. Two handsets hung beside it on charging brackets. A laminated frequency card was stuck to the wall above it: emergency services, the neighbouring station, Hawker fuel depot, the Royal Flying Doctor.

Ollie paid it no particular attention at dinner, which was lamb stew from a pot that had apparently been on since eleven that morning, eaten at a long wooden table with Dave and Diane and a station hand named Pete Larkin who had the permanently weathered look of a man who spent most of his working life outdoors and had made peace with it. Pete talked mostly to Dave about fencing schedules and bore pump maintenance, and Mack talked to everyone and got Pete to describe a particular incident involving a road train and a very confused emu, and Priya sketched Pete’s hands while he wasn’t looking and got his knuckles exactly right.

Gypsy had come back from the mulga with something in her ear that Ollie spent ten minutes removing, and was now under the table working through a bowl of food with the concentration of a dog who had had a full and productive afternoon and deserved every piece of it.

After dinner the adults stayed at the table with tea, and the four of them drifted onto the verandah where the cold had deepened and the sky was doing something that Zara, who had grown up under Adelaide’s suburban glow, found faintly overwhelming. Stars from edge to edge, more of them than seemed plausible, the Milky Way an actual smear of light rather than the vague suggestion she was used to.

“Right,” Mack said, tilting his head back. “Okay. I see it now.”

Nobody asked what he meant. They all saw it.

They stood in the cold for a while and didn’t feel the need to say much, which for Mack in particular was notable. Gypsy pressed against Ollie’s legs and stared out at the dark flat country with her nose working steadily, reading the night in a language none of the others had access to.

It was Ollie who went back inside first, not because he was cold but because he wanted to check something. The others followed eventually, driven in by the temperature, and found him at the UHF set with his phone on the bench beside it, the voice recorder running.

“What are you doing?” Priya asked, pulling her jacket tighter.

“Listening,” Ollie said.

The set was on Channel 18, which the frequency card listed as a general outback channel — one of the unofficial ones used by travellers and station workers, not allocated to any specific service. The squelch was turned down, which meant instead of silence between transmissions there was a faint background hiss.

And beneath the hiss, very faint, repeating: a sequence of short and long tones. Not Morse code — the spacing was wrong for Morse. Something
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