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Chapter One: Red Dust
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The red dust of Alice Springs had stopped moving.

Yirran noticed this first—the way the ochre particles that had once danced in the wake of passing vehicles now lay inert upon the asphalt, forming a soft carpet that muffled her footsteps. No tourists, no voices. The Todd River was a dry ribbon of sand, as it always had been, but now there were no children playing cricket on its bed, no grey nomads in their caravans photographing the ghost gums.

She had walked from the outskirts, from the small house she'd shared with her mother before the fever took her. That had been three months ago now, though time had begun to lose its familiar shape, stretching like taffy between dawn and dusk. The house still smelled of her mother's eucalyptus balm and the kangaroo-tail soup she'd made in the big iron pot—a smell that had once been the comfort of Yirran's childhood and had become, in these last weeks, an unbearable reminder of absence.

The supermarket doors hung open, their automatic sensors long dead. Yirran stepped through anyway, out of habit, and stood in the dim interior. The shelves had been stripped clean in those first panicked weeks—not by her, but by others, the ones who had packed their four-wheel drives and headed south toward Adelaide, toward the coast, toward anywhere that wasn't the dead heart of the continent. She'd watched them go, these strangers who had never really belonged to this place, and she'd stayed.

"We are the old people," her grandmother had told her once, when Yirran was just a girl with dusty knees and a head full of questions. "We have been here since the beginning. The land knows us, and we know the land. When the waters rise and the fires come, we remain. We are the memory."

Yirran walked through the deserted aisles, her boots leaving prints in the dust. She picked up a can of baked beans—one of the few items remaining, pushed to the back of a bottom shelf where panicked hands hadn't reached—and turned it over in her hands. The label was faded, the edges curled. She put it in her backpack anyway.

Outside, the sun was climbing toward its zenith, and the heat was beginning to shimmer off the red earth. Yirran found herself at the base of Anzac Hill, the memorial that overlooked the town. She climbed the steps slowly, her forty-three-year-old knees complaining in a language she'd been ignoring for years. At the top, she turned in a slow circle, taking in the view that had been the backdrop of her entire life.

The MacDonnell Ranges stretched east and west, their ancient ridges like the spine of some enormous creature sleeping beneath the earth. To the south, the road to Uluru disappeared into a haze of heat and dust. To the north, the telegraph station—the old one, the one that had carried the first messages across this vast, unforgiving land.

No smoke rose from any chimney. No engines growled on any road. No children's laughter echoed from the schoolyard below.

Alice Springs was dead.

But Yirran was not.

She descended the hill and walked to the old post office, where she'd worked for fifteen years before they'd automated most of her duties. The building was still standing, though the wind had begun to work at its edges, peeling paint and loosening tiles. Inside, the counters were bare, the mail slots empty. No letters would ever come again. No parcels would arrive from Melbourne or Sydney or those distant places that had once seemed so connected to this red and isolated heart.

She found what she was looking for in the back room—a satellite phone, the old model they'd kept for emergencies. The battery was dead, but she had solar chargers at home, the ones her mother had used for her CPAP machine before the electricity grid had begun to fail. Yirran tucked the phone into her pack and turned to leave.

A sound stopped her.

It was faint, almost imperceptible—a whisper of static from somewhere in the building. Yirran froze, her breath catching in her throat. She'd heard nothing but wind and animals for three months. The silence had become so complete that the sudden intrusion of sound felt almost violent.

She followed the sound to the communications room, where a bank of radios sat on a long table. One of them was still powered on, its display glowing a faint green. The grid had failed months ago, but this radio must have been running on batteries. Yirran approached it slowly, as if it might startle and flee.

The static hissed and crackled. And beneath it, so faint she had to press her ear to the speaker to hear it, there was something else. A voice? A pattern? She couldn't tell. The signal was too weak, too broken.

But it was there.

Yirran sat down in the chair before the radio and listened. She listened until the sun had crossed the sky and the static had begun to fade with the dying batteries. She listened until the last whisper of sound disappeared into silence.

Then she stood, walked back into the empty town, and began to pack.
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Chapter Two: The Dreaming
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The first night on the road, Yirran camped beneath a desert oak, its branches spread like a prayer against the stars. She'd built a small fire—she still had matches, still had the knowledge of how to make fire from nothing if she needed to—and sat watching the flames dance while the Southern Cross wheeled overhead.

She'd taken the old Toyota LandCruiser from the station where she'd worked as a ranger, the one with the winch and the bull bar and the diesel engine that had carried her through a thousand patrols across this country. It still had half a tank of fuel, and she'd siphoned more from the abandoned vehicles she'd passed on the road. Enough to get her to Uluru. Enough to get her . . . somewhere.

The wind whispered through the spinifex, carrying the scent of dust and eucalyptus. Yirran closed her eyes and let herself listen—really listen—for the first time since her mother had died.

She heard the night birds calling to each other across the darkness. She heard the scuttle of a lizard hunting insects in the dry grass. She heard the distant howl of a dingo, and the answering cry of another, and another, until the whole desert seemed to sing with their voices.

And beneath all of that, she heard something else.

It was the sound she'd known since childhood, the sound that lived in the red earth and the ancient rocks and the bones of her ancestors. The sound of the Dreaming—not a myth, not a story, but a presence that had been here since the beginning and would be here long after the last human had gone.

"Yirran."

The voice came from the fire, from the dancing flames that seemed to take shape and form. Her grandmother's face appeared in the embers, ancient and weathered, her eyes as bright as the stars above.

"Nana," Yirran breathed. Her throat tightened, and tears spilled down her cheeks. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry I wasn't there. I should have been there."

"You were always there, child. In my heart. In the land." The face in the fire smiled, and Yirran could feel the warmth of it, the love that had carried her through the hard years. "But you must not stay here. You must not wither in the silence."

"Where should I go? Everyone is gone. The whole world is gone."

"Not everyone. Listen."

Yirran opened her eyes—when had she closed them?—and the fire was just a fire again, the flames leaping and crackling in the darkness. But the wind had changed, and she could hear it now, the whisper of something beyond the desert's edge.

She listened. And listened. And in the space between the wind's sighs, she heard it.

Music.

Faint and distant, carried on the air from somewhere far away. A melody she didn't recognize, played on instruments she couldn't name. It was beautiful and sad, the sound of a world that had once been, a world that
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