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CHAPTER 1
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The thing about rock bottom is that nobody tells you it comes with a boarding pass.

Mine was a one-way charter ticket to a place called Ironvale, which sounded like something out of a fantasy novel and looked, based on my frantic midnight Googling, like the surface of Mars if Mars had a canteen and a safety induction program. The Pilbara region, Western Australia. Two thousand kilometres from Melbourne. Approximately seven million kilometres from anything resembling my life.

Ninety days, I told myself as the charter banked left over an ocean of red. Ninety days, Gemma. You do the audit. You file the report. You come home. You rebuild whatever Marcus didn’t burn to the ground.

Marcus. Even his name moved through me like a low-grade infection — the dull, persistent kind that makes you doubt your own immunity. But I wasn’t thinking about Marcus. That was the rule. I’d made it somewhere over the Nullarbor, wedged between a fly-in fly-out electrician who smelled like Lynx Africa and a geologist who’d fallen asleep with his mouth open before we’d cleared the tarmac.

The electrician shifted beside me, his knee bumping mine for the fourth time since take-off. He caught me glancing out the window at the endless red below and leaned over with the comfortable intrusion of a man who’d never been taught about personal space.

“First time out?” he asked.

I turned. He had a friendly, sun-ruined face — the kind that had been handsome ten years and several thousand UV exposures ago. His name tag said DAVO, which I assumed was either a surname or the only name he’d ever needed.

“That obvious?”

He grinned, nodding at my blazer. “Bit of a giveaway, love. No one wears a jacket past the Nullarbor unless they don’t know what’s coming.”

“It’s linen blend,” I said, like that was a defence. Like fabric technology could negotiate with the Australian outback.

Davo laughed — a big, open laugh that shook the armrest between us. “Linen blend. That’s classic. You’ll be down to a singlet by the time you hit the airstrip.” He cracked open a can of Solo he’d apparently been saving for this moment. “What are you, corporate? Safety?”

“Compliance audit.”

His grin didn’t falter, but something behind it rearranged. A flicker. The same look you get from a dog when it hears a sound it doesn’t like but hasn’t decided to bark yet.

“Audit,” he repeated. “Right. Well. Good luck with that.”

He said it the way people say good luck when they mean you’ll need it and also possibly I’m sorry for your loss. Then he turned back to his window and didn’t speak to me again for the rest of the flight, which told me everything I needed to know about how Ironvale was going to receive me.

I was not thinking about Marcus Hale, his boardroom-friendly face, or the way he’d said “I’m sorry you’re upset” — not I’m sorry — when I’d found him with the junior associate bent over his desk like a scene from an HR training video on what not to do. I was not thinking about how the company — my company, the one I’d given six years and the best version of my twenties to — didn’t fire me but did something so much worse. They gave me a development opportunity.

The Pilbara. A compliance audit on a remote mining operation. Ninety days in a camp with five hundred FIFO workers and a communal mess hall and, presumably, no access to the kind of wine that got me through the last three months of therapy.

Everyone in the office knew what it was. The polite word was reassignment. The real word was exile.

I took it because the alternative was quitting, and I refused — refused — to let Marcus be the reason I lost my career on top of my dignity, my confidence, and my ability to sit in a meeting room without scanning for exits.

So here I was. Thirty thousand feet above nothing, in tailored navy trousers and a cream blazer I’d had dry-cleaned for the occasion, and white sneakers that cost more than they should have because the woman at the store said they “elevated casual” and I was desperate enough to believe that shoes could fix what was broken in me.

The captain’s voice crackled through the speakers. Something about descent and temperature and please remain seated. The number he gave for the ground temperature was forty-two degrees.

Forty-two.

I looked down at my blazer. At my clean white sneakers. At the leather folio on my lap containing my audit brief, my compliance checklist, and a colour-coded schedule that assumed Ironvale Mine would operate like a Melbourne consultancy with better parking.

You absolute clown.

The wheels hit the ground. The cabin jolted. Davo startled awake — he’d dozed off in the final ten minutes — and said “Righto” like he’d been conscious the entire time. I grabbed the overhead locker, pulled my bag down, and shuffled toward the door with the careful, polite efficiency of a woman who’d been raised to never take up too much space, even in an aeroplane aisle.

Davo fell into step behind me, his daypack slung over one shoulder with the ease of muscle memory. He leaned forward as we reached the door.

“Hey. Audit girl.”

I looked back.

“Don’t take it personal,” he said. “The hostility. It’s not about you. They just don’t like being watched.” He paused. “Also, it’s a bit about you. But mostly the watching thing.”

“Thanks, Davo. Really comforting.”

He winked. “Anytime.”

Then the door opened.

The heat didn’t hit me. It swallowed me. Wrapped around my face and chest like a living thing — thick, shimmering, so total that for one breathless second, I thought the plane had caught fire. The air tasted like iron and dust and something ancient and completely indifferent to my existence.

I stepped onto the stairs and looked out at Ironvale.

Red. Everything was red. The earth, the airstrip, the horizon — a red so deep and so relentless it looked like the ground was bleeding. In the distance, industrial structures rose against a sky so blue it looked fake — the kind of blue that belonged on a screensaver, not above a place where people actually worked and lived and endured forty-two-degree heat as a normal Tuesday.

There were no trees. No shade. No mercy.

My sneakers touched the dirt at the bottom of the stairs, and the red dust coated them instantly. Not gradually. Instantly. Like the Pilbara had been waiting for me and wanted to make a point.

A cluster of workers moved past toward a waiting bus — hi-vis shirts and steel-cap boots, daypacks carried with the ease of people who’d done this a hundred times. They looked at me and my blazer and my leather folio the way you’d look at someone who brought a surfboard to a desert.

One of them — a woman with a high ponytail and sunglasses pushed up on her head — slowed as she passed and gave me a long, unsubtle once-over. Blazer. Sneakers. Folio. Back to my face.

“First swing?” she asked.

“Sorry?”

“First swing. First rotation. You look like you just walked out of a Collins Street office.”

“Bourke Street, actually,” I said, because apparently, I correct geography under stress.

She smirked — a wide, unbothered smirk that belonged to someone who’d spent years being the only woman in rooms full of men and had come out the other side with an armour plating of sarcasm. “Even better. What are you, HR?”

“Compliance.”

Her smirk sharpened. She glanced at the woman beside her — shorter, stockier, wearing the same hi-vis and an expression of weary amusement — and they exchanged a look that contained an entire conversation I wasn’t invited to.

“Compliance,” the ponytail woman repeated. “Hear that, Shep? They sent us a compliance auditor.”

“Wonderful,” Shep said, flat as the horizon. “Just what the boys need. Someone else telling them they’re doing everything wrong.”

“I’m not here to —” I started.

“Good luck, babe,” Ponytail said, already walking away. She tossed it over her shoulder like a coin into a fountain — casually, without looking, knowing it wouldn’t come back. “You’re gonna need it.”

She and Shep climbed onto the bus. The doors closed. It drove away in a cloud of red.

That was twice now someone had wished me luck with the energy of a eulogy.

I stood on the red dirt airstrip, my blazer suffocating me, my luggage sitting where the baggage handler had deposited it with the gentle care of someone throwing sandbags off a truck, and I waited.

What I got was a dusty white HiLux pulling up with all the urgency of a man who had somewhere better to be and resented every second of this detour.

The driver didn’t get out.

I could see him through the windshield — big, broad, hi-vis shirt with the sleeves rolled to just below his elbows, one hand draped on top of the steering wheel, the other resting on the gearstick. He was looking at me with an expression I’d classify as aggressive indifference. Like I was an item on a task list he hadn’t written and didn’t agree with.

I picked up my suitcase — the wheels immediately clogged with red dirt; because of course they did — and hauled it toward the passenger side. He still didn’t get out. I opened the back door, tried to lift my bag onto the seat, misjudged the height of the cab, and felt the suitcase swing back toward my shins.

Then a hand reached past me — a big hand, grease embedded in the knuckles, in the creases of the fingers, in lines that looked like they’d been drawn there by years of work rather than a single shift — and grabbed the bag like it weighed nothing. One arm. Back seat. Done.

“Whitfield?” he said.

It wasn’t a greeting. It was a verification. The way a courier confirms a signature, not the way a human acknowledges another human.

“That’s me.” I climbed in, closed the door, and was hit by cab-temperature air that was somehow hotter than outside. “Gemma Whitfield. Compliance audit. Ninety-day contract.”

He grunted. Put the HiLux in gear. Pulled away without another word.

He was tall — well over six foot, which I could tell even seated because his knees were set wide and the cab wasn’t small and he still seemed to fill it. Dark brown hair, short on the sides, slightly longer on top, flattened in a ring where a hard hat had been living. Stubble — not fashionable, not curated, just the stubble of a man who shaved when he remembered and didn’t today.

“Long drive to camp?” I asked, because I’m physically incapable of letting silence win.

“Ten minutes.”

Two words. Delivered with the warmth of a parking meter.

“I’m here for the safety and operational audit. Ninety-day contract with —”

“I know what you’re here for.”

His voice was low, flat, the kind that didn’t need volume to carry authority. He didn’t look at me. His eyes stayed on the red dirt road — dark brown, I’d noticed in the half-second he’d glanced my way. Dark enough that the iris nearly blended into the pupil. Coffee before you add milk, if coffee could look at you and decide you weren’t worth the effort.

“And you are?”

He took a beat. Not hesitating. Deciding. Like giving me his name was a concession he hadn’t planned on making this early.

“Callahan.”

“First name or last?”

“The one I answer to.”

“Right. Well, Callahan, I appreciate the lift. I know babysitting the auditor probably wasn’t on your schedule today.”

Something shifted — not his expression, but something in the air between us. He glanced at me, just for a second, and I caught the tail end of something that might have been surprised. Like he’d expected me to shrink into the seat and instead I’d talked back, and he wasn’t sure what file to put that in.

“It wasn’t,” he said.

“Well. Sorry to inconvenience you.”

“You’re not the inconvenience.” He said it quickly, almost involuntarily, then clamped his jaw shut like the words had escaped without clearance. His grip on the steering wheel tightened. He stared at the road.

I waited. He didn’t elaborate. Of course he didn’t.

Outside: red earth in every direction, stretching to a horizon that sat lower and wider than any I’d seen. Spinifex grass in golden clumps. The occasional skeletal tree, pale and twisted, fighting for survival with the quiet determination of something too stubborn to die. And above it all, that impossible sky — vast, blue, and violently empty.

I pulled out my phone. No signal.

“Wi-Fi’s in camp,” he said, without me asking. “Satellite. Don’t stream anything or the whole system goes down.”

“Noted.”

A pause.

“Drink water.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Out here — drink before you’re thirsty. By the time you feel it, you’re already behind.” He paused. “People from the city always underestimate it. They think it’s like a hot day back home. It’s not. It’ll put you on the ground before you know what’s happening.”

It was the most he’d said since I’d gotten in the car. Beneath the gruff delivery and the refusal to make eye contact, it was the closest thing to concern anyone had shown me since I’d left Melbourne.

“Is that advice or a warning?” I asked.

He considered this. “Both.”

The silence came back. This time I let it stay.

The camp appeared on the horizon like a mirage that had given up on being magical. Low buildings in rows. A mess hall, a recreation building, admin offices, workshops, a medical facility. All of it arranged with the aesthetic sensibility of someone who’d been asked to build a small town with a spreadsheet and a grudge.

He pulled up outside the admin building, killed the engine, and sat there for a moment staring straight ahead like he was composing himself for something unpleasant.

“There’s been an accommodation issue,” he said.

I turned to look at him. His jaw was doing that clenching thing again. His hands hadn’t left the steering wheel.

“What kind of issue?”

He exhaled through his nose — the long-suffering exhale of a man whose day had just gotten worse and was somehow my fault.

“The kind Greg’ll explain. Admin office, end of the hall. He’s expecting you.”

He got out before I could follow up, pulled my suitcase from the back seat, set it on the red dirt beside the building, and looked at me for exactly one and a half seconds.

“Welcome to Ironvale,” he said.

He didn’t mean it.

He got back in the HiLux and drove off, leaving me standing in the forty-two-degree heat with a dirt-clogged suitcase, a sweat-soaked blazer, and the growing suspicion that ninety days was going to feel like nine hundred.

The admin building was a long demountable with a corrugated iron roof and the architectural charm of a shipping container that had been given a door and a sense of purpose. I hauled my suitcase up two metal steps, pushed through the door, and was hit by a blast of air conditioning so aggressive it felt like walking into a freezer after standing in a furnace.

The corridor was narrow, linoleum-floored, lit with fluorescent lighting that made everyone look like they were recovering from something. Noticeboards lined the walls — safety bulletins, shift rosters, a laminated poster that said ZERO HARM IS EVERYONE’S RESPONSIBILITY in a font that suggested someone in corporate had once attended a motivational seminar and never recovered.

A man emerged from the end of the hall. Short, stocky, with a clipboard and the energy of someone who’d been awake since four a.m. and had already dealt with six problems before I’d become the seventh. Round, ruddy face. Thinning hair combed optimistically across a scalp that had given up. The kind of smile that was more performance than emotion.

“Gemma Whitfield?” He extended a hand. His grip was damp. “Greg Novak. Camp admin. Welcome to Ironvale.”

Three welcomes now. None of them had sounded welcoming.

“Thanks, Greg. Good to be here.”

“Right. Yes. Good.” He glanced at his clipboard, then at me, then back at the clipboard with the nervous rhythm of a man hoping it might deliver the bad news for him. “So, Small issue.”

“Callahan mentioned.”

Greg’s eyebrows lifted at the name. A micro-reaction, barely there, but I caught it because catching things is literally my job. “He did, did he? Right. Well. It’s a scheduling overlap. With the accommodation.”

“A scheduling overlap,” I repeated.

“Full camp this swing. Every donga occupied. Normally we’d have your unit ready two weeks out, but there was a crew extension on the eastern pit, and then the plumbing went in Block C, and —” He stopped. Took a breath. Tried the smile again. “Long story short, your donga’s not ready.”

“When will it be ready?”

“Three days. Four, tops. Maintenance crews on it.”

“And in the meantime?”

Greg looked at his clipboard like it owed him money. “In the meantime, we’ve arranged temporary shared accommodation.”

“Shared with whom?”

“It’s a two-room donga. Separate rooms. Shared bathroom and kitchenette. Very standard out here, very common —”

“Greg. Shared with whom?”

He swallowed. “Callahan.”

I stared at him.

He stared at his clipboard.

The fluorescent light buzzed overhead like it, too, was uncomfortable with this information.

“You’re putting the compliance auditor,” I said slowly, “in shared accommodation with a site worker.”

“He’s the maintenance supervisor. Very respected. Very professional. And it’s temporary. Three days.”

“You said four.”

“Three to four.”

“Greg.”

“It’s the only available space in camp, Ms. Whitfield. I’m sorry. Truly.”

“Is there another option?”

“No.”

He said it with the relieved finality of a man who’d reached the end of his script and could stop pretending there was a negotiation happening.

I stood in the freezing corridor in my sweat-soaked blazer with my red-dusted suitcase and thought about Melbourne. My bed. The linen sheets. The weighted blanket. The absence of shared bathrooms with men named Callahan who had grease in their knuckles and opinions in their silences.

“Three days,” I said.

“Four, tops.”

“Three.”

Greg nodded quickly. “Three. Absolutely. I’ll make it happen.”

He wouldn’t. We both knew it. But the lie was a kindness, and I was too tired and too hot and too far from home to refuse it.

“I’ll need the access codes, site maps, and current compliance documentation by tomorrow morning,” I said. “And a meeting with the site manager. First thing.”

“That would be Ray Dutton. I’ll set it up.” He handed me a photocopied site map that looked like it had been drawn during the Howard government and never updated. “Block D, Unit 5. Five-minute walk.”

“And Greg?”

He looked up.

“The door to the shared bathroom. Does it lock?”

A pause. Barely a pause. “It’s on the maintenance list.”

“Add it to the top.”

He nodded with the expression of a man adding something to a list he had no intention of actioning. “Dinners at six in the mess. Don’t be late. The roast goes fast.”

The door closed behind him.

I stood in the heat. Forty-two degrees. Red dirt under my ruined sneakers. A shared donga with a man who communicated in grunts and warnings. A camp full of people who’d already decided I was the enemy.

I looked down. My white sneakers were already red. Not dusted. Not tinted. Red. The Pilbara had marked me in under an hour, and it hadn’t even asked permission.

I picked up my suitcase. Walked toward Block D. Started counting.

––––––––
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UNIT 5 WAS AT THE END of a row of identical demountable — rectangular, cream-coloured, slightly elevated on stumps, a small set of metal stairs leading to a door that looked like it belonged on a shipping container. Because it basically was a shipping container. A shipping container with aspirations.

Greg’s keycard worked on the second try.

Inside: a small living area. Couch — brown, functional, the kind that had given up on style and committed fully to durability. A wall-mounted TV. Kitchenette along one wall — mini fridge, microwave, stovetop, kettle, sink. Two doors on the far wall, one open to a bathroom, one closed. A second door to the left.

And outside the right-hand door: a pair of steel-cap boots. Laces loose. Red dust caked into every crevice.

His boots. His room. His unit, for three years, and now mine too, because a geology team had overstayed and Greg Novak operated on the principle of minimum administrative disruption.

I stood in the kitchenette and took inventory. His things were everywhere and nowhere — present but contained, like the man himself. A French press on the counter beside a bag of coffee beans that looked suspiciously high-end for a mining camp. A single navy mug, clean. A tea towel folded — actually folded — over the oven handle. No dishes in the sink. No clutter. No trail of evidence that a human being lived here, except for the boots and the coffee and the faint residual scent of something mechanical and clean, like engine oil had been scrubbed away but left its ghost behind.

The man was tidy. Aggressively tidy. The kind of tidy that either meant discipline or damage, and in my experience, it was usually both.

My bedroom: single bed, neatly made with plain white sheets and a blue blanket folded at the foot. Built-in wardrobe. Bedside table with a lamp. A window with a view of red dirt, the neighbouring donga, and a single sad-looking shrub that appeared to be in the final stages of an existential crisis.

I unpacked with the precision of a woman holding herself together one folded shirt at a time. Toiletries on the bathroom shelf, arranged by function. Clothes hung by type. Laptop and charger on the desk. Audit files stacked by priority, colour-coded tabs. Pens on the bedside table — blue, black, red — parallel to each other and perpendicular to the table edge.

The room looked like mine now. Thirty-seven minutes, and I’d imposed order on chaos, turned a temporary box into something survivable. I straightened the pens one more time.

Breathed.

Then I checked the bathroom.

Small. Clean enough, utilitarian — white tiles, shower stall, sink with a mirror that had seen better days. His things on the shelf above the sink: a razor. Bar of soap. A bottle of shampoo I was not going to smell and had absolutely no reason to be curious about.

The door had no lock.

I stared at the handle. Turned it. Pushed it open, pulled it shut.

No lock. No latch. No bolt. Nothing between my shower and the shared living space except a door that operated on the honour system and the goodwill of a man I’d met forty-five minutes ago.

I was still cataloguing this deficiency when the front door opened.

Not Callahan — this one was shorter, stockier, built like a fire hydrant in hi-vis. Sandy blond hair in a mullet so committed it bordered on ideological. A patchy moustache losing a war against his face. Sunburned across every visible surface — not tanned, sunburned, the complexion of a man who’d heard of sunscreen and rejected it on principle. Blue eyes that disappeared entirely when he grinned, which he was doing now, broadly, at the sight of me standing in the hallway with a toiletries bag and the expression of a woman who’d just discovered the bathroom didn’t lock.

“You must be the auditor!” He said this like it was excellent news. He stuck out a hand. “Darren Kelly. Everyone calls me Ripper. I’m in the workshop with Lach — boilermaker, fifteen years, never been fired, don’t believe anyone who tells you otherwise.”

“Lach,” I repeated.

“Lachlan Drummond. Your new roomie.” He said this with the relish of a man delivering a punchline he’d been rehearsing the entire walk over. “He goes by Lach. Or Drummond. Or Callahan, which is his mum’s maiden name — he uses it because he reckons Drummond sounds like a furniture store. Don’t ask him about it, he gets weird.”

So that solved the name mystery. I filed this under things I didn’t need to find endearing.

I shook Ripper’s hand. Enthusiastic grip. Palm like sandpaper. He smelled like welding fumes and not quite enough sunscreen.

“Gemma Whitfield.”

“Yeah, Lach mentioned.” He stopped himself. Grinned wider. “Actually, never mind what Lach said. He’s not what you’d call a generous first impression. Give him a week. Or a month. Maybe two. He’s an acquired taste, like Vegemite or getting punched.”

I didn’t know what to do with that comparison, so I let it sit.

“Is he always that...”

“Quiet? Intense? Built like a brick dunny with the social skills of a park bench?”

“I was going to say direct.”

Ripper snorted. “Direct. That’s diplomatic. I like you already.” He surveyed the shared accommodation with the air of a man who found other people’s discomfort genuinely nourishing. “Look, Lach is good people. Best bloke on site. He just... he’s careful. About people. About letting them in. He’s been out here a long time, and he’s got his routine and his space and now there’s a compliance auditor in his bathroom, so give him a minute to adjust.”

“A minute. You just said two months.”

“Somewhere in that range, yeah.” He pushed off the wall. “The bathroom lock, by the way — dodgy for six months. Lach put in a maintenance request, but maintenance is Lach, so it’s a philosophical issue.”

“Great. A philosophical bathroom lock.”

Something in his expression settled — the grin still there, but softer underneath it. More honest.

“He’s a good man, Gemma. I know it doesn’t look like it from the ute ride. But he is.” A pause. “Just don’t touch his French press. That’s the hill he’ll die on.”

“Noted.”

“Mess is at six. I’ll save you a seat.”

He was gone, the door swinging shut behind him, leaving me alone with the ghost of engine oil and a French press I was now contractually forbidden from touching.

I went back to my room. Closed the door — which did have a lock, at least — and sat on the edge of the bed. Looked at my perfectly aligned pens. My colour-coded files.

It was four-forty.

I opened my laptop. Started reviewing the preliminary audit documentation.

That’s when I heard him come back.

The front door opened and closed with the practiced efficiency of someone who’d done it ten thousand times. Boots off — one, then the other — outside his bedroom door. Footsteps across the living area. The tap running. Then his bedroom door.

For ten minutes: nothing. The hum of the air conditioning. The faint, ever-present sound of the Pilbara wind pushing red dust against the windows.

Then: a digital chime. FaceTime connecting.

“There she is.” His voice. Except not his voice — not the flat, two-word, don’t-talk-to-me voice from the Ute. This voice was warm. Open. A full octave higher in register, like a different man had walked into his room and picked up his phone.

A squeal. High-pitched, ecstatic, the sound of a child who’d been waiting for this call and had feelings about the wait.

“DADDY!”

Something behind my ribs shifted — not a lot, just enough to notice.

“Hey, Maise. How was kindy today?”

A torrent of words — too fast and too muffled by the wall to catch but delivered with the breathless conviction of a person who believed every detail of their day was headline news. Something about a sandcastle. Something about a boy named Oliver who was not her friend anymore, emphasis hers.

“Oliver sounds like a drongo,” Lach said, and the little girl — Maisie, his daughter — cackled with the specific delight of a child who’d just heard a parent validate her grudge.

“Daddy. Daddy. Do the Triceratops.”

“The Triceratops?”

“The TRICERATOPS.”

And then — this man, this enormous, grease-stained, monosyllabic wall of a human being who had communicated with me exclusively through grunts and steering-wheel-gripping — did a Triceratops impression.

It was committed. It was high-pitched. It involved what sounded like snorting and possibly stomping and a voice so far removed from his actual register that I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from making a sound. Because it was ridiculous. And it was also, in a way I wasn’t expecting, the most disarming thing I’d heard in months.

Maisie was losing her mind with joy. I could hear her through the wall and through his phone simultaneously — the double-layered delight of a child who had exactly what she wanted in this moment and nothing else mattered.

“Now the T-Rex! Daddy, do the T-Rex!”

He didn’t hesitate. Not a beat. Not a breath of self-consciousness. He just launched into the most enthusiastic, full-throated, absolutely unhinged Tyrannosaurus Rex roar I had ever heard from an adult male. It went on for a solid five seconds and vibrated through the wall and into my chest.

Maisie screamed with happiness.

I sat on my perfectly made bed in my precisely organised room with my parallel pens and my colour-coded files, and I listened to a man pour his entire heart through a phone screen to a little girl somewhere far away, and I thought: a man who does dinosaur voices for his kid is harder to dismiss than a rude Ute driver.

I thought it. Filed it away. In the same place I kept things I wasn’t ready to examine — right next to the unanswered question of why my company had really sent me here.

The call went on. Her chattering. Him listening. The occasional low murmur of a question. Patient in a way that wasn’t performed. Gentle in a way that cost him something, because gentleness through a screen to a child you can’t hold is a specific kind of bravery that nobody talks about.

“I miss you, Daddy.”

Three words. Through a wall.

“Miss you more, little dinosaur. Always.”

I pressed my fingers into the mattress and stared at the ceiling and reminded myself that this was a temporary arrangement, that the walls were a building flaw and not a window into someone else’s heart, and that I had no business feeling anything about a stranger’s FaceTime call with his daughter.

The call ended. A long breath from the other side — too heavy to be a sigh, too controlled to be grief, somewhere in the territory between.

Then silence. The silence of a man sitting alone in a small room, far from the person who makes the room matter.

I closed my laptop. Changed out of my blazer — finally, blessedly — into a clean cotton shirt. Pulled my hair back. Looked at myself in the wardrobe mirror.

Tired. Not sleepy tired — the bone-deep tired that comes from spending months rebuilding yourself on a foundation that keeps shifting. My eyes were the same dark brown they’d always been, but there was something behind them that hadn’t been there a year ago. Wariness, maybe. Or just the permanent residue of having trusted someone completely and been completely wrong.

I looked like an auditor. That would have to be enough.

The mess hall was a long, flat building at the centre of camp — the social heart of Ironvale, if Ironvale had a heart, which remained under investigation. I followed Greg’s photocopied map and the sound of noise — the low collective hum of five hundred people converging on food after twelve hours of heat and labour.

I grabbed a tray, joined the queue, and immediately felt the shift. Not hostile, not aggressive. Just awareness. Glances that lasted a beat too long. Conversations that dipped in volume as I passed and resumed once I was out of range. I was new and I was corporate and I was a woman in a space that was overwhelmingly male, and every single one of those facts was being catalogued by people who were just as good at reading a room as I was.

“Gemma! Over here!”

Ripper. Three tables in, waving with the enthusiasm of a man hailing a taxi in a cyclone. The men around him looked up — some curious, some wary, one actively hostile in a way that suggested he’d already decided who I was and what I was here to do.

I walked over. Sat down.

“Boys,” Ripper said, gesturing at me like a game show host revealing a prize, “this is Gemma. She’s the new auditor. Be nice.”

“You said the last one was a bloke,” said the man directly across from me. Big. Broad. Permanent squint. Deep tan. His name tag said STEVO.

“Plans change, mate,” Ripper said cheerfully.

Stevo studied me. Not unkindly, but thoroughly, the way you’d assess a piece of equipment that arrived without a manual. “You ever been on a mine site before?”

“No. First time.”

Something about the directness landed. Stevo’s expression shifted — not warmer, but less closed. “At least you’re honest. The last bloke said he had extensive field experience and then fainted during a blast observation.”

“Fainted?”

“Face first into the dirt. Had to carry him to medical in the back of a Ute.” His mouth twitched. “Extensive field experience.”

The table laughed. I was being let into a story, which was different from being let into the group — but it was a start.

“I promise not to faint,” I said. “But I’m not going to promise I won’t ask uncomfortable questions. That’s literally what I’m here for.”

Stevo studied me for another moment. Then he picked up his fork. “Ask whatever you want. Doesn’t mean we’ll answer.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “The things people don’t answer tell me just as much as the things they do.”

Silence. Stevo’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. Ripper made a noise that was half laugh, half warning. The wiry man beside Stevo let out a low whistle.

“She’s got teeth,” he said.

“Told you,” Ripper said. “Didn’t I tell you?”

The tension didn’t break, exactly, but it bent. Enough to let the conversation resume around me, if not quite with me. I ate my chicken and listened to the rhythms of the table — the shit-stirring, the complaints about shift rosters, the ongoing saga of someone named Bluey who’d reversed a haul truck into a water tank last Tuesday and was never going to live it down.

I was halfway through my bread roll when I felt it. A change in the room’s current — not a sound, just a redistribution of attention. The way a crowd shifts when someone significant walks in.

Lach had entered the mess hall.

He’d showered. Hair still damp, darker, pushed back from his forehead. Changed into a plain grey t-shirt that fit close enough to make the word plain feel misleading. He grabbed a tray, loaded it efficiently, moved through the servery with a series of short nods — acknowledged and returned, the social currency of a man who was respected without being chatty. Nobody stopped him for conversation. They just let him move.

He turned from the servery and scanned the room. His eyes found our table. Found me.

Two seconds. His gaze on mine, steady and unreadable, across a mess hall full of noise and five hundred people who weren’t paying attention to the small, electric thing that passed between them.

Then he looked away. Walked to a table in the far corner. Sat down alone.

Alone. At a table that could seat eight, Lachlan Drummond sat by himself with his tray and his grey t-shirt and his damp hair and ate in the solitude of a man who’d chosen it so many times it had become indistinguishable from preference.

“He always sits alone?” I asked Ripper, keeping my voice casual.

Ripper glanced over his shoulder. “Most nights, yeah. Sometimes I sit with him. Sometimes he tolerates it.” He turned back. “He’s not antisocial. He just... saves it up. Uses it where it counts.”

Uses it where it counts. The dinosaur voices.

“His daughter,” I said, before I could stop myself. “Maisie.”

Ripper’s eyebrows went up. “He told you about Maisie?”

“No. The walls are thin.”

Something passed across his face. Understanding, maybe, or the edges of a story he wasn’t sure was his to tell. He picked up his glass, took a long drink, set it down.

“Maisie’s his world,” he said quietly. “Everything he does out here — every shift, every swing, every week away from her — it’s for her. She lives in Perth with her mum. He gets her every second weekend off swing, and every day in between he’s counting the hours.” He paused. “Don’t tell him I told you that.”

“I won’t.”

“And don’t bring it up with him. Here is work. Here is the version of himself that gets through the shift and sends the money home and calls his kid every night at four-forty-five and does whatever stupid dinosaur voice she asks for, because that’s the only fifteen minutes of his day that actually matters to him.”

Ripper said all of it without his usual grin. Without bluster or performance. He said it the way people say things when they love someone and can’t fix the thing that hurts them.

“I wasn’t going to bring it up,” I said.

“Good.” The grin returned, like a curtain dropping back into place. “Because he’d kill me. And I’m too pretty to die in the Pilbara.”

I looked back across the mess hall. Lach was eating with the methodical focus of a man for whom meals were fuel, not events. He didn’t look up. Didn’t look in my direction. But his shoulders were tight. His jaw was set. The space around him — the empty chairs, the quiet — felt less like peace and more like a perimeter.

I turned back to my tray. Finished my chicken. Laughed when Ripper told the full story of Bluey and the water tank, which was even better with sound effects.

At quarter past seven, I headed for the exit. The heat outside had dropped from obscene to merely unreasonable. Stars were beginning to appear — not the pale, tentative stars of Melbourne, half-drowned by city light, but real stars. Thick. Bright. So numerous they made the sky look crowded.

I stopped walking. Looked up.

For one unguarded moment, before the walls went back up, I thought: okay. Maybe the sky alone is worth ninety days.

Then I kept walking. Because I’d learned, recently and painfully, that unguarded moments were where the damage happened.

Unit 5 was dark when I got back. His boots were outside his door. His room was silent.

I brushed my teeth in the lockless bathroom, washed my face, changed into pyjamas, and got into bed.

The sheets were stiff and unfamiliar. The pillow too flat. The air conditioning hummed at a frequency that was almost but not quite white noise, and beneath it I could hear the Pilbara — the wind, the settling of the building, the vast and ancient silence of a landscape that had been here for billions of years and would be here long after every mining camp and every audit report and every heartbroken woman in clean white sneakers had been forgotten.

Through the wall: nothing. Silence. The held breath of a man on the other side of three inches of plasterboard, close enough to hear and too far away to know.

I pulled the blanket up. Pressed my face into the flat pillow.

Eighty-eight days to go.
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The induction took two hours and covered, in exhaustive detail, every way the Pilbara could kill you.

Snakes. Heat stroke. Dehydration. Heavy machinery. Falling objects. Electrical faults. Confined spaces. The specific, cheerful PowerPoint slide about “crush injuries” that included a stock photo of a hard hat next to what I sincerely hoped was a mannequin’s arm. The safety officer — a compact, humourless man named Dave who delivered the presentation like a funeral eulogy for people who hadn’t died yet — made me sign fourteen forms, issued me a hi-vis vest, a hard hat, and safety glasses, and told me that if I went anywhere on the operational site without all three, he would personally escort me back to the airstrip.

“Any questions?” Dave asked, in the tone of a man who did not want questions.

“Where’s the workshop?”

He pointed. I went.

The Ironvale Mine Heavy Vehicle Workshop was not a workshop in any sense I’d previously understood the word. It was a cathedral. A massive open-sided structure of steel beams and corrugated iron, large enough to house machinery that made my entire professional existence feel cosmically irrelevant. Haul trucks the size of houses sat in bays, wheels taller than me, chassis streaked with red dust and grease and the general evidence of being worked to their structural limits and then worked some more. The air inside was thick — diesel fumes, metal heat, the sharp chemical bite of solvents — and the noise was a wall.

I stood at the entrance in my brand-new hi-vis and my hard hat and my safety glasses and my leather folio and felt, very precisely, like a woman who had brought a clipboard to a warzone.

I walked in.

Seventeen heads turned. Possibly more — some of the crew were under trucks and only visible from the boots down, but the boots shifted in my direction too. The word had spread. The auditor is here. The suit. The one from Melbourne.

Nobody said hello.

The workshop office was a glass-walled fishbowl in the corner — covered in rosters, safety notices, a calendar from a parts supplier that was two years out of date, and a whiteboard dense with abbreviations I couldn’t decode. Inside: a desk buried under paperwork. Behind it, standing with his back to me, one hand on the phone and the other holding a parts catalogue like it had given him bad news — Lach.

Same hi-vis as yesterday, sleeves rolled to the same point below the elbow, same grease-mapped hands. He was telling someone on the phone that a turbo actuator lead time was, apparently, unacceptable.

I knocked on the open door. He held up one finger — wait — without turning. I waited. He finished the call, put the phone down, turned.

His expression when he saw me was the facial equivalent of finding out your dentist appointment had been moved forward.

“Whitfield.”

“Good morning.”

“Greg said you’d be starting in operations. Didn’t think that meant my workshop on day one.”

“Your workshop is the largest maintenance facility on site with the highest volume of heavy vehicle interactions. It’s the logical starting point.” I held up my folio. “I’ll need access to your maintenance logs, incident reports, pre-start checklists, equipment service histories, and training records. Digital where available.”

He stared at me. Beat. Two. Three.

“Filing cabinet.” He pointed. “Bottom two drawers. The digital system’s been down since March.”

“It’s August.”

“Yeah.”

“Your digital record-keeping system has been non-operational for five months?”

“Six, if you count the month before it went fully down — when it was only working on Tuesdays and every second Thursday.”

I wrote that down.

He watched me write it. Something shifted behind his eyes — an acknowledgment that the game had started and I’d drawn first blood with his own admission. He pushed off the desk.

“Come on, then. I’ll walk you through.”

He moved through the workshop the way water moves through a riverbed — naturally, without resistance, the space accommodating him because he’d carved the channel over years. Men stepped aside without being asked. Tools were handed over before he reached for them.

He stopped at the first bay. A haul truck on jacks, undercarriage exposed like a patient on an operating table.

“Bay one. CAT 785. Differentials rebuild. Crew’s been on this since yesterday arvo. Road-ready by Thursday.”

I looked at the maintenance log clipped to the bay post. Handwritten. On a site processing several hundred million dollars’ worth of ore annually, the maintenance record for a vehicle worth north of five million dollars was handwritten in pencil on a form with a coffee ring on it.

I wrote it down. Lach watched me write it.

We moved through. Bay by bay. The same pattern repeated: exceptional mechanical work executed by a clearly skilled team, documented with the organisational rigour of a teenager’s sock drawer. Handwritten logs. Missing dates. Service intervals recorded in shorthand only the originating mechanic could read.

The crew watched me the way prey animals watch a predator, except I was five feet six inches a clean hi-vis and the prey animals were eighteen men who could collectively bench press a building. They weren’t scared. They were guarded. Every note I took was a potential threat — to their processes, their autonomy, the way they’d always done things.

Lach introduced me to no one. I introduced myself — name, role, duration — and received a spectrum of responses ranging from reluctant nods to barely concealed contempt.

The contempt had a face.

He was leaning against the door of bay four with his arms crossed and an expression like he’d found something unpleasant on the sole of his boot and was deciding whether to scrape it off or burn the boot. Lean, wiry, hard. The kind of body that had been dried out by sun and something meaner than weather. Forty, maybe older — deep lines on a face that scowled more than it smiled, and the Pilbara had accelerated the accounting. Dirty blond hair going grey at the temples, under a cap pulled low. Blue eyes hosting a grudge.

“So,” he said. Not to me. To the room. Loud enough that every wrench stopped. “This is the Melbourne suit, is it?”

The workshop went quiet. Everyone waited.

I kept my pen on my clipboard and my face neutral.

“Gemma Whitfield. Compliance auditor. And you are?”

He hadn’t expected me to speak directly. I could see the recalibration — the fractional delay of a man who’d thrown a grenade and was surprised to see it thrown back.

“Kev Braddock.” He said his name like he was daring me to write it down. “Fitter. Twenty-two years on mine sites. Twelve at Ironvale. Never needed a Melbourne suit to tell me how to do my job.”

“Twenty-two years. Impressive.” I kept my tone even. “I’ll be keen to sit down with you — your experience with operational history here would be invaluable for the audit.”

His mouth opened. Closed. The hostility stumbled. I’d done the thing aggressive people don’t expect — treated the attack as information and responded with professionalism, which is significantly harder to fight than defensiveness. You can escalate against defensiveness. Professionalism just stands there and makes you look like the problem.

“I’m not doing a bloody interview,” Kev said, but the edge had dulled. He’d lost the room.

“Braddock.” Lach’s voice. Low. Unchanged in volume. But the temperature of it dropped so sharply the entire workshop recalibrated. “You got a problem with the transmission housing on the 789 in bay six, or are you just here to stand around?”

Kev’s jaw tightened. His eyes moved between me and Lach — a history in that glance, a hierarchy.

“Bay six is on schedule,” he said.

“Then I reckon bay six is where you should be.”

Kev pushed off the doorframe. Walked past me close enough that I caught tobacco and sunscreen and the sourness of a grudge held too long. He didn’t look at me again.

I glanced at Lach. His face was deliberately unreadable. He hadn’t defended me. He’d maintained order. I understood the distinction.

But the speed of it. The reflex. The way his voice had cut through the noise without raising a single decibel, like a blade so sharp you don’t feel the cut until after.

I noticed. I moved on.

We kept moving. I kept writing. By three o’clock, I had seventeen flags.

Most were variations on the same theme — excellent work, terrible documentation. A crew that could rebuild a four-million-dollar engine in the field but couldn’t fill out a pre-start checklist consistently, because nobody had built them a system that made the paperwork as intuitive as the mechanics.

But between the flags, I watched Lach work.

I watched the way he checked a torque setting by feel, running his fingers along a bolt head the way a musician tests a string. I watched him take a replacement part from a young apprentice — barely out of his training, nervous, holding it like it was a newborn — and inspect it without condescension. He turned it in his hands, ran his thumbnail along a seam, found something invisible to me.

“See this?” He held it at an angle, and his voice did something I hadn’t heard before — it opened. Not warm, not soft, but patient. Unhurried. “Hairline stress fracture along the casting. You put this in, it holds for a week, maybe two, then it fails under load. You’ve got a truck down for three days instead of three hours.”

The apprentice leaned in. Nodded.

“Always check the casting line. Every time. Even if it looks clean. Especially if it looks clean.” He handed the part back. “Get a replacement from stores. Tell them I sent you and tell Macca if he tries to palm off B-grade stock again, I’ll come down there myself.”

The kid practically sprinted toward stores. Lach watched him go with something that wasn’t quite pride but lived in the same neighbourhood — the look of a man who’d learned things the hard way and was quietly trying to make the road shorter for someone coming up behind him.

Seventeen flags. An entire record-keeping system in ruins. A workshop running on institutional memory and mechanical intuition and the sheer bloody-mindedness of a crew that refused to let the machines stop.

This I could fix. This was the kind of problem that had a solution — structured, systematic, implementable. A digital reporting platform. Standardised checklists. Training modules. The bones were there. The skill was there. What was missing was the framework to capture it, and frameworks were what I built.

I was packing up in the workshop office when Ripper appeared in the doorway, still in his welding leathers, helmet pushed up on his head like a visor.

“Survived day one, did ya?”

“Barely. Your colleague Braddock is charming.”

“Kev?” Ripper leaned against the doorframe. “Don’t take it personal. He’s like that with everyone new. Took him four months to speak to me when I started, and I’m delightful.”

“What’s his problem?”

Ripper’s grin dimmed a watt. Just one. “Kev’s been here twelve years. Longer than almost anyone. He’s seen auditors come and go — some good, most useless, all of them temporary. To him you’re the latest person who’s going to walk around writing things down for three months and then leave, and nothing’ll change, and the crew will cop the blame for whatever you flag while the blokes in corporate offices keep cutting the maintenance budget.” He paused. “He’s not wrong about that last part, by the way.”

“I’m not here to blame the crew.”

“Yeah, well. Kev doesn’t know that yet.”

“And what about Lach?”

The question came out before I’d decided to ask it. Ripper’s eyebrows did a quick lift, a quicker reset.

“What about him?”

“He shut Braddock down fast. But I couldn’t tell if he was defending the audit process or just maintaining workshop discipline.”

“With Lach? It’s always discipline. The workshop runs his way. Period. Anyone who disrupts it — for any reason — gets the same treatment. Doesn’t matter if you’re Kev Braddock or the CEO. His shop, his rules.”

“So, it wasn’t about me.”

“I didn’t say that.” Ripper pushed off the doorframe. “I said it’s always discipline. Doesn’t mean there wasn’t more to it. Lach’s got layers, Gemma. Most of them are concrete, but they’re still layers.”

He knocked twice on the doorframe and disappeared back into the noise.

Lach drove me back in the same Ute, the same silence, same two hands on the wheel. The difference was in the quality of it — no longer the silence of two strangers. Something had been established between us today. Not warmth. Not comfort. But the acknowledgment that we occupied the same space, spoke the same professional language, and were going to have to find a way to make that work.

I broke it. Because I always did.

“Seventeen flags. On day one.”

His hands tightened fractionally on the wheel.

“If you’d kept digital records properly, it would’ve been three.”

A long silence. The ute hummed over the red dirt road.

He exhaled. Slow. Through his nose.

“Three,” he repeated.

“I can help fix it. The documentation, the system — that’s what I’m here for. Not to write a list of problems and hand it to someone in a boardroom. I want to build something that works for your crew, not against them.”

He looked at me then. Actually looked — not the half-second glances from the airstrip, not the glances across the mess hall. This was longer. Searching, like he was reading something written in a language he hadn’t expected me to speak.

Then he looked back at the road.

“People say that” he said. “At the start.”

“I’m not people.”

His mouth moved — barely, a millimetre at most — in the direction of something that wasn’t quite hostile.

“No,” he said. “I’m starting to get that.”

He pulled up outside Unit 5. Killed the engine. And this time, instead of the immediate exit, he sat. His hands on the wheel, the late afternoon light cutting across his face.

“The bench grinder guarding. Flag seven. I’ve put in three requisitions for the replacement guard. All denied. Budget.” His jaw tightened. Released. “Your seventeen flags. Fourteen of them are in my outbox.”

He got out. Pulled my bag from the back seat. Set it on the ground. Looked at me for one second — and in that look was something I couldn’t reduce to a note on a clipboard. Something raw and furious and tired. And underneath it, barely visible, the faint trace of something that might have been hope.

“See you tomorrow, Whitfield,” he said.

He walked inside. His boots dropped outside his door. His door closed.

I stood on the red dirt with my bag and his fourteen ignored requisitions.

Not what I expected. Any of it.

I picked up my bag. Went inside. Put my folio on the desk. Lined up my pens.

Through the wall: the kettle. A mug on the counter. The French press. The quiet ritual of a man making coffee for one.

––––––––
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TANYA FOUND ME AT DINNER.

I’d walked into the mess hall bracing for the same gauntlet as last night, but a voice cut through before I’d cleared the servery.

“Gemma.”

Warm, direct, the kind of voice that expected to be heard without needing to be loud. A woman at the end of a table near the window, a tray in front of her she’d barely touched and a Kindle propped against her water glass.

She was striking — dark brown skin, high cheekbones, close-cropped natural hair that looked designed for her bone structure. Medical scrubs under a hi-vis vest, a small gold stud in her left nostril, warm brown eyes that saw too much.

“I heard you were starting today. Tanya Osei. Camp medic.” She gestured at the chair across from her. “Sit. You look like you’re about to eat standing up and I can’t watch that.”

I sat. The relief of being claimed — of someone in this room choosing me as their table companion — was immediate and embarrassing
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