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Chapter One — The Wrong Wall
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The mural had not been there yesterday.

Zara Mitchell knew this for certain because yesterday she had eaten her chicken-and-mayo roll sitting on the low brick wall directly opposite it, staring at the blank grey render and thinking about absolutely nothing. She did that sometimes — switched her brain off for exactly twelve minutes while the rest of Year Seven churned around her. She had straight black hair pulled back in a knot that was already falling apart by second period, and she was almost always wearing one of the same three hoodies — today it was the dark blue one with the broken zip she kept meaning to fix. She had a notebook in her left hand as she stood there now, and a pen lid in her mouth, which was how you knew she was thinking.

The wall had been plain. She was certain.

Now it wasn’t plain.

Now it was covered, from ground to roofline, in a painting of a wedge-tailed eagle mid-dive, wings folded, talons forward, rendered in rust and gold and the deep reddish-brown of dry SA earth. It was enormous. It was extraordinary. And it had absolutely not been there yesterday.

“Huh,” said Mack Harris, appearing at her elbow with a meat pie in one hand and his phone in the other, already filming.

Mack was thirteen, tall for his age, and built like someone who played too much footy and not quite enough of anything that required sitting still. He had a wide grin that he used freely, sandy-brown hair that was always slightly too long and never quite brushed, and the general energy of a labrador who had just discovered a very interesting smell. He ran a video channel — Mack Unpacked, six thousand subscribers and growing — which meant he filmed everything reflexively, the way other people breathed.

“That’s new,” he said.

“Yes,” said Zara.

“Like, very new.”

“Yes.”

“As in, overnight new?”

“Mack.”

“Yep.”

“I’m thinking.”

He ate his pie and let her think. This was one of the things Zara genuinely appreciated about Mack Harris: he understood when to stop talking. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, it was extremely useful.

She studied the mural. Even she could tell it was technically brilliant, and she’d failed art twice. The feathers were painted individually, hundreds of them, each one slightly different. The eye of the eagle was a flat, cold yellow that somehow looked alive. Whoever had done this was seriously good. And seriously fast. A piece this size would take days, she’d have thought.

“Ollie’s going to lose his mind,” Mack said.

As if summoned, Ollie Beckett arrived at a jog from the direction of the oval, Priya Sharma half a step behind him.

Ollie was eleven and the smallest of the four by a fair margin, which people sometimes mistook for meaning he wasn’t much to worry about. He had light brown hair that needed cutting, a permanent smear of something on his left forearm that may have started as grease and evolved into something else, and he was always — always — wearing his worn elastic-sided boots regardless of what the school shoe policy said. His dad was a fencing contractor who’d taken him out on jobs since he could walk, and it showed: Ollie moved through spaces the way experienced bush workers did, noticing everything and touching nothing, reading the ground the way other kids read screens.

Priya Sharma was alongside him, slightly out of breath from keeping up. She was twelve, the same as Zara, with dark eyes and dark hair she wore in a thick plait over one shoulder, usually with a pencil tucked into it that she would then forget about and be puzzled to find later. She had a small black notebook in her left hand — always the left; she was left-handed and proud of it — and she was already uncapping a pen with her teeth as she looked at the mural, her head tilting the way it did when her brain was picking something apart.

“Seen it?” Zara asked.

“From the gate,” Ollie said. He stopped in front of the wall and tilted his head sideways, the way he did when he was reading a landscape. Not the painting itself — the edges. The ground beneath it. The drain to the left. “Paint’s completely dry. No smell. And look at the footpath.”

They looked. Zara couldn’t see anything. She was about to say so when Priya crouched and pointed.

“There.” Priya traced a line in the air a centimetre above the concrete, not touching. “Something heavy was dragged. Two parallel marks, shoulder-width apart.” She stood and scanned the full height of the wall. “And there’s a line about two metres up where the brushwork changes. Two different painters, or one painter working two different heights. They had a platform.”

“Cool, an art crime,” said Mack. “Are we doing this?”

“It’s not necessarily a crime,” Zara said. “It might be commissioned.”

“At two in the morning?”

They all looked at him.

“The oval lights turn off at ten,” Mack said, gesturing. “After that you’d need your own lighting to paint something this size. Which means someone would’ve noticed. Which means either nobody was watching —”

“Or it was done before ten,” Zara said.

“Except the wall was blank at three-thirty yesterday afternoon,” said Ollie. “I walked past on the way home. I’d remember.”

He would, too. Ollie’s memory for landscape bordered on unsettling. He could recall the exact position of every rock on a bush trail he’d walked once two years ago. A blank wall would absolutely register.

“So, between three-thirty yesterday and this morning,” Priya said, writing as she spoke, “someone painted a two-storey mural in roughly seven hours, without anyone noticing.” She circled something. “That’s not possible.”

“And yet,” said Zara, looking at the eagle.

The bell rang. None of them moved.

After a moment Mack pocketed his phone. “Right. Adelaide Fringe starts tomorrow — the city’s going to be crawling with artists and weird stuff happening at odd hours. Perfect cover.” He grinned. “Are we doing this or not?”

Zara looked at the eagle. The eagle looked back with its flat, cold eye.

“We’re doing this,” she said.

* * *
[image: ]


By the time school finished, Priya had filled four pages.

She’d gone back to the wall at recess and again at lunch, each time finding something new: the exact colours used and whether they matched standard spray-can brands (they didn’t quite — the rust tone was slightly off, more like a hand-mixed pigment), the height of the highest painted detail (about 4.2 metres, meaning the platform had to clear four metres), the fact that the storage building behind had no cameras on its rear face. She’d photographed everything from six angles and then sketched the key sight-lines by hand, because photographs lied sometimes and sketches made you look.

At the bike racks after school she spread her notes across Ollie’s handlebars while Zara pulled up the council’s development portal on her phone. Mack leaned on his bike eating a second pie — it was unclear where he stored them.

“Nothing,” Zara said. “No permit for a mural at this address. No public art commission listed in the Fringe database either — I checked the whole thing.”

“So it’s unauthorised,” Ollie said.

“Technically. But...” Zara’s frown deepened. “Hang on.”

She went quiet in the particular way that meant she’d found something. The others waited. Even Mack waited, which was impressive.

“There’s a development application for a mural on a laneway off Hutt Street. Filed four weeks ago, approved two weeks ago. The description says ‘large-format bird-of-prey study in earth pigment palette’.” She looked up. “That’s our eagle. Same artist. But the wrong address.”

“Wrong address?”

“The permit’s for a building three streets away. So either the artist painted it in the wrong location by mistake —”

“Have you seen that eagle?” Mack said. “Nobody paints something like that in the wrong place.”

“— or someone wanted the permit to point somewhere else,” Zara finished.

Silence. Then:

“You can’t move a mural,” Ollie said. “It’s paint. On a wall.”

“Yes,” said Zara. “So how did they?”

Priya was already drawing — two walls side by side, the school building and a rough sketch of whatever was on Hutt Street. Her pen moved fast when she was thinking. The others had learned to leave her to it.

After two minutes she held up the notebook. “The surfaces,” she said. “This wall is smooth render. Flat. What’s the Hutt Street building?”

“Warehouse conversion,” Zara read. “Original brick facade, heritage-listed.”

“Brick.” Priya underlined something hard. “You can’t paint a photorealistic eagle with individual feathers at that scale on old brick. Not without a perfectly smooth base. So the artist always intended to paint it here. The permit for Hutt Street is either a genuine mistake...”

“Or a decoy,” said Mack.

“A decoy for what?” Zara said.

Priya shrugged. “That’s what we need to find out. Starting with what’s actually on that Hutt Street wall right now.”

Ollie had been leaning on the fence with his eyes half-closed in the way that usually meant he was listening to something the others couldn’t hear. Now he pushed off.

“Let’s go look,” he said.

* * *
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The laneway off Hutt Street was narrow and smelled of coffee and bins, which is true of most Adelaide laneways during Fringe season.

They locked their bikes at the street end and walked in single file: Zara first, notebook out, then Priya with her pencil now moved from her plait to behind her ear, then Mack with quiet commentary running to his phone even when he wasn’t posting, then Ollie last, reading the ground the way other people read signs.

The warehouse wall was on their left. It was old red brick, faded to dusty terracotta.

And it was covered, floor to roofline, in a second mural.

Not an eagle. Not birds at all.

This was a cityscape — abstract and layered, buildings stacked and overlapping in deep blues and greens and gold, lights in windows, roads curling between towers. It was a city and also not quite a city, something dreamed rather than mapped. And at its centre, almost hidden inside the geometry of the buildings, was a face. Half-visible. Watching outward from between the painted walls with an expression that might have been a warning.

It was extraordinary. It was also deeply unsettling in a way Zara couldn’t immediately put into words, which annoyed her.

“Oh,” said Mack. He lowered his phone.

Priya moved forward slowly, the way you approach something you don’t want to startle. She stopped a metre from the wall and crouched, examining the base.

“Fresh,” she said. “You can just smell it here — get close. Slightly tacky at the base coat. Last night, same as the eagle.”

Zara was already cross-referencing. “Nothing on the portal. No permit, no commission, no Fringe registration for this address at all.” She looked up at the face watching from the painted buildings. “Two murals, one night. One has a permit — but for the other’s address. Someone planned both of these.”

“And pointed everyone toward the eagle,” Ollie said quietly. He wasn’t looking at the mural. He was looking at the laneway itself — the walls, the entrance, the placement of a single bollard near the far end. “Nobody’s found this yet. When Fringe starts tomorrow the city’ll be packed and everyone will be talking about the eagle.”

“While something happens here,” Priya said.

“In this laneway,” Zara said. “During the Fringe. With nobody watching.”

The Fringe ran for three weeks. A million people would pour through the city. There would be performances in every available space, pop-up bars and art installations and crowds that moved through laneways like water. Nobody would notice one particular laneway. Nobody would think to look.

Unless they already knew where to look.

“Ollie,” Priya said softly.

He was already crouching at the base of the wall, very still, in the way he went when he’d found something in the bush and didn’t want to disturb it.

Zara crouched beside him. There, at the very bottom of the mural — where the painted city met the actual ground, invisible unless you were looking at ground level — was a sequence of small symbols, painted the same dark blue as the wall behind them. Not decorative. Too regular, too deliberate, too carefully spaced.

A code.

“Oh,” said Zara. And then, because she couldn’t help it: “Oh, that’s interesting.”

Behind her she heard Mack start filming again.

“Welcome back, everyone,” he murmured to his phone. “Something’s come up.”

— End of Chapter One —
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