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PROLOGUE 
    

    Ngurunderi kil​led a wom​bat. Its spil​led blo​od to​ok the form of a man, who at​tac​ked Ngu​run​de​ri with his own spe​ar. But Ngu​run​de​ri kil​led the Evil One, and left his body whe​re it had fal​len.

    Upon re​su​ming his jo​ur​ney, Ngu​run​de​ri so​on re​ali​sed that he was ma​king no prog​ress. He re​cog​ni​sed the sa​me sand hills and the sa​me tre​es. No mat​ter how far he wal​ked, he co​uld not es​ca​pe the body, which was ab​sor​bing every cre​atu​re that ap​pro​ac​hed it. He re​ali​sed that, un​less he ut​terly dest​ro​yed it, the Evil One’s body wo​uld con​ti​nue to be a thre​at to every li​ving thing . . .

    

    

CHAPTER 1 
    

    There we​re two dogs, Bit and Harry. They li​ved in a small shed ma​de of fo​ur up​right logs, grey and we​at​he​red and she​at​hed in chic​ken wi​re. At​tac​hed to the chic​ken wi​re we​re so​me fa​ded shreds of gre​en tar​pa​ulin. The shed had a tin ro​of.

    Bit was an old dog - a stiff-leg​ged, flat-bac​ked, twel​ve-ye​ar old cat​tle dog - but Harry was yo​ung. Harry wo​uld play with Nat​han whi​le Bit do​zed un​der the pep​per​corn tree, his ears twitc​hing the fli​es away as he slept. Harry was a god​send. He kept Nat​han oc​cu​pi​ed. Nat​han’s co​usins we​re far away, and Gra​ce hadn’t bro​ught his tri​ke or his fo​ot​ball with her. She had bro​ught al​most not​hing - just a su​it​ca​se full of clot​hes. The​re had be​en no ti​me to plan. She had even left her ha​irb​rush be​hind.

    So Nat​han pla​yed with Harry. He al​so dug ho​les in the red dirt of Thorn​da​le with a des​sert spo​on, and bu​ilt a nest for him​self out of junk strewn aro​und the yard: an old se​wing-mac​hi​ne tab​le, an age-pit​ted bicyc​le whe​el, a rusty pa​int tin, a length of plas​tic pi​pe, a she​et of cor​ru​ga​ted iron. The​re was not​hing much in Cyre​ne’s gar​den ex​cept the pi​les of bro​ken mac​hi​nery and dis​car​ded con​ta​iners dot​ted aro​und li​ke ani​mal drop​pings. Salt​bush had spro​uted in a fa​iled roc​kery ne​ar the front do​or, and the​re was the pep​per​corn tree, of co​ur​se, which had a pi​ece of fra​yed black tyre dang​ling from one limb. This tor​tu​red frag​ment wo​uld turn and turn, re​vol​ving every ti​me the air shif​ted.

    Cyrene had pro​mi​sed to hang a swing in its pla​ce, just as so​on as he fo​und eno​ugh ro​pe.

    Sometimes Gra​ce to​ok Nat​han for a walk, and Harry wo​uld co​me with them. They might walk down to the di​sin​teg​ra​ting shell of a Hol​den ute that sat be​si​de the back ga​te, and Gra​ce wo​uld bang on its chas​sis with a bro​om hand​le, to cha​se away any sna​kes that might be hi​ding in​si​de, so that Nat​han co​uld pre​tend to be a ra​cing car dri​ver. Or they might wan​der down to the cre​ek (which was al​ways dry) to lo​ok for emus. Or they might climb over the back ga​te and crunch thro​ugh the parc​hed, grey-gre​en scrub un​til they re​ac​hed the low rid​ge be​hind Thorn​da​le, whe​re the​re was a de​ep ho​le in the gro​und. Cyre​ne knew not​hing abo​ut this ho​le. It had be​en the​re a long ti​me, and it wasn’t a well, a bo​re or a mi​nes​haft. So​me​one had re​al​ly put the​ir back in​to it, he sa​id. ‘So they’d ha​ve so​mew​he​re co​ol to ke​ep the​ir be​er, may​be.’

    ‘Y’reckon?’ Gra​ce ne​ver knew when Cyre​ne was joking.

    ‘Nah,’ the old man rep​li​ed. ‘Too far to walk.’

    ‘I rec​kon it’s a wom​bat ho​le,’ sa​id Nat​han.

    Cyrene grun​ted.

    ‘I’m a wom​bat, aren’t I, Mum?’ Nat​han con​ti​nu​ed.

    ‘Yeah.’ Gra​ce didn’t want to talk abo​ut that. ‘Eat yo​ur din​ner, Nat​han, will ya?’

    ‘Mum’s a wom​bat, too. It’s our to​tem.’

    ‘Uncle Frank’s be​en on at him abo​ut it,’ Gra​ce exp​la​ined.

    ‘Yalata dre​am​ti​me - that kin​da stuff.’ Cyre​ne sa​id not​hing. Wha​te​ver he tho​ught abo​ut his sis​ter Gladys’s mar​ri​age to Gra​ce’s grand​fat​her - who​se own mot​her had be​en a Nul​lar​bor Abo​ri​gi​ne

    - he had kept it to him​self for fifty ye​ars. Gra​ce sen​sed that what he didn’t li​ke (or didn’t un​ders​tand) he pre​fer​red to ig​no​re. ‘No wom​bats aro​und he​re, son,’ he re​mar​ked. ‘Too dry for

    wombats. Sna​kes, ro​os and emus - that’s what you get he​re.’

    ‘And li​zards,’ sa​id Nat​han.

    ‘Yup.’

    ‘And fli​es,’ sa​id Gra​ce. You co​uldn’t ke​ep the fli​es out of Cyre​ne’s ho​use. It was too old - too rams​hack​le. It had be​en tac​ked to​get​her over the ye​ars out of fib​ro, gal​va​ni​sed iron and pres​sed tin; the​re was a ca​ra​van jam​med up aga​inst it, and an enc​lo​sed ve​ran​da ma​de up of twel​ve mis​matc​hed do​ors, most of them with glass in​serts. The flyscre​ens we​re full of ho​les. The​re was a mis​sing pa​ne in the bath​ro​om win​dow.

    And the​re we​re the dogs, of co​ur​se. Fli​es lo​ve dogs.

    ‘We saw roo poo to​day, eh, Mum?’ sa​id Nat​han. ‘Didn’t we?’

    ‘That’s right.’

    ‘I’m gun​na put fo​od out for ’em, aren’t I?’

    ‘Maybe.’ Gra​ce wasn’t su​re whet​her the drop​pings they’d se​en had co​me from kan​ga​ro​os, go​ats, rab​bits or even she​ep. Old Nug​get co​uld ha​ve told her, but Nug​get was de​ad. His wi​fe, Gladys, was de​ad too. The only one left of that ge​ne​ra​ti​on was Cyre​ne.

    Grace hadn’t had much to do with him over the ye​ars. Her mot​her had sent him Christ​mas cards, and had kept track of him thro​ugh Gladys. The​re had be​en vi​sits - one or two - when Gra​ce was a kid. But the con​nec​ti​on was a re​mo​te one, as re​mo​te as Thorn​da​le it​self. For a long ti​me, Cyre​ne had be​en lit​tle mo​re to Gra​ce than a pho​to at the back of a dra​wer.

    Thank God, she tho​ught. Thank God for that, or I’d be well and truly stuf​fed.

    ‘Can Harry sle​ep in our ro​om?’ Nat​han as​ked la​ter, when Gra​ce was scra​ping the dis​hes and dark​ness was pres​sing in on all si​des, pus​hing aga​inst win​dows and fil​ling up cor​ners. Gra​ce only reg​ret​ted her de​ci​si​on to co​me to Thorn​da​le at night. Its iso​la​ti​on wor​ri​ed her then. She wo​uld pe​er in​to the vo​id aro​und the lit​tle ho​use, se​arc​hing for a glim​mer of yel​low light in the dis​tan​ce. She wo​uld stra​in to catch the so​und of a truck on the high​way.

    ‘Ask Cyre​ne,’ she rep​li​ed.

    ‘I did.’

    ‘What did he say?’

    ‘He sa​id ask yo​ur mum. Can I, Mum?’

    Grace he​si​ta​ted. Harry didn’t smell too go​od. He wasn’t a cle​an dog. But at le​ast he was a big one - a big dog with big te​eth.

    ‘Yeah, all right,’ she sa​id.

    ‘Yay!’

    ‘He’s not co​min in the bed, but. He stays on the flo​or.’

    ‘Okay.’

    ‘And if he plays up, he’s out. I me​an it.’

    ‘He won’t.’

    He didn’t eit​her. One whack on the no​se from Gra​ce’s Who We​ekly ma​ga​zi​ne was eno​ugh to set​tle him down. He cur​led up by the do​or li​ke a story​bo​ok dog, and for three ho​urs af​ter that he hardly ma​de a no​ise. Just a co​up​le of sne​ezes and one ‘thump’ when his fe​at​hery ta​il hit the skir​ting bo​ard. Gra​ce wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve known that he was in the ro​om, if she hadn’t left the lamp on.

    She co​uld no lon​ger sle​ep in the dark. She might do​ze, but only for a short ti​me, wa​king with a gasp and a start, sit​ting up and lis​te​ning, lis​te​ning. A light in her ro​om al​ways ma​de her fe​el sa​fer. Ever sin​ce the bu​si​ness in the car park, she had slept with a kni​fe be​si​de her bed.

    Nathan hadn’t as​ked abo​ut the kni​fe. He had le​ar​ned not to ask abo​ut a lot of things la​tely.

    Gazing at him as he lay sle​eping next to her, his arms flung wi​de, his silky ha​ir to​us​led, his lips bunc​hed and his las​hes qu​ive​ring slightly with every be​at of his pul​se, Gra​ce won​de​red how he had re​ma​ined so un​to​uc​hed. His skin was still per​fect. His eyes we​re still cle​ar. He still smi​led and tal​ked wit​ho​ut flinc​hing or stam​me​ring, eager to find out mo​re abo​ut the world. It was a blo​ody mi​rac​le.

    Or was it? Gra​ce wor​ri​ed abo​ut Nat​han. She was af​ra​id that he might be li​ke a pi​ece of wo​od gut​ted by ants, which wo​uld show no tra​ce of da​ma​ge on the out​si​de un​til it sud​denly ca​ved in un​der pres​su​re.

    She ho​ped not, but she had a bad fe​eling.

    It was one mo​re thing to ke​ep her awa​ke at night.

    The next day, Harry and Bit di​sap​pe​ared.

    They went out with Gra​ce and Nat​han, who wal​ked to the rid​ge and back af​ter lunch. Bit ne​ver ma​de it; he got ti​red and tur​ned ta​il for ho​me be​fo​re they had even cros​sed the first salt pan. Harry stuck it out tho​ugh. So​me​ti​mes bo​un​ding ahe​ad, so​me​ti​mes tra​iling be​hind, so​me​ti​mes swer​ving off to fol​low a scent in​to a thic​ket of mul​ga, he sta​yed with Gra​ce and Nat​han un​til they re​ac​hed the ‘wom​bat’ ho​le. Then, whi​le Nat​han was col​lec​ting peb​bles, Harry wan​de​red away. He of​ten did that. Gra​ce whist​led on​ce or twi​ce, but wasn’t surp​ri​sed when he fa​iled to res​pond. He was ba​rely mo​re than a puppy, and way​ward in his ha​bits. ‘Use​less,’ Cyre​ne cal​led him. Bit had be​en a wor​king dog, and wo​uld al​ways co​me to he​el, but Cyre​ne had ta​ken no tro​ub​le with Harry’s man​ners. He was too old, he sa​id, to start tra​ining up yo​ung dogs.

    Nathan li​ked the qu​artz peb​bles, which we​re pink and whi​te. He li​ked peb​bles with tra​ces of mi​ca in them, be​ca​use they glit​te​red in the sun. He put fif​te​en peb​bles in a plas​tic bag to ta​ke ho​me with him, and al​so fo​und a skull, very small, which Cyre​ne la​ter iden​ti​fi​ed as a she​ep’s skull. Gra​ce ag​re​ed that the skull co​uld co​me ho​me too; it was pic​ked cle​an and ble​ac​hed whi​te. Nat​han put it in the plas​tic bag with his peb​bles.

    They wal​ked back to Thorn​da​le cal​ling out Harry’s na​me and we​re surp​ri​sed to find that Bit hadn’t re​tur​ned to the ho​use. At first they didn’t worry. Nat​han bu​si​ed him​self ar​ran​ging his skull and peb​bles on a sandy stretch of gro​und be​si​de the big​gest wa​ter tank. Gra​ce went in​si​de to pho​ne her mum. She had pho​ned her mum every day sin​ce ar​ri​ving, al​ways re​ver​sing the char​ges. Her mum sa​id that everyt​hing was fi​ne. She had be​en to the doc​tor, who had gi​ven her an​ti​bi​otics for her chest in​fec​ti​on. As for the rest of the fa​mily, things we​re okay with them, too. Gary was wor​king a new job down at The Lord Nel​son. Sylvia and the kids we​re vi​si​ting Sylvia’s mot​her-in-law for a we​ek. Gra​ce’s co​usin An​ge​la had got en​ga​ged. ‘They’ll be thro​win a big party,’ Gra​ce’s mum po​in​ted out. ‘It’s in three we​eks ti​me. I sa​id I didn’t know if yiz co​uld ma​ke it.’ A pa​use. ‘Whad​da​ya rec​kon, Gra​cie? Will yiz be back by then?’

    Grace fid​dled with the pho​ne cord. ‘I dun​no,’ she sa​id.

    ‘No one’s se​en ’im. He’s cle​ared out, did I tell ya?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘Hasn’t co​me back, eit​her. Gary went aro​und and chec​ked. Ho​use is still empty. Car’s go​ne.’

    ‘What abo​ut the win​dow?’

    ‘Oh, we fi​xed that. Got​ta bit of plywo​od. Ha​ven’t told the agent, Gra​cie - not yet. It’s a shoc​kin mess in the​re, lo​ve, did y’know? That mir​ror ca​bi​net in the bath​ro​om, it’s be​en pul​led off the wall.’

    ‘Shit,’ sa​id Gra​ce.

    ‘And the ho​les in the bed​ro​om do​or, they’re gun​na set ya back a bit.’

    ‘Well I didn’t put ’em the​re. Why sho​uld I pay? He can.’

    ‘If we can find ’im.’

    ‘Before he finds me.’ Gra​ce hunc​hed her sho​ul​ders. ‘What did Mark say?’

    ‘He sa​id the cop​pers are on the lo​oko​ut, but y’know what they’re li​ke, the bas​tards. Po​or Gary can’t drop a cig​gie butt wit​ho​ut them jum​pin on top of ’im, but I get me blo​ody do​or kic​ked in and they don’t wan​na know. A do​mes​tic, they cal​led it. I sa​id, “Dja think I did it me​self,for God’s sa​ke? Me own blo​ody do​or?”’

    ‘But he’s bre​ac​hed an AVO, Mum!’

    ‘So? Cop​pers co​uldn’t gi​ve a stuff. Se​an was bloc​kin the blo​ody Gab​ri​els’ dri​ve​way, the ot​her day, and the cop​pers ca​me down on us li​ke a tun​na bricks, but when yo​ur blo​ody ex tras​hes me ho​use with a golf club, they’re so blo​ody slow that he’s go​ne be​fo​re they get he​re. And then they try to ma​ke out li​ke Mark did it. Just be​ca​use of that one ti​me. Even tho​ugh I told ’em Mark do​esn’t drink any mo​re. Bas​tards.’

    ‘You didn’t tell me that.’

    ‘Yeah, well.’

    ‘They don’t re​al​ly think Mark did it? Not when they know what hap​pe​ned ta me?’

    ‘Who can tell what they think? I sa​id to ’em, “Check for fuc​kin fin​gerp​rints” but they didn’t. I ha​ven’t he​ard a thing. Not one thing.’

    ‘But ya pres​sed char​ges?’

    ‘I told ’em who did it.’

    ‘But isn’t the​re a war​rant out, or so​met​hing?’

    ‘He tri​ed to clob​ber ya, didn’t he? Co​ur​se the​re’s a war​rant out. Mark says if he do​esn’t show up in co​urt next we​ek, he’s stuf​fed.’ Anot​her pa​use. ‘Yiz ough​ta show up yo​ur​self, Gra​cie. It won’t go down, ot​her​wi​se.’

    ‘But I can’t,’ Gra​ce whis​pe​red. Glan​cing out the win​dow, she saw Nat​han dra​wing in the dirt with a stick. ‘I can’t, Mum, he’ll kill me.’

    ‘He won’t.’

    ‘He will.’

    ‘He won’t. Mark’s he​re. Gary’s he​re. They’re big​ger’n he is.’

    But they’re not as me​an, Gra​ce tho​ught. They’re not as smart. And they’re not ob​ses​sed. Af​ter fi​ve ye​ars of mar​ri​age, Gra​ce knew her hus​band bet​ter than an​yo​ne. She had the scars to pro​ve it. What her mum didn’t un​ders​tand - what Mark and Gary and Se​an and Sylvia and Frank didn’t un​ders​tand - was that the man who had pro​mi​sed to kill her was in​sa​ne. Ac​tu​al​ly in​sa​ne. It had ta​ken her ye​ars to work that out. She hadn’t re​al​ly be​li​eved it her​self, un​til she had tri​ed to le​ave him.

    Mark had hit Mum a few ti​mes be​fo​re gi​ving up the bo​oze. Gary had on​ce dri​ven a car over his ex-girlf​ri​end’s ma​il​box, and Se​an and Sylvia we​re al​ways figh​ting abo​ut mo​ney. But Gary had be​en drunk at the ti​me, and had be​en as​ha​med of him​self af​ter​wards. Se​an and Sylvia ne​ver threw anyt​hing or hit an​yo​ne; they just scre​amed. They we​re nor​mal, hard​wor​king pe​op​le trying to sort out the​ir prob​lems as best they co​uld.

    They didn’t un​ders​tand how crazy so​me pe​op​le co​uld get - per​haps be​ca​use Gra​ce had ne​ver told them the who​le story. At first she had be​en pro​tec​ting her hus​band. He had be​en la​id off and was very stres​sed, and she was su​re that, on​ce he had fo​und anot​her job, he wo​uld stop tying her to to​wel ra​ils and hi​ding all her clot​hes and punc​hing her in the ribs. Then, when things fa​iled to imp​ro​ve, she had hid​den the bru​ises from her fa​mily be​ca​use he had thre​ate​ned to go​uge her eyes out and slit her sto​mach open if she didn’t. She was frigh​te​ned of him, and as​ha​med of her​self. As​ha​med of what she had got her​self in​to, aga​inst her mot​her’s ad​vi​ce. Her mum had war​ned her se​ve​ral ti​mes: ‘Thinks the sun shi​nes out of his own ar​se, do​esn’t he?’ But Gra​ce had cho​sen to go her own way.

    Only when the blows had star​ted to fall on Nat​han had she fi​nal​ly so​ught help. And the re​sult? Her ho​use tras​hed. Her fa​mily at​tac​ked. End​less pho​ne calls, with he​avy bre​at​hing on the ot​her end of the li​ne. Slas​hed tyres and graf​fi​ti: ‘Cunt’, ‘Slag’, ‘Black bitch’. Then the un​lucky conf​ron​ta​ti​on in a car park. The Ap​pre​hen​ded Vi​olen​ce Or​der. The let​ter, typed: Yo​ur de​ad.

    She had thrown that away, li​ke an idi​ot. She sho​uld ha​ve kept it - may​be had it chec​ked for fin​gerp​rints. But she had pa​nic​ked and flus​hed it down the to​ilet, so that Gary and Se​an wo​uldn’t see it. If they had, she knew, they wo​uld ha​ve go​ne to be​at the crap out of the​ir brot​her-in-law. And he wo​uld ha​ve kil​led them. So​me​how, he wo​uld ha​ve. She was su​re of it.

    ‘I can’t co​me back un​til they find him,’ she sa​id. ‘I can’t, Mum.’

    ‘Well...’ Her mot​her sig​hed. ‘How’s Nat​han, any​way?’

    ‘Good. He’s go​od. He just fo​und a skull ta play with.’

    ‘Trust Nat​han.’

    ‘We’re gun​na put so​me fo​od out for the kan​ga​ro​os. Cyre​ne says the ants’ll get it first, but Nat​han wants ta see kan​ga​ro​os. They won’t co​me in​si​de the fen​ce coz​za the dogs.’

    ‘Say hel​lo to Cyre​ne for me.’

    ‘I will.’

    ‘Give Nat​han a kiss.’

    ‘Uh-huh.’

    ‘Gotta go, lo​ve. Me​ter’s run​nin.’

    ‘Yeah. Right.’

    Grace hung up. Cyre​ne was lis​te​ning to the ra​dio in his bed​ro​om; he spent a lot of ti​me do​ing that. Gra​ce went to bring in the la​undry, be​fo​re mo​ving all the bre​ad crusts and ap​ple co​res and po​ta​to pe​elings from the rub​bish bin in​to a big plas​tic bag. She and Nat​han to​ok this bag to the ot​her si​de of the fen​ce, whe​re they emp​ti​ed its con​tents on​to the gro​und ne​ar a scat​te​ring of fresh pel​lets.

    ‘Tonight,’ she pro​mi​sed, ‘we’ll co​me out with a torch, and see if we can spot so​me ro​os. Be​fo​re they hop away.’

    ‘What abo​ut the dogs, Mum?’

    ‘We’ll ke​ep the dogs in​si​de.’

    ‘Where are the dogs, Mum?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘I wish they’d co​me back.’

    Grace sha​ded her eyes and pe​ered at the ho​ri​zon. The squ​at clumps of salt​bush we​re cas​ting long sha​dows. In​vi​sib​le birds we​re be​gin​ning to chat​ter and chir​rup in the gro​und​co​ver. The​re was a to​uch of co​ol​ness in the air.

    ‘Here, Bit​bit​bit​bit​bit!’ she cri​ed. ‘He​re, boy!’

    ‘Whistle, Mum.’

    Grace whist​led. Nat​han tri​ed to whist​le.

    ‘Harry!’ he cal​led.

    ‘Harry! He​re, boy! He​re, Bit​bit​bit​bit​bit!’ 
    They didn’t co​me. Gra​ce told Nat​han not to worry - they wo​uld co​me for the​ir din​ner. She went in​si​de, le​aving Nat​han to call the​ir na​mes, and ope​ned a can of dog fo​od. Af​ter scra​ping its con​tents in​to the two bat​te​red dog bowls that sat by the back do​or, she be​gan to rat​tle a spo​on aro​und in​si​de the empty can.

    ‘Hee-yar! Hee-yar!’ she cri​ed.

    ‘You fe​edin the dogs?’ Cyre​ne re​mar​ked, from be​hind her. He ga​ve her qu​ite a sca​re. Tur​ning, she saw that he was ble​ary-eyed, his yel​low fa​ce cre​ased and his whi​te ha​ir to​us​led. He had be​en as​le​ep, she de​ci​ded.

    ‘They won’t co​me ho​me,’ she sa​id.

    ‘Dogs?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘Bit?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    Cyrene blew air thro​ugh his den​tu​res, and pro​du​ced a pi​er​cing whist​le. Then they wa​ited, lis​te​ning hard. But the​re was no res​pon​se. No dis​tant bark or howl.

    Cyrene tug​ged at his wa​ist​band. He shuf​fled out in​to the yard, his old slip​pers flap​ping. Stan​ding with his hands on his hips, he whist​led aga​in.

    Nathan co​ve​red his ears.

    ‘You check the shed?’ Cyre​ne as​ked Gra​ce.

    ‘No...’

    Cyrene grun​ted. Nat​han fol​lo​wed him aro​und the si​de of the ho​use, past the brand-new alu​mi​ni​um ga​ra​ge. Be​hind it sto​od the dogs’ shed. It con​ta​ined a dirty pla​id rug, a shred​ded ten​nis ball, a plas​tic bowl full of wa​ter and a co​up​le of te​et​hing toys - but no dogs.

    ‘Harry might be in tro​ub​le,’ Cyre​ne grow​led, ‘but Bit sho​uld be back.’

    ‘What co​ul​da hap​pe​ned?’ Gra​ce kept her vo​ice low, be​ca​use Nat​han was fid​dling aro​und with Harry’s plas​tic bo​ne, and she didn’t want him to he​ar.

    ‘Maybe they got on​to the high​way,’ Cyre​ne sug​ges​ted. ‘May​be they got hit.’

    ‘Both of ’em?’

    ‘Or they ate po​iso​ned ba​it.’

    ‘Oh no.’ Gra​ce was shoc​ked. ‘Ro​und he​re?’

    Cyrene shrug​ged. ‘Not my land, most of it. If Ric​ket​ts wants to ba​it cats or fo​xes, it’s nun​na my bu​si​ness.’

    Suddenly Nat​han jo​ined in. He tap​ped his mot​her on the hip.

    ‘Can we lo​ok for ’em?’ he pi​ped up. ‘Can I go? Mum?’

    Grace sho​ok her he​ad. ‘It’s too la​te,’ she rep​li​ed. ‘It’s get​tin dark.’

    ‘But they might be lost!’ Nat​han pro​tes​ted.

    ‘You do what yo​ur mum says. They’re my dogs, I’ll lo​ok for ’em.’

    ‘Now?’ as​ked Gra​ce.

    ‘I’ll ta​ke the car down to the ro​ad. See if anyt​hing’s be​en hit.’

    ‘I’m sorry, Cy.’ Gra​ce felt bad. ‘I tho​ught Bit was he​adin ho​me. I sho​ul​da kept an eye on ’em.’

    ‘It’s not yo​ur fa​ult. Bit’s an old dog. And Harry’s a me​na​ce.’

    ‘I lo​ve Harry!’ Nat​han ble​ated.

    ‘Yeah, well...’ Cyre​ne glan​ced at Gra​ce. ‘He’ll be back.’

    Cyrene re​tur​ned to the ho​use, whe​re he put on his hat and bo​ots. Then he clim​bed in​to his whi​te ute and di​sap​pe​ared in a clo​ud of red dust, he​ading west to​wards the high​way. Gra​ce to​ok Nat​han in​si​de. First she ga​ve him a wash, run​ning half a buc​ket of wa​ter in​to the bot​tom of Cyre​ne’s big old bath, which Nat​han didn’t li​ke. (The​re was a black patch at the bot​tom of the bath whe​re the ena​mel had worn away. Nat​han re​fu​sed to sit on it, for so​me re​ason.) Next, ha​ving scrub​bed the grit out of her son’s ha​ir, she dres​sed him in his Po​oh Be​ar pyj​amas and let him lo​ose. She was just abo​ut to pull a pac​ket of fro​zen mi​xed ve​ge​tab​les from the tiny fre​ezer com​part​ment of Cyre​ne’s pus-co​lo​ured frid​ge when she he​ard Nat​han shri​ek from the back do​or.

    ‘Mum! Mum! Lis​ten!’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Come he​re! Qu​ick!’

    Sighing, Gra​ce tur​ned off the cold wa​ter tap. She went to jo​in her son. Dusk had set​tled, de​ade​ning the red glow of the earth and blur​ring the spiky out​li​nes of the sur​ro​un​ding scrub. A fa​int bre​eze tug​ged at Gra​ce’s ha​ir as Nat​han grab​bed her skirt and pul​led her ac​ross the wi​re do​or​mat. She co​uld he​ar a no​ise - a whi​ning no​ise. An​xi​o​usly she squ​in​ted in the di​rec​ti​on of the ga​ra​ge, which was a dim grey sha​pe lo​oming to her right.

    ‘Is it Harry, Mum?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘Harry!’

    ‘Wait.’ She yan​ked him back. ‘Put yo​ur sho​es on.’

    ‘But Mu-um ...’

    ‘There’s sna​kes, Nat​han, and ya can’t blo​ody see. Now put yo​ur sho​es on!’

    ‘Look! Mum! It’s Harry!’

    He was a pa​le sha​pe mo​ving slowly - very slowly - to​wards the gol​den light that spil​led from the do​or​way. Gra​ce knew at on​ce that he was sick. His back legs we​re drag​ging, he lurc​hed and stag​ge​red, his he​ad hung low. He was crip​pled and fa​iling - blind, per​haps. His ribs la​bo​ured. His ton​gue flap​ped li​ke a torn rag.

    ‘Get back in​si​de,’ sa​id Gra​ce.

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Just do it.’

    ‘But I don’t wan​na!’

    ‘Bloody do it, Nat​han! He’s sick, all right?’

    Instead, Nat​han dar​ted for​ward. The dog was clo​ser now, his mat​ted co​at and dro​oling jaws cle​arly vi​sib​le. The whi​ning was ce​ase​less, high-pitc​hed, pla​in​ti​ve. He swung his he​ad.

    ‘Nathan!’ Se​e​ing her son fal​ter, Gra​ce smac​ked him on the re​ar. ‘Di​dja he​ar me, ya lit​tle bug​ger? Get in​si​de!’

    Nathan burst in​to te​ars.

    ‘What’s wrong with ’im?’

    ‘I dun​no! I’ll find out! Just get in​si​de!’

    Nathan ret​re​ated; Gra​ce ad​van​ced. She didn’t know much abo​ut dogs - not the way Mark did. She didn’t know what hap​pe​ned when they ate pes​ti​ci​de or got bit​ten by ticks or we​re hit by cars. Had Harry be​en hit by a car? Had he frac​tu​red his spi​ne, or so​met​hing?

    ‘Hey, Harry,’ she mur​mu​red. ‘Whas​sup, boy?’

    Harry yel​ped, lun​ged for​ward, and fell. He strug​gled to ri​se aga​in on sha​king legs. Gra​ce he​ard the rat​tle and ro​ar of an ap​pro​ac​hing en​gi​ne; she stra​igh​te​ned, and sig​hed.

    ‘Cyrene’s back,’ she sa​id. ‘Go get him, Nat​han.’

    ‘What’s wrong with Harry?’ Nat​han sob​bed. ‘Po​or Harry!’

    ‘I dun​no what’s wrong. Cyre​ne will know.’ Se​e​ing Nat​han he​ad back in​to the ho​use, she ad​ded, ‘Don’t go out front till he’s tur​ned the en​gi​ne off! Nat​han? Di​dja he​ar me?’

    It oc​cur​red to Gra​ce that Harry might ha​ve ra​bi​es. Didn’t dogs dro​ol and stag​ger when they had ra​bi​es? She co​uldn’t re​call. She to​ok a step back, trying to re​mem​ber whe​re Cyre​ne kept his gun. He had one, she was su​re of it. An old rif​le.

    Harry fell down - and this ti​me he didn’t get up. He just lay the​re, pan​ting li​ke a ma​rat​hon run​ner.

    After a whi​le, Gra​ce he​ard he​avy bo​ots on the li​no​le​um be​hind her. Flo​or​bo​ards cre​aked, and she smel​led to​bac​co - Cyre​ne’s fa​vo​uri​te brand. Pat​te​ring fo​ots​teps told her that Nat​han was al​so co​ming down the hall.

    She tur​ned.

    ‘Harry’s back?’ as​ked Cyre​ne.

    ‘He’s sick,’ sa​id Nat​han. ‘Re​al sick, lo​ok! Po​or Harry.’ He wrig​gled bet​we​en them, all knobs and jo​ints. ‘Is he gun​na die?’

    ‘I dun​no.’ Gra​ce glan​ced at Cyre​ne. His eyes we​re lost in the po​uc​hes and cre​ases that sur​ro​un​ded them. He wal​ked down the back steps - thump! thump! - just as Harry’s limbs be​gan to twitch.

    Cyrene stop​ped in his tracks. ‘Ah, bug​ger,’ he sa​id.

    Then he sent Gra​ce to get a blan​ket.

    

    

CHAPTER 2 
    

    Alec ‘Dozy’ Mil​ler lay in a Mil​du​ra mo​tel, thin​king abo​ut his sis​ter-in-law.

    He had be​en thin​king abo​ut her all day, off and on. Du​ring the long ha​ul from Bro​ken Hill, down the Sil​ver City High​way, the​re had be​en not​hing much el​se to think abo​ut. And af​ter dum​ping his lo​ad of blue me​tal ag​gre​ga​te, he had fo​und him​self at a lo​ose end, with a lot of empty ho​urs to fill. (The com​pany was put​ting him up in Mil​du​ra for the night be​ca​use he’d had to le​ave his Mack Su​per li​ner, ‘Di​esel Dog’, with Kenny for re​pa​irs.) He pro​bably co​uld ha​ve go​ne to a pub, or lo​oked up his co​usin Pat, but he hadn’t do​ne eit​her. Ins​te​ad he had wal​ked down Eighth Stre​et to De​akin Ave​nue, bo​ught him​self a big, sloppy ham​bur​ger with chips, stop​ped in at a bot​tle shop to pick up a six​pack of be​er, and re​tur​ned to the mo​tel. The​re he had drunk his be​er in bed, won​de​ring what to do.

    He co​uldn’t get away from it: he had a crush on his sis​ter-in law. May​be it was even mo​re than a crush. May​be it was the re​al thing. Be​ca​use how co​uld you tell the dif​fe​ren​ce? Alec co​uldn’t. He was al​ways thin​king abo​ut Jani​ne. He had fan​ta​si​es abo​ut her. Every ti​me they we​re in the sa​me ro​om to​get​her, he wo​uld light up li​ke a Christ​mas tree - he blo​ody well knew it. He co​uldn’t un​ders​tand why Darryl hadn’t no​ti​ced, tho​ugh he pro​bably wo​uld so​on. They all li​ved in the sa​me ho​use, for fuck’s sa​ke; so​met​hing was bo​und to gi​ve, and it wo​uld pro​bably be Alec's self-cont​rol.

    He felt so bad abo​ut it. Af​ter Mic​hel​le had fi​nal​ly chuc​ked him (‘Why do I ha​ve to think of everyt​hing? Why do I ha​ve to do everyt​hing? I’m sick of it! I’m sick of the sight of you, sit​ting aro​und on yo​ur ar​se!’), Alec had be​en fe​eling li​ke ten kinds of shit. He had be​en cha​sed out in​to the stre​et by a scre​aming girlf​ri​end in the mid​dle of the night, comp​le​tely shell-shoc​ked, and Darryl had ta​ken him in. Lent him a to​othb​rush and a pa​ir of pyj​amas. Go​ne with him back to Mic​hel​le’s pla​ce the next mor​ning, whe​re they had col​lec​ted all his stuff (most of it from the front yard) and whe​re Darryl had gi​ven Mic​hel​le a pi​ece of his mind, ac​cu​sing her of be​ing a crazy cunt. Then Alec had mo​ved in​to Darryl’s third bed​ro​om.

    And how had Alec re​pa​id his el​der brot​her for the​se ge​ne​ro​us acts? By fal​ling for Jani​ne.

    The funny thing was, Alec had ne​ver tho​ught much abo​ut Jani​ne be​fo​re mo​ving in​to her ho​use. His ot​her brot​her, Mi​ke, had al​ways bad​mo​ut​hed his sis​ter-in-law (tho​ugh not to Darryl’s fa​ce). He’d al​ways sa​id that she was pushy. Whe​ne​ver Alec re​mar​ked that Jani​ne was, as far as he co​uld see, the qu​i​etest and most re​ti​ring of wo​men, who hardly ope​ned her mo​uth at fa​mily get-to​get​hers, Mi​ke wo​uld po​int out that, whi​le she might co​me ac​ross as shy, she ac​tu​al​ly tho​ught her​self a cut abo​ve the rest of them. You only had to lo​ok at the ho​use she had ma​de Darryl buy. Brand new, do​ub​le brick, three bed​ro​oms and a study, en​su​ite, lands​ca​ping, auto​ma​tic ga​ra​ge do​or - the works. She had Darryl out all we​ekend - mo​wing, fer​ti​li​sing, hand​wa​te​ring, whi​le she went abo​ut spen​ding his hard-ear​ned on fancy cur​ta​ins, bird baths, por​ce​la​in dolls (she col​lec​ted them) and all kinds of ot​her use​less shit.

    ‘She might lo​ok li​ke a puff of wind wo​uld blow her away,’ sa​id Mi​ke, ‘but I tell ya, ma​te - she cracks the blo​ody whip in that ho​use.’

    Alec had his do​ubts abo​ut that, be​ca​use Darryl was a con​fi​dent sort of blo​ke with firm vi​ews on things. He had to be: he ow​ned his own bu​si​ness. Af​ter mo​ving in​to Darryl’s ho​use, Alec qu​ickly saw that his ins​tincts had be​en right. Darryl was no hen​pec​ked hus​band, and Jani​ne was no ball-bre​aker. It was mo​re comp​li​ca​ted than that. Darryl wan​ted to be a suc​cess, and in many ways he was. But as far as his ho​use and gar​den we​re con​cer​ned, he wasn’t qu​ite su​re what suc​cess sho​uld lo​ok li​ke. He re​li​ed on Jani​ne to tell him what to do with his flo​ral plan​tings, his wal​lpa​per, his di​ning ro​om su​ite. He trus​ted her tas​te - her ins​tincts - be​ca​use she ca​me from Ade​la​ide, and was a tra​ined flo​rist, with a dip​lo​ma. Ever​yo​ne ag​re​ed that Jani​ne had a bit of style abo​ut her. Even with a two-ye​ar-old kid in tow, she al​ways lo​oked ne​at and tidy. She was a lit​tle wo​man, small-bo​ned, with ni​ce legs and cle​an skin, blon​de high​lights, nar​row sho​ul​ders, not much chest. She fa​vo​ured de​li​ca​te gold jewel​lery; her clot​hes we​re ca​re​ful​ly cho​sen and be​a​uti​ful​ly la​un​de​red. She wo​re mostly pa​le co​lo​urs - pinks and ma​uves, prim​ro​se yel​low, cre​am, be​ige, sto​ne, salt​bush grey - and she smel​led go​od.

    She was a ter​ri​fic ho​use​ke​eper and a re​aso​nab​le co​ok, but Alec had tho​ught her a bit dull at first. A bit bland. He’d tho​ught that fuc​king her must be li​ke fuc​king a stick of chalk. Gra​du​al​ly, ho​we​ver, he had be​gun to chan​ge his mind. It had star​ted with the re​ali​sa​ti​on that the kind of ho​use Jani​ne kept, with its spot​less sur​fa​ces and ni​ce smells and ple​asant at​mosp​he​re, to​ok mo​re than just a knack. It to​ok re​lent​less or​ga​ni​sa​ti​on, a hu​ge amo​unt of work, which Jani​ne tack​led wit​ho​ut ma​king a big thing of it. He ad​mi​red her for that. He al​so be​gan to see that whi​le she wasn’t cons​tantly well gro​omed - whi​le she did ha​ve mor​nings whe​re she slop​ped aro​und in a dres​sing gown with her ha​ir in her eyes - she re​ma​ined all soft aro​und the ed​ges, li​ke a rab​bit. And she did ha​ve a sen​se of hu​mo​ur. Alec didn’t catch it for a whi​le, be​ca​use it was so sub​du​ed, so de​ad​pan. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly he wo​uld see her eyes glint, or her lips twist. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly she wo​uld drop a ca​su​al re​mark, in her lit​tle bird’s vo​ice, that wo​uld ma​ke him do a do​ub​le ta​ke be​fo​re he star​ted to la​ugh.

    Gradually, he had fo​und him​self wa​iting for her to co​me ho​me, watc​hing her as she mo​ved aro​und, hel​ping her to lift Ron​nie. And then - bang. It had hap​pe​ned. And now he was well and truly fuc​ked. Be​ca​use the​re was not​hing he co​uld do abo​ut it, was the​re? Ex​cept mo​ve out. Even if Alec had be​en wil​ling to bet​ray Darryl, he co​uldn’t exactly com​pe​te with him. All Alec co​uld bo​ast was a ten-ye​ar-old hatch​back, a few gar​ba​ge bags full of clot​hes, and a truc​kie’s job. And his lo​oks, of co​ur​se - no one co​uld deny that he was the best lo​oking of the Mul​ler boys, tho​ugh he wasn’t very tall, and was star​ting to lo​se a few ha​irs off the top. Even Jani​ne had sa​id so​met​hing abo​ut wis​hing that Darryl had Alec’s eye​las​hes. But what go​od did it do, ha​ving the lon​gest las​hes and the thic​kest, cur​li​est ha​ir in the fa​mily, when Darryl had a na​me, a bu​si​ness, a ho​use, two cars, a wi​de-scre​en TV, a mas​si​ve DVD col​lec​ti​on, a two-ye​ar-old son and his grand​fat​her’s old short-wa​ve ra​dio set? Alec had not​hing to of​fer that co​uld even co​me clo​se. He knew that. Hell, he ac​cep​ted it.

    He didn’t know what he wo​uld do if Jani​ne ever did turn aro​und and lo​ok him in the eye, and start un​ho​oking her bra. He li​ked to ima​gi​ne it - he of​ten did when he was lying in bed - but fan​tasy and re​ality are en​ti​rely dif​fe​rent things. He was old eno​ugh to re​ali​se that. Any​way, if Jani​ne ever star​ted to be​ha​ve li​ke a Play​boy cen​t​re​fold, she wo​uldn’t be Jani​ne any mo​re. That was the who​le po​int. She was so pa​le and pretty and who​le​so​me, li​ke so​met​hing off the Be​at​rix Pot​ter pla​tes that she kept in her lo​un​ge ro​om; she had char​med Alec for that very re​ason. He didn’t want her to start strut​ting aro​und in red sa​tin ted​di​es and fish-net stoc​kings. At le​ast . . . well, not very of​ten.

    No. He was stuck, all right. He lo​ved her but he didn’t want to spo​il her mar​ri​age. He was as​ha​med of him​self but he didn’t want to le​ave her ho​use. He wis​hed to be the most im​por​tant per​son in her li​fe (as she was in his) but had no de​si​re to ru​in the cur​rent ar​ran​ge​ments, which su​ited him very well.

    It was ob​vi​o​us, tho​ugh, that he co​uldn’t go on li​ving with her - not if he didn’t want the shit to hit the fan. He had an ink​ling that she was fond of him, that she li​ked ha​ving him aro​und, but her at​ti​tu​de co​uld chan​ge if she got sca​red. He just wasn’t su​re how she re​al​ly felt. So​me​ti​mes she co​uld be a bit flirty, but only in a sis​ter-in-law kind of way. At ot​her ti​mes she tre​ated him li​ke her two-ye​ar-old, scol​ding him gently for get​ting to​ma​to sa​uce on his go​od T-shirt, or tel​ling him to comb his ha​ir. May​be, he tho​ught glo​omily, I’m just a lit​tle brot​her to her, the way I am to Darryl.

    Heaving him​self off the bed, Alec shuf​fled in​to the bath​ro​om, pe​eled the pa​per strip off the to​ilet se​at (‘Sa​ni​ti​sed for yo​ur con​ve​ni​en​ce’) and emp​ti​ed his blad​der. Then he was​hed his hands. The fa​ce that sta​red back at him out of the mir​ror was cre​ased, scrubby, sul​len. It lo​oked at ho​me among all the ex​po​sed brick and mo​uldy gro​uting in that bath​ro​om. Jani​ne’s bath​ro​oms (both of them) we​re light, airy and spot​les​sly cle​an, full of pink por​ce​la​in and fluffy whi​te to​wels. They al​so smel​led, subtly, of Jani​ne.

    He was so in​fa​tu​ated with her that he even fo​und him​self mo​oning over things li​ke her al​mond bath salts and her elect​ric to​othb​rush.

    But he wo​uld ha​ve to get a grip on him​self. He knew that. The tro​ub​le was, he didn’t ha​ve much el​se to think abo​ut. For the last three ye​ars, his plans had be​en all ti​ed up with Mic​hel​le. They had tal​ked abo​ut bu​ying a ho​use to​get​her, ta​king a trip to Fi​ji, may​be get​ting mar​ri​ed and ha​ving kids. The usu​al sort of thing. Mic​hel​le had ta​ken the le​ad, and Alec had drif​ted along be​hind her, ag​re​e​ing with everyt​hing she sug​ges​ted in the cer​ta​in know​led​ge that if Mic​hel​le was aro​und, he wo​uld ha​ve the abi​lity to ma​ke all tho​se dre​ams co​me true. They had be​en her dre​ams, rat​her than his dre​ams, but he had li​ked them. He had li​ked ha​ving go​als mo​re subs​tan​ti​al than sa​ving for a car; he had li​ked be​ing part of a re​cog​ni​sab​le unit. Be​fo​re me​eting Mic​hel​le, he had be​en drif​ting aro​und, li​ving so​me​ti​mes with his dad, so​me​ti​mes with his ma​tes, ski​ving off to Ade​la​ide oc​ca​si​onal​ly, or​ga​ni​sing the odd po​ol to​ur​na​ment, wor​king at all kinds of part-ti​me jobs: re​mo​va​list, cab dri​ver, bar ten​der, brick​la​yer’s as​sis​tant. In ot​her words, his li​fe had be​en a dog’s bre​ak​fast, and he had ra​rely lo​oked ahe​ad furt​her than his next pay-day.

    Michelle had chan​ged all that. She had ta​ken him in hand - gi​ven his li​fe so​me struc​tu​re. But she had grown ti​red of her ca​re​ta​ker’s ro​le. That bu​si​ness with the was​hing - that had be​en the last straw as far as Mic​hel​le was con​cer​ned. When she had re​tur​ned ho​me from a three-we​ek trip to Ade​la​ide and fo​und a pi​le of stin​king la​undry (which Alec had for​got​ten to hang out) sit​ting in the bot​tom of the was​hing mac​hi​ne . . . well, she had tur​ned on Alec. De​ci​ded that he was a ‘use​less was​te of fuc​king spa​ce’. Cut him ad​rift, so that he was on​ce mo​re wit​ho​ut go​als, wit​ho​ut a tet​her, wit​ho​ut anyt​hing par​ti​cu​lar to think abo​ut, or plan for. No won​der he had be​co​me ob​ses​sed with Jani​ne. She was ob​vi​o​usly fil​ling a sud​den gap in his li​fe. He had latc​hed on​to her be​ca​use the​re was no one el​se to latch on​to.

    Just be​ca​use he lo​ved her on the re​bo​und, ho​we​ver, didn’t me​an that it wasn’t go​ing to be hell, mo​ving away from her. Set​ting up on his own aga​in. As a mat​ter of fact, Alec wasn’t su​re that he co​uld ma​ke it on his own. Mi​ke and Dad we​re still li​ving to​get​her in the old ho​use, which only had two bed​ro​oms. Wo​uld they obj​ect, he won​de​red, if he cle​ared the junk off the back ve​ran​da and mo​ved in the​re for a whi​le? The back ve​ran​da wasn’t very well in​su​la​ted, but it was en​c​lo​sed. He co​uld se​al so​me of the cracks, hang a few thick cur​ta​ins, bor​row a fan and a he​ater, buy or beg a lar​ge pi​ece of car​pet of​fcut. He co​uld ma​ke it com​for​tab​le.

    But ever​yo​ne wo​uld ask why, of co​ur​se. If he mo​ved in​to his own pla​ce, no one wo​uld qu​es​ti​on that; it wo​uld be the ma​tu​re thing to do, the sort of thing most pe​op​le wo​uld do, af​ter li​ving with the fa​mily for a spell. But why mo​ve out of yo​ur brot​her’s ni​ce spa​re bed​ro​om in​to the lo​usy, dra​ughty back ve​ran​da of yo​ur fat​her’s ho​use? What kind of sen​sib​le re​ason co​uld you gi​ve for do​ing that?

    I’ll say I’ve be​en fe​eling gu​ilty, Alec de​ci​ded, as he threw him​self back on​to the bed and pic​ked up the TV re​mo​te. I’ll say it’s ti​me that Darryl and Jani​ne and Ron​nie had the ho​use to them​sel​ves. Be​ca​use it’s true - it is ti​me. I’ve be​en the​re two months now. They must be get​ting sick of me.

    But even as he prac​ti​sed the​se an​no​un​ce​ments in his he​ad, he co​uldn’t help ima​gi​ning what Jani​ne’s res​pon​se might be. ‘Oh no,’ she might say. ‘Oh no, Alec, we lo​ve ha​ving you he​re. You’re so go​od with Ron​nie. It’s gre​at to ha​ve a li​ve-in baby​sit​ter. Any​way, you can’t sle​ep on that aw​ful ve​ran​da. You’ll catch yo​ur de​ath.’

    Dreamily, Alec be​gan to in​dul​ge in furt​her vi​si​ons of what Jani​ne might do if he thre​ate​ned to le​ave. Sup​po​se he in​sis​ted? Sup​po​se she be​gan to cry? Sup​po​se he as​ked her why she was crying, and she wo​uldn’t say, and he pres​sed her, and she as​ked him not to ma​ke her say it. He must know how she felt but it was wrong to ma​ke her say it . . .

    Having not​hing el​se to do, Alec jer​ked off. Then - af​ter a de​cent in​ter​val - he tur​ned on the te​le​vi​si​on, flip​ping thro​ugh the chan​nels un​til he stumb​led upon a cric​ket match.

    He fell as​le​ep to the drowsy so​und of Ric​hie Be​na​ud’s com​men​tary, his he​ad still full of Jani​ne.

    Harry di​ed du​ring the night. Gra​ce lay awa​ke for ho​urs as Nat​han mut​te​red and thras​hed abo​ut in his sle​ep; aro​und one a.m. she he​ard shuf​fling fo​ots​teps pass her ro​om. She he​ard he​avy bre​at​hing, the back do​or cre​ak, the scre​en do​or slam. Then not​hing for a whi​le.

    She got up (ca​re​ful​ly, so as not to wa​ke her son) and met Cyre​ne in the hall. He was re​tur​ning to his own bed​ro​om, car​rying a torch.

    ‘What’s wrong?’ she whis​pe​red.

    Cyrene blin​ked at her. He had thrown a brown ra​in​co​at over his stri​ped pyj​ama top and baggy old track pants. His te​eth we​re out, so his vo​ice was dis​tor​ted.

    ‘Harry’sh go​ne. I put him in de shed.’

    ‘Oh no, Cy.’ Gra​ce co​ve​red her mo​uth. ‘God, I’m sorry.’

    He shrug​ged. ‘Po​is​hin,’ he sa​id. ‘God​da be. Ars​he​nic, may​be? Rat ba​it? Al​waysh dush the job.’

    ‘Y’reckon?’

    He nod​ded. She sa​id go​od​night. Back in bed, she tho​ught abo​ut Cyre​ne, and how he had ta​ken Harry in​to his ro​om, wrap​ped him in a blan​ket, la​id him on news​pa​pers. The dog had be​en co​ve​red in shit and vo​mit, but Cyre​ne hadn’t tri​ed to cle​an him up. He hadn’t do​ne anyt​hing much, li​ke gi​ve the dog mus​tard and wa​ter or any ot​her kind of ho​me re​medy that wo​uld ma​ke him pu​ke. When Gra​ce had sug​ges​ted it, Cyre​ne had sha​ken his he​ad. ‘Too la​te,’ he’d dec​la​red.

    And now Harry was go​ne. Po​or Cyre​ne. All he had for com​pany we​re his dogs - what wo​uld he do wit​ho​ut them?

    The next mor​ning, whi​le they dres​sed to​get​her, she bro​ke the news to Nat​han. ‘Harry was re​al​ly sick,’ she exp​la​ined. ‘He ate so​met​hing and it kil​led him. So​met​hing po​iso​no​us.’

    ‘Oh.’ Nat​han swal​lo​wed, but didn’t cry. ‘Whe​re is he?’

    ‘In the shed. We’ll bury him la​ter.’

    ‘Where?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘Is Bit back?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘Can we lo​ok for ’im?’

    ‘After bre​ak​fast.’

    Cyrene was still in his ro​om. Gra​ce sus​pec​ted that he hadn’t slept much. But he ap​pe​ared whi​le she and Nat​han we​re eating, drawn per​haps by the bub​bling ket​tle, the hiss of frying eggs, the smell of hot to​ast. His fa​ce lo​oked mo​re slack and we​ary than usu​al.

    ‘Hello,’ sa​id Gra​ce. ‘Want an egg? To​ast?’

    ‘Thanks,’ he mut​te​red, sit​ting down.

    ‘Hello, Cyre​ne.’ Nat​han lo​oked up from his ce​re​al and la​unc​hed stra​ight in​to the su​bj​ect that was oc​cup​ying his tho​ughts. ‘Harry di​ed, eh?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘Poor Harry. Can I help bury ’im?’

    Cyrene fumb​led in his bre​ast poc​ket and drew out a pac​ket of ci​ga​ret​te pa​pers. Grip​ping one bet​we​en his te​eth (which we​re back in his mo​uth now) he re​ac​hed in​to his tro​user poc​ket and pro​du​ced to​bac​co.

    ‘Ask yo​ur mum,’ he rep​li​ed.

    ‘I did al​re​ady. She sa​id I can.’

    Cyrene grun​ted. His thick, yel​low fin​gers ma​ni​pu​la​ted the lo​ose to​bac​co and fi​ne-gra​ined pa​per with surp​ri​sing de​li​cacy.

    ‘Did she?’ he grow​led. Gra​ce glan​ced at him, won​de​ring if she had he​ard a tra​ce of di​sap​pro​val in his vo​ice.

    ‘Is it okay, Cy?’ she as​ked. ‘Tell me if it isn’t.’

    ‘Nah, it’s all right.’

    ‘Sure?’

    ‘Yeah, ye​ah.’ He got up. ‘I’ll ne​ed help to dig a ho​le that si​ze.’

    ‘Where ya go​in?’

    In reply he twitc​hed his ci​ga​ret​te at her, rol​ling it bet​we​en his first and mid​dle fin​ger, be​fo​re le​aving the ro​om. Gra​ce felt bad that he had to go out​si​de to smo​ke, but the​re was Nat​han to con​si​der. And it wasn’t as if she had as​ked Cyre​ne to chan​ge his ha​bits - it was his ho​use, af​ter all. Be​si​des, she knew how ne​ces​sary a ci​ga​ret​te co​uld be. It had ta​ken her ye​ars to qu​it - ye​ars and ye​ars. She wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve con​si​de​red for​cing a twenty-a-day man out of his own kitc​hen.

    Cyrene, ho​we​ver, had ma​de up his mind. He now con​fi​ned his smo​king to the ca​ra​van, his bed​ro​om and the gre​at out​do​ors. He had man​ners, did Cyre​ne. Old-fas​hi​oned man​ners. Gra​ce’s mum had al​ways sa​id so. She had of​ten chuck​led fondly abo​ut the way Cyre​ne wo​uld stand up and open do​ors for her. Tip his hat be​fo​re he to​ok it off. Walk on the outer ed​ge of the pa​ve​ment. ‘A dyin bre​ed,’ she wo​uld say.

    He was a lo​vely man, re​al​ly, and Gra​ce lo​ved him. He had co​me to her aid li​ke a knight in shi​ning ar​mo​ur.

    ‘I’m fi​nis​hed, Mum,’ sa​id Nat​han.

    ‘All right.’

    Nathan’s cha​ir scra​ped aga​inst the li​no​le​um. He he​aded for the back do​or.

    ‘Where dja think you’re go​in?’ Gra​ce de​man​ded.

    ‘Outside.’

    ‘Nathan, let po​or Cyre​ne smo​ke his cig​gie in pe​ace.’

    ‘But I wan​na see Harry.’

    ‘Oh, don’t do that.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘He’s de​ad, Nat​han, the​re’s not​hin ta see . . .’

    But the scre​en do​or had al​re​ady slam​med. Gra​ce sig​hed. She didn’t ha​ve the energy to go af​ter him. Stan​ding be​si​de the siz​zling frying pan, a spa​tu​la dang​ling from her fin​gers, she ga​zed out the fly-spec​ked win​dow at Cyre​ne’s ute (which was ca​ked with red dust), the pep​per​corn tree, the re​ma​ins of an old beds​te​ad, the hap​ha​zard pi​les of twis​ted iron and flat​te​ned tin and Co​lo​ur​bond of​fcuts. Be​yond the​se lay outc​rops of uni​den​ti​fi​ab​le mac​hi​ne parts, and be​yond them lay the fen​ce, the ga​te, the win​ding dirt ro​ad, the end​less mo​no​tony of the salt​bush downs, re​li​eved he​re and the​re by a clus​ter of short, sun-whip​ped tre​es.

    Suddenly Cyre​ne cros​sed her li​ne of vi​si​on. He went to his ute and drag​ged a sho​vel off the back of it. Then Nat​han be​gan to shri​ek, his vo​ice high and ex​ci​ted.

    ‘Mum! Mum!’ he cri​ed. ‘Co​me and lo​ok, qu​ick! Qu​ick, Mum!’

    Bloody hell, tho​ught Gra​ce. What is it this ti​me? Mag​gots, pro​bably.

    ‘Mum, lo​ok!’ 
    ‘Don’t to​uch that, Nat​han.’ Cyre​ne didn’t yell, but the​re was an ur​gency in his to​ne that ma​de Gra​ce le​an for​ward to pe​er at him. Car​rying the he​avy sho​vel with two hands, he was mo​ving away from the win​dow. Gra​ce cra​ned her neck to watch him un​til he was out of sight. She co​uldn’t see his fa​ce, be​ca​use his hat was pul​led down low, but she tho​ught that his pa​ce was a lit​tle bris​ker than usu​al.

    So she wi​ped her hands on a dirty old tea-to​wel and went to see what was go​ing on.

    Once out​si​de, she smel​led it im​me​di​ately - a fa​int whiff of cor​rup​ti​on. De​ad dog, per​haps? The night hadn’t be​en par​ti​cu​larly warm, but a lot co​uld hap​pen to a car​cass in eight ho​urs. Gra​ce fol​lo​wed the so​und of Nat​han’s bre​ath​less squ​e​aking, past the ca​ra​van, to​wards the ga​ra​ge. She wrink​led her no​se as the smell of de​ad ani​mal grew stron​ger. The​re was no wind. The air was he​ating up.

    She co​uld he​ar fli​es buz​zing in uni​son, and saw why when she ro​un​ded a cor​ner of the ga​ra​ge. Lying ne​ar the dog’s shed, un​der a hum​ming clo​ud of in​sects, was Bit’s blo​ody corp​se. Its he​ad and belly we​re co​ated with a mass of ants and gle​aming fli​es. Its legs we​re spla​yed stiffly, dry and brit​tle li​ke sticks. Its grey-blue co​at was dusty and mat​ted.

    The smell of it was li​ke a punch.

    ‘Oh!’ sa​id Gra​ce, tur​ning away ins​tinc​ti​vely. ‘Oh my God.’

    ‘It’s Bit, Mum!’

    ‘Go in​si​de, Nat​han.’

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Go in​si​de! Now!’

    ‘Do as yo​ur mot​her says,’ Cyre​ne bar​ked, and Nat​han’s fa​ce fell. He be​gan to back away slowly, scuf​fing up dust with his sho​es. At the ga​ra​ge he he​si​ta​ted.

    ‘Gorn,’ Cyre​ne rumb​led. Whe​re​upon Nat​han tur​ned and va​nis​hed.

    Grace put a hand over her no​se, and tri​ed to bre​at​he thro​ugh her mo​uth. She saw Cyre​ne ap​pro​ach the car​cass. She saw him squ​at down be​si​de it. She sa​id, ‘What hap​pe​ned? Did he crawl back he​re ta die?’

    Cyrene sho​ok his he​ad. ‘Dun lo​ok li​ke it.’

    ‘Why not?’

    Cyrene ro​se, using the up​right sho​vel in his hand for le​ve​ra​ge. He prod​ded the corp​se with the sho​vel, dis​lod​ging a swarm of fli​es. ‘This one didn’t get he​re un​der ’is own ste​am,’ he sa​id. ‘Not with ’is guts han​gin out.’

    All at on​ce Gra​ce re​ali​sed what she was lo​oking at: blac​ke​ned or​gans co​ated with dark blo​od and red dirt. The blo​od wasn’t fresh; it lo​oked sticky. Tacky. Very lit​tle of it had so​aked in​to the earth be​ne​ath the corp​se. And the he​ad ...so​met​hing had hap​pe​ned to the he​ad as well. The​re was mo​re dark blo​od, as thick as tar.

    ‘What - what . . .?’ Gra​ce stam​me​red.

    ‘Ripped apart.’ Cyre​ne sho​ok his he​ad, in stun​ned dis​be​li​ef. ‘For Chris​sa​ke.’

    ‘Was it a fox?’

    ‘A fox?’

    ‘That ate him . . .’ Gra​ce tra​iled off, se​e​ing Cyre​ne knit his brows at her.

    ‘Gracie,’ he sa​id, ‘the blo​ody eyes’ve be​en cut out.’

    ‘What?’ 
    ‘Have a lo​ok.’

    Grace didn’t want to. She ed​ged clo​ser, re​luc​tantly, co​ug​hing as the smell pe​net​ra​ted her de​fen​ces. She saw red​de​ned te​eth . . . a sli​ver of bo​ne ...a busy fly trick​ling down in​to a pit of dri​ed blo​od . . .

    ‘Oh my God.’ She tur​ned away.

    ‘Musta be​en de​ad when it hap​pe​ned,’ Cyre​ne con​ti​nu​ed, his vo​ice ho​ar​se. ‘Bro​ught he​re de​ad, or the​re’d be mo​re blo​od. The​re’d ha​ve to be mo​re blo​od.’

    ‘Oh my God,’ sa​id Gra​ce. Sud​denly she knew. Her he​art be​gan to ham​mer; she lo​oked aro​und wildly. ‘He’s he​re,’ she gas​ped.

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘He’s fo​und me. He’s blo​ody fo​und me!’ A mo​ve​ment tug​ged at the cor​ner of her eye and she whir​led - but it was only the pi​ece of old tyre, slowly re​vol​ving whe​re it hung from the pep​per​corn tree. Be​yond it, the land was still. Not​hing stir​red in the sil​very clumps of fo​li​age. Not​hing mo​ved ex​cept the tyre - and the fli​es, of co​ur​se, which we​re set​tling back on​to Bit’s ex​po​sed ent​ra​ils.

    ‘Y’reckon he’s do​ne this?’ Cyre​ne as​ked, so​un​ding scep​ti​cal.

    ‘I know he’s do​ne it! He al​ways sa​id he’d do it ta me!’

    ‘Oh,but . . .’

    ‘He’ll do it! He will!’ Gra​ce was al​most crying. ‘I got​ta get out​ta he​re!’

    ‘All right, now wa​it a mi​nu​te.’ Cyre​ne ap​pro​ac​hed her with an outst​retc​hed hand. ‘Let’s just calm down . . .’

    But Gra​ce knew that ti​me was of the es​sen​ce. Her hus​band had left her a mes​sa​ge - he was co​ming for her. ‘Nat​han!’ she scre​amed. ‘Nat​han!’ She ran to​wards the ho​use, pan​ting, swe​ating, peb​bles scat​te​ring be​fo​re her sli​ding sho​es, and fo​und her son sit​ting on the back do​ors​tep. He lo​oked up.

    ‘Get in​si​de!’ she yel​led. ‘In! Get in!’ He didn’t ar​gue. He didn’t ha​ve the chan​ce. She nud​ged him as he ro​se, pus​hing him over the do​ors​tep. He stumb​led. She ha​uled him to his fe​et aga​in.

    ‘What?’ he sa​id, frigh​te​ned. ‘Mum . . .’

    ‘We’re go​in ta town,’ she cro​aked. ‘Wa​it till I get me pur​se.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘Don’t ar​gue, Nat​han!’ She tri​ed to think whe​re her pur​se was. On the tab​le? No - in the bed​ro​om. Cyre​ne was clum​ping up the back steps; she he​ard the scre​en do​or slam. She scur​ri​ed down the hall.

    ‘Gracie. Wa​it,’ Cyre​ne cal​led af​ter her. ‘Let me ring the po​li​ce.’

    ‘Okay.’ She had fo​und the old black hand​bag, which was sit​ting on her bed. In​si​de it we​re her wal​let, her sung​las​ses, her ad​dress bo​ok. ‘Ring the po​li​ce, then. I’m still go​in.’

    ‘In my truck?’ He spo​ke gently, but so​met​hing in his vo​ice ma​de her fre​eze. He had re​ac​hed the bed​ro​om do​or. She tur​ned to lo​ok at him.

    ‘Oh ple​ase, Cy,’ she whis​pe​red. ‘Gim​me yo​ur keys, I got​ta get out.’

    Cyrene cros​sed the thres​hold, and clo​sed the do​or be​hind him. ‘Gra​ce,’ he sa​id qu​i​etly, ‘the​re’s a gun down the hall, and a pho​ne in the kitc​hen. We’ll be all right.’

    ‘A gun? Yo​ur gun?’

    ‘That’s right. It’s only a Lith​gow sing​le shot .22, but it’ll do the job.’

    ‘Get it, then! Qu​ick!’

    ‘I will,’ he sa​id slowly. ‘Just put down that bag and ring the cop​pers.’

    ‘But he’ll get in!’ Gra​ce be​gan to wring her hands in des​pe​ra​ti​on. Why co​uldn’t Cyre​ne un​der​s​tand? ‘We got​ta lock the ho​use up!’

    ‘I will. One thing at a ti​me.’

    A gent​le tap-tap-tap at the do​or ma​de Gra​ce jump. But she re​ali​sed al​most ins​tantly that Nat​han was lo​oking for her. A ner​vo​us lit​tle vo​ice squ​e​aked, ‘Mum? Whe​re are ya?’

    ‘Here. I’m he​re.’ Gra​ce wi​ped her te​ars away. She swal​lo​wed, and cle​ared her thro​at. ‘C-co​me in.’

    When Nat​han en​te​red, he had that fa​mi​li​ar, wi​de-eyed, fro​zen lo​ok on his fa​ce. Gra​ce re​cog​ni​sed it. She had se​en it too many ti​mes, thro​ugh bru​ised and swol​len eye​lids, af​ter the scre​ams and thumps and slam​ming do​ors had di​ed away. Al​ways, af​ter every in​ci​dent, Nat​han had crept in​to vi​ew we​aring that sa​me shell-shoc​ked exp​res​si​on.

    ‘It’s all right,’ she sa​id hus​kily, pat​ting his arm. Over his he​ad, she and Cyre​ne exc​han​ged glan​ces. The old man mut​te​red, ‘Wha​te​ver’s go​in on, we ne​ed to know who did it,’ and he​aded for his ro​om. Nat​han sid​led up to Gra​ce.

    ‘Is it Dad?’ he as​ked her.

    For a mo​ment she co​uldn’t res​pond.

    ‘Did Dad kill the dogs?’ he whim​pe​red, te​ars wel​ling up in his eyes. Gra​ce cro​uc​hed down, and hug​ged him. They hug​ged each ot​her.

    ‘It’s all right,’ she mumb​led. ‘Don’t worry, okay? It’ll be all right. Just wa​it he​re - I’ll be back in a se​cond.’

    She re​le​ased her​self and went to the kitc​hen. A clock was tic​king lo​udly. The ref​ri​ge​ra​tor hum​med. Cyre​ne’s te​lep​ho​ne was sit​ting on one of the gre​en-pa​in​ted ca​bi​nets, bet​we​en a chi​na bis​cu​it bar​rel sha​ped li​ke a cat and a ne​at pi​le of hard​wa​re ca​ta​lo​gu​es.The pho​ne was black and he​avy,so old that it didn’t ha​ve a key​pad. Gra​ce lif​ted the re​ce​iver to her ear.

    Oh no, she tho​ught. God no. She di​al​led the first ‘0’, but not​hing hap​pe​ned.

    Cyrene ap​pe​ared be​hind her, nur​sing an an​ci​ent rif​le.

    ‘What?’ he sa​id, catc​hing sight of her fa​ce. It be​gan to crump​le. ‘What?’ 
    Desperately she strug​gled to spe​ak, po​in​ting mu​tely at the pho​ne. At last, with an im​pa​ti​ent no​ise, he la​id the gun on the tab​le and to​ok the re​ce​iver from her. He lis​te​ned for a di​al to​ne.

    There was no​ne.

    His shoc​ked exp​res​si​on lo​ose​ned Gra​ce’s ton​gue. She saw that he had no idea. No idea. ‘Let’s go!’ she sa​id. ‘Now!’ 
    ‘Are the wi​res down?’

    ‘He’s cut ’em!’ Gra​ce shri​eked. ‘Co​me on!’ 
    ‘He can’t ha​ve -’

    ‘Gimme the keys! Whe​re are they?’ 
    ‘There, but . . .’

    They we​re on top of the frid​ge. Gra​ce snatc​hed them up and ran to her bed​ro​om. The ho​use sho​ok with every fo​ot​fall. She threw Cyre​ne’s keys in​to her pur​se, slin​ging it over her sho​ul​der as she ca​ught Nat​han’s hand. Then she drag​ged him back down the hall, burs​ting in​to the kitc​hen just in ti​me to see Cyre​ne lo​ading his rif​le.

    ‘Quick,’ she sa​id. ‘Qu​ick!’

    ‘You go.’ Cyre​ne pus​hed the bolt down with a prac​ti​sed mo​ve​ment. ‘Go and tell the po​li​ce. I’ll stay.’

    ‘But Cy!’

    ‘You’ll be all right,’ he as​su​red her, tuc​king the butt of the .22 un​der his arm. ‘I got​ta do so​me things. Check the pho​ne wi​res -’

    ‘He’s cut ’em, I told you!’

    ‘Maybe.’ Cyre​ne went to the front do​or, ope​ned it and pe​ered out, the bar​rel of his gun po​in​ting at the flo​or. ‘If it is him, and that’s what he’s do​ne, then he’s mad eno​ugh to burn the who​le blo​ody ho​use down, as long as no one’s he​re to stop ’im.’

    ‘Cyrene?’ sa​id Nat​han. Lo​oking down, the old man saw the boy’s up​tur​ned fa​ce, pa​le and an​xi​o​us. ‘Are ya gun​na sho​ot

    my dad?’

    ‘’Course not. You go, now. You go with Mum.’

    ‘You’re gun​na sho​ot ’im, aren’t ya?’

    ‘No I’m not.’

    ‘He’s got​ta be ca​re​ful, Nat​han.’

    ‘That’s right. We’ve all got​ta be ca​re​ful un​til we work out what’s go​in on.’ Cyre​ne held open the cre​aking scre​en do​or, al​lo​wing Gra​ce and her son to push past. He fol​lo​wed them to the ute, scan​ning the scrubby ho​ri​zon, his eyes scre​wed up aga​inst the gla​re. He stu​di​ed the col​lap​sed and empty chic​ken co​op, which was all splin​te​red wo​od and torn wi​re. He stu​di​ed the old​man salt​bush ne​ar the front ga​te, be​ca​use it had be​en the​re a long ti​me, and was big eno​ugh to pro​vi​de co​ver for a per​son bent do​ub​le. He swi​vel​led on his he​el to check that no one was pe​ering ro​und the big struc​tu​res - the ga​ra​ge and the dog-shed. All the whi​le, Gra​ce was bund​ling Nat​han in​to the ute and clim​bing in af​ter him. She adj​us​ted the se​at, the mir​ror. She strug​gled with the se​at belts.

    ‘Know whe​re to go?’ Cyre​ne as​ked.

    ‘The cop​pers, y’me​an? I’ll find ’em.’

    ‘They’re on Wil​son Stre​et. Just ke​ep fol​lo​wing Pat​ton when you first hit town, and turn right -’

    ‘It’s okay. I’ll find ’em.’ She tur​ned Cyre​ne’s key in the ig​ni​ti​on, and the ute’s en​gi​ne ro​ared. She was flus​te​red - swe​ating. Cyre​ne ra​ised his vo​ice.

    ‘Dja know how to dri​ve one a the​se?’ he sa​id, his vo​ice crac​king at high vo​lu​me. Smo​king had dest​ro​yed the for​ce of his wind. He co​uldn’t ra​ise a go​od sho​ut any mo​re.

    ‘I’ve dri​ven Mark’s!’ she rep​li​ed, and be​gan to ha​ul at the whe​el. She lo​oked very small be​hind it. Tyres crack​led on the stony gro​und. Be​yond her la​bo​uring arms, Cyre​ne ca​ught a glimp​se of Nat​han’s fa​ce, just for an ins​tant, be​fo​re he had to step out of the way.

    Then the ve​hic​le slo​wed. Gra​ce le​aned out of the win​dow. ‘I’ll send so​me​one back,’ she pro​mi​sed. ‘Just hang on, and ...and so​me​one’ll co​me, okay?’

    ‘Yeah. But ta​ke it easy.’

    ‘I will.’

    ‘It’s a ro​ugh ro​ad, re​mem​ber. Don’t go too fast or you’ll te​ar the guts out​ta me truck.’

    ‘I know. I won’t.’

    ‘It’ll be all right!’ Cyre​ne yel​led af​ter them. He be​gan to co​ugh. Glan​cing in​to the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror, Gra​ce saw him bent al​most do​ub​le, his gun bar​rel bo​un​cing on the cro​ok of his arm as his fi​gu​re dwind​led in si​ze. He lo​oked so old, stan​ding the​re in the clo​ud of dust that the ute had thrown up. He was still we​aring his slip​pers.

    Grace felt the ur​ge to stamp on the bra​ke - to in​sist that he co​me with them. But it se​emed as if her fo​ot was wel​ded to the ac​ce​le​ra​tor. She co​uldn’t mo​ve it. She co​uldn’t stop. She was far too frigh​te​ned.

    Cyrene has the gun, she told her​self. He’ll be all right as long as he has the gun. Any​way, he’s not the tar​get - I am. And right now I’m a mo​ving tar​get, which is har​der to hit.

    The ute bo​un​ced and lurc​hed.

    ‘Mum!’ Nat​han cri​ed, clutc​hing at the do​or hand​le.

    ‘Sorry.’ The ro​ad was as ro​ugh as Cyre​ne had war​ned it wo​uld be - a wash​bo​ard ro​ad, stud​ded he​re and the​re with patc​hes of ba​re, pit​ted rock. Ac​cor​ding to Cyre​ne, it had be​en six months sin​ce the last de​cent ra​in, so all the dirt ro​ads aro​und Bro​ken Hill we​re in a rag​ged con​di​ti​on. You co​uldn’t gra​de and le​vel a dirt ro​ad if it was bo​ne dry.

    Grace swer​ved to avo​id a pot​ho​le, and the low, cla​wing branc​hes of a mul​ga scratc​hed along the si​de of the truck. She glan​ced in the mir​ror aga​in. Al​re​ady the ro​ad had be​gun to cur​ve, and the ho​use was partly scre​ened by blu​ebush, mul​ga, ke​ro​se​ne grass. Then the ro​ad dip​ped, and the ho​use di​sap​pe​ared al​to​get​her. A crow flap​ped in​to the air, start​led out of its ro​os​ting pla​ce by the no​ise of the en​gi​ne. The who​le truck vib​ra​ted li​ke a blen​der and rat​tled li​ke sto​nes in a can; it had to be at le​ast twenty ye​ars old. The ge​ars​tick was tricky too - stiff and un​co​ope​ra​ti​ve.

    Needless to say, the​re was no air con​di​ti​oning.

    ‘Mum?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Can I open my win​dow?’

    ‘Yeah, su​re.’ Po​or lit​tle Nat​han - he was so sca​red. Gra​ce flas​hed him a smi​le, but co​uldn’t spa​re him mo​re than one glan​ce be​ca​use she had to watch the ro​ad. It was a re​al obs​tac​le co​ur​se when you got ne​ar the cre​ek, which was a tri​bu​tary of the slightly lar​ger, but no less parc​hed, Ranty​ga Cre​ek. Cyre​ne cal​led it Sto​ne’s Throw, and Bill Ric​ket​ts, his ne​arest ne​igh​bo​ur, cal​led it Joke Cre​ek, be​ca​use ne​it​her of them knew what it was re​al​ly cal​led. It was me​rely a cre​ase in the earth, whe​re the grass was thic​ker, and the clumps of brush grew clo​ser to​get​her, and whe​re a few cop​ses of small tre​es se​em to ha​ve col​lec​ted - among them one or two stun​ted red gums. The low och​re sand​banks had ero​ded away he​re and the​re, li​ke mi​ni​atu​re can​yons, but the cre​ek bed wasn’t all sand; the​re we​re patc​hes of gra​vel, patc​hes of ba​ked clay. The ro​ad for​ded the cre​ek bed at one of the​se mo​re stab​le patc​hes, which co​uld sup​port the we​ight of a car when it wasn’t ra​ining.

    Even in the mid​dle of a dro​ught, ho​we​ver, the ri​de was still a bumpy one.

    ‘Ouch!’ Nat​han cri​ed, as the ute sur​ged up over the shal​low wes​tern bank. A small torch, dis​lod​ged from the dash​bo​ard by all the jol​ting, had rol​led on​to his knee.

    ‘Sorry, lo​ve. Not far now.’ In fact they we​ren’t even half​way - they hadn’t even re​ac​hed the first ga​te - but how long wo​uld it ta​ke, af​ter all? Not too long if the ro​ad imp​ro​ved, and it was bo​und to on​ce they ap​pro​ac​hed the high​way. Gra​ce se​emed to re​call that it had be​co​me wor​se and wor​se on the​ir way in.

    ‘Mum?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘I ne​ed to go to the to​ilet.’

    Only the to​ne that Nat​han used - which was low and fal​te​ring and apo​lo​ge​tic - pre​ven​ted Gra​ce from scre​aming at him. By exer​ting enor​mo​us self-cont​rol, she ma​na​ged to reply calmly.

    ‘Can’t stop yet, Nat​han.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘Wait’ll we re​ach the high​way, okay? Then we’ll see what we can do.’

    Nathan sub​si​ded. So did the big bumps, be​ca​use the land had flat​te​ned out. It be​ca​me san​di​er, dus​ti​er; the ve​ge​ta​ti​on be​ca​me mo​re spar​se, and the tre​es di​sap​pe​ared. Dry grass stretc​hed away to the ho​ri​zon, with only the odd salt​bush or salt pan to re​li​eve the mo​no​tony. Everyt​hing el​se - everyt​hing be​yond that - was swal​lo​wed up by flic​ke​ring wa​ves of he​at whe​re earth met sky. The high​way, the fen​ces, the end​less li​ne of po​wer po​les marc​hing north to Bro​ken Hill and so​uth to Mil​du​ra . . . they we​re all so​mew​he​re up ahe​ad, in the dis​tan​ce, be​yond the mi​ra​ge li​ne. How far, exactly? Fif​te​en mi​nu​tes? Twenty? At le​ast that, if the ro​ad kept tra​cing slow, lazy cur​ves aro​und no​ne​xis​tent obs​tac​les, and of​fe​ring up a cor​ru​ga​ted sur​fa​ce. It was li​ke dri​ving over a gi​ant rib​ca​ge. A ne​ver-ending cat​tle grid.

    ‘I’ll open the ga​tes,’ Gra​ce dec​la​red, her vo​ice sha​king along with the truck. Nat​han ac​tu​al​ly crac​ked a smi​le.

    ‘Your vo​ice so​unds funny,’ he sa​id. ‘Hey! So do​es mi​ne.’

    ‘Yeah. Di​dja he​ar me? I sa​id I’ll open the ga​tes to​day.’

    ‘Yeah, I know.’

    And then the ute be​gan to slow.

    Even as Gra​ce pres​sed down on the ac​ce​le​ra​tor, her glan​ce stra​yed, for the first ti​me, to the ga​uges. Her he​art skip​ped a be​at. A red light glo​wed ne​ar the fu​el ga​uge, which was qu​ive​ring be​low ‘empty’. ‘Oh God,’ she gas​ped, stam​ping hard with her right fo​ot. It was no go​od, ho​we​ver. The ute con​ti​nu​ed to slow, slow, slow. It gro​und to a halt. ‘Oh God!’ Gra​ce shri​eked. ‘Oh my God, no!’

    ‘What is it, Mum?’ Nat​han wa​iled. ‘What?’

    ‘Oh no, no, no!’ Gra​ce po​un​ded on the ste​ering whe​el. Her he​ad slum​ped aga​inst it. Then she jer​ked up​right aga​in and lo​oked aro​und, her he​art po​un​ding, her bre​ath harsh in her thro​at. But no one lur​ked ne​arby. The dry, shorn earth ba​ked qu​i​etly in the sun.

    ‘Okay,’she mut​te​red.‘Okay,think.’They had run out of pet​rol. May​be Cyre​ne had for​got​ten to fill up. Thank God he was a bus​hie - he pro​bably kept a spa​re can in the back of his ute. ‘Hang on, lo​ve,’ she sa​id. ‘I’m just gun​na check so​met​hing.’

    ‘Don’t get out, Mum!’

    ‘I ha​ve to. I won’t be long.’

    She clim​bed down from the ca​bin, le​aving the dri​ver’s do​or open. Her fe​et lan​ded on pow​dery dirt, the co​lo​ur of the dye she used in her own ha​ir. (The​re was a black stre​ak at the par​ting now, tho​ugh, as wi​de as a blo​ody high​way.) She went ro​und to the back of the ute and pe​ered over the ta​il​ga​te. She saw a length of plas​tic ho​se, a co​up​le of old sacks, a spa​re tyre, a to​ol​box, a roll of elect​ric in​su​la​ti​on ta​pe - but not​hing that re​semb​led a can or con​ta​iner of anyt​hing.

    ‘Oh Christ,’ she mo​aned. ‘For Chris​sa​ke, what’s the mat​ter with him?’

    How co​uld the​re be no pet​rol? The​re had to be pet​rol! She won​de​red if a jer​ry can had so​me​how be​en in​ser​ted be​hind the se​ats in front, and went to lo​ok. To her dis​may, she fo​und not​hing wed​ged be​hind or un​der the se​ats ex​cept a Na​ti​onal To​pog​rap​hic map of Me​nin​dee, a set of ra​di​ator ho​ses, and an empty crisp pac​ket.

    ‘Oh Christ.’ She flop​ped back in​to the dri​ver’s se​at, grip​ping the whe​el with both hands.

    ‘Mum?’

    ‘It’s all right.’ She had to think. ‘We’re out of pet​rol.’

    There we​re now three op​ti​ons open to them. They co​uld walk for an ho​ur or so to​wards the high​way, whe​re they co​uld try to hitch a ri​de. They co​uld walk so​uth for a co​up​le of ho​urs un​til they re​ac​hed the Ric​ket​ts’ pla​ce - Kal​lin​ga - in the ho​pe that at le​ast one of the Ric​ket​ts wasn’t out mo​ving stock, or shop​ping in town. Or they co​uld turn aro​und and walk back to Thorn​da​le, a trip that wo​uld ta​ke them at le​ast half an ho​ur.

    Staying in the truck wasn’t re​al​ly an op​ti​on.The​re was no two-way ra​dio ins​tal​led, and she hadn’t bro​ught a thing - no wa​ter, no hats, no fo​od, no not​hing. Be​si​des, she had to ke​ep mo​ving. She co​uldn’t stay still, in ca​se . . .

    In ca​se he was out the​re. Wa​iting.

    In ca​se he had emp​ti​ed the tank over​night?

    She gas​ped, and lo​oked aro​und fran​ti​cal​ly, trying not to let her pa​nic get the bet​ter of her. She had to think. She had to con​cent​ra​te. The​re was no one aro​und. If he had em​p​ti​ed the tank, why had he do​ne it? To stop her from le​aving Thorn​da​le, ob​vi​o​usly.

    But what did that me​an? Was he back the​re, lying in wa​it? Was he up ahe​ad, par​ked on the high​way? What did he ex​pect her to do?

    ‘Okay,’ she sa​id, ta​king a de​ep bre​ath. ‘Okay.’ Kal​lin​ga was a long way for Nat​han to walk wit​ho​ut any wa​ter - and the​re we​re so​me vi​ci​o​us dogs on the pro​perty. Re​al​ly vi​ci​o​us. Be​si​des, Gra​ce wasn’t exactly su​re how to get the​re - not wit​ho​ut using the ro​ad. What if she got lost? And what if she did get the​re, and no one was at ho​me?

    Hitching a ri​de wo​uld be easi​er. The​re wo​uldn’t be many pe​op​le who co​uld dri​ve stra​ight past a wo​man and a lit​tle kid on the Sil​ver City High​way. But it wo​uld me​an a long walk, and a long wa​it, and she had ne​ver hitch​hi​ked with Nat​han be​fo​re - she had ne​ver wan​ted to ta​ke the risk. Be​ca​use the​re was a risk, no do​ubt abo​ut it, alt​ho​ugh sta​ying at Thorn​da​le wo​uld be ris​ki​er. Ex​cept that Cyre​ne had that gun of his. And per​haps so​me mo​re pet​rol. Didn’t he ke​ep a lot of en​gi​ne oil and bra​ke flu​id and ke​ro​se​ne in the ga​ra​ge? Hadn’t he men​ti​oned so​met​hing abo​ut a stash of pet​rol for the ‘nongs’ who oc​ca​si​onal​ly tur​ned up on his do​ors​tep, beg​ging for a top-up so they co​uld ma​ke it to Bro​ken Hill? They of​ten as​ked for wa​ter, too, be​ca​use they hadn’t bro​ught any along with them - and be​ca​use they had as​su​med, se​e​ing his let​ter​box, that Cyre​ne’s pla​ce was clo​ser to the high​way.

    ‘Okay,’ Gra​ce re​pe​ated. She re​mem​be​red now that Cyre​ne de​fi​ni​tely kept pet​rol in his ga​ra​ge; he had po​in​ted it out to her. So she co​uld re​turn to Thorn​da​le, get the pet​rol, get Cyre​ne, get the gun, and try aga​in. Or she co​uld le​ave Thorn​da​le - and the thre​at that a mu​ti​la​ted corp​se imp​li​ed - he​ading west for the ma​in ro​ad, whe​re she might (or might not) be lucky. Eit​her way, she had to fa​ce the fact that she and Nat​han wo​uld be wal​king.

    Exposed. Out in the mid​dle of now​he​re, li​ke sit​ting ducks. Li​ke emus trap​ped by a wi​re fen​ce.

    She rub​bed her temp​les, trying to de​ci​de the best co​ur​se of ac​ti​on. Which wo​uld be mo​re dan​ge​ro​us: a long walk to the high​way, or a short walk to Thorn​da​le? The​re was hardly any co​ver on the ro​ad ahe​ad - very few bus​hes, and only one or two tre​es that she co​uld re​call - but what abo​ut dips in the gro​und? And what abo​ut stan​ding on the si​de of the high​way, thum​bing down cars, lo​oking for a harm​less one? Sup​po​se her hus​band was ex​pec​ting her to do just that? Sup​po​se he ca​me bar​rel​ling down the ro​ad in a ren​ted car, and ran her over be​fo​re she re​ali​sed who he was?

    There was mo​re co​ver on the ro​ad back to Thorn​da​le, and it was a shor​ter ro​ute - much shor​ter. And Cyre​ne wo​uld be ab​le to he​ar her so​on eno​ugh, if she cal​led out. And he had a gun, and pet​rol, and the​re was a to​ol​box in the back of the truck, with to​ols in it . . .

    ‘Okay,’ she sa​id, tur​ning to Nat​han. ‘This is what we’re gun​na do. We’ve run out​ta pet​rol, but Cyre​ne’s got pet​rol at the ho​use. So we’re gun​na walk back the​re, and get the pet​rol, and he’ll co​me back he​re with us, and we’ll all go to town to​get​her. How ’bo​ut that?’

    Nathan sta​red at her somb​rely.

    ‘It’ll be all right,’ she as​su​red him, with a wa​ve​ring smi​le. ‘It’s not a long walk.’

    ‘What abo​ut Dad?’ Nat​han as​ked, in a very small vo​ice.

    ‘Well...’ Gra​ce lo​oked away. ‘Well, if we see Dad, and he’s mad at us, then we’ll just . . . then you can run and get Cyre​ne, okay? But we won’t see Dad. We won’t.’ Gra​ce was trying to con​vin​ce her​self as much as her son. ‘If Dad was anyw​he​re clo​se, we’da se​en him al​re​ady.’

    ‘Can’t we stay he​re?’

    ‘No, lo​ve, it’ll get too hot. We don’t ha​ve anyt​hing to drink. And no one el​se is gun​na co​me down he​re, are they? Cyre​ne do​esn’t ha​ve any vi​si​tors, ex​cept pe​op​le who bre​ak down.’

    ‘And us.’

    ‘And us. Ye​ah.’

    So they left the ute, and set off for Thorn​da​le. Gra​ce to​ok her pur​se, and so​me of the to​ols from Cyre​ne’s to​ol​box: a screwd​ri​ver, which she con​ce​aled in her pur​se; a ham​mer, which she car​ri​ed; and a chi​sel, which she ga​ve to Nat​han. She felt re​aso​nably sa​fe, with a ham​mer in her hand. If he co​mes anyw​he​re ne​ar me, she tho​ught, I’ll bre​ak his skull. She tri​ed to hurry, but Nat​han co​uldn’t ke​ep up; he was only six af​ter all, and his po​or lit​tle legs we​ren’t as long as Gra​ce’s - tho​ugh he was too big to carry. She had to lin​ger, to slow her pa​ce, whi​le every cell in her body itc​hed to run, to sprint, to ma​ke a dash for it.

    Breathing de​eply, she for​ced her​self to stay calm, even as her eyes flic​ked from salt​bush to salt​bush. At le​ast it was still pretty early. At le​ast the sun wasn’t too high or too hot, yet. With Nat​han’s swe​aty palm pres​sed aga​inst her own, she wal​ked as briskly as she co​uld, ke​eping to the mid​dle of the ro​ad, stra​ining to catch any so​und be​yond the flap-flap-flap of Nat​han’s so​les, the rush of a dis​tant bre​eze, and the oc​ca​si​onal, drawn-out wa​il of a crow.

    The fli​es so​on fo​und them, of co​ur​se. She had to ke​ep cha​sing the damn things off her lips and out of her eyes. Nat​han’s fa​ce was so​on craw​ling with them; he be​gan to wa​ve his chi​sel aro​und so wildly that she told him to put it in his poc​ket. He obe​yed wit​ho​ut spe​aking, and they trud​ged on. Bet​we​en tufts of grass be​si​de the ro​ad they saw ani​mal pel​lets. They pas​sed a bush co​ve​red in sharp spi​nes and red ber​ri​es. Gra​ce watc​hed the sha​dows be​ne​ath the lar​ger shrubs, and sta​yed alert for any qu​ick and sud​den mo​ve​ment among the outc​rops of mul​ga, which grew thic​ker as they ap​pro​ac​hed the cre​ek. She co​uld fe​el the sun bo​ring in​to her scalp. She re​mem​be​red her sung​las​ses, and put them on. The ham​mer drag​ged at her arm, be​co​ming he​avi​er with every step. She re​ali​sed that she had to go to the to​ilet.

    I sho​uld ha​ve go​ne be​fo​re I left, she tho​ught. I was in too much of a hurry. I sho​uld ha​ve chec​ked the fu​el ga​uge. Why didn’t I? Be​ca​use I pa​nic​ked, that’s why. Be​ca​use I didn’t ha​ve ti​me to think.

    Nathan tug​ged at her hand.

    ‘Mum?’

    She lo​oked back over her sho​ul​der. It was such a long, long way to the ma​in ro​ad. Was he wa​iting for her out the​re? Had he tri​ed to dra​in every drop of pet​rol from the tank, wit​ho​ut suc​cess - or had he left so​me in the​re on pur​po​se? Had he ex​pec​ted her to check the fu​el ga​uge, and set out on fo​ot?

    She didn’t know. She co​uldn’t tell.

    ‘Mum.’ 
    ‘It’s all right,’ she gas​ped. She for​ced her​self to lo​ok ahe​ad, down the ro​ad, to​wards Thorn​da​le, tel​ling her​self that she had her to​ols, she had her ham​mer, she had sharp eyes and a qu​ick ear. She was pre​pa​red. He wo​uldn’t surp​ri​se her - how co​uld he? The​re we​re wi​de stretc​hes of ba​re earth on eit​her si​de of the ro​ad. The​re we​re patc​hes of dry grass and sticks everyw​he​re, lo​ose sto​nes, de​ad branc​hes, stuff that wo​uld crunch un​der​fo​ot. The​re was pre​ci​o​us lit​tle co​ver, even at a dis​tan​ce.

    ‘Come on,’ she sa​id, and pul​led Nat​han for​ward, re​pe​ating over and over aga​in in her he​ad, li​ke a mant​ra: We can do it. We can do it. They fi​nal​ly re​ac​hed the cre​ek bed, and cros​sed it wit​ho​ut dif​fi​culty. Peb​bles skit​te​red, a low sand​bank crumb​led, and sud​denly they we​re on the ot​her si​de. Gra​ce ca​ught sight of an emu’s print in a patch of dri​ed mud, but didn’t po​int it out to Nat​han. She tho​ught it best that they re​ma​in si​lent, for the ti​me be​ing. Vo​ices co​uld carry. So​me​one might he​ar them.

    It oc​cur​red to her that the​re was half a pac​ket of mints so​mew​he​re at the bot​tom of her pur​se, but she didn’t want to risk stop​ping for the mi​nu​te or so that it might ta​ke to dig them out. The im​por​tant thing was to ke​ep go​ing. They we​re qu​ite clo​se, now. They we​re wal​king up​hill - she co​uld tell, not by ste​ep​ness of the inc​li​ne (it was ba​rely per​cep​tib​le), but by her inc​re​ased bre​ath​les​sness. So​on they wo​uld be ab​le to spot Cyre​ne’s sil​ver ro​of, glin​ting thro​ugh a windb​re​ak of boxt​horn.

    Poor Nat​han was flag​ging. His we​ight hung off her left arm as he​avily as the ham​mer hung off her right. He was be​gin​ning to puff and blow, and drag his fe​et, and ma​ke ir​ri​ta​ted no​ises as he flap​ped the fli​es away. Gra​ce glan​ced down at the top of his he​ad. ‘Not long now,’ she ur​ged him. ‘Just a bit furt​her.’

    ‘I’m thirsty.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘Mum,’ he sa​id, ‘can I go to the to​ilet yet?’

    Grace ope​ned her mo​uth to reply. She ne​ver even he​ard the first shot. So​met​hing struck her in the hip with such for​ce that she fell si​de​ways, knoc​king Nat​han over. For an ins​tant she lay stun​ned, be​fo​re the no​ise of the se​cond shot - the un​mis​ta​kab​le crack and ec​ho - re​ac​hed her ears.

    ‘Run!’ she scre​amed. ‘Nat​han, RUN!’ 
    

    

CHAPTER 3 
    

    Alec wo​ke up with a hard-on. He had be​en dre​aming abo​ut Jani​ne, of co​ur​se: Jani​ne gi​ving him a blow job. A stu​pid blo​ody dre​am. He do​ub​ted that Jani​ne had ever gi​ven an​yo​ne a blow job in her en​ti​re li​fe.

    She didn’t lo​ok li​ke a blow job sort of per​son.

    A cold sho​wer so​on put him right - tho​ugh it wo​uldn’t ha​ve be​en his cho​ice, had he be​en pre​sen​ted with any al​ter​na​ti​ves. Cle​arly, Alec wasn’t the only gu​est ta​king a sho​wer. Hot-wa​ter pi​pes shril​led and gro​aned so​mew​he​re in the dis​tan​ce, but af​ter wa​iting a go​od three or fo​ur mi​nu​tes, with his hand un​der the te​pid trick​le is​su​ing from the sho​wer ro​se, Alec re​ali​sed that his ti​ming was wrong. As blo​ody usu​al.

    Hot wa​ter se​emed to be the re​ward for ri​sing early in this pla​ce.

    He co​uldn't wa​it for the de​mand to ta​per off, tho​ugh - not if he was go​ing to catch a lift with Kenny. So he grit​ted his te​eth, spent bo​ut a mi​nu​te scrub​bing off yes​ter​day's swe​at, and jum​ped out of the icy de​lu​ge be​fo​re it co​uld do him any per​ma​nent da​ma​ge.

    It didn’t ta​ke him long to dress. Pac​king was simply a mat​ter of stuf​fing his comb, to​othb​rush and to​oth​pas​te in​to a handy poc​ket. By eight o’clock he was stan​ding out the front of his ro​om, wa​iting for Kenny. It was go​ing to be a hot day, he tho​ught.

    Another hot day.

    Kenny was a guy who ma​de fri​ends in​disc​ri​mi​na​tely, with every blo​ke who sho​wed up lo​oking for a job or a pho​ne num​ber or a new bra​ke pad. He ne​ver se​emed to stop tal​king - or smo​king. He dro​ve a ran​ge of so​uped-up old Fords and Hol​dens (all of them brist​ling with an​ten​nae) that he’d per​so​nal​ly re​sur​rec​ted in his spa​re ti​me. Kenny saw him​self as a bit of a men​tor. He had ta​ken Alec un​der his wing af​ter Alec’s first Mil​du​ra de​li​very, and had yam​me​red on abo​ut mi​le​age ra​tes, spe​ed traps, ro​ad ra​ge and me​tal fa​ti​gue whi​le the work pi​led up in his yard. Ever​yo​ne se​emed to know Kenny. It was ag​re​ed that he co​uld te​ach you a few things abo​ut en​gi​nes, if you we​re wil​ling to put up with his end​less crap. Even Alec’s co​usin Pat knew Kenny. ‘Mad as a cut sna​ke,’ was her ver​dict, but she ack​now​led​ged that he was al​so a go​od mec​ha​nic. And a ge​ne​ro​us so​ul. Per​haps a bit too ge​ne​ro​us - es​pe​ci​al​ly with his ad​vi​ce.

    Generous Kenny had in​sis​ted on gi​ving Alec a lift back to his truck that mor​ning. He ar​ri​ved at two mi​nu​tes past eight, in his yel​low su​perc​har​ged Cor​ti​na, puf​fing away at a Roth​mans and nur​sing a ta​ke-away cof​fee. He as​ked Alec how he’d slept. Alec (with fle​eting tho​ughts of Jani​ne wor​king away at his dick) sa​id fi​ne - he’d slept fi​ne. The Cor​ti​na’s en​gi​ne ro​ared as Kenny ca​re​ened out of the par​king lot.

    Cracked muf​fler, Alec de​ci​ded.

    ‘Not too no​isy, last night?’ his com​pa​ni​on in​qu​ired.

    ‘Nup.’

    ‘Midweek, I s’po​se.’

    ‘Yep.’

    ‘You had bre​ak​fast?’

    ‘I’ll get it la​ter.’

    But Kenny had very strong opi​ni​ons on the ro​le of bre​ak​fast in a man’s day. He in​sis​ted that they stop to buy Alec a ba​con sand​wich, desc​ri​bing to Alec the comp​li​ca​ted pro​ces​ses that trans​form fo​od in​to energy. Alec, who was used to Kenny, only lis​te​ned to half of what was sa​id. Be​ing a man of few words, Alec of​ten en​ded up with pe​op​le li​ke Kenny. Pe​op​le who li​ked to talk. It didn’t bot​her Alec - not much. He just let the tor​rent of words flow over him. ‘Dozy’ Mul​ler, off in a lit​tle world of his own aga​in.

    A world full of Jani​ne.

    Kenny wo​uld so​me​ti​mes ask Alec abo​ut his lo​ve li​fe, in much the sa​me spi​rit as he as​ked abo​ut Alec’s job, fa​mily and li​ving ar​ran​ge​ments. He was lo​oking for a way to set things right. Alec pre​fer​red not to be in​ter​ro​ga​ted in this fas​hi​on, es​pe​ci​al​ly now that Mic​hel​le had chuc​ked him. The​re was so lit​tle to say - so lit​tle to bo​ast abo​ut. Most of the ti​me he co​uld avo​id any in-depth analy​sis of his si​tu​ati​on, be​ca​use his ma​tes ten​ded to be yo​ung, feck​less and frankly unin​te​res​ted in dis​cus​sing emo​ti​onal prob​lems with pe​op​le they saw only in pubs or TABs. Kenny, ho​we​ver, had a ter​rif​ying ha​bit of sud​denly ra​ising comp​lex psycho​lo​gi​cal is​su​es du​ring an or​di​nary con​ver​sa​ti​on abo​ut shift work or tax bre​aks: the ‘man-wo​man thing’, for ins​tan​ce. The ‘fat​her-son thing’. Alec was che​wing on his ba​con sand​wich when Kenny tur​ned to him, in the mid​dle of a ramb​ling dis​co​ur​se on the cho​les​te​rol con​tent of eggs, and sa​id: ‘You still with yo​ur brot​her?’

    Alec ne​arly cho​ked. ‘Uh - ye​ah.’

    ‘How’s that go​ing?’

    ‘Okay.’

    Kenny flas​hed Alec a pi​er​cing lo​ok. Af​ter a mo​ment, he sa​id, ‘How long are you plan​ning to stay?’

    ‘Uh...’

    ‘You don’t want to stay too long, son. It’s not go​od for you, and it’s not go​od for them.’

    ‘I know,’ Alec mumb​led. He ha​ted be​ing cal​led ‘son’, even by his own fat​her.

    ‘For a start, you can’t exactly bring yo​ur girlf​ri​ends ho​me, can ya?’ Kenny pul​led in​to his yard, and par​ked. ‘You can’t run yo​ur own li​fe in so​me​one el​se’s pla​ce. And they can’t do what they want to do, eit​her. Not with you han​ging aro​und.’

    Alec nod​ded, his fa​ce hot. When he fi​nal​ly ma​na​ged to te​ar him​self away, it was only af​ter Kenny had map​ped out his im​me​di​ate fu​tu​re for him. First, Alec had to get his own pla​ce. A flat, pre​fe​rably, or at the very le​ast a sha​re-ho​use. Next, he had to sit down and think abo​ut what he re​al​ly wan​ted in a wo​man - if he wan​ted a wo​man at all. When he’d wor​ked that out, he sho​uld co​me back to Kenny. Kenny wo​uld po​int him in the right di​rec​ti​on.

    ‘Once you know what you want, then you’ll know whe​re to lo​ok,’ Kenny inst​ruc​ted. ‘You’re not gun​na find salt​wa​ter fish in the Dar​ling, know what I me​an? You’ve got to pick yo​ur tar​get.’

    ‘Okay.’

    ‘Stick with me, son.’ Kenny slap​ped Alec on the back. ‘I’ll see you right.’

    From Kenny’s pla​ce, Alec to​ok Di​esel Dog down to the Blue Circ​le de​pot, whe​re he back​lo​aded ce​ment pow​der for the Pas​min​co mi​ne. The usu​al pro​ce​du​re. He co​uld ha​ve do​ne it in his sle​ep. He left the ra​il li​ne at abo​ut eight-thirty, cros​sed the ri​ver, hit the high​way and he​aded for the bor​der of New So​uth Wa​les, all the whi​le thin​king abo​ut what Kenny had sa​id. It ma​de sen​se, in a way. If you drif​ted aro​und help​les​sly, ho​ping to stumb​le over so​me ob​li​ging wo​man, you we​ren’t ne​ces​sa​rily go​ing to find yo​ur per​fect match. If, on the ot​her hand, you plan​ned yo​ur mo​ves li​ke a ho​li​day iti​ne​rary - well, that had to be mo​re ef​fi​ci​ent.

    Trouble was, Alec co​uldn’t or​ga​ni​se a ho​li​day iti​ne​rary to sa​ve his li​fe. That was part of his prob​lem. That was one re​ason why Mic​hel​le had left him. As for wor​king out what he wan​ted, he knew exactly what he wan​ted. He wan​ted Jani​ne.

    And how co​uld he ha​ve known that, be​fo​re me​eting her?

    He tri​ed to ima​gi​ne that he hadn’t met Jani​ne. He tri​ed to ima​gi​ne what he wo​uld be lo​oking for if she wasn’t aro​und. On​ce or twi​ce, he re​mem​be​red, the su​bj​ect of hot ba​bes had sprung up du​ring long drin​king ses​si​ons with Kev and Barry and Joz​za. That had hap​pe​ned so​me ti​me be​fo​re he’d even met Mic​hel​le, let alo​ne Jani​ne. The​re had be​en talk abo​ut long ha​ir, he re​cal​led; a ge​ne​ral pre​fe​ren​ce for long ha​ir. And sha​ven legs. And mo​de​ra​te drin​kers. But when Alec had al​lo​wed his mind to ro​ve, bri​efly, to​wards a men​tal ima​ge of his ide​al wo​man, had he co​nj​ured up a per​fect lit​tle ho​use​wi​fe with a col​lec​ti​on of chi​na squ​ir​rels and hardly any tits to spe​ak of?

    No, he had not.

    Alec hit Co​om​bah at abo​ut ten o’clock. He stop​ped at the ro​ad​ho​use be​ca​use he had to go to the to​ilet, and he bo​ught him​self a cof​fee be​ca​use you co​uldn’t use the to​ilet at the ro​ad​ho​use un​less you ma​de a purc​ha​se. (So​met​hing to do with the wa​ter shor​ta​ge.) He was on the ro​ad aga​in by ten fif​te​en, still pre​oc​cu​pi​ed by the eter​nal mystery of ro​man​ce.

    Before me​eting Jani​ne, Alec hadn’t be​en lo​oking for an​yo​ne re​mo​tely li​ke her. The sa​me went for Mic​hel​le. Mic​hel​le had be​en as lar​ge as Jani​ne was small: a big-bo​ned, bro​ad-sho​ul​de​red girl with lots of bo​uncy chest​nut ha​ir and enor​mo​us brown eyes. She wo​uld throw back her he​ad and la​ugh a hu​ge, bo​oming la​ugh, sho​wing all her te​eth. She wo​uld stri​de aro​und leg​gily, her he​avy tits jig​gling un​der she​er sa​tin or filmy ga​uze. She’d at​trac​ted a lot of short-term in​te​rest, but was too strong-wil​led for a lot of guys.They had cal​led her a ball-bre​aker.They had sa​id that Alec was pus​sy-whip​ped.

    Maybe he had be​en, tho​ugh he hadn’t much min​ded at the ti​me. Still and all, it co​uldn’t be de​ni​ed: he hadn’t be​en out lo​oking for a lushly pro​por​ti​oned six-fo​ot ball-bre​aker any mo​re than he had be​en lo​oking for a brit​tle-bo​ned, flat-ches​ted lit​tle blon​de li​ke Jani​ne. They had simply hap​pe​ned to him.

    Perhaps be​ca​use he hadn’t es​tab​lis​hed what he was re​al​ly lo​oking for?

    Alec won​de​red if it was ac​tu​al​ly pos​sib​le to sit down and or​ga​ni​se yo​ur lo​ve li​fe. To pin​po​int exactly what you re​qu​ired, and re​j​ect all subs​ti​tu​tes. Per​haps so​me pe​op​le co​uld do it, but co​uld he? He didn’t think so. For one thing, he li​ked the way most wo​men lo​oked - he co​uldn’t spe​cify this or that. For anot​her thing, even if his list of re​qu​ire​ments re​ma​ined fa​irly va​gue and ge​ne​ral (lo​yalty, per​haps, or go​od hygi​ene), what if he met so​me​one who me​asu​red up but wo​uldn’t ha​ve a bar of him? That was mo​re than li​kely. It oc​cur​red to Alec that he didn’t ha​ve a ‘type’ be​ca​use he co​uldn’t af​ford one. He had to ta​ke what he co​uld get. Be​ca​use what did he ha​ve to of​fer, re​al​ly? He wasn’t li​ke Darryl. He wasn’t even li​ke Kenny. At le​ast Kenny had the gift of the gab.

    Driving on cru​ise cont​rol, Alec let the co​untry fly past him, un​no​ti​ced. It was the kind of lands​ca​pe that you co​uld easily ig​no​re: stony red dirt, scat​te​red tufts of grass, ‘Flo​od​way’ signs, long stretc​hes of fen​cing wi​re held up by iron posts. To his right, on the ho​ri​zon, Pi​ne Cre​ek was mar​ked by a fit​ful gre​en smud​ge; to his left, elect​ri​city pylons drew clo​ser and clo​ser to the high​way. Then, abo​ut se​venty ki​lo​met​res out of Bro​ken Hill, things be​gan to hap​pen. Pi​ne Cre​ek he​aded to​wards the ro​ad and fi​nal​ly cros​sed it, brin​ging with it a nar​row band of hu​ge old ri​ver gums. The pylons al​so cros​sed the ro​ad a lit​tle furt​her on, mo​ving in the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on. The lands​ca​pe chan​ged slightly. The​re was mo​re ve​ge​ta​ti​on, a few rid​ges, the odd let​ter​box. Pi​ne Cre​ek, now on the left, stuck re​aso​nably clo​se to the high​way, its mant​le of tre​es cle​arly vi​sib​le from the ca​bin.

    Alec ig​no​red it all. Af​ter thin​king hard, he ca​me to the conc​lu​si​on that Kenny’s ad​vi​ce abo​ut wo​men wo​uldn’t do him any go​od. The thing abo​ut Alec was, he had only one ad​van​ta​ge over most guys. He might not ha​ve much mo​ney, or a ho​use, or a nimb​le ton​gue, but he was easily sa​tis​fi​ed. He wo​uld hap​pily ta​ke up with the sort of wo​men - li​ke Mic​hel​le - who sca​red off a lot of men, be​ca​use he didn’t ha​ve many ex​pec​ta​ti​ons. So what was the po​int of nar​ro​wing his op​ti​ons with a list of re​qu​ire​ments? He’d be sho​oting him​self in the fo​ot.

    On the ot​her hand, Kenny’s ad​vi​ce abo​ut his li​ving ar​ran​ge​ments was spot on. Alec had to get out. He had to do the right thing, or he was go​ing to fuck up everyt​hing for every​body. Okay, so Jani​ne ad​ded lust​re to his li​fe. Well, that was too bad. She was mar​ri​ed, she was his sis​ter-in-law, and she was the ul​ti​ma​te de​ad end.

    The so​oner he got away from her, the easi​er it wo​uld be to re​pa​ir his bro​ken he​art.

    Seeing the blo​ated sto​mach of a de​ad kan​ga​roo in the left-hand la​ne, Alec ma​de a split-se​cond de​ci​si​on to run right over it.

    Awakened from his tran​ce, he chec​ked the ti​me. Ne​arly ele​ven. He wo​uld so​on be ho​me.

    Cyrene was pat​rol​ling his fen​ce when he he​ard the shot. He had al​re​ady es​tab​lis​hed that his pho​ne li​ne had be​en cut, ne​ar whe​re it jo​ined the ro​of of his ho​use. The ro​of was qu​ite low, so it wo​uldn’t ha​ve ta​ken much to do the job: just a sto​ol per​haps, or a box, or a milk cra​te. Or may​be even a long-bla​ded mac​he​te. No, on se​cond tho​ughts, not a mac​he​te. A mac​he​te wo​uld ha​ve da​ma​ged the fas​cia - may​be even the gut​ter, as well. It wo​uld ha​ve ma​de a no​ise. Who​ever had cut the li​ne had do​ne it qu​i​etly, ca​re​ful​ly, with a pa​ir of se​ca​te​urs or wi​re-cut​ters.

    Cyrene was as as​to​nis​hed as he was angry. He fo​und it hard to un​ders​tand why a grown man wo​uld de​vo​te so much ti​me and ef​fort to cut​ting his pho​ne li​ne. Sne​aking aro​und in the mid​dle of the night, with a milk cra​te and a pa​ir of she​ars - and a torch, pre​su​mably - what kind of nut​ter wo​uld do such a thing? It oc​cur​red to Cyre​ne that this blo​ke, who​ever he was, co​uldn’t ha​ve ris​ked dri​ving his ve​hic​le too clo​se to the ho​use, in ca​se he wo​ke so​me​body. He wo​uld ha​ve had to walk for may​be half a ki​lo-met​re, in the dark, thro​ugh all that thorny salt​bush and he​avily ar​mo​ured de​ad fi​nish, past God knows how many sna​kes and spi​ders, be​fo​re he even re​ac​hed the fen​ce. He wo​uld ha​ve had to camp out so​mew​he​re, on the Ric​ket​ts’ pro​perty, per​haps; he co​uldn’t even ha​ve ris​ked ligh​ting a fi​re, in ca​se so​me​one saw or smel​led it. And the dogs. If he had po​iso​ned the dogs - as he might ha​ve, if he was plan​ning to ap​pro​ach Cyre​ne’s ho​use wit​ho​ut ra​ising the alarm - if he had po​iso​ned the dogs, then he must ha​ve be​en han​ging aro​und for a co​up​le of days, at le​ast. Trying to ke​ep out of the way. Skul​king li​ke a fox in the scrub, snatc​hing cold me​als, ke​eping a wary eye out for the clo​uds of dust that might mark a mo​ving flock of she​ep or an ap​pro​ac​hing ve​hic​le. And whe​re wo​uld he ha​ve hid​den his own car, for God’s sa​ke? Out on the high​way? It was an empty part of the world, but not that empty. You co​uldn’t be su​re that so​me​one men​ding fen​ces or mo​ving stock wo​uldn’t no​ti​ce a car sit​ting out in the mid​dle of now​he​re.

    After gi​ving the mat​ter so​me con​si​de​ra​ti​on, Cyre​ne conc​lu​ded that it had be​en an in​sa​ne kind of ef​fort to ma​ke, for such a slight re​sult. Be​ca​use what had he ac​hi​eved, this lu​na​tic stal​ker? Apart from sca​ring po​or Gra​ce out of her wits, he had do​ne not​hing but bring the full we​ight of the law down on top of his he​ad. He cer​ta​inly wo​uldn’t be do​ing any mo​re da​ma​ge to Cyre​ne’s pro​perty - not if Cyre​ne had any say in the mat​ter. The ho​use was sa​fe, as long as Cyre​ne had his gun. Of co​ur​se, if the evil bas​tard had ac​tu​al​ly bro​ken in​to the ho​use du​ring the night, and tri​ed to mur​der them all in the​ir beds - well, that wo​uld ha​ve ma​de mo​re sen​se. It wo​uld ha​ve be​en a re​sult worth the ef​fort. But this? The mu​ti​la​ted dog? The cut pho​ne li​ne? What was this all abo​ut?

    It oc​cur​red to Cyre​ne that the misc​hi​ef must ha​ve be​en do​ne af​ter one a.m. He had be​en out in the yard him​self at that ti​me, easy prey for any lur​king int​ru​der; he had be​en put​ting Harry’s corp​se in the dog-shed. What if the​re had be​en so​me​one ne​arby? What if Cyre​ne’s sud​den ap​pe​aran​ce had thrown this per​son off ba​lan​ce - stop​ped him from en​te​ring the ho​use?

    But no, that didn’t work. The​re was the dog. Who​ever the myste​ri​o​us lu​na​tic was, he had bro​ught with him not only a torch, a milk cra​te and a pa​ir of wi​re cut​ters, but a de​ad dog as well. A de​ad dog. And Bit hadn’t be​en a small dog, eit​her. Blo​ody ma​ni​ac must ha​ve had a whe​el​bar​row, or so​met​hing.

    Cyrene’s eyes we​ren’t too bad, con​si​de​ring, but they we​ren’t go​od eno​ugh to pick out tracks in the dirt. He had tri​ed and fa​iled; may​be the po​li​ce wo​uld ha​ve bet​ter luck. If his dogs had be​en ali​ve, he wo​uld ha​ve used them to sniff out any fo​re​ign scent aro​und the pla​ce, and fol​low it. As it was, ho​we​ver, he co​uld only pat​rol his bo​un​da​ri​es, ke​eping his ears open for any sus​pi​ci​o​us no​ises and his fin​ger ne​ar the trig​ger gu​ard of his .22.

    He had just stop​ped to stra​igh​ten a le​aning fen​ce post when he he​ard the shot. He knew ins​tantly what it was, of co​ur​se; it frigh​te​ned him so much that he ne​arly drop​ped his rif​le. Then the​re was anot​her shot. He tho​ught he he​ard a scre​am too - a fa​int, dis​tant so​und - but he co​uldn’t be su​re, be​ca​use by that ti​me he’d star​ted to run. The se​cond shot had gi​ven him a fix on his des​ti​na​ti​on. It had co​me from down the ro​ad. He cur​sed his bad knee, the way it buck​led un​der pres​su​re ap​pli​ed sud​denly from a cer​ta​in ang​le. It slo​wed him up; it dist​rac​ted him. And his he​art was no go​od eit​her, jer​king aro​und in his chest as if it wan​ted to jump out of his rib​ca​ge, po​un​ding in his ears un​til he co​uldn’t he​ar anyt​hing el​se. He was pan​ting by the ti​me he re​ac​hed the ga​te. It was a bug​ger, trying to re​le​ase the catch wit​ho​ut drop​ping his gun. Christ, oh Christ! Anot​her shot.

    Cyrene ha​uled the ga​te open and stag​ge​red thro​ugh it. Bul​lets clin​ked in his poc​ket - they so​un​ded li​ke lo​ose chan​ge. He co​uldn’t be​li​eve the bas​tard had a gun. Not a shot​gun - not by the so​und of it - but even if it was spring lo​aded, Cyre​ne was stuf​fed. His only ad​van​ta​ge wo​uld be surp​ri​se.

    He didn’t know what the bug​ger was sho​oting at. Su​rely not Gra​ce? Gra​ce had dri​ven off long ago. She ought to ha​ve be​en on the high​way, at le​ast. But the scre​am had be​en hu​man ...he didn’t know what to think . . .

    He was he​ading down the ro​ad when he he​ard Nat​han’s vo​ice, high-pitc​hed and des​pe​ra​te. The kid was cal​ling his na​me. ‘Nat​han?’ he yel​led. Ahe​ad of him, the ro​ad lo​oped aro​und, for​ming a lazy S-bend be​fo​re drop​ping in​to a shal​low dep​res​si​on that rol​led away down to the cre​ek. Cyre​ne’s eyes we​ren’t too go​od at the best of ti​mes; what with the dip, and the low scre​ens of salt​bush and boxt​horn, it was im​pos​sib​le to see Nat​han un​til the kid was al​most on top of him, stumb​ling aro​und the cor​ner with his mo​uth wi​de open and his chest he​aving. The​re was blo​od on Nat​han’s knee. His fa​ce was wet, and his eyes we​re wild.

    ‘Nathan?’ Cyre​ne cro​aked.

    ‘Mum!’The po​or kid co​uld hardly spe​ak.Puf​fing and blo​wing, te​ars spil​ling from his eyes, he flung him​self at Cyre​ne. ‘He got Mum!’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Mum’s the​re!’ Nat​han shril​led, po​un​ding on Cyre​ne’s chest. He was prac​ti​cal​ly in​co​he​rent - half-for​med words gus​hed from a dis​tor​ted mo​uth - but Cyre​ne got the mes​sa​ge. Gra​cie was back the​re, and so​me​one was sho​oting at her.

    ‘Okay, you go,’ Cyre​ne or​de​red. ‘Go on.’ The blo​ods​hot eyes sta​red at him, un​comp​re​hen​ding. ‘Go and hi​de!’ he con​ti​nu​ed sharply, po​in​ting at the ho​use. ‘Ke​ep go​in! When it’s sa​fe, I’ll tell ya, right? Qu​ick, now!’

    Nathan blin​ked. ‘Mum . . .’ he gurg​led.

    ‘Gorn!’ 
    That got rid of Nat​han. He re​le​ased Cyre​ne’s shirt and ran off uns​te​adily, trip​ping on​ce or twi​ce, gul​ping down air and whi​ning li​ke a frigh​te​ned dog.

    Cyrene didn’t watch him go. Lif​ting his gun to sho​ul​der he​ight, he con​ti​nu​ed to ad​van​ce, trying not to ma​ke too much no​ise. He wo​uld ha​ve one cle​ar shot be​fo​re the ne​ed to re​lo​ad put him at a di​sad​van​ta​ge. And he didn’t even ha​ve a te​les​co​pic sight to help him - just this blo​ody old Lith​gow, he​avy as le​ad, which had be​en lying aro​und for ye​ars in his ward​ro​be and wo​uld pro​bably jam at the cru​ci​al mo​ment be​ca​use he hadn’t fi​red it sin​ce Bill Ric​ket​ts to​ok over the fa​mily farm next do​or. Cyre​ne didn’t trust Bill Ric​ket​ts. Bill was the sort of fel​la who’d re​port you for ke​eping an un​re​gis​te​red fi​re​arm. Bill’s dad had un​ders​to​od that if you li​ved out the back of be​yond you had to ke​ep an old rif​le squ​ir​rel​led away so​mew​he​re for sa​fety’s sa​ke, whet​her or not you we​re a pri​mary pro​du​cer. It was the way things had al​ways be​en. But Bill was dif​fe​rent.

    At le​ast the bul​lets are soft-no​sed, Cyre​ne tho​ught. At le​ast if I hit the bas​tard, I’ll do a bit of da​ma​ge.

    And he pres​sed on ca​uti​o​usly, blin​king the swe​at out of his eyes.

    ‘I’m not hungry.’

    ‘You eat so​met​hing, ple​ase.’

    ‘But I’m not hungry!’

    ‘Rose,’ sa​id Lin​da, ‘if you don’t eat so​met​hing now, you’re not get​ting anyt​hing in the car. All right? Don’t think you’re go​ing to fill up on snacks, be​ca​use I’m sick of it. You eat that to​ast. One pi​ece of to​ast won’t kill you. Pe​ter? Ha​ve you fi​nis​hed? Pe​ter! ’

    Peter was re​ading The Sto​nes of Am​rach, for per​haps the eighth ti​me. He jer​ked to at​ten​ti​on, re​luc​tantly ext​ri​ca​ting him​self from the la​ir of the dre​aded Mol​lo​on. Alt​ho​ugh he knew that the Fo​urth Eye wo​uld be fo​und in the Mol​lo​on’s ste​aming sto​mach when Presp​rill clo​ve its guts in twa​in, he was still eager to re​ach that trans​cen​den​tal mo​ment be​fo​re they had to le​ave the mo​tel.

    He wo​uldn’t be ab​le to re​ad in the car, be​ca​use he got sick. So un​less he fi​nis​hed the chap​ter now, he wo​uldn’t do it be​fo​re lunch​ti​me.

    ‘I don’t want any mo​re,’ he as​su​red his mot​her, pre​pa​ring to plun​ge back in​to the pa​ges of his no​vel. But Lin​da wo​uldn’t let him.

    ‘Have you cle​aned yo​ur te​eth?’ she as​ked. ‘Pe​ter? Ha​ve you?’

    ‘Uh - no.’

    ‘Then go and do it. Now.’

    Sighing, Pe​ter ro​se from the bed to which he had be​en as​sig​ned. It was al​ways cha​os when the Fer​gu​sons tra​vel​led. The​re we​re fi​ve of them - two adults and three child​ren, cram​med in​to one car, one mo​tel ro​om, one res​ta​urant bo​oth. Lin​da and No​el ge​ne​ral​ly sha​red a do​ub​le bed whe​re​ver they stop​ped to sle​ep. If the​re we​re three sing​les in the ro​om as well, everyt​hing was stra​ight​for​ward. But if the​re we​re two do​ub​les and a sing​le - or a do​ub​le, two sing​les and a trund​le or a fol​da​way

    - then the ar​gu​ments wo​uld start. Lo​u​ise re​sen​ted sha​ring a do​ub​le with Ro​sie. Ro​sie comp​la​ined that she al​ways had to sle​ep in the fol​da​way. Why co​uldn’t Pe​ter, for on​ce? Pe​ter wo​uld po​int out that go​ing to bed at half past eight was stu​pid. If he re​ad his bo​ok in the bath​ro​om, it wo​uldn’t bot​her Ro​sie, wo​uld it? It wo​uldn’t ke​ep her awa​ke. Whe​re​upon Mum wo​uld reply that if she and No​el co​uld go to bed at eight thirty, then so co​uld Pe​ter. Be​si​des, they all had to get up early in the mor​ning. Big day, to​mor​row. An ext​ra ho​ur of sle​ep wo​uldn’t hurt.

    Peter had to squ​irm past his mum to re​ach the bath​ro​om. When he got the​re, he fo​und his fat​her wed​ged bet​we​en the sink and the to​ilet bowl. Pe​ter sa​id: ‘I can’t cle​an my te​eth, Mum, Dad’s sha​ving.’

    ‘It’s all right,’ sa​id No​el. ‘Plenty of ro​om.’ He shif​ted slightly, smi​ling thro​ugh his sha​ving so​ap. ‘You can squ​e​eze in, can’t you?’ ‘I’ll wa​it,’ Pe​ter rep​li​ed. But his mot​her’s vo​ice bar​red his exit. ‘Do it now,’ she in​sis​ted. ‘The​re’s a qu​e​ue.’

    ‘Mum?’ It was Lo​u​ise. ‘I can’t find my ot​her red sock.’

    ‘Oh for God’s sa​ke, Lo​u​ise.’

    ‘I can’t find it!’

    ‘Have you lo​oked?’

    ‘Yes, I’ve lo​oked!’

    ‘You say you’ve lo​oked, but I know I’ll co​me over the​re, and it’ll be sit​ting on top of everyt​hing, sta​ring at me . . .’

    ‘It’s not, Mum!’

    Peter sid​led up to the va​nity sink, pluc​ked his to​othb​rush from the com​mu​nal cup, and squ​e​ezed a gob of to​oth​pas​te on​to its brist​les - which al​re​ady lo​oked as if a dog had be​en che​wing on them. He didn’t li​ke tra​vel​ling. Ho​li​days co​uld be fun, in so​me ways, but they co​uld al​so be hell. At ho​me, he slept in his own ro​om. Lo​u​ise and Ro​sie sha​red a big bed​ro​om, but he had a lit​tle one all to him​self, and he lo​ved it. He lo​ved to get away from ever​yo​ne, ret​re​ating in​to his pri​va​te do​ma​in, shut​ting the do​or on the end​less yak​king, the whir​ring ap​pli​an​ces, the chat​te​ring te​le​vi​si​on. So​me​ti​mes his fa​mily wo​re him out. They we​re so no​isy, es​pe​ci​al​ly Ro​se. His mum ma​in​ta​ined that he had ne​ver stop​ped tal​king eit​her, when he was fi​ve, but Pe​ter didn’t be​li​eve it. Ro​sie was a mo​tor​mo​uth. Even Lo​u​ise didn’t talk as much as Ro​se. Pe​ter, who had qu​ite cle​ar me​mo​ri​es of Lo​u​ise when she was fi​ve (he had be​en eight at the ti​me), knew for a fact that she had ne​ver burb​led on li​ke Ro​se. And if she hadn’t, then he cer​ta​inly hadn’t. Be​ca​use he was the qu​i​etest per​son in the fa​mily.

    Peter spat out a mo​uth​ful of to​oth​pas​te. He mis​ti​med it, and it hit his fat​her’s wrist, but No​el - who had be​en rin​sing off his ra​zor - didn’t get mad. He ra​rely got mad abo​ut anyt​hing. Lin​da, on the ot​her hand, got mad all the ti​me. She was mad now, in fact, mad at Ro​sie, who had drop​ped a sli​ce of Ve​ge​mi​te to​ast, fa​ce down, on​to a pi​le of fol​ded T-shirts.

    ‘Just sit!’ Lin​da snap​ped, ad​dres​sing Ro​sie, as Pe​ter and No​el emer​ged from the bath​ro​om. ‘I told you not to wan​der aro​und - now I’m go​ing to ha​ve to wash that all over aga​in!’

    ‘Sorry, Mum,’ Ro​sie mut​te​red

    ‘Yes, well, it’s a bit la​te now, isn’t it?’

    ‘Lin,’ sa​id No​el, in a gently rep​ro​ach​ful vo​ice, ‘it was an ac​ci​dent.’

    Linda stif​fe​ned. ‘The​re wo​uldn’t ha​ve be​en an ac​ci​dent if she’d do​ne what I told her to do!’ Bust​ling past her hus​band, she pa​used bri​efly, and ad​ded in a low vo​ice (which Pe​ter he​ard, no​net​he​less): ‘I’m the one who do​es the la​undry aro​und he​re, so I’m the inj​ured party, all right?’

    Then she marc​hed in​to the bath​ro​om, le​aving No​el to exc​han​ge a qu​ick glan​ce with his son. The uns​po​ken mes​sa​ge from No​el was: be ni​ce to yo​ur mot​her un​til we hit the ro​ad.

    Linda was al​ways in a bad mo​od when they had to pack up. She had sa​id mo​re than on​ce that or​ga​ni​sing the Fer​gu​son fa​mily was li​ke trying to or​ga​ni​se a bunch of he​ad​less chic​kens. Whe​ne​ver they all had to go so​mew​he​re in the mor​ning - whet​her it was to scho​ol, to net​ball, to swim​ming les​sons or to work - Lin​da’s tem​per wo​uld be​gin to fray as she chiv​vi​ed pe​op​le in and out of the bath​ro​om, hun​ted down cle​an shorts, se​arc​hed for mis​sing keys, wi​ped up spil​led oran​ge ju​ice and ma​de sand​wic​hes. On ho​li​days it was ten ti​mes wor​se, un​til they ac​tu​al​ly re​ac​hed the​ir des​ti​na​ti​on. Then Lin​da wo​uld chill out on a deckc​ha​ir, re​ading, whi​le No​el to​ok the child​ren to but​terfly farms, ra​il​way mu​se​ums, ma​ri​ne parks and he​ri​ta​ge tra​ils.

    There was a ra​il​way mu​se​um in Bro​ken Hill, as it hap​pe​ned, and No​el had ta​ken his kids to see that du​ring the​ir fi​ve-day vi​sit. They had al​so to​ured a mi​ne, rid​den a ca​mel, pic​nic​ked at Pen​ro​se Park and ins​pec​ted the Li​ne of Lo​de mi​ners’ me​mo​ri​al.

    Together, Lin​da and Lo​u​ise had lin​ge​red over disp​lays of sil​ver jewel​lery and shop win​dows full of che​ap sum​mer san​dals. (Lo​u​ise, as No​el of​ten re​mar​ked, had a pink ge​ne as big as a bus.) To​get​her, Pe​ter and No​el had spent se​ve​ral ho​urs at the ge​ocent​re, ad​mi​ring chunks of crystal​li​ne rock and mul​ti​co​lo​ured ore. They had all di​ned out at the Mu​si​ci​ans’ Club, tro​oped thro​ugh a lar​ge num​ber of art gal​le​ri​es and bo​ught so​uve​nirs at the Ro​yal Flying Doc​tor Ser​vi​ce gift shop.

    But the re​al pur​po​se of the trip had be​en to vi​sit No​el’s Aunt Glenys. She was se​venty-three ye​ars old and li​ved on Wolf​ram Stre​et, in a lit​tle ho​use ma​de of cor​ru​ga​ted iron. No​el had spent a lot of his child​ho​od with Aun​tie Glenys (Pe​ter didn’t know why, exactly), so every two ye​ars the Fer​gu​sons wo​uld pi​le in​to the​ir car and dri​ve up from Mel​bo​ur​ne to Bro​ken Hill for a fa​mily get-to​get​her. They wo​uld ma​ke a po​int of ta​king Glenys out to din​ner one night. They wo​uld crowd in​to her tiny kitc​hen, kiss her pow​dery che​ek, lis​ten to her sto​ri​es abo​ut the la​di​es at the club and in​sist on was​hing up all the dirty cups and pla​tes. (At le​ast, Lin​da wo​uld in​sist; Pe​ter and Lo​u​ise we​re less ent​hu​si​as​tic.) No​el wo​uld ma​ke a po​int of chat​ting to Glenys for at le​ast two ho​urs every day, mor​ning and eve​ning. He wo​uld sit at the kitc​hen tab​le with her, sip​ping a cup of tea, whi​le Lin​da used Glenys’s was​hing mac​hi​ne and Ro​sie fol​lo​wed Lo​u​ise aro​und the back gar​den (bic​ke​ring abo​ut a set of co​lo​ured pen​cils per​haps) and Pe​ter sat in the li​ving ro​om po​ring over Glenys’s set of Re​ader’s Di​gest con​den​sed bo​oks. Pe​ter enj​oyed tho​se bo​oks. He had re​ad The Step​ford Wi​ves du​ring the​ir last vi​sit to Bro​ken Hill, and The Boys from Bra​zil du​ring this vi​sit. But he had be​en unab​le to fi​nish A Tree Grows in Bro​oklyn. He hadn’t had ti​me.

    Peter was li​ke his mot​her, in that res​pect; they both li​ked to wal​low in bo​oks. He al​so had his mot​her’s gre​en eyes and go​od te​eth. But for the most part he re​semb​led No​el. They we​re both skinny, tall and pa​le, with bony jo​ints and soft, me​asu​red vo​ices. They both had he​avy dark ha​ir and an abi​ding lo​ve of fac​tu​al in​for​ma​ti​on. Pe​ter was mo​re pas​si​ona​te abo​ut The Lord of the Rings than No​el was, and co​uldn’t drum up much ent​hu​si​asm for his fat​her’s chi​ef in​te​rest, which was elect​ro​nic com​mu​ni​ca​ti​on. (No​el wor​ked for Telst​ra af​ter all.) But on the who​le, fat​her and son we​re two of a kind.

    That was why they both res​pon​ded in the sa​me way du​ring the fran​tic, last-mi​nu​te pre​pa​ra​ti​ons that al​ways pre​ce​ded the fa​mily’s de​par​tu​re from any mo​tel. Whi​le Lin​da is​su​ed sharp com​mands, and Ro​sie whi​ned, and Lo​u​ise ar​gu​ed, Pe​ter and No​el tip​to​ed aro​und, trying not to catch an​yo​ne’s eye. No​el lo​aded the​ir su​it​ca​ses in​to the bo​ot, re​tur​ned the ro​om keys and pa​id the bill. Pe​ter chec​ked un​der the beds, in the dra​wers and be​hind the sho​wer cur​ta​in for any for​got​ten pos​ses​si​ons. They did the​ir jobs, in ot​her words. And they both he​aved si​lent sighs of re​li​ef when the car do​ors fi​nal​ly slam​med, sig​nal​ling the start of the​ir jo​ur​ney.

    ‘Right,’ Lin​da sa​id. ‘Ha​ve we got everyt​hing? Ro​se - ha​ve you got yo​ur Bar​bie?’

    ‘Yes, I ha​ve.’

    ‘Louise, did you re​mem​ber to put away all yo​ur pens and things?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Peter, did -’

    ‘I chec​ked the dra​wers, I chec​ked the cup​bo​ards and I chec​ked un​der the beds.’

    ‘Did an​yo​ne check the bath​ro​om?’

    ‘I did that too.’

    ‘All right.’ Lin​da slum​ped aga​inst her se​at, as if all the ten​si​on was dra​ining out of her. ‘Let’s go then.’

    Noel coc​ked his he​ad. ‘Su​re?’ he as​ked.

    ‘Sure.’

    ‘Everyone got the​ir se​at​belts on?’

    ‘Yes,’ the three kids cho​ru​sed.

    ‘All right, then.’ No​el put his fo​ot down, and the​ir Nis​san Pul​sar slowly pul​led away from the Mi​ners Lamp Mo​tor Inn. ‘Off to Mil​du​ra we go.’

    By ten fif​te​en they we​re he​ading so​uth, down the Sil​ver City High​way.

    

    

CHAPTER 4 
    

    Nathan ran. He ran down the ro​ad and thro​ugh the ga​te, past the pep​per​corn tree and the rusty oil drum, up the steps and in​to the ho​use. The scre​en do​or ban​ged be​hind him. He clo​sed the front do​or, which was ma​de of so​lid wo​od, by thrus​ting his who​le body aga​inst it. Then he hung from the do​or knob, pan​ting and crying.

    He didn’t know what to do. Cyre​ne had told him to hi​de - hi​de and wa​it. But whe​re? In the ho​use? The​re we​ren’t many go​od hi​ding pla​ces. Un​der the bed was too ob​vi​o​us. The kitc​hen cup​bo​ards we​re full. The ward​ro​be? He co​uld try the ward​ro​be. Or be​hind the ward​ro​be - he might be ab​le to sli​de in the​re.

    Nathan scut​tled down the hall to the bed​ro​om whe​re he and his mot​her had slept. He saw her go​od sho​es on the flo​or, her jum​per on the bed, her ma​ke-up on the bed​si​de tab​le. The who​le ro​om smel​led of her, and the smell bro​ught fresh te​ars to his eyes. He be​gan to sob as he ma​de his way over to the ward​ro​be, blindly gro​ping with outst​retc​hed hands. But he knew he sho​uldn’t cry; he knew that so​me​one might he​ar him if he did. So he scrub​bed at his fa​ce, swal​lo​wed a shud​de​ring hic​cup, and tri​ed to squ​e​eze in​to the gap bet​we​en the wall and the back of the ward​ro​be. It was too nar​row. He scra​ped him​self pa​in​ful​ly aga​inst a na​il, which ca​ught on his sle​eve, then pul​led away and con​si​de​red the ward​ro​be’s in​te​ri​or. A lot of his mum’s stuff was han​ging the​re - so​me of his own too - but he co​uld pro​bably cle​ar eno​ugh spa​ce. He was just be​gin​ning to push asi​de a few dang​ling sund​res​ses when he he​ard the fa​int but un​mis​ta​kab​le so​und of anot​her shot.

    That shot cle​ared his he​ad li​ke a blast of wind. He knew ins​tantly that the ward​ro​be was no go​od. It was too easy to find. It was the first pla​ce his step​fat​her wo​uld lo​ok. Un​der the bed, in the ward​ro​be, be​hind the do​or - his step​fat​her wo​uld lo​ok in all tho​se pla​ces, one by one. He wo​uld work his way thro​ugh the who​le ho​use, get​ting war​mer and war​mer, whi​le Nat​han cro​uc​hed, swe​ating, un​der a pi​le of to​wels, lis​te​ning to the flo​or​bo​ards cre​ak.

    Nathan fo​ught to muf​fle his sobs, sha​king from he​ad to toe. He was so sca​red. He wan​ted his mot​her. He didn’t know what to do, and his no​se was run​ning and he didn’t ha​ve a hand​kerc​hi​ef. The ga​ra​ge might be sa​fe. The​re was an old bedsp​re​ad in the ga​ra​ge, and a who​le lot of cans and wo​od and po​wer to​ols. May​be he co​uld hi​de un​der the bedsp​re​ad. But Cyre​ne had war​ned him not to play in the ga​ra​ge, be​ca​use the​re we​re na​ils and things. Spi​ders. Po​isons. Cyre​ne had ma​de him pro​mi​se not to go in the ga​ra​ge.

    Nathan tho​ught: Cyre​ne will sa​ve my mum.

    He crept back down the hall and in​to the kitc​hen. The clock on the wall went tick,tick,tick.The frid​ge rumb​led.Ke​eping low, he went to the win​dow and pe​ered thro​ugh it, al​lo​wing only one eye to cle​ar the sill. He saw the front yard. The fen​ce. The ga​te.

    The ro​ad.

    There was no one on the ro​ad. So​on, per​haps, the​re wo​uld be: a man, wal​king with a gun. Wo​uld it be Cyre​ne, or . . .?

    Nathan pres​sed the he​els of his hands in​to his eye soc​kets. No, no, no. It wo​uldn’t be so​me​one el​se. Nat​han re​fu​sed to con​si​der any ot​her pos​si​bi​lity. Ne​vert​he​less, he re​ali​sed that he co​uldn’t just wa​it he​re and watch the man slowly co​me for him. His who​le mind, his who​le be​ing, ve​ered away from the very pros​pect.

    And sud​denly he re​mem​be​red.

    When he un​co​ve​red his eyes, his vi​si​on was splotc​hed and blur​red. He blin​ked ra​pidly, scramb​ling to his fe​et; his tho​ughts we​re now fi​xed on a sing​le ima​ge, and his re​aso​ning po​wers we​re wor​king only on a sub​cons​ci​o​us le​vel. He knew that he wo​uld be sa​fe if he he​aded west, but not why - he didn’t lo​gi​cal​ly de​du​ce that, in run​ning away from the ho​use to​wards the rid​ge, he wo​uld be scre​ened from the sight of an​yo​ne ap​pro​ac​hing the ho​use from the east. He didn’t con​si​der that a se​arch of the ho​use wo​uld gi​ve him even mo​re ti​me to es​ca​pe, as long as no​body pe​ered thro​ugh the blinds in his mot​her’s bed​ro​om, or lo​oked thro​ugh the bath​ro​om win​dow. He simply un​ders​to​od that if he mo​ved now, qu​ickly, in the right di​rec​ti​on, he might ha​ve a chan​ce.

    So he be​gan to run. He ran out the back do​or, down the steps, past the Hills ho​ist. He hurt​led along un​til he ca​me to the wreck of the Hol​den ute; didn’t bot​her to open the ga​te. He simply sur​ged up and over it, hit​ting the gro​und with a thump. He ran and stumb​led and kept on run​ning, win​ding his way thro​ugh the low bus​hes, the clumps of grass, the odd scraps of rub​bish, no​ne of which af​for​ded him any con​ce​al​ment. In his purp​le top and li​me-gre​en shorts he was as vi​sib​le as a light​ho​use be​acon, tho​ugh he didn’t know it. The tho​ught ne​ver cros​sed his mind. Ins​te​ad he was thin​king abo​ut the rid​ge ahe​ad of him, and the pa​in in his chest, and the blo​od thum​ping in his ears, and the swe​at trick​ling down his fa​ce. He was thin​king abo​ut the bus​hes that whip​ped his ank​les as he rus​hed by them. He was thin​king abo​ut get​ting the​re . . . get​ting the​re . . .

    He didn’t stop to won​der if Cyre​ne wo​uld be ab​le to find him. Cyre​ne knew abo​ut the ho​le, and wo​uld co​me to it even​tu​al​ly. But he did won​der how far a gun co​uld sho​ot. He was so far from the ho​use, but he didn’t know . . . co​uld a bul​let still re​ach him, from way back the​re?

    Was so​me​one al​re​ady watc​hing him from the bath​ro​om win​dow?

    ‘I spy with my lit​tle eyes so​met​hing be​gin​ning with “C”.’

    Rose pro​no​un​ced the let​ter pho​ne​ti​cal​ly, with a hard ed​ge; she was still mo​re com​for​tab​le with the so​unds of let​ters than with the​ir ac​tu​al na​mes.

    ‘Cloud,’ sa​id Pe​ter, in a bo​red vo​ice.

    ‘No!’ Ro​se scre​amed. ‘No, you can’t say it!’

    ‘Peter.’ Lin​da half tur​ned in her se​at. She flas​hed him a rep​ro​ving lo​ok. ‘You know how this works.’

    Peter sig​hed. Af​ter an ho​ur in the car, he was al​re​ady des​pe​ra​te to get out. So far, they had sung abo​ut fif​te​en songs (mostly nur​sery rhymes), sha​red one ap​ple and a pac​ket of corn chips, lis​te​ned to Lo​u​ise’s la​test story abo​ut her fri​end Jemi​ma’s stu​pid dog - which got hit by traf​fic at re​gu​lar in​ter​vals - and pla​yed a ten-mi​nu​te ga​me of ‘I Spy’ in ac​cor​dan​ce with the uni​que ru​les la​id down by Ro​se. The​se ru​les dec​re​ed that when it was Ro​se’s turn, no one was al​lo​wed to gu​ess her word un​til at le​ast two pe​op​le had al​re​ady got it wrong. If an​yo​ne chal​len​ged Ro​se’s right to play the ga​me dif​fe​rently from every​body el​se, Ro​se wo​uld im​me​di​ately erupt, and Lin​da wo​uld say in long-suf​fe​ring to​nes: ‘For God’s sa​ke, do​es it mat​ter? Just do what she wants, and let’s ha​ve a lit​tle pe​ace.’

    There was a CD pla​yer in the car, but mu​sic wasn’t per​mit​ted any mo​re. The​re had be​en too many ar​gu​ments abo​ut what sho​uld be pla​yed, when, and for how long. They did ha​ve a walk​man with he​adp​ho​nes, which Ro​se didn’t much li​ke, but Pe​ter and Lo​u​ise had to sha​re it - twenty mi​nu​tes for Lo​u​ise, twenty mi​nu​tes for Pe​ter - and right now it was in Lo​u​ise’s cus​tody. She was sit​ting over by the ot​her win​dow, one bony brown knee drawn up to her chin, trying to stick he​art-sha​ped de​cals on​to her pa​in​ted to​ena​ils as her he​ad bob​bed up and down in ti​me to the mu​sic that was po​uring in​to her ears. Stu​pid mu​sic

    - Britney Spe​ars, no less. The sa​me song over and over aga​in, its tinny be​at le​aking out of the he​adp​ho​nes and bot​he​ring Pe​ter li​ke a mos​qu​ito’s whi​ne. He tri​ed to ig​no​re it.

    ‘All right, all right,’ he sa​id. ‘Um - “C”. Okay. So​met​hing be​gin​ning with “C”.’ Ga​zing out the win​dow, he tri​ed to spot anot​her obj​ect that wo​uld sa​tisfy Ro​se. But it was dif​fi​cult, be​ca​use the​re wasn’t much to see. Dirt? No. Bus​hes? No. Po​wer po​les? No. The ro​ad was slightly ra​ised abo​ve ditc​hes on eit​her si​de; pa​ral​lel to the ditc​hes the​re we​re whi​te posts, evenly spa​ced, with red ref​lec​tor patc​hes on them. A li​ne of tre​es mar​ked the pas​sa​ge of a cre​ek so​mew​he​re off to the right.

    ‘Creek,’ sa​id Pe​ter.

    ‘What?’ as​ked Ro​se.

    ‘Creek. That be​gins with “C”.’

    ‘Where’s a cre​ek?’ Ro​se strug​gled to pe​er out the win​dow.

    ‘Show me.’

    ‘There. Whe​re the tre​es are.’

    ‘What tre​es?’

    ‘There.’ Pe​ter stab​bed at the glass with his fin​ger. ‘Over the​re. A long way away.’

    ‘I can’t see it!’ Ro​se wa​iled, and Pe​ter rol​led his eyes.

    ‘You can’t see the cre​ek, Ro​se,’ Lin​da exp​la​ined. ‘It’s be​hind the tre​es.’

    ‘You sho​uldn’t be sa​ying “I spy a cre​ek” if you can’t ac​tu​al​ly see it,’ Lo​u​ise obj​ec​ted. She was re​win​ding her ta​pe aga​in and co​uld he​ar the dis​cus​si​on thro​ugh the pad​ding of her he​adp​ho​nes. Ro​se’s fo​re​he​ad wrink​led as she pon​de​red this new sug​ges​ti​on.

    ‘Louise!’ Lin​da’s to​ne was full of war​ning.

    ‘Yeah, butt out,’ sa​id Pe​ter. ‘If you want to play the ga​me, gim​me the walk​man.’

    ‘Was it “cre​ek”, Ro​sie?’ Lin​da in​ter​rup​ted. ‘It wasn’t, was it?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘All right. My turn, now. Um . . . “crow”.’

    ‘No. Yo​ur turn, Daddy.’

    ‘Um . . .’ No​el put on a gre​at show of thin​king hard. ‘Let’s see now...so​met​hing be​gin​ning with “C”. Wo​uld it be ...a clo​ud?’

    ‘Yes!’ 
    Peter wis​hed with all his he​art that he co​uld do so​met​hing in the car wit​ho​ut get​ting sick: re​ad, pre​fe​rably, or use a play sta​ti​on, or do a cros​sword . . . an​y​t​hing. Lo​u​ise didn’t get sick. She co​uld stick de​cals on her to​ena​ils and pla​it Ro​sie’s ha​ir and wri​te in her di​ary wit​ho​ut suf​fe​ring a sing​le pang of na​usea. It wasn’t fa​ir. The Sto​nes of Am​rach was sit​ting right be​si​de Pe​ter, tan​ta​li​sing him with its well-thum​bed co​ver (which de​pic​ted Presp​rill with his shi​eld on his back, ga​zing out over the la​ke of the Tann to​wards Am​roth), and he co​uldn’t even open it wit​ho​ut ris​king an im​me​di​ate des​cent in​to wretc​hed​ness.

    Sullenly he fo​cu​sed his at​ten​ti​on on the end​less, bo​ring stretch of out​back be​yond the ro​ad, which the disp​lay at the Vi​si​tors’ Cent​re had iden​ti​fi​ed as be​ing of a ‘se​mi-arid’ na​tu​re. Se​mi-arid. If this is se​mi-arid, he tho​ught, arid must be sand du​nes.

    ‘Peter.’ Ro​se tap​ped his sho​ul​der. ‘It’s yo​ur turn.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘It’s yo​ur turn.’

    ‘Oh.’ He lo​oked aro​und the car. They had al​re​ady no​mi​na​ted the words se​at, mir​ror, ste​ering whe​el, ra​dio, hand, fo​ot, map and bag. The​re wasn’t much left to sug​gest that Ro​se wo​uld re​cog​ni​se. Ge​ars​tick? No. Fu​el ga​uge? No. Shif​ting his ga​ze to the ro​ad un​rol​ling be​fo​re them, he saw a truck ap​pro​ac​hing in the ot​her la​ne. It was big and whi​te, and belc​hing black smo​ke. It was the first ve​hic​le they had se​en in ages.

    He sa​id: ‘I spy with my lit​tle eyes so​met​hing be​gin​ning with “T”.’

    ‘Truck!’ Ro​sie cro​wed, and Pe​ter nod​ded.

    ‘Right,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Well do​ne, Ro​sie!’ Lin​da exc​la​imed. No​el dec​la​red that Ro​se was a very cle​ver girl. Pe​ter set​tled back in​to his se​at aga​in, glan​cing at his watch. It was ne​arly half past ele​ven. He was get​ting thirsty.

    ‘Can I ha​ve a drink ple​ase, Mum?’

    ‘Yes. Hang on.’ Lin​da be​gan to rum​ma​ge aro​und in the overs​tuf​fed bag at her fe​et. ‘Wa​ter or ju​ice?’

    ‘Juice, ple​ase.’

    ‘Can I ha​ve so​me too?’ Ro​se pi​ped up.

    ‘What’s the ma​gic word?’

    ‘Please.’ 
    ‘When are we get​ting to the ro​ad​ho​use, Dad?’ Pe​ter as​ked.

    ‘Soon.’

    ‘Can we stop the​re for lunch?’

    Noel glan​ced at Lin​da. ‘Well...I know Mum’s ma​de so​me ni​ce sand​wic​hes . . .’

    ‘I wan​na ice cre​am!’ Ro​se cri​ed. Her me​mory for tre​ats was te​na​ci​o​us. Tho​ugh she of​ten for​got to say ‘ple​ase’, she re​mem​be​red very cle​arly stop​ping at Co​om​bah ro​ad​ho​use on the way to Bro​ken Hill, be​ca​use No​el had bo​ught ice cre​ams the​re. Lin​da gla​red at Ro​se over the top of her he​ad​rest.

    ‘You won’t get an​y​t​hing if you talk li​ke that!’ she snap​ped, whe​re​upon Ro​se be​gan to chant her re​qu​est in a sing​song vo​ice.

    ‘May-I-have-ice-cream-please?’

    ‘We’ll see.’

    ‘Please, Mummy? I sa​id ple​ase!’

    ‘If you eat yo​ur lunch, you can ha​ve an ice cre​am.’ Lin​da lo​oked at No​el. ‘Co​uld we eat lunch the​re, do you think? Wo​uld they let us, if we bo​ught ice cre​ams? I se​em to re​mem​ber so​me tab​les and things . . .’

    ‘I’m hungry, Mummy.’

    ‘Oh, Ro​se. You just had all tho​se chips.’

    ‘But I’m still hungry.’

    Peter prop​ped his el​bow on the arm​rest, crad​ling his chin in his hand. Whiz, whiz, whiz - the whi​te posts flew by. So did anot​her sign ad​ver​ti​sing ‘Ma​rio’s’, which was sit​ting for​lornly out in the mid​dle of now​he​re. (Pe​ter didn’t know what ‘Ma​rio’s’ was, exactly, be​ca​use they we​re al​ways go​ing too fast for him to re​ad the small print.) The​re hadn’t be​en any fen​ces for a lit​tle whi​le, and he won​de​red why. He saw a crow strut​ting abo​ut, lo​oking for ro​ad kill. He spot​ted a ba​re, stony rid​ge ri​sing up be​hind a dis​tant thre​ad of gre​en.

    ‘All right,’ sa​id Lin​da, ‘we’re al​most the​re, so we’ll eat lunch now, and then stop at the ro​ad​ho​use for an ice cre​am. What kind of sand​wich wo​uld you li​ke, Ro​sie? Ve​ge​mi​te, pe​anut but​ter, ham

    or che​ese? I won’t ask if you want to​ma​to.’

    ‘Vegemite.’

    ‘How did I gu​ess. Pe​ter? What do you want? We’ve got ham and to​ma​to as well.’

    ‘Ham, ple​ase. With mus​tard.’ Pe​ter le​aned to​wards his mot​her in an​ti​ci​pa​ti​on, and fo​und him​self lo​oking out the left-hand win​dows of the car. What he saw ma​de him frown, and check his watch aga​in. Ele​ven thirty-fi​ve. It was an ho​ur and twenty mi​nu​tes sin​ce they had left Bro​ken Hill.

    ‘Dad?’ he sa​id.

    ‘Mmm?’

    ‘Coombah ro​ad​ho​use is abo​ut half​way, isn’t it?’

    ‘About that, yes.’

    ‘And it ta​kes, li​ke, three ho​urs to get to Went​worth?’

    ‘Approximately.’

    Plastic bags rust​led as Lin​da ro​oted among the sand​wic​hes. Pe​ter stu​di​ed the co​untry to his left, which was si​mi​lar to that on his right - salt​bush downs un​der an in​ten​se blue sky, scat​te​red he​re and the​re with spindly tre​es, salt pans, dirt tracks.

    ‘So we sho​uld be at Co​om​bah in a few mi​nu​tes?’ he as​ked.

    ‘That’s right.’

    ‘Then whe​re’s the la​ke? Re​mem​ber af​ter Co​om​bah we we​re dri​ving along, and you sa​id we we​re dri​ving thro​ugh a dry la​ke? Re​mem​ber? Sho​uldn’t we ha​ve re​ac​hed that by now?’

    There was a short si​len​ce. Lin​da pas​sed a Ve​ge​mi​te sand​wich to Ro​se. Lo​u​ise had her eyes shut, ca​ught up in the spell of Brit​ney Spe​ars. No​el fle​xed his fin​gers on the ste​ering whe​el.

    ‘We’ll get to the la​ke in a mi​nu​te,’ he sa​id at last. Lin​da stuck her he​ad bet​we​en her kne​es aga​in, se​arc​hing for a ham sand​wich. Her vo​ice so​un​ded muf​fled as she ob​ser​ved: ‘What do the sign​posts say? The dis​tan​ce mar​kers? They sho​uld be ab​le to tell us how long be​fo​re we re​ach Co​om​bah.’

    Good po​int, tho​ught Pe​ter. He hadn’t be​en stud​ying the lit​tle gre​en signs that ga​ve you yo​ur dis​tan​ce, in ki​lo​met​res, to the next sig​ni​fi​cant lo​ca​lity. The​re had be​en too many ot​her things go​ing on, and be​si​des, he wasn’t sit​ting on the left hand si​de of the car.

    But af​ter ac​cep​ting a sand​wich and chec​king if it con​ta​ined mus​tard (it did), he on​ce mo​re tur​ned his at​ten​ti​on to Lo​u​ise’s win​dow. Lo​u​ise had ta​ken her he​adp​ho​nes off. She was as​king for a che​ese and to​ma​to sand​wich. Be​fo​re Lin​da co​uld exp​la​in that the​re we​ren’t any che​ese and to​ma​to sand​wic​hes, No​el sa​id: ‘The​re’s a sign. Up ahe​ad.’

    ‘Where?’ Pe​ter threw him​self for​ward, his se​at belt bi​ting in​to his chest and sho​ul​der. ‘I don’t - oh, right.’ The sign was a dis​tant sil​ho​u​et​te. ‘What do​es it say?’

    ‘I can’t tell, yet,’ No​el rep​li​ed. ‘Lin​da, co​uld you just check . . . can you see? That sign . . . what do​es it say?’

    Linda shif​ted in her se​at. She was bloc​king Pe​ter’s vi​ew. ‘Wa​it a se​cond,’ she mumb​led. ‘It says . . . hang on . . .’

    They se​emed to ap​pro​ach the sign very slowly, then pass it in the blink of an eye. Even so, Pe​ter did catch a glimp​se of it - or what was left of it.

    A well-aimed lo​ad of shot had ob​li​te​ra​ted wha​te​ver pa​int had re​ma​ined on its sandb​las​ted sur​fa​ce.

    ‘Oh,’said Lin​da.‘Oh,well.Ne​ver mind.We’ll just ha​ve a lo​ok at the next one. Co​me on, Lo​u​ise, it’s yo​ur cho​ice - pla​in che​ese, or ham and to​ma​to? Ma​ke up yo​ur mind, or you won’t get anyt​hing.’

    Up ahe​ad, the flat ho​ri​zon shim​me​red.

    Slowly Alec be​gan to re​ali​se that so​met​hing was wrong.

    He had be​en so ca​ught up in tho​ughts of Jani​ne that it hadn’t daw​ned on him, un​til now. He had be​en dri​ving auto​ma​ti​cal​ly, half his mind on the ro​ad, half on the thorny di​lem​ma awa​iting him back in Bro​ken Hill. His sto​mach had fi​nal​ly aler​ted him to the fact that the ho​ur was get​ting la​te, and he still hadn’t re​ac​hed his des​ti​na​ti​on. Chec​king the clock, he had se​en - to his as​to​nish​ment - that it was ne​arly half past twel​ve. And then he had glan​ced aga​in at the spe​edo​me​ter.

    Eighty-seven km/h. So he wasn’t exactly drag​ging his fe​et. Un​less the spe​edo​me​ter was bus​ted? But no, he sen​sed that it was func​ti​oning okay. He co​uld tell. He knew his truck and he knew the ro​ad; he co​uld al​ways fe​el when he was star​ting to push the li​mit. So​met​hing to do with the vib​ra​ti​ons in the so​les of his fe​et and the palms of his hands. So​met​hing to do with the way his tyres so​un​ded when he cros​sed a cat​tle grid. The spe​ed li​mi​ter on his fu​el pump very ra​rely kic​ked in, be​ca​use Alec’s own fe​el for the Di​esel Dog was as sen​si​ti​ve as any elect​ro​nic gad​get.

    He was alert now as he re​gis​te​red the fe​atu​res of the sur​ro​un​ding lands​ca​pe. He co​uld re​call - qu​ite cle​arly - cros​sing the brid​ge at Pi​ne Cre​ek. And the kan​ga​roo corp​se, he co​uld re​mem​ber that. Af​ter plo​ug​hing thro​ugh the kan​ga​roo he had slip​ped back in​to one of his dayd​re​ams, and that had be​en at . . . Christ!

    That had be​en at ele​ven o’clock.

    No, he de​ci​ded. I’ve ma​de a mis​ta​ke so​mew​he​re. I sho​uld ha​ve be​en the​re by now. He plot​ted the po​si​ti​on of the Pin​nac​les, way up ahe​ad. Only two of the pe​aks we​re vi​sib​le - two thrus​ting rock for​ma​ti​ons li​ke tits with erect nip​ples, hug​ging the ho​ri​zon - but even so, it me​ant that he had cros​sed the ti​me zo​ne bo​un​dary. So he was still... what? Thirty ki​lo​met​res out?

    I can’t ha​ve co​ve​red just twenty-odd ki​lo​met​res in ni​nety mi​nu​tes, he tho​ught numbly. That’s stu​pid. That do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se. He won​de​red if the old Dog’s clock was fast, for so​me re​ason. But it was sho​wing the sa​me ti​me as his own di​gi​tal watch, and that watch had be​en spot-on when he left Mil​du​ra; he had chec​ked it aga​inst the clock at the de​pot. So what was go​ing on? So​me kind of we​ird mag​ne​tic thing?

    Alec was very va​gue when it ca​me to mag​ne​tic fi​elds, so​lar winds, elect​ri​cal disc​har​ges, and all the ot​her na​tu​ral phe​no​me​na that you le​ar​ned abo​ut in scho​ol (if you we​re pa​ying at​ten​ti​on) and ge​ne​ral​ly used if you we​re trying to exp​la​in cer​ta​in stran​ge in​ci​dents that so​me​ti​mes oc​cur​red out in the mid​dle of now​he​re. Alec hadn’t ex​pe​ri​en​ced much to won​der abo​ut so far - no one did, on the Mil​du​ra-Bro​ken Hill run - but he had he​ard ot​her blo​kes tal​king abo​ut ha​uling ro​ad tra​ins ac​ross the Chan​nel Co​untry of re​mo​te Qu​e​ens​land, and en​co​un​te​ring the mo​ving lights they cal​led min min; abo​ut mis​sha​pen cre​atu​res (bun​yips? yo​wi​es?) cros​sing the ro​ad in front of them at dusk, gla​ring with lu​mi​no​us eyes; abo​ut ghostly fi​gu​res trying to hitch ri​des, then sud​denly va​nis​hing. Gran​ted, the​se sto​ri​es we​re usu​al​ly told af​ter a co​up​le of ho​urs spent on the bo​oze, by blo​kes who of​ten had a re​pu​ta​ti​on for pop​ping pills (or caf​fe​ine-enric​hed subs​tan​ces) to ke​ep them awa​ke for forty ho​urs at a stretch. Still, they ma​de you think. And they ma​de you dred​ge aro​und in yo​ur fa​iling me​mory for all tho​se snip​pets of physics that you had so​me​how pic​ked up from text​bo​oks, or te​le​vi​si​on do​cu​men​ta​ri​es, or ar​tic​les in yo​ur den​tist’s copy of the Re​ader’s Di​gest: snip​pets abo​ut ra​dio wa​ves . . . the auro​ra bo​re​alis . . . high pres​su​re systems . . .

    Alec se​emed to re​mem​ber he​aring or re​ading so​met​hing on​ce abo​ut mag​nets stop​ping clocks. But not spe​eding up clocks. Un​less that was pos​sib​le too? Had he hit so​me kind of stran​ge mag​ne​tic fi​eld? The​re we​re a lot of ores and he​avy me​tals in the rocks aro​und he​re, not to men​ti​on that big li​ne of elect​ri​city pylons marc​hing ac​ross the co​untry to his right.That thing had to ha​ve so​me ef​fect.

    Alec flic​ked a glan​ce at the Pin​nac​les aga​in, but they didn’t ap​pe​ar to be any clo​ser. Then he put his fo​ot down, and the co​untry rol​led past at a slightly fas​ter ra​te, lo​oking the sa​me as usu​al. So​met​hing was wrong, tho​ugh. Alec knew this ro​ad very well, and he knew that one stretch of it wasn’t ne​ces​sa​rily in​dis​tin​gu​is​hab​le from anot​her stretch. The​re we​re al​ways small dif​fe​ren​ces that even​tu​al​ly com​bi​ned to ma​ke a big dif​fe​ren​ce. Scat​te​red aca​ci​as wo​uld even​tu​al​ly mer​ge to form a cop​se; dry dents in the earth wo​uld even​tu​al​ly run in​to a wi​de, sandy cre​ek li​ned with ri​ver gums. But as his ga​ze skip​ped from the ro​ad to its sur​ro​un​dings and back aga​in, he saw no gra​du​al​ly emer​ging chan​ges. The bus​hes flit​ted past, the stony ro​ad​si​de ditc​hes end​les​sly un​fur​led, but the stre​ak of gre​en to his left sta​yed at a fi​xed dis​tan​ce. So did the Pin​nac​les. So did the Bar​ri​er Ran​ges - they re​ma​ined a fa​int, blu​ish brush stro​ke on the far ho​ri​zon, ba​rely cle​aring the tops of the stun​ted mul​ga tre​es.

    Okay, he tho​ught. Okay. Now, I’m not drunk, and I’m not on drugs. So eit​her I’m go​ing mad, or the clocks are fuc​ked. Or was I dre​aming away, back the​re, so that I slo​wed down to a crawl wit​ho​ut no​ti​cing? It was pos​sib​le.

    His sto​mach grow​led, and Alec be​ca​me even mo​re une​asy. He co​uld prac​ti​cal​ly set his watch by his gut - it star​ted to comp​la​in at pre​ci​sely no​on each day if it hadn’t be​en fed wit​hin the past two ho​urs. Ac​cor​ding to the clock in his sto​mach, it was way, way past twel​ve p.m. And all he had on him we​re a co​up​le of cho​co​la​te bars, plus a ther​mos half full of cold tea, from yes​ter​day’s trip. Not exactly a sa​tisf​ying lunch.

    He re​ac​hed for his pho​ne, which was lying on the se​at be​si​de him. It wasn’t just an or​di​nary mo​bi​le, be​ca​use the​re was no ac​cess to the CDMA net​work out on the Sil​ver City High​way. Ins​te​ad, emp​lo​ye​es of Gary Rad​ford and Sons Pty Ltd used sa​tel​li​te pho​nes - in Alec’s ca​se, an Iri​di​um low earth or​bit sa​tel​li​te pho​ne, which had the abi​lity to pi​er​ce even the blan​ket of si​len​ce that en​gul​fed the re​mo​te area out​si​de of Bro​ken Hill.

    But when he punc​hed in the en​co​ded ba​se num​ber, not​hing hap​pe​ned. The lit​tle black slab of tech​no​logy lay in his hand, si​lent and de​ad, li​ke a mi​ni​atu​re cof​fin. He tri​ed aga​in, te​aring his eyes from the ro​ad just long eno​ugh to no​te that the pho​ne’s disp​lay scre​en was blank.

    He might as well ha​ve used a shoe to call ho​me, for all the go​od it did him.

    ‘For fuck’s sa​ke,’ he bre​at​hed. Was it a flat bat​tery? Co​uld so​met​hing ha​ve dra​ined it? Tho​se we​ird mag​ne​tic fi​elds aga​in? The boss was go​ing to go bal​lis​tic if Alec didn’t show up so​on. He was way be​hind sche​du​le al​re​ady, un​less his watch was wrong. Un​less his eyes we​re pla​ying tricks on him.

    Unless he’d go​ne mad.

    He tri​ed the ra​dio. Even at the best of ti​mes the​re wasn’t much you co​uld pick up out he​re - just the lo​cal ABC sta​ti​on, and the odd, sta​tic-la​den pi​ece of co​untry mu​sic, or snatch of cric​ket com​men​tary, which so​un​ded as if it was co​ming thro​ugh from Mars. But the​re was al​ways so​met​hing. So​met​hing to as​su​re you that you we​ren’t a me​re dot on an empty pla​in, he​ading in​to in​fi​nity.

    Until now.

    Grimacing, Alec fid​dled mo​re and mo​re fran​ti​cal​ly with the di​al on the ra​dio as he gu​ided his gi​gan​tic truck with one hand. All he co​uld find was sta​tic, sta​tic and mo​re sta​tic, with he​re and the​re a slight cle​aring in the fuzz, ac​com​pa​ni​ed by stran​ge, scratchy no​ises that so​un​ded al​most, but not qu​ite, li​ke an elect​ro​nic vo​ice or growl. Li​ke the gro​an of a did​ge​ri​doo pus​hed thro​ugh a grid of sa​tel​li​te in​ter​fe​ren​ce. Li​ke so​me​one splut​te​ring in​to a mic​rop​ho​ne.

    Suddenly ex​pe​ri​en​cing a sur​ge of un​re​aso​nab​le pa​nic, he snap​ped off the ra​dio and pe​ered at the Pin​nac​les aga​in. They hadn’t fuc​king mo​ved. He was su​re of it. They hadn’t fuc​king mo​ved in the last - what was it? (He chec​ked his watch: twel​ve thirty-se​ven.) In the last ele​ven mi​nu​tes. That wasn’t right. That co​uldn’t be right. Un​less the clocks we​re wrong, and the spe​edo​me​ter was pla​ying up, and his guts we​re ma​king a fo​ol of him - un​less he had ex​pe​ri​en​ced a blac​ko​ut or an epi​lep​tic fit whi​le con​ti​nu​ing to ke​ep his Dog on the ro​ad - he had got exactly now​he​re over the last ho​ur and three qu​ar​ters.

    Alec tri​ed to re​as​su​re him​self with tho​ughts of Jani​ne, and her ena​mel​led ha​ir clips, and her lacy bras han​ging on the clot​hes li​ne. That was re​ality. That was sa​fety. This was just anot​her job, sa​me as all the ot​her jobs, and it wo​uld be over so​on. He was be​ing a blo​ody fo​ol. Of co​ur​se he wo​uld get the​re, he had to get the​re. He was on the ro​ad, wasn’t he? The ro​ad to Bro​ken Hill? All ro​ads ha​ve a be​gin​ning and an end, and the Sil​ver City High​way was no dif​fe​rent. It had be​en bu​ilt to ta​ke pe​op​le from po​int A to po​int B, in a bit over three ho​urs - fo​ur if you we​re be​ing ca​re​ful.

    The tro​ub​le was, Alec to​ok ti​me out. He was a dre​amer, al​ways had be​en. That’s why they cal​led him Dozy. That’s why they tap​ped on his skull so​me​ti​mes, and wa​ved the​ir hands in front of his eyes. ‘Oi! Ma​te! Earth to Alec, ya dozy bug​ger!’ they wo​uld say. And Alec wo​uld re​ali​se that he had mis​sed so​met​hing - so​met​hing im​por​tant.

    Clearly, it was the sa​me in this ca​se. Cle​arly, he had mis​sed so​met​hing. But what? How? You co​uldn’t exactly clo​se yo​ur eyes and chill out when you we​re dri​ving a Mack su​per li​ner. If you did, you’d end up in hos​pi​tal with yo​ur no​se up yo​ur ar​se. Alec might ha​ve be​en dozy, but he wasn’t in a blo​ody co​ma. He had to ke​ep at le​ast one eye open, or risk the ine​vi​tab​le con​se​qu​en​ces.

    So what had he mis​sed?

    At that po​int he re​mem​be​red the fu​el ga​uge, and stop​ped watc​hing the ro​ad for half a se​cond to as​sess the le​vels. His nor​mal fu​el lo​ad for the Mil​du​ra trip was se​ven hund​red lit​res: so​me two hund​red and twenty for the trip the​re, two hund​red and twenty for the trip back, and anot​her two hund​red and fifty-odd for emer​gen​ci​es. Af​ter ma​king a la​bo​ured men​tal cal​cu​la​ti​on, Alec wor​ked out that he now had ap​pro​xi​ma​tely one hund​red lit​res left in the tank.

    Which pro​ved, if not​hing el​se did, that so​met​hing was se​ri​o​usly wrong.

    The man had a dog with him - a scruffy bull ter​ri​er cal​led Mul​let. Mul​let’s fa​ce had be​en sa​va​gely scar​red by kicks and bi​tes, but his no​se was still go​od. It co​uld still do the job. Mul​let smel​led the de​ad thing be​fo​re he had even re​ac​hed the ga​te, and bo​un​ded ahe​ad eagerly. But the man’s vo​ice jer​ked him back li​ke a short le​ad.

    ‘Mullet! Cum​me​er!’ 
    The si​ren scent of the de​ad thing ma​de the dog skit​tish as he ap​pro​ac​hed the ho​use; he kept ve​ering away and co​ming to he​el aga​in. His to​ena​ils clic​ked on the front steps. His ta​il was al​most ca​ught in the scre​en do​or as it slam​med shut. An overw​hel​ming pot​po​ur​ri of smells im​me​di​ately struck him, all of them as​so​ci​ated with fo​od, wa​ter, swe​at, gre​ase, smo​ke. The man’s he​avy bo​ots ma​de the flo​or cre​ak. He sa​id: ‘Nat​han?’

    There was no reply. A ref​ri​ge​ra​tor gurg​led and a clock tic​ked; the only ot​her so​und was the man’s rag​ged bre​at​hing. He went in​to the kitc​hen and Mul​let fol​lo​wed him, bust​ling abo​ut, snuf​fling at kick​bo​ards. One by one, the cup​bo​ard do​ors ban​ged open

    - bang, bang, bang. Mul​let was as​sa​iled by hot and spicy smells, whe​aten smells, the musty smell of old po​ta​to​es. But he had to te​ar him​self away, be​ca​use the man was mo​ving on.

    ‘Mullet!’ he sa​id. ‘Cum​me​er. Nat​han! Whe​re are ya? Co​me out, co​me out, whe​re​ver you are.’

    They cros​sed the li​ving ro​om and en​te​red the first bed​ro​om. It con​ta​ined a do​ub​le bed, an old ward​ro​be, a ca​bi​net, an un​pac​ked su​it​ca​se. The​re we​re clot​hes strewn everyw​he​re - a wo​man’s clot​hes, a child’s clot​hes. A ghostly she​ep’s skull sat on a bed​si​de tab​le.

    The man ope​ned the ward​ro​be, grun​ted, and clo​sed it aga​in. He lo​oked un​der the bed. He was car​rying a rif​le.

    Mullet pre​ce​ded him in​to the next bed​ro​om, which was small and clut​te​red, and smel​led strongly of to​bac​co. The walls and ce​iling we​re brown with old smo​ke. The bed was a sing​le, dra​ped in a drab che​nil​le co​ver. The​re we​re two chests of dra​wers which sup​por​ted pi​les of mis​matc​hed obj​ects: an an​ti​que se​wing mac​hi​ne, a tran​sis​tor ra​dio, a lamp, an alarm clock, a tin mo​ney box, a shoe horn, a spec​tac​le-ca​se, a chi​na dog, a crystal ink​well. The ward​ro​be was stuf​fed with clot​hes, and not​hing el​se. Mo​re obj​ects had col​lec​ted in the cor​ners of the ro​om, among them an an​ci​ent bag of golf clubs, a bro​ken gra​mop​ho​ne, a box of ma​ga​zi​nes, a ba​ke​li​te asht​ray on a stand. No one was hi​ding un​der the bed, be​ca​use the​re was no ro​om to hi​de. That spa​ce, too, was pac​ked with dusty pos​ses​si​ons.

    The man led Mul​let in​to the bath​ro​om, whe​re they chec​ked be​hind the do​or and in​si​de the wic​ker​work la​undry ham​per. A tap was drip​ping. From the bath​ro​om they ret​ra​ced the​ir steps up the hall, stop​ping bri​efly in the first bed​ro​om to col​lect a so​iled pa​ir of shorts (si​ze six). From the​re they ma​de the​ir way to the enc​lo​sed ve​ran​dah, which was full of old news​pa​pers and col​lap​sed cha​irs; Mul​let snif​fed out no one in that long, nar​row ro​om, nor in the ca​ra​van wed​ged aga​inst it. The do​or of the ca​ra​van had to be for​ced, and this was do​ne by me​ans of a ham​mer ret​ri​eved from the ga​ra​ge. The ga​ra​ge, too, was se​arc​hed very tho​ro​ughly, with Mul​let in​ser​ting him​self in​to every poc​ket of empty spa​ce.

    No one was hi​ding be​hind the blis​te​red me​at sa​fe, be​ne​ath the old bedsp​re​ad, or in​si​de the empty oil drum.

    ‘Fuck ’im,’ the man sa​id. He emer​ged in​to the yard aga​in lo​oking angry, and nar​ro​wed his eyes aga​inst the sun. Mul​let be​gan to po​ke aro​und so​me of the pi​les of rub​bish, then ve​ered off aga​in to​wards the de​ad thing. He co​uld smell ot​her dogs. The smell was very strong - as was the re​ek of rot​ting flesh.

    ‘Mullet!’

    So po​wer​ful, so ir​re​sis​tib​le we​re the smells ahe​ad of him that Mul​let ig​no​red his mas​ter’s sho​ut un​til his col​lar was se​ized. He was ha​uled back​wards, cho​king, and the me​mory of ot​her, si​mi​lar in​ci​dents co​wed him. Then the dirty shorts we​re thrust un​der his no​se. He was fa​mi​li​ar with the​ir scent, which had be​en spre​ad thro​ug​ho​ut the ho​use be​hind him; he knew it from ot​her ho​uses too, from cars, from his own ken​nel. The boy had on​ce hid​den in his ken​nel whi​le Mul​let stra​ined at the end of a ta​ut pi​ece of nylon ro​pe that was ti​ed to a Hills ho​ist. The boy had be​en so​met​hing of an in​ter​lo​per. An int​ru​der. Mul​let had be​en ba​nis​hed from his pre​sen​ce, on oc​ca​si​on, as well as from the ter​ri​tory that Mul​let had mar​ked out as his own. The​re had be​en con​fu​sing spells in a wi​re pen, among the stink of po​ultry and en​gi​ne oil.

    The boy’s ap​pe​aran​ce had al​ways se​emed to he​rald one of the​se spells.

    Knowing what was ex​pec​ted of him, he be​gan to fol​low the boy’s scent aro​und the yard, trot​ting from one jumb​le of wo​od and iron and plas​tic to the next. Most of the tra​ces we​re very fa​int. So​me we​re strong, but not fresh. The smell of dog was everyw​he​re too, and it dist​rac​ted him. Fi​nal​ly they en​ded up down the back, ne​ar the ga​te, whe​re the man pe​ered in​to the rusty hulk of an old car.

    Here Mul​let fo​und a tra​il that wo​uld ha​ve ma​de him bark, if he had still pos​ses​sed func​ti​oning vo​cal cords. (His mas​ter ha​ted no​isy dogs.) He pur​su​ed it to the ga​te, was chec​ked, trac​ked it back to the ho​use, then ret​ra​ced his steps.

    ‘What’s that?’ sa​id the man. ‘You got so​met​hing?’

    The ga​te was in the way. Mul​let pa​ced back and forth in front of it, his no​se to the gro​und. When the ga​te was fi​nal​ly ope​ned, he trot​ted thro​ugh it ahe​ad of his mas​ter and cast abo​ut un​til he fo​und what he was lo​oking for.

    ‘That’s it. That’s my boy. Get him, Mul​let, the lit​tle shit.’

    There we​re se​con​dary tra​ils amb​ling abo​ut, and Mul​let was fo​oled by them on​ce or twi​ce, but the stron​gest - the stra​igh​test - headed away from the ho​use, to​wards the west. So he set off in that di​rec​ti​on, with the man at his he​els.

    

    

CHAPTER 5 
    

    We sho​uld ha​ve be​en the​re by now.’ At last No​el ad​mit​ted it. Pe​ter had be​en thin​king the sa​me thing for so​me ti​me, but had be​en af​ra​id to vo​ice his mis​gi​vings. They had left Bro​ken Hill at ten fif​te​en. It was now half past one. And they hadn’t even re​ac​hed the ro​ad​ho​use yet - let alo​ne Mil​du​ra.

    ‘Could we be on the wrong ro​ad?’ Lin​da in​qu​ired.

    ‘I can’t see how.’ No​el was mut​te​ring. He al​ways mut​te​red when he was un​der stress. ‘The​re aren’t too many ro​ads out he​re.’

    ‘But co​uld we ha​ve ta​ken the ro​ad to Me​nin​dee by mis​ta​ke? Or the ro​ad to Ade​la​ide?’

    Noel sho​ok his he​ad.

    ‘If we had,’ he sa​id, ‘we still wo​uld ha​ve re​ac​hed so​met​hing be​fo​re this. It do​esn’t ta​ke three ho​urs to get to Me​nin​dee. And Co​burn’s not far from Bro​ken Hill, on the Ade​la​ide Ro​ad. Not that Co​burn’s very big, but it’s so​met​hing.’

    ‘Then what’s go​ing on?’ Lin​da de​man​ded.

    ‘I don’t know.’

    ‘We ha​ven’t be​en go​ing slowly, ha​ve we? It do​esn’t fe​el li​ke we ha​ve.’

    ‘We ha​ven’t,’ No​el dec​la​red. ‘I al​ways check the spe​edo​me​ter.’

    ‘Could it be bro​ken?’

    ‘I do​ubt it.’

    ‘Mum,’ sa​id Ro​se. ‘I’m hungry.’

    ‘You can ha​ve an ap​ple.’

    ‘I don’t want an ap​ple.’

    ‘Well I’m sorry, that’s all you can ha​ve.’

    ‘But I wan​na bis​cu​it ...’

    ‘Oh be qu​i​et, Ro​se, will you?’ Pe​ter snap​ped. He knew that she was get​ting ti​red of the car - that she was bo​red and rest​less - but he had no sympathy. He was get​ting ti​red of the car him​self. ‘You’re be​ing a pa​in.’

    Rose’s fa​ce crump​led. ‘I’m not!’ she cri​ed. ‘Don’t say that!’

    ‘Peter!’ Lin​da’s vo​ice was sharp and thre​ate​ning. ‘Stop it! You kids be go​od, all right? Just be go​od.’

    ‘I was be​ing go​od,’ Lo​u​ise mumb​led, but no one pa​id any at​ten​ti​on. As Ro​se blub​be​red, and her pa​rents con​ver​sed, Lo​u​ise con​ti​nu​ed to draw pic​tu​res of girls with long ha​ir in her sketch bo​ok. Pe​ter le​aned for​ward.

    ‘It’s not the way I re​mem​ber it,’ he sa​id une​asily. ‘The bush sho​uld be get​ting thic​ker. Don’t you think? When we first left Went​worth, on the way to Bro​ken Hill, the​re was thic​ker bush.’

    ‘I didn’t no​ti​ce,’ his mot​her re​tor​ted. ‘I was too busy do​ling out swe​ets and set​tling ar​gu​ments.’

    ‘Don’t you re​mem​ber, Dad?’ Pe​ter tur​ned to No​el, who pon​de​red this pro​po​sal for a whi​le be​fo​re ans​we​ring.

    ‘Yes,’ he con​fes​sed, re​luc​tantly. ‘But the​re must be a lo​gi​cal exp​la​na​ti​on.’

    They all ga​zed at the ro​ad be​fo​re them, which shot so​uth​wards in a de​ad stra​ight li​ne. It gle​amed a lit​tle in the sun. The​ir car se​emed to be eating it up; the tar​red sur​fa​ce di​sap​pe​ared un​der the whe​els be​ne​ath them as if it was be​ing suc​ked in​to a gre​at hol​low sto​mach at​tac​hed to the re​ar ax​le.

    Yet on eit​her si​de of this end​less grey rib​bon the co​untry​si​de re​ma​ined stran​gely sta​tic. Everyw​he​re you lo​oked the​re we​re the sa​me grey-gre​en da​ubs of ve​ge​ta​ti​on, yel​low grass and sandy salt pans; the sa​me patc​hes of dark gre​en scrub; the sa​me cre​ek on the right, in the dis​tan​ce; the sa​me fa​ra​way po​wer pylons flic​ke​ring on the left, li​ke a mi​ra​ge.

    A red Land Ro​ver bar​rel​led to​wards them and flas​hed past, he​ading north. The sight of it com​for​ted Pe​ter, for so​me re​ason. He re​ali​sed that they hadn’t pas​sed an​yo​ne for ages.

    ‘Maybe we sho​uld ha​ve wa​ved them down,’ Lin​da sud​denly re​mar​ked. ‘Asked them how long they’ve be​en dri​ving for.’

    ‘Dad.’ Pe​ter was pe​ering thro​ugh the gap bet​we​en his pa​rents’ se​ats. His eyes had stra​yed from the spe​edo​me​ter to the fu​el ga​uge. Be​si​de the bob​bing red in​di​ca​tor (which was po​ised just abo​ve the li​ne mar​ked “E”) a lit​tle elect​ro​nic light was glo​wing. Su​pe​rim​po​sed on this lu​mi​no​us disk was a simp​li​fi​ed pic​tu​re of a pet​rol pump. ‘Are we - are we go​ing to run out of pet​rol?’

    Linda gas​ped as No​el sig​hed.

    ‘Actually, Pe​ter, I wasn’t go​ing to com​ment on that for a lit​tle whi​le,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Noel!’ Lin​da spo​ke very cle​arly and ur​gently. ‘The tank’s al​most empty, in ca​se you ha​ven’t no​ti​ced!’

    ‘It’s not as bad as you think.’

    ‘Noel -’

    ‘It al​ways lo​oks wor​se than it is. You know that. The​re’s al​ways a bit in re​ser​ve when the ne​ed​le stri​kes “E”.’

    ‘Which me​ans we’ve got what? Ten mi​nu​tes?’

    ‘I’m not su​re . . .’

    Linda tack​led the bag at her fe​et aga​in. She se​arc​hed thro​ugh it un​til she fo​und her mo​bi​le pho​ne.

    ‘That’s not go​ing to work,’ sa​id No​el.

    ‘There’s no harm in trying.’

    ‘It won’t work, out he​re.’

    ‘Have you got a bet​ter idea, then?’ Lin​da grow​led. Pe​ter shrank back in​to his se​at, pra​ying that they wo​uldn’t start to ar​gue - it wo​uld only ma​ke things wor​se in that cram​ped lit​tle car. Ro​se sa​id: ‘Mummy.’

    Peter tap​ped her arm and ga​ve her a frown of war​ning. Even Lo​u​ise was now alert to the dra​ma. She had clo​sed her sketch bo​ok and was che​wing on the end of a per​fu​med pen​cil, eye​ing the back of her mot​her’s he​ad.

    ‘Nothing,’ Lin​da fret​ted, af​ter pus​hing a few but​tons on her mo​bi​le, pres​sing it to her ear, gi​ving it a sha​ke and re​pe​ating the pro​cess all over aga​in. ‘Not a thing.’

    Noel ma​de no com​ment, but the words ‘I told you so’ se​emed to hang he​avy in the air.

    ‘What hap​pens if we do run out?’ Lin​da wan​ted to know. ‘Will our in​su​ran​ce co​ver a tow truck? I can’t see the NRMA in Bro​ken Hill sen​ding a mo​tor mec​ha​nic all the way out he​re with a can of pet​rol.’

    ‘We won’t ne​ed a tow truck or a mo​tor mec​ha​nic,’ No​el rep​li​ed re​as​su​ringly. ‘The​re’s bo​und to be a farm along he​re so​mew​he​re. We’ll just knock on the do​or and ask them if they ha​ve a bit of spa​re pet​rol that we co​uld buy. The​se pla​ces ge​ne​ral​ly do. Lots of pe​op​le must run low along this high​way.’

    ‘Did you fill it up be​fo​re we left?’ Lin​da de​man​ded.

    ‘You know I did.’

    ‘Then what the hell’s go​ing on?’

    ‘I‘m not su​re.’

    ‘Kids!’ Lin​da ra​ised her vo​ice. She cra​ned aro​und, strug​gling to lo​ok her child​ren in the eye. ‘Has an​yo​ne se​en a ma​il​box or anyt​hing, re​cently? May​be the na​me of a farm or a fa​mily pa​in​ted on a sign - so​met​hing li​ke that? I know I ha​ven’t.’

    Peter tri​ed to think. He hadn’t be​en lo​oking for ma​il​bo​xes. He had be​en lo​oking for dis​tan​ce mar​kers, be​ca​use the​re didn’t se​em to be a sing​le one on that par​ti​cu​lar stretch of high​way that wasn’t bent or pep​pe​red with shot or wind-sco​ured in​to in​comp​re​hen​si​bi​lity. He had a va​gue re​col​lec​ti​on of a dirt ro​ad, win​ding off in the di​rec​ti​on of the cre​ek - may​be even two dirt ro​ads - but not of any ma​il​box or na​me on a bo​ard.

    He su​rely wo​uld ha​ve re​mem​be​red, if he had se​en such a thing. Ma​il​bo​xes out he​re we​re of​ten in​te​res​ting cre​ati​ons, ma​de of oil drums and mic​ro​wa​ve ovens and ot​her di​ver​se obj​ects, and sig​na​ge was so ra​re that any words writ​ten along the high​way wo​uld ha​ve lin​ge​red in his mind, le​aving a sort of ec​ho, li​ke a catchy tu​ne.

    ‘I didn’t see anyt​hing,’ he con​fes​sed at last.

    ‘I did,’ sa​id Lo​u​ise, and ever​yo​ne - ex​cept No​el - lo​oked at her.

    ‘You did?’ Lin​da so​un​ded scep​ti​cal. ‘Whe​re?’

    ‘Back the​re. It was a ma​il​box, pa​in​ted whi​te. Be​si​de a ro​ad.’

    ‘Are you su​re?’

    ‘Uh-huh.’

    ‘How far back was it?’ as​ked Pe​ter, be​fo​re his mot​her co​uld. Lo​u​ise scre​wed up her fa​ce, which was oli​ve skin​ned, li​ke Lin​da’s.

    ‘I don’t re​mem​ber,’ she sa​id. ‘Qu​ite a long way.’

    ‘Stop the car.’

    Linda’s to​ne was calm, but No​el was start​led no​net​he​less. The​re was a mi​ni​mal slac​ke​ning of spe​ed as he adj​us​ted the we​ight of his fo​ot on the ac​ce​le​ra​tor.

    ‘What’s that?’ he as​ked.

    ‘Stop the car. Ple​ase.’

    ‘Why? What’s wrong?’

    ‘Just stop it. Ple​ase.’

    Noel ma​de a long-suf​fe​ring no​ise. He flic​ked the in​di​ca​tor (tho​ugh the​re was no one be​hind him for as far as the eye co​uld see) and pul​led over to the si​de of the ro​ad. Then he tur​ned off the en​gi​ne.

    ‘Okay,’ he sa​id. ‘What is it?’

    ‘Mum? Can I go to the to​ilet?’

    ‘In a mi​nu​te, Ro​sie.’ No​el was lo​oking at his wi​fe, who sat with her el​bow res​ting on the win​dow​sill, and her fo​re​he​ad res​ting on her hand. ‘Are you fe​eling sick?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Then -’

    ‘Louise,’ Lin​da in​ter​rup​ted, ‘will you ple​ase get out and help Ro​se go to the to​ilet? Put yo​ur sho​es on first. And ta​ke this tis​sue.’

    ‘Oh, but Mum ...’

    ‘Now. You too, Pe​ter. You can get out and stretch yo​ur legs. You’ve be​en sit​ting down for too long.’

    Peter didn’t ar​gue. It wo​uld ha​ve be​en un​wi​se to do so; his mot​her was in a to​uchy mo​od. He knew that she was only ej​ec​ting her kids from the car be​ca​use she wan​ted to talk to No​el in pri​va​te. But, alt​ho​ugh he was cu​ri​o​us, he wasn’t go​ing to in​sist on ta​king part in the con​ver​sa​ti​on.

    ‘Come on,’ he sa​id to Ro​se. ‘We’ll find you a big bush.’

    ‘Okay.’ Ro​se was qu​ite happy to piss in the dirt, be​ca​use she wel​co​med the ex​ci​te​ment of it. Pis​sing in the dirt was the sort of thing that she co​uld tell her fri​ends abo​ut in kin​der​gar​ten.

    For Lo​u​ise, ho​we​ver, the no​velty of cro​uc​hing be​hind a bush to pass uri​ne didn’t ma​ke up for the dis​com​fort and em​bar​ras​sment she felt whe​ne​ver anot​her car pas​sed them whi​le she was so en​ga​ged.

    ‘I think I’ll wa​it for the ro​ad​ho​use,’ she sa​id as she clim​bed out of the car. Pe​ter shrug​ged.

    ‘Suit yo​ur​self,’ he rep​li​ed. ‘But at this ra​te, we might not even get the​re.’

    ‘Don’t be stu​pid.’ She so​un​ded cross. ‘We ha​ve to get the​re so​me ti​me. It’s on this ro​ad.’

    ‘Yeah, but ha​ven’t you no​ti​ced? The​re’s so​met​hing pretty we​ird hap​pe​ning.’

    Together, he and Lo​u​ise gu​ided Ro​se ac​ross the ditch, past the li​ne of whi​te posts and in​to the was​tes be​yond. Dry pel​lets of ani​mal dung crumb​led be​ne​ath the​ir fe​et. A spiky twig wor​ked its way in​to Lo​u​ise’s san​dals,ma​king her yelp.The sun war​med the​ir scalps and dri​ed the swe​at on the​ir skin.

    They he​aded for a clump of small tre​es (or lar​ge bus​hes) which sto​od abo​ut twenty met​res from the si​de of the ro​ad. It wo​uldn’t pro​vi​de a lot of co​ver, but it wo​uld cer​ta​inly act as a bet​ter scre​en than the thin grass and sil​ver-grey gro​und-hug​ging salt​bush. Pe​ter ma​de as much no​ise as pos​sib​le, crunc​hing along he​avily, to sca​re away any ne​arby sna​kes. He didn’t think the​re we​re any sna​kes, but it was bet​ter to be sa​fe than sorry. He saw so​me ants, and won​de​red if they we​re the type cal​led me​at ants. A pamph​let at the Bro​ken Hill Vi​si​tors’ Cent​re had re​fer​red to me​at ants, but Pe​ter hadn’t dis​co​ve​red the sig​ni​fi​can​ce of the na​me. He ho​ped that they we​ren’t li​ke pi​ran​has, ab​le to strip the flesh off a hu​man fo​ot in a few mi​nu​tes flat.

    It se​emed un​li​kely.

    ‘Okay. He​re,’ sa​id Lo​u​ise. They stop​ped be​hind the ne​arest tree, which wasn’t much tal​ler than No​el, and Ro​se pul​led her pants down. Pe​ter lo​oked away. He sur​ve​yed the area aro​und him and saw a crow sit​ting on one of the ot​her tre​es in the stun​ted lit​tle thic​ket. It sat qu​ite still, he​ad coc​ked, lo​oking at Pe​ter with one eye. He sa​id ‘Shoo’, but it didn’t mo​ve. It didn’t even blink.

    ‘Finished?’ sa​id Lo​u​ise. ‘Okay, he​re.’

    ‘Can you wi​pe my bot​tom?’ Ro​se ple​aded.

    ‘No, I can’t. You’re fi​ve ye​ars old. You can wi​pe yo​ur own bot​tom.’

    Suddenly Pe​ter spot​ted anot​her crow. Li​ke the first, it had fi​xed him with its bright, blank ga​ze - tho​ugh un​li​ke the first it was stan​ding on the gro​und, ne​ar an ants’ nest. Its fe​at​hers we​re glossy, its legs gnar​led. For so​me re​ason it ma​de him ner​vo​us.

    ‘Come on,’ he sa​id. ‘Let’s go.’

    ‘I can’t!’ Ro​se pro​tes​ted. She was ha​ving tro​ub​le with her shorts, which had so​me​how be​co​me ent​wi​ned in her un​der​pants. With a sigh, Lo​u​ise cor​rec​ted the prob​lem. Then they went back to the car, Lo​u​ise chiv​vying Ro​se along whe​ne​ver the lit​tle girl stop​ped to pick up a fe​at​her or study a pel​let of dung. Se​ve​ral ti​mes along the way Pe​ter glan​ced over his sho​ul​der, trying to catch a glimp​se of the two crows. But they had di​sap​pe​ared from sight.

    In the car, No​el and Lin​da had co​me to a de​ci​si​on.

    ‘We’re go​ing back to that ma​il​box,’ Lin​da in​for​med her of​fsp​ring. ‘We don’t ha​ve much pet​rol left in the tank, so we’re go​ing back to bor​row so​me from the pe​op​le who li​ve in the ho​use with the ma​il​box.’

    Peter and Lo​u​ise exc​han​ged glan​ces. Lo​u​ise sa​id: ‘What abo​ut the ro​ad​ho​use? Can’t we buy pet​rol the​re?’

    ‘We can’t be su​re we’ll get to it,’ Lin​da rep​li​ed. ‘Not with what we’ve got in the tank right now.’

    ‘But you sa​id we we​re re​al​ly clo​se,’ Lo​u​ise obj​ec​ted.

    ‘I tho​ught we we​re.’ No​el was mut​te​ring aga​in. ‘It’s pro​bably best to be on the sa​fe si​de, tho​ugh.’

    ‘When are we go​ing to ha​ve ice cre​am?’ Ro​se qu​eri​ed, and Pe​ter ga​ve her a nud​ge. ‘What?’ she sa​id, as he pul​led fa​ces at her.

    ‘We’ll get ice cre​am, swe​etie.’ Lin​da so​un​ded very ti​red. ‘As so​on as we re​ach an ice cre​am shop, we’ll ha​ve ice cre​am.’

    ‘But I wa-a-ant one!’

    ‘Rose!’ 
    ‘It’s okay, Ro​se,’ Lo​u​ise sa​id qu​ickly. ‘We can play “Fish”. Do you want to play “Fish”?’

    ‘Yeah!’ Ro​se’s fa​ce brigh​te​ned. ‘Now?’

    ‘Right now.’

    Peter he​aved a sigh of re​li​ef, kno​wing that he was ex​cu​sed all card ga​mes whi​le tra​vel​ling, in ca​se he threw up. (Ro​se, li​ke Lo​u​ise, had guts of iron.) Whi​le Lin​da re​ac​hed in​to her bag for pla​ying cards, No​el tur​ned his key in the ig​ni​ti​on and ha​uled at the ste​ering whe​el. The car swung aro​und in a wi​de U-turn be​fo​re star​ting off down the ro​ad.

    Peter fo​und him​self lo​oking to​wards the elect​ri​city pylons rat​her than the cre​ek, and it oc​cur​red to him that on the​ir trip up to Bro​ken Hill a we​ek be​fo​re he must ha​ve vi​ewed the sa​me sce​ne from the sa​me ang​le. If only he co​uld re​mem​ber mo​re abo​ut it!

    ‘We sho​uld ha​ve bo​ught one of tho​se to​pog​rap​hic maps from that army dis​po​sal sto​re in Oxi​de Stre​et,’ he re​mar​ked. ‘Tho​se maps had ever​y​t​hing on them - all the cre​eks and rid​ges and tracks and everyt​hing. I bet if we had one of tho​se we co​uld tell whe​re we are.’

    There was no reply. Re​col​lec​ting that his pa​rents had scof​fed at his sug​ges​ti​on that they purc​ha​se a set of such maps, at eight dol​lars each (when they had al​re​ady spent eighty, in the sa​me shop, on an Akub​ra for No​el) Pe​ter wasn’t surp​ri​sed that they re​fu​sed to com​ment. Pe​ter had al​ways li​ked maps. He li​ked dra​wing his own maps of ima​gi​nary king​doms, and he li​ked stud​ying the fa​mily at​las. His re​qu​est for a set of to​pog​rap​hic maps had the​re​fo​re be​en re​gar​ded as just anot​her at​tempt to pur​sue one of his hob​bi​es, and had be​en gre​eted no mo​re fa​vo​urably than Lo​u​ise’s re​qu​est for a new pa​ir of po​la​ri​sed sung​las​ses.

    Peter tho​ught: So I was right all along, wasn’t I? You sho​uld ha​ve bo​ught tho​se maps.

    ‘Okay. Let’s see. Ha​ve you got . . . an oc​to​pus?’ Lo​u​ise in​qu​ired of her sis​ter, and, upon re​ce​iving a ne​ga​ti​ve reply, pic​ked up a card from the cent​re stack. ‘Oh! Two se​ahor​ses.’

    ‘Yell if you spot that ma​il​box, Pe​ter,’ Lin​da sa​id. ‘It’ll be on yo​ur si​de, and we don’t want to miss it.’

    ‘Those maps had all the sta​ti​ons mar​ked on them too,’ Pe​ter con​ti​nu​ed. ‘With the​ir na​mes.’

    ‘Yes, well, that’s very in​te​res​ting, I’m su​re. But sin​ce we don’t ha​ve any to​pog​rap​hic maps, it’s not very use​ful, is it?’

    ‘Do you ha​ve a gold​fish?’ Ro​se as​ked, and Lo​u​ise nod​ded.

    ‘Yes,’ she rep​li​ed, dra​wing a card from the col​lec​ti​on de​alt to her.

    ‘Yay! Do you ha​ve a crab?’

    They ret​ra​ced the​ir ro​ute, he​ading north aga​in, as the sun tra​vel​led ac​ross the sky.

    Chris and Gra​ham McKen​zie we​re fol​lo​wing in the steps of Bur​ke and Wills. For three long ye​ars they had plan​ned the​ir trip, which wo​uld ta​ke them north from Mel​bo​ur​ne, ac​ross the New So​uth Wa​les bor​der to Me​nin​dee, past Whi​te Cliffs, thro​ugh Ti​bo​obur​ra and in​to the Sturt Stony De​sert. They didn’t ne​ces​sa​rily ex​pect to get as far as Nor​man​ton du​ring the two we​eks ava​ilab​le to them, but they we​re ho​ping that they might see Birds​vil​le, and even Bo​ulia. At the very le​ast, they wo​uld be vi​si​ting a por​ti​on of Qu​e​ens​land’s far west.

    Chris had re​se​arc​hed the area tho​ro​ughly. He had purc​ha​sed the re​qu​isi​te maps and gu​ide​bo​oks, and had re​ad al​most every ava​ilab​le text de​aling with the ill-fa​ted jo​ur​ney. He fo​und it a stran​gely com​pel​ling story. In 1861, Ro​bert O’Ha​ra Bur​ke and Wil​li​am Wills had set off at the van​gu​ard of a gre​at ex​pe​di​ti​on in​to Aust​ra​lia’s he​art, with the pur​po​se of dis​co​ve​ring a ro​ute from Aust​ra​lia’s so​uth co​ast to the Gulf of Car​pen​ta​ria. The ex​pe​di​ti​on had en​ded in tra​gedy; Bur​ke and Wills had both di​ed, wit​ho​ut ac​tu​al​ly re​ac​hing the wa​ters of the gulf. Yet the​ir fa​iled at​tempt had wor​ked its way in​to the Aust​ra​li​an psyche, and the McKen​zie brot​hers we​re not alo​ne in the​ir fas​ci​na​ti​on with this ta​le of do​omed ho​pes and fa​tal mis​ta​kes.

    Chris, per​haps, was the mo​re ob​ses​sed of the two. Gra​ham simply li​ked cam​ping and trek​king; to​get​her, he and Chris had exp​lo​red the wil​der​ness of so​uth-west Tas​ma​nia, Ka​ka​du Na​ti​onal Park and the Abel Tas​man co​as​tal track in New Ze​aland. Gra​ham was wil​ling to gi​ve anyt​hing a go, and had no prob​lem with Chris’s de​si​re to vi​sit ‘Bur​ke and Wills co​untry’. Chris was es​pe​ci​al​ly ke​en to see the Dig Tree, an old co​oli​bah still gro​wing be​si​de Co​oper Cre​ek. One mem​ber of the 1861 ex​pe​di​ti​on, Wil​li​am Bra​he, had wa​ited three months for Bur​ke and Wills at the Dig Tree be​fo​re pac​king up and le​aving just ni​ne ho​urs be​fo​re the way​ward ex​pe​di​ti​on le​aders ac​tu​al​ly did re​turn.

    A brand new Land Ro​ver Fre​elan​der had be​en ac​qu​ired es​pe​ci​al​ly for the jo​ur​ney. It be​lon​ged to Chris, who co​uld af​ford it; he was a ve​te​ri​na​ri​an with a prac​ti​ce in Or​bost. Gra​ham wor​ked in a plant nur​sery on the outs​kirts of Mel​bo​ur​ne (tho​ugh he was tra​ining to be a lands​ca​pe de​sig​ner) and ear​ned ba​rely eno​ugh to sup​port him​self, now that his ex-wi​fe and son we​re li​ving in a se​pa​ra​te ho​use. His cont​ri​bu​ti​on to the trek had be​en in the pre​pa​ra​ti​on, which he had un​der​ta​ken with his cus​to​mary pa​ti​en​ce and at​ten​ti​on to de​ta​il. On his ad​vi​ce, Chris had bo​ught a hand pump, a pres​su​re ga​uge, a set of ra​di​ator ho​ses, a pa​ir of tyre le​vers, an adj​us​tab​le span​ner, fo​ur jer​ry cans, ni​ne lit​res of en​gi​ne oil, and an ext​ra fan belt. Af​ter the​ir hi​kes thro​ugh va​ri​o​us na​ti​onal parks, they al​re​ady pos​ses​sed the re​qu​isi​te tent, com​pass, sle​eping bags, first aid kit, camp oven, Swiss army kni​fe, alu​mi​ni​um wa​ter bot​tles and sa​tel​li​te pho​ne.

    Graham wasn’t abo​ut to ma​ke the sa​me mis​ta​kes as Bur​ke and Wills.

    They had sta​yed a night in Mil​du​ra, vi​si​ting an old scho​ol fri​end, and had left a lit​tle la​te af​ter enj​oying a big fri​ed brunch; it wo​uld ha​ve be​en un​ci​vil to re​fu​se the​ir fri​end’s hos​pi​ta​lity. But as they dro​ve along the Sil​ver City High​way, adj​us​ting the​ir ori​gi​nal plans, Gra​ham re​min​ded Chris that the who​le idea of this trip had be​en to ta​ke it in easy sta​ges. They had plenty of ti​me. They we​ren’t cha​sing a short-li​ved na​tu​ral phe​no​me​non or a se​aso​nal mig​ra​ti​on or an ag​ri​cul​tu​ral show. The land was ti​me​less, and they we​re lo​oking to slow the​ir pa​ce. Gra​ham, in par​ti​cu​lar, ne​eded to slow his pa​ce. The big city vi​be had in​fec​ted him; he had be​en rus​hing abo​ut trying to fi​nish jobs, fi​nish his tra​ining, ke​ep an eye on his son, wrest​le with the Tax Of​fi​ce and his wi​fe’s law​yer . . .

    ‘I ne​ed to so​ak up the si​len​ce,’ he re​mar​ked. ‘I ne​ed to get out of the​re.’

    Chris grun​ted.

    ‘I’m not bre​at​hing right,’ Gra​ham con​ti​nu​ed. ‘My energy le​vels are fuc​ked. I’m all dis​con​nec​ted.’

    Chris sa​id not​hing. He was by far the less tal​ka​ti​ve of the two brot​hers, tho​ugh Gra​ham ten​ded to qu​i​eten down if he spent any ti​me in Chris’s com​pany. Gra​ham’s tro​ub​le, in Chris’s opi​ni​on, was that his ex-wi​fe hap​pe​ned to be a ne​uro​tic hippy who spo​uted off abo​ut dis​co​ve​ring emo​ti​onal equ​ilib​ri​ums and re​le​asing ten​si​on and in​ges​ting pu​re subs​tan​ces whi​le si​mul​ta​ne​o​usly dum​ping on ever​yo​ne clo​se to her, knoc​king back hu​ge qu​an​ti​ti​es of presc​rip​ti​on drugs and ca​using end​less blow-ups at work (when she wasn’t ta​king sick days off to vi​sit ta​rot re​aders and na​tu​ro​paths).

    Chris dis​li​ked her in​ten​sely, be​ca​use she was al​ways scre​wing with Gra​ham’s he​ad. Gra​ham was an easy​go​ing sort of blo​ke who, if he had mar​ri​ed so​me​one stab​le, wo​uld ha​ve be​en qu​ite con​tent with his li​fe. He was a McKen​zie, af​ter all. McKen​zi​es we​re qu​i​et ac​hi​evers, every one of them; they we​re tho​ro​ugh, pa​ti​ent and ca​pab​le, and they didn’t in​dul​ge in the sort of hist​ri​onics that Gra​ham’s wi​fe had ma​de her spe​ci​alty. It co​uld be ar​gu​ed, in fact, that the McKen​zi​es we​re a lit​tle too qu​i​et. Cer​ta​inly Gra​ham’s wi​fe had be​en of that opi​ni​on; she had cons​tantly comp​la​ined that they didn’t com​mu​ni​ca​te with each ot​her, that they we​re rep​res​sed and clo​sed off and im​pos​sib​le to talk to. She her​self ne​ver se​emed to shut up, so it wasn’t surp​ri​sing that she fo​und the McKen​zi​es dull. Per​haps they we​re, a lit​tle. They had a way of cho​osing the​ir words ca​re​ful​ly, and ab​sor​bing ide​as wit​ho​ut com​ment. The​ir long, com​pa​ni​onab​le si​len​ces we​re as exp​res​si​ve of com​fort as che​er​ful no​ise might be in anot​her fa​mily. But it ne​ver se​emed to oc​cur to Gra​ham’s wi​fe that when the McKen​zi​es fa​iled to res​pond in a spi​ri​ted man​ner to her ob​ser​va​ti​ons abo​ut the Li​fe be​yond Li​fe, and he​aling crystals, and her own psychic in​tu​iti​on, it was be​ca​use they fo​und such ob​ser​va​ti​ons lu​dic​ro​us, and we​re too po​li​te to say so.

    Why Gra​ham had mar​ri​ed her was a mystery to them all. Per​haps he had fo​und her al​lu​ringly exo​tic. Even Chris had to con​ce​de that she was stun​ning to lo​ok at and that Gra​ham might ha​ve be​en a lit​tle bo​red with the inexp​res​si​ve go​od sen​se of wo​men li​ke his sis​ter - the kind of wo​men with whom the McKen​zi​es ten​ded to so​ci​ali​se. They we​re co​untry pe​op​le, af​ter all, and Gra​ham’s wi​fe wasn’t. She was a su​bur​ban re​fu​gee. A pri​va​te scho​ol dro​po​ut who​se own fa​mily was in a per​ma​nent sta​te of sur​rep​ti​ti​o​us war​fa​re.

    No won​der Gra​ham kept es​ca​ping in​to the bush. It was the only way he co​uld sur​vi​ve.

    ‘I wish I co​uld ha​ve bro​ught Ti​an along,’ Gra​ham sud​denly ob​ser​ved, when they we​re clo​se to the Eas​tern Ti​me Zo​ne bo​un​dary. He was re​fer​ring to his son. ‘Ti​an wo​uld ha​ve lo​ved this. He wo​uld ha​ve be​en right in​to it.’

    Again, Chris ma​de no reply. He knew why Ti​an hadn’t co​me. The boy’s mot​her wo​uldn’t ha​ve al​lo​wed it, and Ti​an, af​ter all, was only fo​ur ye​ars old. Chris him​self didn’t know if Ti​an was qu​ite re​ady to un​der​ta​ke such a trip. Apart from anyt​hing el​se, the kid had prob​lems. Of co​ur​se he had prob​lems. With a mot​her li​ke that, and a di​vor​ce un​der way - it was ine​vi​tab​le.

    Chris of​fe​red up a si​lent pra​yer of thanks that Ti​an wasn’t sit​ting in the back se​at, scre​aming that high-pitc​hed scre​am which so​un​ded li​ke a ste​am tra​in whist​le. One day, he knew, Ti​an wo​uld ha​ve to be​co​me in​vol​ved. A trip in​to the wil​der​ness wo​uld be​co​me his ri​te of pas​sa​ge. But un​til that day, Chris wasn’t go​ing to be wis​hing him any clo​ser than he was.

    ‘You want me to ta​ke over?’ Gra​ham in​qu​ired, af​ter a long pa​use. In the McKen​zie co​de, this me​ant: you’re not sa​ying much, you must be ti​red. Be​fo​re Chris co​uld res​pond, ho​we​ver, both brot​hers ca​ught sight of a sha​pe up ahe​ad. Dra​wing clo​ser, they saw that it was an enor​mo​us truck, clum​sily par​ked on the si​de of the ro​ad.

    Chris im​me​di​ately re​du​ced his spe​ed.

    ‘I think he wants so​me help,’ sa​id Gra​ham, of the man who was ho​ve​ring at the re​ar of the mo​ti​on​less ve​hic​le. On clo​ser ins​pec​ti​on, this mec​ha​ni​cal mons​ter had re​ve​aled it​self to be a ro​ad tra​in, with two hu​ge tra​ilers at​tac​hed to the truck.

    Its dri​ver, in cont​rast, was qu​ite small: a stocky yo​ung guy with a he​ad of dark, curly ha​ir, we​aring blue je​ans and a grey T-shirt. Easing to a halt be​si​de him, Chris no​ti​ced that he lo​oked all sha​ken up, as if he’d had an ac​ci​dent. But he wasn’t hurt. That much was ob​vi​o​us.

    ‘You all right?’ Gra​ham as​ked.

    ‘Nah, ma​te, not re​al​ly. Run out​ta fu​el.’

    ‘Yeah?’ sa​id Gra​ham. Chris lif​ted an eyeb​row. It was not a pre​di​ca​ment that he wo​uld ha​ve con​si​de​red nor​mal among tho​se who car​ri​ed fre​ight for a li​ving.

    ‘Well,’ he re​mar​ked, ‘if this was a Tur​bo​di​esel we co​uld ha​ve gi​ven you a top-up, but we’ve only got un​le​aded back the​re.’

    ‘Oh.’ The truck dri​ver sho​ok his he​ad. ‘Wo​uldn’t be eno​ugh any​way. Lo​ok, ah . . .’ He he​si​ta​ted, squ​in​ting down the ro​ad as if as​ha​med to me​et Chris’s eye. ‘You he​adin for Bro​ken Hill?’

    ‘Yeah.’ Chris tho​ught: whe​re el​se wo​uld we be he​ading? But he sus​pec​ted that the com​ment was a ro​un​da​bo​ut way of beg​ging a lift, and ga​ve the stran​ded truc​kie a on​ce-over, no​ting the mo​bi​le on the belt, the watch on the wrist, the sung​las​ses dang​ling from the rest​less fin​gers. ‘You want to hop in?’

    ‘Aw, ma​te.’ The guy’s who​le body sag​ged. The li​nes on his sun​bur​ned fa​ce re​la​xed a lit​tle. ‘Co​uld I?’

    Graham shrug​ged. ‘Plenty of ro​om,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Thanks.Thanks a lot.Blo​ody hell,I’m just ...he’sgun​na te​ar a strip off me.’

    ‘Who is?’

    ‘The boss. If I ke​ep me blo​ody job, I’ll be lucky.’

    As the en​gi​ne id​led, and the McKen​zi​es wa​ited, the​ir new ac​qu​a​in​tan​ce scramb​led in​to the back se​at. He smel​led swe​aty and se​emed ner​vo​us - tho​ugh not in a thre​ate​ning way. Antsy, Chris de​ci​ded. He was antsy. A bit strung out.

    Pep pills, per​haps?

    ‘This is Gra​ham, and I’m Chris.’ He​aring the back do​or slam, Chris re​mo​ved his fo​ot from the bra​ke, and they set off aga​in. ‘You go​ing to be right, in Bro​ken Hill? Do you know so​me​one the​re?’

    ‘I li​ve the​re.’

    ‘Oh. Right.’

    ‘I’m Alec. Mul​ler.’

    ‘Is that an Iri​di​um sa​tel​li​te pho​ne?’

    It was Gra​ham who as​ked the qu​es​ti​on. He had spent a lot of ti​me re​se​arc​hing the sa​tel​li​te pho​ne mar​ket be​fo​re cho​osing a su​itab​le pro​duct. Alec shif​ted his we​ight.

    ‘Yeah,’ he ans​we​red. ‘But it’s stuf​fed.’

    ‘Why? Po​wer prob​lems?’ as​ked Gra​ham.

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘Were you trying to call so​me​one?’ Chris in​ter​rup​ted, and exc​han​ged a qu​ick glan​ce with Gra​ham, who ad​ded, ‘We’ve got one our​sel​ves, if you ne​ed to ma​ke a call.’

    There was no im​me​di​ate res​pon​se. Flic​king a lo​ok at the re​ar​vi​ew mir​ror, Chris saw that Alec was bi​ting his thumb​na​il, a tro​ub​led exp​res​si​on on his fa​ce. Chris de​ci​ded not to press for an ans​wer. It went aga​inst the McKen​zie gra​in to prod and pry. Then Alec sa​id: ‘Do​es yo​urs work?’

    ‘Our pho​ne? Sho​uld do.’

    ‘Yeah,’ sa​id Gra​ham. ‘He​re.’ He re​mo​ved it from the glo​ve-box. Chris was watc​hing the ro​ad ahe​ad, so he didn’t see exactly what Gra​ham did next. But the​re we​re eno​ugh clicks and grunts to sug​gest that Gra​ham was de​aling with an un​co​ope​ra​ti​ve pi​ece of tech​no​logy.

    ‘Bloody thing’s not wor​king,’ Gra​ham fi​nal​ly dec​la​red.

    ‘Eh?’ Chris frow​ned. ‘Must be.’

    Silently, Gra​ham pas​sed the pho​ne to his brot​her. With one eye on the ro​ad, and one hand on the whe​el, Chris fid​dled abo​ut with the lit​tle black box of cir​cu​its (using his thumb to press but​tons) un​til he fi​nal​ly had to con​ce​de that Gra​ham was right. The blo​ody thing wasn’t wor​king.

    Being McKen​zi​es, they didn’t ins​tantly start to bla​me each ot​her for drop​ping it, im​mer​sing it, or for​get​ting to top up the po​wer. Ins​te​ad they both sat mu​sing for a whi​le, trying to grap​ple with the qu​es​ti​on of what had go​ne wrong. Alec was the one who fi​nal​ly spo​ke up.

    ‘I was thin​kin it might be mag​ne​tic,’ he sa​id.

    Chris chec​ked the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror. Gra​ham tur​ned. They saw that Alec was pluc​king at his bot​tom lip.

    ‘Eh?’ sa​id Gra​ham.

    ‘I was thin​kin it might be mag​ne​tic fi​elds, or so​met​hing. You know. In​ter​fe​ren​ce.’

    ‘Right,’ sa​id Gra​ham, and shif​ted aro​und to fa​ce the winds​hi​eld aga​in. Chris ma​de no com​ment. He wasn’t one to jud​ge, but he was be​gin​ning to ma​ke the ca​uti​o​us as​ses​sment that Alec wasn’t too bright. First he had let his truck run low on fu​el, then he had star​ted to bla​me a de​ad pho​ne on myste​ri​o​us ‘mag​ne​tic fi​elds’. In Chris’s opi​ni​on, that was lit​tle bet​ter than bla​ming an over​he​ated en​gi​ne on UFOs.

    ‘Well, it do​esn’t mat​ter,’ Gra​ham re​mar​ked easily. ‘We sho​uld be the​re so​on. Eh, Chris?’

    ‘I don’t know. The mar​kers ha​ve all be​en shot to bug​gery. What do you rec​kon, Alec? You’re the lo​cal. Is it much furt​her?’

    At first Alec didn’t reply. Chris he​ard the rust​le of fab​ric and the cre​ak of pres​su​red se​ams. Anot​her glan​ce at the mir​ror re​ve​aled that Alec was ga​zing in​tently out the win​dow, still wor​rying away at his bot​tom lip.

    ‘I dun​no,’ the truc​kie sig​hed at last. ‘But I gu​ess we’ll find out so​on eno​ugh.’

    On the rid​ge be​hind Thorn​da​le, whe​re parc​hed shrubs we​re scat​te​red very thinly over the stony, hard-pac​ked earth, Mul​let fol​lo​wed a con​fu​sing tang​le of scent tra​ils.

    Clearly, the boy that he was pur​su​ing had be​en all over this hil​lock. He had slid down a shal​low inc​li​ne on a pi​ece of cor​ru​ga​ted iron. He had dug up sto​nes, and pic​ked tiny red ber​ri​es from the branc​hes of a thorny salt​bush. He had drawn pic​tu​res in the dirt with a stick.

    The fres​hest tra​il, ho​we​ver, didn’t wan​der abo​ut li​ke a mag​pie lo​oking for fo​od. It he​aded stra​ight up over the rid​ge and in​to a ho​le that had be​en dug the​re to​wards the eas​tern si​de. This ho​le was lar​ge and de​ep - lar​ge eno​ugh for Mul​let to squ​e​eze in​to - but he hung back, pan​ting. The lo​ose earth in front of the ho​le was newly tur​ned; it was sco​red with li​nes and go​uges. A small, ill-de​fi​ned handp​rint had be​en left in the dust.

    Pebbles clat​te​red and rol​led as the man ma​de his stumb​le-fo​oted way down from the top of the slo​pe. Awk​wardly he ca​me to a halt, un​ba​lan​ced by the we​ight of his gun. One fo​ot was bra​ced aga​inst a lar​ge rock. The ot​her was wed​ged in​to a handy fis​su​re.

    He stu​di​ed the ho​le ca​re​ful​ly, ben​ding a lit​tle to squ​int in​si​de. But its dark maw was im​pe​net​rab​le.

    ‘Mmm,’ he sa​id, stra​igh​te​ning. Then he ga​ve Mul​let a nud​ge with the bar​rel of his gun. ‘Git​tim. Mul​let! Git​tim, boy!’

    Mullet sid​led away. He didn’t li​ke the ho​le.

    ‘Mullet . . .’ the man sa​id thre​ate​ningly. Mul​let knew that to​ne, and knew it me​ant tro​ub​le. But he co​uldn’t bring him​self to en​ter the ho​le.

    ‘Mullet!’ An angry bark. ‘Cum​me​er!’

    Head down, ta​il down, Mul​let slowly ad​van​ced. The man se​ized his col​lar, drag​ging him to​wards the mo​uth of the ho​le. Mul​let re​sis​ted. He didn’t li​ke small, dark pla​ces. He scrab​bled fran​ti​cal​ly, pul​ling aga​inst the pres​su​re of his col​lar’s cho​king grip.

    Finally his mas​ter was ob​li​ged to lay down the gun and for​ce Mul​let in​to the ho​le with both hands. Mul​let, ho​we​ver, wo​uld not be for​ced. He was a slip​pery, musc​le-bo​und dog. Ti​me and ti​me aga​in, when the man pus​hed him in​to the ho​le, Mul​let wrig​gled and con​vul​sed and co​me sur​ging back out. The man swo​re. He grab​bed the dog’s col​lar and ta​il. He threw him at the ho​le and ga​ve him a bo​ot in the rump by way of en​co​ura​ge​ment. As Mul​let tri​ed to back up, the bo​ot re​ma​ined whe​re it was, pres​sed with gre​at strength aga​inst the ba​se of his spi​ne. So Mul​let had to curl aro​und on him​self, twis​ting his spi​ne li​ke spag​het​ti, to squ​irm his way in​to the light aga​in. It was very un​com​for​tab​le. He fo​und it dif​fi​cult to bre​at​he. Per​haps for that re​ason, he lost his he​ad - and when his mas​ter’s hand ca​me down, re​ac​hing for his col​lar, Mul​let snap​ped at it.

    The hand was qu​ickly withd​rawn. A mo​ment of si​len​ce fol​lo​wed. She​epishly Mul​let emer​ged from the ho​le, and sto​od pan​ting, ner​vo​us, re​ady to run. But the man didn’t kick him. Ins​te​ad the man pic​ked up his gun, aimed it, and fi​red.

    Mullet’s legs we​re knoc​ked out from un​der him.

    The so​und of the shot ec​ho​ed ac​ross the si​lent lands​ca​pe. Mul​let twitc​hed, blo​od pum​ping from the scar​let wo​und in his dusty whi​te co​at.

    ‘Fuckin dog,’ his mas​ter mut​te​red, be​fo​re squ​at​ting down to pe​er in​to the ho​le. ‘Nat​han?’ he sa​id, ra​ising his vo​ice. ‘Di​dja he​ar that? If you don’t co​me out, I’ll do the sa​me to you!’

    He wa​ited, musc​les ten​se.

    But not​hing stir​red or whis​pe​red in​si​de the ho​le.

    

    

CHAPTER 6 
    

    Verlie didn’t mind that it was a se​cond​hand ca​ra​van be​ca​use the Clu​lows had lo​oked af​ter it so well. They hadn’t be​en smo​kers. The oven and sto​ve had be​en cle​aned re​gu​larly. The cus​hi​ons on the two co​uc​hes (which con​ver​ted in​to sing​le beds) had be​en a lit​tle so​iled, but Ver​lie had ta​ken ca​re of that by rep​la​cing the old co​vers with a brand new set. She had ma​de cur​ta​ins to match the cus​hi​on fab​ric, and had bo​ught a rug to match the cur​ta​ins. Ross had grumb​led abo​ut the rug, but Ver​lie fo​und the vinyl flo​or of the ca​ra​van a lit​tle cold and its pat​tern unap​pe​aling. She wan​ted the ca​ra​van to be as cosy as pos​sib​le.

    After all, they wo​uld be spen​ding at le​ast fo​ur months in it.

    Ross’s plan was simp​le. Now that he had re​ti​red from the bank, he wan​ted to re​vi​sit all tho​se towns in which he’d wor​ked over the ye​ars as he stro​ve to at​ta​in the se​ni​or ma​na​ge​ment job that had be​en his ul​ti​ma​te go​al. Ross had per​for​med his du​ti​es di​li​gently be​hind the co​un​ter, in Led​gers and in Len​ding. From a humb​le tel​ler’s po​si​ti​on he had prog​res​sed to the ro​le of ac​co​un​tant, then branch ma​na​ger, then re​gi​onal ma​na​ger, be​fo​re fi​nal​ly be​co​ming he​ad of the bank’s tra​ining de​part​ment. It was du​ring his spell in Wag​ga Wag​ga that he had met and mar​ri​ed Ver​lie, who had be​en a tel​ler in his branch at the ti​me. From Wag​ga they had mo​ved to Mel​bo​ur​ne, Bal​la​rat, Bro​ken Hill, Dar​win and Sydney; they had set​tled in Sydney for twenty-two ye​ars so that the​ir three child​ren (Mark, Jodie and Su​san) wo​uld be​ne​fit from a first-class se​con​dary edu​ca​ti​on in go​od pri​va​te scho​ols.

    They had li​ved in a so​lid ho​use in le​afy Ro​se​vil​le, whe​re for the first ti​me Ver​lie’s ho​me​ma​king abi​li​ti​es we​re gi​ven ro​om to flo​urish. She had be​en ab​le to plant and nur​tu​re a be​a​uti​ful gar​den, full of ro​ses and de​ci​du​o​us tre​es. She had re​no​va​ted the kitc​hen, bo​ught lots of old ma​ho​gany fur​ni​tu​re - which she po​lis​hed as​si​du​o​usly - and fo​und her​self a ple​asant circ​le of fri​ends, many of them church​go​ers, most of them busy mot​hers with the​ir own cars. Su​san, Ver​lie’s el​dest, now had two child​ren; she had mar​ri​ed a doc​tor, and li​ved in Hun​ters Hill. Mark was a part​ner in a big city law firm. Jodie was wor​king in Lon​don. Ver​lie was pro​ud of them all, but they li​ved se​pa​ra​te li​ves now, and she hardly ever saw them. So she hadn’t obj​ec​ted when her hus​band had ra​ised the idea of his re​ti​re​ment sa​fa​ri. In fact she had wel​co​med the pros​pect of get​ting away. The ho​use in Ro​se​vil​le was re​al​ly very damp, and re​qu​ired a lot of energy-sap​ping ca​re. The ne​igh​bo​ur​ho​od was chan​ging; many of her old fri​ends we​re sel​ling up and mo​ving to the so​uth co​ast or the Blue Mo​un​ta​ins, ma​king way for new fa​mi​li​es full of scho​ol-aged child​ren who we​re too no​isy for Ver​lie’s tas​te. She co​uldn’t un​ders​tand so​me pe​op​le. The​se days they se​emed to gi​ve the​ir kids everyt​hing ex​cept dis​cip​li​ne.

    She had wel​co​med Ross’s sug​ges​ti​on that they buy a ca​ra​van for the​ir trip. Whi​le Ross po​red over maps, NRMA di​rec​to​ri​es and the Re​ader’s Di​gest Bo​ok of the Ro​ad, Ver​lie had bu​si​ed her​self in the ca​ra​van, which they had purc​ha​sed from one of Ross’s for​mer col​le​agu​es. She had stoc​ked the cup​bo​ards, hung up pic​tu​res and bo​ught so​me throw cus​hi​ons. To​get​her, she and Ross had ma​de sundry purc​ha​ses: an emer​gency camp sto​ve, a wa​ter fil​ter, a hand-held di​gi​tal cam​cor​der. Me​anw​hi​le, Su​san had be​en of​fe​ring up so​me mu​ted obj​ec​ti​ons, po​in​ting out that Ver​lie had high blo​od pres​su​re - sho​uld she re​al​ly be un​der​ta​king such a long and stres​sful trip? But Ver​lie had scof​fed at her da​ugh​ter’s fe​ars. It wo​uldn’t be a stres​sful trip. It wo​uld be a won​der​ful trip. Ver​lie was dying to re​vi​sit her old ha​unts - to cha​se up lost fri​ends, to ins​pect fa​mi​li​ar bank pre​mi​ses, to ta​ke pho​tos of the ho​uses that she and Ross had ren​ted over the ye​ars. And Ross, of co​ur​se, was in his ele​ment. She had be​en wor​ri​ed abo​ut his re​ti​re​ment; how on earth wo​uld he co​pe with it? Now she saw that she had be​en wor​rying ne​ed​les​sly. Plot​ting the​ir iti​ne​rary, cal​cu​la​ting the​ir ex​pen​di​tu​re, aler​ting the​ir fri​ends and or​ga​ni​sing the​ir sup​pli​es had kept him as happy as a lark.

    Of co​ur​se, she didn’t know what wo​uld hap​pen when the trip was fi​nal​ly over. But she wo​uld fa​ce that hurd​le when she ca​me to it. Per​haps Ross, too, wo​uld de​ci​de to sell up. And if he did, the comp​li​ca​ted pro​cess of mo​ving to the so​uth co​ast wo​uld ke​ep him oc​cu​pi​ed for a long ti​me.

    Whatever he de​ci​ded to do, Ver​lie wo​uld go along with it. She al​ways did. Over the ye​ars, she had le​ar​ned that li​fe was only be​arab​le if Ross ma​de all the big de​ci​si​ons; she had long ago ce​ased to re​sent his as​sump​ti​on that be​ca​use he ma​de the mo​ney, he la​id down the law. Be​ing a pe​ace​ab​le, ame​nab​le sort of per​son, she didn’t fret abo​ut it too much. Ins​te​ad she qu​i​etly pur​su​ed her own in​te​rests - the child​ren, the gar​den, va​ri​o​us han​dic​rafts, Eng​lish de​tec​ti​ve no​vels - rest​ric​ting her comp​la​ints to a few very clo​se fri​ends. Af​ter all, she wasn’t a giddy yo​ung thing any mo​re. If the​re was one thing she had le​ar​ned in li​fe, it was not to ex​pect a fa​iry ta​le en​ding.

    When pac​king for the trip, Ver​lie had ma​de su​re to ta​ke a co​up​le of pot plants along with her, han​ging them in pot hol​ders to pre​vent them from fal​ling and smas​hing when the ca​ra​van hit a stretch of ro​ugh ro​ad. She al​so to​ok her knit​ting bag, her qu​il​ting bag, and a num​ber of mo​dest gifts for old fri​ends: pew​ter items, pi​eces of li​nen and da​mask, scen​ted so​ap, de​co​ra​ti​ve sta​ti​onery. Not​hing bre​akab​le. Not​hing big. It was she who had in​sis​ted on ta​king a por​tab​le te​le​vi​si​on set as well. Ross had obj​ec​ted, but Ver​lie had pre​va​iled. She knew Ross. She al​so knew what she wo​uld ha​ve to put up with if he was dep​ri​ved of his Sun​day-after​no​on sport. Be​si​des, the​re we​re the eve​nings to con​si​der. Ross didn’t re​ad bo​oks - only news​pa​pers - and Ver​lie co​uldn’t be​ar the tho​ught of ha​ving to con​ver​se with him du​ring that gol​den ti​me of the day when she li​ked to re​lax with a cup of co​coa and the la​test PD James.

    The te​le​vi​si​on wo​uld ke​ep Ross en​ter​ta​ined if he co​uldn’t find an​yo​ne to talk to. He was a rest​less sort of per​son who li​ked a bit of no​ise. Ver​lie was dif​fe​rent; af​ter brin​ging up three child​ren, she pre​fer​red si​len​ce. In this, as in so many ot​her as​pects of the​ir li​ves, they dif​fe​red fun​da​men​tal​ly.

    In Mil​du​ra, for examp​le, Ver​lie wo​uld not ha​ve comp​la​ined to the ca​te​ring ma​na​ger of the Le​agu​es Club abo​ut a ser​ving of un​der​co​oked chic​ken. She wo​uld simply ha​ve as​ked for a rep​la​ce​ment dish. Si​mi​larly, she wo​uld not ha​ve kic​ked up such a fuss abo​ut the er​ror that Ross fo​und when he chec​ked the bill is​su​ed to them by the ow​ner of the ca​ra​van park. Ross se​emed al​ways alert for examp​les of fra​ud and po​or ser​vi​ce - per​haps it was the ine​vi​tab​le re​sult of wor​king in a bank. Ver​lie, on the ot​her hand, dis​li​ked conf​ron​ta​ti​on. She had to con​ce​de that she was a co​ward, in this res​pect. But whe​re wo​uld Ross be if she hadn’t al​ways be​en

    so re​luc​tant to spe​ak her mind?

    He co​uldn’t ha​ve it both ways.

    Fortunately, the pits​top at Co​om​bah ro​ad​ho​use had pas​sed wit​ho​ut in​ci​dent. Des​pi​te the num​ber of fli​es in​si​de the shop, and the rest​ric​ted ran​ge of ice cre​ams in the fre​ezer, Ross had fo​und not​hing worth ta​king ex​cep​ti​on to. He had fil​led up his tank, bo​ught him​self a mint Cor​net​to, and smi​led in​dul​gently at Ver​lie’s cho​ice of a Trip​le Tre​at. Then they had pres​sed on, re​j​o​icing in the fact that the​re we​re hardly any cars on the ro​ad. Cars on the ro​ad me​ant pe​op​le bac​ked up be​hind the​ir lum​be​ring ca​ra​van, and that in turn me​ant pe​op​le ris​king the​ir necks when trying to over​ta​ke Ross on a two-la​ne high​way. Not that the​re was much dan​ger in over​ta​king on such a stra​ight, flat ro​ad, but even so, the​re we​re al​ways ta​il​ga​ters. And Ross ha​ted ta​il​ga​ters with a pas​si​on. They put him in a very bad mo​od.

    Verlie pre​fer​red to dri​ve with him when he was fe​eling calm and con​tent.

    ‘Oh lo​ok,’ she sa​id, a short ti​me af​ter they had cros​sed Pi​ne Cre​ek, ‘isn’t that so​me​body wa​ving? Lo​ok, Ross - I think so​me​one’s in tro​ub​le.’

    A grey dot on the ho​ri​zon had ta​ken de​fi​ni​te form as they ra​pidly ap​pro​ac​hed it. Ver​lie saw a car par​ked be​si​de the ro​ad; the pe​op​le stan​ding aro​und it we​re at first only vi​sib​le as ant-li​ke black sha​pes. Des​pi​te the fact that Ross be​gan to slow his spe​ed, ho​we​ver, it so​on be​ca​me ap​pa​rent that a man was wa​ving them down - a man and a small child.

    By the ti​me they re​ac​hed the grey car, Ver​lie co​uld see that this man was tall and thin and bal​ding, with the gent​le, be​ne​vo​lent fa​ce of an ab​sent-min​ded pro​fes​sor. He wo​re san​dals and shorts, a flap​ping T-shirt and an ex​pen​si​ve wrist watch. Ver​lie to​ok no​te of the wrist watch, the lit​tle girl han​ging off his left leg (which was very ha​iry) and the fact that he re​mo​ved his sung​las​ses when Ross eased to a halt be​si​de him. This man, she de​ci​ded, was not a thre​at. His mild blue eyes and she​epish smi​le we​re as re​as​su​ring as the si​ze of his fa​mily.

    ‘Are you all right?’ as​ked Ross, and the man ap​pro​ac​hed Ross’s win​dow.

    ‘We’ve run out of pet​rol,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Oh.’

    ‘And our mo​bi​le won’t work. Not out he​re. Wo​uld you hap​pen to ha​ve a sa​tel​li​te pho​ne?’

    ‘No. Sorry.’

    Then the man’s wi​fe spo​ke. (At le​ast, Ver​lie as​su​med that she was his wi​fe.) She lo​oked yo​un​ger than her hus​band, and mo​re vi​tal; her eyes we​re a vi​vid gre​en aga​inst the tan​ned skin of her fa​ce. Nud​ging asi​de the lit​tle girl, she sto​oped to ad​dress Ross thro​ugh his half-open win​dow.

    ‘Have you just co​me from Co​om​bah?’ she de​man​ded.

    ‘We stop​ped the​re, yes,’ Ross rep​li​ed.

    ‘How long ago?’

    ‘How long ago did we stop the​re?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Well...’ Ross glan​ced at Ver​lie, who ope​ned her mo​uth to help. But Ross ne​eded no help. He was simply col​lec​ting his tho​ughts. ‘Abo​ut an ho​ur and a half, I sup​po​se,’ he re​mar​ked.

    ‘Oh!’ The wo​man lo​oked surp​ri​sed. She pul​led back. Her hus​band sa​id: ‘We we​re trying to get to Co​om​bah, but we se​em to ha​ve mis​cal​cu​la​ted. It’s ta​ken much lon​ger than it sho​uld ha​ve. We left Bro​ken Hill just af​ter ten, this mor​ning -’

    ‘But you’re he​ading the wrong way,’ Ver​lie in​ter​rup​ted. ‘I me​an

    - you’re he​ading for Bro​ken Hill.’

    A bab​ble of exp​la​na​ti​ons im​me​di​ately bro​ke out. Even the child​ren star​ted to talk; the​re was an ol​der boy and a pretty yo​ung girl, abo​ut ten, who lo​oked very ni​ce in a pink and whi​te cot​ton sund​ress. (Ver​lie tho​ught it a sad thing that so few lit​tle girls wo​re dres​ses any mo​re.) The​ir mot​her clap​ped her hands: ‘Kids!’ she bar​ked. ‘Qu​i​et!’ Then she pe​ered in​to the car aga​in.

    ‘We saw how low our pet​rol was get​ting,’ she in​for​med Ver​lie, ‘and tur​ned back. We we​re ho​ping to get to the farm up the ro​ad.’

    ‘Is the​re a farm up the ro​ad?’ as​ked Ver​lie.

    ‘Well...there’s a ma​il​box.’

    ‘I see.’

    ‘We don’t know how far off the ro​ad any ho​use might be,’ the wo​man con​ti​nu​ed, and then fal​te​red. ‘If you - I me​an - if you can ac​tu​al​ly see it - if it isn’t too far away . . .’

    ‘I don’t sup​po​se you co​uld ma​ke a call for us? If they ha​ve a land li​ne?’ her hus​band fi​nis​hed. ‘I re​ali​se it’s a lot to ask, of co​ur​se . . .’

    ‘Oh, we won’t ne​ed to do that,’ Ross sa​id crisply. His man​ner was ple​asant, but Ver​lie co​uld sen​se the im​pa​ti​en​ce lur​king be​ne​ath his calm, well mo​du​la​ted to​nes. ‘It’s not far to Bro​ken Hill. We’ll find a pho​ne the​re.’

    ‘That’s very kind of you - it’s just that we’re a bit wor​ri​ed abo​ut the child​ren.’ With a wa​ve of his hand, the ab​sent-min​ded pro​fes​sor in​di​ca​ted the smal​lest girl. ‘It’ll ta​ke at le​ast two ho​urs to get the​re, and two ho​urs to get back he​re, and sin​ce it’s al​re​ady go​ne two -’

    ‘No, no,’ sa​id Ross. ‘Two ho​urs to get the​re? Not​hing li​ke that. No, no. Half an ho​ur at the most.’

    The fa​mily exc​han​ged glan​ces that we​re preg​nant with me​aning. At last the fat​her sa​id: ‘Well, you see, we dro​ve for three ho​urs be​fo​re we had to turn back. And we didn’t get very far -’

    ‘But we just cros​sed Pi​ne Cre​ek. Lo​ok he​re - Ver​lie, get the map out, will you?’

    Obediently, Ver​lie re​mo​ved the map from the glo​ve box. It was fol​ded to show the Sil​ver City High​way. Pluc​king the wad of well-thum​bed pa​per from her hand, Ross stab​bed at a thick red li​ne with his in​dex fin​ger.

    ‘There - you see?’ he sa​id. ‘That’s this ro​ad, that’s Co​om​bah, and that’s Pi​ne Cre​ek. We cros​sed Pi​ne Cre​ek a few mi​nu​tes back. Which me​ans that we can’t be mo​re than forty-fi​ve kays from Bro​ken Hill.’

    The ab​sent-min​ded pro​fes​sor knoc​ked he​ads with his wi​fe as they both mo​ved in to study the map. Ross apo​lo​gi​sed. He thrust it at them, then glan​ced in the re​ar vi​ew mir​ror. Ver​lie knew what he was thin​king. The who​le stran​ded fa​mily was clus​te​red aro​und his win​dow now, and he hadn’t pul​led very far off the ro​ad. If an​yo​ne ca​me up be​hind them, the​re was bo​und to be an ac​ci​dent.

    ‘But we dro​ve for ho​urs,’ the boy pro​tes​ted, his vo​ice ri​sing. ‘How co​me we only did forty-fi​ve ki​lo​met​res in all that ti​me?’

    His fat​her was frow​ning at the map. ‘The​re has to be an exp​la​na​ti​on,’ he be​gan, be​fo​re Ross in​ter​rup​ted him.

    ‘Look, you’d bet​ter get off the ro​ad,’ Ross po​in​ted out. ‘The​re aren’t many cars, along he​re, but you ne​ver know.’

    ‘Oh yes! Yes, of co​ur​se -’

    ‘Get in the car, kids!’

    ‘But Mum -’

    ‘Get in the car, I sa​id!’

    ‘Do you be​long to the NRMA?’ as​ked Ross. ‘I can call the NRMA.’

    There fol​lo​wed a lengthy dis​cus​si​on abo​ut the NRMA, af​fi​li​ated mo​to​ring or​ga​ni​sa​ti​ons, and whet​her or not the​se or​ga​ni​sa​ti​ons we​re in a po​si​ti​on to help a mem​ber who had run out of pet​rol. Ross pro​mi​sed that if he didn’t ha​ve any luck with the NRMA he wo​uld call the po​li​ce.

    ‘But it might be bet​ter if you ca​me along,’ he sa​id. ‘You or yo​ur wi​fe. May​be the lit​tle girl, as well.’

    ‘Oh no. Thanks, but we sho​uldn’t se​pa​ra​te.’

    ‘Couldn’t we all go?’ the boy sug​ges​ted, and the lit​tle girl tug​ged at her fat​her’s shorts.

    ‘Can I go in the ca​ra​van?’ she ple​aded.

    ‘Oh no, de​ar.’ Ver​lie le​aned to​wards them. ‘It’s aga​inst the law for an​yo​ne to ri​de in a mo​ving ca​ra​van.’

    ‘We can’t all fit,’ the mot​her exp​la​ined to her of​fsp​ring. ‘Don’t worry. The man and the lady are go​ing to call so​me​one to help us.’

    ‘But not wit​ho​ut kno​wing yo​ur na​mes,’ Ross mut​te​red. He to​ok out his no​te​bo​ok and fo​un​ta​in pen, and wro​te down all the ne​ces​sary de​ta​ils. The ab​sent-min​ded pro​fes​sor was No​el Fer​gu​son. His wi​fe was Lin​da Fer​gu​son. Ross ma​de a no​te of the​ir ad​dress and re​gist​ra​ti​on num​ber, to​get​her with the ma​ke and mo​del of the​ir car. Then he tuc​ked the no​te​bo​ok in​to his bre​ast poc​ket, and ga​ve Ver​lie the pen for her pur​se.

    ‘Hopefully so​me​one might co​me along so​on who has so​me spa​re pet​rol,’ he sa​id. ‘We don’t, I’m af​ra​id.’ He and Ver​lie had ac​tu​al​ly dis​cus​sed the ad​vi​sa​bi​lity of car​rying a spa​re can of pet​rol, but had de​ci​ded aga​inst it in the end. They wo​uldn’t be le​aving the ma​in ro​ads, af​ter all. And pet​rol co​uld be dan​ge​ro​us stuff to ha​ve han​ging aro​und if the​re was an ac​ci​dent. Be​si​des, Ross was too well or​ga​ni​sed to risk a long dri​ve wit​ho​ut ac​cess to a pet​rol pump.

    ‘I can’t un​ders​tand pe​op​le who don’t plan,’ he sa​id, af​ter they left the Fer​gu​sons be​hind. Ver​lie was wa​ving at them over her sho​ul​der. ‘Obvi​o​usly, that blo​ke left Bro​ken Hill with hardly any fu​el in his tank. So he ends up stran​ded in the mid​dle of now​he​re with a wi​fe and three lit​tle kids.’ Ross sho​ok his he​ad. ‘So​me

    people just don’t think ahe​ad, do they?’

    ‘He se​emed ni​ce eno​ugh, tho​ugh. They all did.’

    ‘Oh, I’m not sa​ying they we​ren’t ni​ce. I’m sa​ying that they’re al​most cri​mi​nal​ly neg​li​gent. And then they ex​pect ot​her pe​op​le to ba​il them out - li​ke tho​se fo​ols who go bush​wal​king wit​ho​ut the pro​per equ​ip​ment, and ha​ve to be air​lif​ted to sa​fety.’ He clic​ked his ton​gue. ‘It’s the old story, I’m af​ra​id. Lack of fo​re​sight.’

    Verlie ma​de no com​ment. Ross had fo​re​sight, cer​ta​inly, but not in every area of li​fe. He had ne​ver disp​la​yed much fo​re​sight when it ca​me to mi​xing light co​lo​urs with dark co​lo​urs in the la​undry, or an​ti​ci​pa​ting (and he​ading off ) clas​hes with his child​ren.

    She let him dec​la​im for a few mi​nu​tes on one of his fa​vo​uri​te su​bj​ects be​fo​re anot​her obj​ect by the ro​ad ca​ught her eye. This ti​me it wasn’t a car, ho​we​ver. This ti​me it was a ma​il​box.

    ‘Oh, lo​ok,’ she sa​id. ‘Co​uld that be the ma​il​box they we​re tal​king abo​ut?’

    ‘Probably.’ Her hus​band didn’t spa​re it a glan​ce.

    ‘It isn’t very far, is it?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Could they walk the​re, do you think? Sho​uld we go back and tell them?’

    ‘Verlie,’ sa​id Ross, ‘just be​ca​use the ma​il​box isn’t far, do​esn’t me​an the ho​use is clo​se. It co​uld be mi​les off the ro​ad. Mi​les and mi​les.’

    ‘I sup​po​se so.’

    ‘Anyway, we’ll be the​re in a mi​nu​te. The​re’s no po​int go​ing to lo​ok for a ho​use when the town is so clo​se. It’s a was​te of ti​me.’

    ‘I sup​po​se so,’ Ver​lie re​pe​ated.

    All the sa​me, she didn’t li​ke le​aving three yo​ung child​ren stran​ded on an out​back high​way. It didn’t se​em right, so​me​how. It ma​de her une​asy.

    And she felt even wor​se when, a few ki​lo​met​res down the ro​ad, they pas​sed an empty truck - a big, whi​te truck with two enor​mo​us tra​ilers at​tac​hed to it, par​ked in the mid​dle of now​he​re.

    That re​al​ly ma​de her won​der.

    ‘We’re go​ing to run out​ta gas so​on,’ sa​id Gra​ham.

    It was sta​ting the ob​vi​o​us, Chris tho​ught. He him​self had be​en wor​rying abo​ut the fu​el le​vels for at le​ast fif​te​en mi​nu​tes. He knew that so​met​hing was wrong be​ca​use he’d cal​cu​la​ted his pet​rol con​sump​ti​on down to the last mil​li​lit​re. He had that sort of mind and it had ne​ver let him down be​fo​re.

    ‘I can’t be​li​eve we’re not the​re by now,’ he mut​te​red. ‘What ti​me is it? Half three? We sho​uld be the​re.’

    ‘We stop​ped at the ro​ad​ho​use,’ Gra​ham re​min​ded him.

    ‘Yeah, but for how long? Twenty mi​nu​tes? Half an ho​ur at the most. And we left Mil​du​ra at ten thirty -’

    ‘Ten forty-fi​ve.’

    ‘We still sho​uld be the​re by now, eh, Alec?’ Gra​ham ap​pe​aled to the res​cu​ed truc​kie, who had hardly spo​ken sin​ce clim​bing on​to the back se​at. He had ac​cep​ted Gra​ham’s of​fer of a drink of wa​ter, and had re​ve​aled - upon be​ing as​ked - that his pay​lo​ad was ce​ment pow​der. But he was ob​vi​o​usly a man of few words. Eit​her that, or he had so​met​hing on his mind. Chris sus​pec​ted the lat​ter. It was odd, the way he kept gna​wing at his thumb​na​il and pe​ering in​tently out the win​dow.

    ‘Yeah,’ Alec sa​id at last, as the Land Ro​ver ca​me to a halt on the si​de of the ro​ad. ‘Ye​ah, we sho​ul​da be​en the​re by now.’

    ‘What are you do​ing?’ Gra​ham in​qu​ired, tur​ning to his brot​her. ‘Why are you stop​ping?’

    ‘To top up the tank.’

    ‘But we’re al​most the​re.’

    ‘That’s what we tho​ught half an ho​ur ago.’

    ‘But we must be, Chris, I’ve be​en chec​king the map. We cros​sed Pi​ne Cre​ek be​fo​re we even pic​ked up Alec.’

    ‘Yeah. Well.’ Chris cut the en​gi​ne and fol​ded his arms ac​ross the top of the ste​ering whe​el. He ga​zed ahe​ad, at the two low, hazy pe​aks in the dis​tan​ce. As far as he co​uld re​call, they had to be the Pin​nac​les.

    So why didn’t they se​em to be get​ting any clo​ser?

    ‘Alec?’ he sa​id.

    ‘Yeah?’

    ‘Are tho​se the Pin​nac​les? Tho​se two lumps up ahe​ad?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘Is the​re so​me kind of ...I dun​no, so​me kind of we​ird op​ti​cal il​lu​si​on as​so​ci​ated with tho​se things?’

    There was a bri​ef pa​use. Gra​ham sta​red at Chris as if he had grown two he​ads. Chris tur​ned in his se​at to lo​ok at Alec, who drop​ped his ga​ze to the flo​or.

    ‘Nup,’ sa​id Alec.

    ‘What are you tal​king abo​ut?’ Gra​ham in​qu​ired of his brot​her.

    ‘Mate, I dun​no,’ sa​id Chris. ‘But we’ve be​en dri​ving for - what? An ho​ur, sin​ce we pic​ked him up? And not only ha​ven’t we re​ac​hed Bro​ken Hill - which we sho​uld ha​ve at the spe​ed I’ve be​en go​ing - but we can’t se​em to get any clo​ser to tho​se pe​aks. I me​an, they’re not get​ting any big​ger. Ha​ve you no​ti​ced that, Alec?’

    ‘Yeah,’ Alec ad​mit​ted, still not lif​ting his ga​ze from the flo​or. Gra​ham swung aro​und to study the Pin​nac​les.

    ‘You’re kid​ding, right?’ he de​man​ded.

    ‘You tell me,’ Chris rep​li​ed.

    ‘I can’t. I ha​ven’t be​en pa​ying at​ten​ti​on.’

    ‘Well I ha​ve. I al​ways do. And eit​her I’ve ma​de a comp​le​te bal​ls-up of my map re​adings, ti​me pro​j​ec​ti​ons and fu​el con​sump​ti​on cal​cu​la​ti​ons or I’m on the wrong ro​ad. Am I on the wrong ro​ad, Alec?’

    ‘No,’ sa​id the truc​kie.

    ‘Well, no of​fen​ce, ma​te, but you’re not exactly the Po​pe,’ Gra​ham po​in​ted out, still ad​dres​sing his brot​her. ‘I me​an, no one ex​pects you to be in​fal​lib​le. Any​way, we’re on the right ro​ad. De​fi​ni​tely. We cros​sed Pi​ne Cre​ek - the​re was a sign up.’

    ‘Yeah, and check the map. Pi​ne Cre​ek’s sup​po​sed to be abo​ut forty-fi​ve kays from Bro​ken Hill. We must ha​ve cros​sed it an ho​ur ago, Gra​ham.’

    ‘Are you su​re? Are you su​re the clock’s wor​king?’

    ‘No. I’m not su​re the fu​el ga​uge is wor​king eit​her. Or the spe​edo​me​ter. But you’d think they wo​uld be, wo​uldn’t you? Sin​ce it’s a brand new car.’

    The two McKen​zi​es sub​si​ded in​to a tro​ub​led si​len​ce. At last Gra​ham bro​ke it.

    ‘Well,’ he re​mar​ked, ‘we won’t get anyw​he​re if we sit he​re. Let me stick so​me gas in the tank, and we’ll see what hap​pens. We’re pro​bably just fi​ve mi​nu​tes away, and we don’t even re​ali​se it.’

    ‘No,’ Alec sud​denly ob​ser​ved. ‘No, we’re not.’

    The McKen​zi​es twis​ted the​ir necks to lo​ok at him.

    ‘We’re not fi​ve mi​nu​tes away,’ Alec con​ti​nu​ed. ‘We won’t get the​re at all.’

    ‘Eh?’ sa​id Chris.

    ‘I had ne​arly se​ven hund​red lit​res in Di​esel Dog. Sho​ul​da got me to fuc​kin Ti​bo​obur​ra, let alo​ne Bro​ken Hill. But it didn’t.’ Alec wo​uldn’t me​et the​ir eyes. ‘Whe​re you fo​und me?’ he went on, in a ho​ar​se vo​ice. ‘Pin​nac​les lo​oked the sa​me from the​re, too. They’ve be​en lo​okin the sa​me ever sin​ce. Ha​ven’t be​en get​tin any clo​ser. I’ve watc​hed. I’ve chec​ked.’ He cle​ared his thro​at. ‘The​re’s so​met​hing se​ve​rely fuc​ked go​in on, in ca​se you ha​ven’t wor​ked it out.’

    Graham and Chris glan​ced at each ot​her. The sa​me tho​ught cros​sed both the​ir minds: he’s crac​ked.

    ‘Yeah, I know,’ sa​id Alec im​pa​ti​ently. ‘You think I’m blo​ody mad. But I’m tel​lin ya, we won’t blo​ody get the​re. Ke​ep dri​vin and we won’t get any clo​ser. You’ll end up with no fu​el at all. Stran​ded. Li​ke me.’

    ‘Well...’ Chris cho​se his words ca​re​ful​ly. ‘What do you sug​gest?’

    ‘I sug​gest you turn aro​und and go back to the ro​ad​ho​use.’

    Graham ma​de a muf​fled no​ise. ‘You what?’ he sa​id.

    ‘I dun​no, Alec.’ Chris tri​ed to be re​aso​nab​le. ‘I dun​no if it’s that dras​tic.’

    ‘It is,’ Alec re​tor​ted. His to​ne was ble​ak. He le​aned for​ward, clutc​hing the he​ad​rests of the front se​ats. ‘It is that dras​tic. If you don’t go back you’ll end up stuck out he​re. With no fo​od, no wa​ter, no pet​rol, no not​hing.’

    Chris he​si​ta​ted. He co​uldn’t tell whet​her Alec was out of his mind on pills or whet​her the​re was so​met​hing in what he sa​id. The num​bers didn’t add up, that was for su​re. But na​tu​ral law dec​re​ed that if you kept on dri​ving, you had to re​ach so​mep​la​ce. It was physi​cal​ly im​pos​sib​le not to.

    ‘Are you sa​ying that we’re ac​tu​al​ly stan​ding still?’ Gra​ham qu​eri​ed. ‘Is that what you’re sa​ying? Be​ca​use I’ve be​en watc​hing the co​untry go by, Alec. We pass things, you know?’

    Alec sho​ok his he​ad. ‘We’re not pas​sin not​hing,’ he rep​li​ed.

    ‘Mate -’

    ‘Look, I know this ro​ad!’ Alec cri​ed. ‘I co​uld dri​ve it in me sle​ep! Not​hing’s chan​gin! It’s all the sa​me! The sa​me stretch, over and over!’

    Graham spre​ad his hands. ‘But Alec,’ he sa​id qu​i​etly, ‘isn’t that what a de​sert’s all abo​ut?’

    Alec threw him​self back in​to his se​at with an exp​lo​si​ve sigh. ‘You don’t get it,’ he gro​aned. ‘You dun​no this co​untry. It’s not the fuc​kin Simp​son de​sert, it chan​ges. It’s dif​fe​rent.’

    Chris cast his mind back to the end​less mo​no​tony of the dri​ve from Co​om​bah to Pi​ne Cre​ek. He lif​ted an eyeb​row at Gra​ham, who scratc​hed his che​ek tho​ught​ful​ly.

    ‘Well, I dun​no,’ sa​id Gra​ham. ‘What do you rec​kon? He is a lo​cal.’

    ‘You want to dri​ve back to Co​om​bah?’ Chris in​qu​ired of his brot​her.

    ‘Not es​pe​ci​al​ly.’

    Chris twis​ted aro​und, and le​aned in​to the spa​ce bet​we​en the two front se​ats.

    ‘Alec,’ he sa​id, ‘I’ll ta​ke yo​ur opi​ni​on on bo​ard. I see whe​re you’re co​ming from. But if you don’t mind, we’re go​ing to chuck a bit mo​re pet​rol in the tank and see how much furt​her we can get on it.’

    Alec sho​ok his he​ad, do​le​ful​ly.

    ‘And if we’re not in Bro​ken Hill by . . . let’s see.’ Chris chec​ked his watch. ‘By half past fo​ur, then I’ll ag​ree we’ve got a prob​lem, and we’ll turn aro​und. Okay? Or flag so​me​one down, or so​met​hing. All right?’

    Alec shrug​ged.

    ‘We’ve got plenty of fo​od,’ Gra​ham po​in​ted out.

    ‘Yeah. And tents. And a camp sto​ve,’ Chris ad​ded. ‘So we’ll be fi​ne, no mat​ter what hap​pens.’

    Alec sig​hed and sta​red out the win​dow. Gra​ham went to drag a can of pet​rol off the ro​of. Chris chec​ked his map aga​in.

    It was very warm.

    The man had wa​ited ne​ar Mul​let’s corp​se. He had wa​ited for ne​arly two ho​urs, af​ter pre​ten​ding to ma​ke a no​isy de​par​tu​re. Stam​ping along in his he​avy bo​ots, grun​ting and swe​aring as the peb​bles slid out from un​der him, he had clim​bed back up to the top of the rid​ge. He had even prog​res​sed a few met​res furt​her be​fo​re very qu​i​etly re​mo​ving his bo​ots and slowly, ca​re​ful​ly, ret​ra​cing his steps.

    There was a ra​ised spot on the crest of the rid​ge from which he co​uld lo​ok down at the mo​uth of the myste​ri​o​us ho​le. Af​ter lo​we​ring him​self on​to this wind-sculp​tu​red van​ta​ge po​int (win​cing with every crack of his jo​ints) he had set​tled his gun bet​we​en his kne​es and wa​ited. And wa​ited. The sun had mo​ved ac​ross the sky, bur​ning in​to the back of his neck and the skin of his fo​re​arms, which we​re un​co​ve​red. Ants had run ac​ross his thighs, up over his hands, in​to the folds of his socks. Fli​es had whe​eled and buz​zed abo​ut his he​ad, at​tac​king his eyes, his lips, the dark blo​od on his clot​hes. He hadn’t da​red blow them away with puffs of air, lest he ma​ke a so​und; ins​te​ad he had flap​ped at them fru​it​les​sly, won​de​ring if he sho​uld ha​ve kil​led the dog af​ter all. That corp​se was at​trac​ting clo​uds of fli​es. They we​re co​ming in from everyw​he​re, dizzy with ex​ci​te​ment. Mul​let’s wo​und was al​re​ady black with them.

    Once or twi​ce the man ne​arly sig​hed, or snif​fed. He ba​rely ma​na​ged to stop him​self. Af​ter abo​ut an ho​ur, a crow ca​me down to ha​ve a lo​ok at the de​ad dog, eye​ing the dog’s mas​ter with one wary eye. Then anot​her crow ca​me, and anot​her. But they didn’t ap​pro​ach the ra​pidly co​oling me​at. They didn’t se​em to trust the man, or his mo​ti​on​less vi​gil. They re​ma​ined at a dis​tan​ce, so​me​ti​mes pa​cing, so​me​ti​mes pru​ning them​sel​ves, al​ways watc​hing.

    The man watc​hed, too - he watc​hed the ho​le. He wo​uld sta​re at its dark thres​hold un​til he was cross-eyed, and had to blink and lo​ok away. So​me​ti​mes his ga​ze swept the ho​ri​zon, no​ting the po​si​ti​on of the sun, the length of the sha​dows. So​me​ti​mes he wo​uld check his watch and frown. It was get​ting la​te. Too la​te. He had things to do.

    He had to get back to the ho​use. Cle​an him​self. Pick out a chan​ge of clot​hes. The plan was the​re - all la​id out - and it wo​uld pro​tect him, as long as he comp​le​ted each step fa​ith​ful​ly be​fo​re pro​ce​eding to the next. Lo​gic and or​ga​ni​sa​ti​on wo​uld see him thro​ugh this, li​ke a charm aga​inst the for​ces of cha​os ran​ged aga​inst him, but not if he fal​te​red. Not if he let his enemy set the agen​da.

    He tho​ught he he​ard a so​und co​ming from the ho​le - a soft scra​ping so​und - and he le​aned for​ward, eyes nar​ro​wed. He knew that the kid was in the​re. He co​uld fe​el it; the air was prac​ti​cal​ly sin​ging with ten​si​on, and the ho​le was the so​ur​ce of that ten​si​on. But if Nat​han was in the​re, he was pla​ying pos​sum. The way he used to back at the ho​use, when he hid in the ga​ra​ge or the la​undry bas​ket li​ke a fuc​king coc​k​ro​ach. He wasn’t a kid, he was a lit​tle brown cock​ro​ach.

    Grace had pro​bably ta​ught him to hi​de. She knew all the bo​ong tricks, and wo​uld ha​ve pas​sed them on for su​re. A kid li​ke that, with her blo​od in him - who knew what he was ca​pab​le of? Lying low. Bur​ro​wing in​to the lands​ca​pe. That was the way they wor​ked it. Watc​hing. Wa​iting. Black sha​dows, we​aving the​ir spells in the dark.

    Not any mo​re, tho​ugh. She wo​uldn’t be fuc​king up his li​fe any mo​re. The cur​se was lif​ted.

    At last he got sick of wa​iting. He co​uldn’t risk han​ging aro​und any lon​ger. He had to get out be​fo​re so​met​hing bad hap​pe​ned - be​fo​re the dark for​ces of her will reg​ro​uped, so​me​how. She was de​ad now, but he still didn’t trust her. He was half-afra​id that he had fa​iled to dest​roy her po​iso​no​us spi​rit, des​pi​te all his ef​forts. What if he had simply re​le​ased it in​to the air, or in​to the so​il? Sup​po​se it ma​na​ged to stri​ke back at him in the usu​al way, by tur​ning the world aga​inst him?

    It might hap​pen yet, if he didn’t stay with the prog​ram. His plan, his prog​ram, was all he had. He had fas​hi​oned him​self a de​fen​ce aga​inst her witc​hery using me​asu​re​ments and mac​hi​nes and ti​me​tab​les and all the ot​her pro​ducts of ci​vi​li​sa​ti​on with which man​kind had har​nes​sed the na​tu​ral laws of the uni​ver​se. And he had won. For all her sec​ret know​led​ge, she had be​en fo​oled and de​fe​ated.

    Reaching for his bo​ots, he drag​ged first one on, then the ot​her, jer​king at the la​ces as if he wan​ted them to snap. His hands we​re bony and long-fin​ge​red, craw​ling with knot​ted musc​le, splat​te​red with dri​ed blo​od. The​re was blo​od un​der his fin​ger​na​ils.

    With a gro​an of re​li​ef he fi​nal​ly sto​od up, stretc​hing and fle​xing, wrink​ling his no​se as the first fa​int whiff of me​at re​ac​hed him. It wasn’t too bad yet, but it wo​uld be. In this sun, Mul​let wo​uld start to rot wit​ho​ut de​lay. His guts wo​uld ooze and his belly wo​uld blow and the mag​gots wo​uld crawl up his ar​se.

    Mullet’s mas​ter fo​und so​me sa​tis​fac​ti​on in con​temp​la​ting this pros​pect, which was all that Mul​let de​ser​ved. Hot ra​ge sud​denly erup​ted in​si​de him li​ke a ha​emor​rha​ge - li​ke la​va oozing, thick and sulp​hu​ro​us, out of a crus​ted fa​ult-li​ne in​to his blo​od. He stam​ped hard on Mul​let’s he​ad, fo​ur or fi​ve ti​mes, fe​eling the small bo​nes splin​ter. Then he whir​led aro​und, squ​at​ted, and po​ked the bar​rel of his gun in​to the mo​uth of the ho​le.

    ‘Say go​od night, ya lit​tle fuck!’ he spat. When he pul​led the trig​ger, the ho​le exp​lo​ded.

    There was a flash, a ro​ar, a spray of dust. The man la​ug​hed and re​lo​aded, pul​ling at the bolt, al​lo​wing the next bul​let to spring in​to the cham​ber. As he pus​hed the bolt back in​to pla​ce, he tho​ught he he​ard so​met​hing - a fa​int squ​e​ak? May​be.

    But his ears we​re still rin​ging.

    He fi​red aga​in, and aga​in. He fi​red un​til his ma​ga​zi​ne was empty, be​ca​use he had mo​re am​mo. Lots mo​re. He even had anot​her gun - a fuck-awful old thing that he had lif​ted off the old man. Lo​oked li​ke a pi​ece of rub​bish, but it did work, as long as you we​ren’t a half-blind ge​ri​at​ric. He had to la​ugh, when he tho​ught of that dod​de​ring idi​ot. Car​rying his am​mo in his poc​ket li​ke a pac​ket of mints. Shuf​fling along in his slip​pers.

    A sit​ting duck.

    The man ro​se, bre​at​hing he​avily. He glan​ced aro​und, but saw only empty land; the crows had go​ne. The​re we​re no sus​pi​ci​o​us clo​uds of dust anyw​he​re ne​arby. He was calm aga​in now - se​re​ne in fact - be​ca​use he had fi​nis​hed the job. The job was do​ne, at last. Tho​ugh a long ti​me co​ming, it had be​en worth the wa​it - worth the end​less, tor​men​ting, suf​fo​ca​ting wa​it. And if he felt a bit we​ak, a bit mud​dled, well... that was all right. That was to be ex​pec​ted. It was li​ke re​ac​hing the end of a ma​rat​hon - li​ke co​ming up for air af​ter a long, hard swim. Of co​ur​se you we​re left fe​eling dizzy.

    He wis​hed he co​uld ha​ve ta​ken a pho​tog​raph, but he wasn’t stu​pid, no mat​ter what ever​yo​ne sa​id. He knew bet​ter than to hang on​to any fuc​king so​uve​nirs. That wasn’t part of his plan. He’d ha​ve to get rid of his gun, in fact, and ke​ep that he​ap-of-junk .22. He was wil​ling to bet that no one knew anyt​hing abo​ut the .22, now that the old man was de​ad. It was the sort of thing that far​mers fo​und un​der the​ir she​aring sheds and stuck in the​ir la​undry cup​bo​ards. Fuc​king an​ci​ent. His own gun wasn’t re​gis​te​red to him, so that was all right. It had be​en sto​len by a ma​te of his. Sold to him for drin​king mo​ney.

    See? He knew what he was do​ing. He had everyt​hing un​der cont​rol. Everyt​hing was un​der cont​rol now - everyt​hing. Even that slag, that cunt, that fuc​king - fuc​king - that black bitch with her evil eye. He had put out that eye. He had smas​hed it in​to pulp.

    The very tho​ught of her al​most ma​de him retch. His hands sho​ok as he fumb​led in his poc​ket for mo​re am​mo. But then he hap​pe​ned to lo​ok down, and see the glis​te​ning thre​ad that was slowly, slowly trick​ling out of the ho​le.

    It lo​oked al​most black, but it wasn’t. It was a dark, do​omed red.

    Satisfied, the man tur​ned on his he​el. He be​gan to march to​wards the ho​use, whist​ling for his dog be​fo​re he re​mem​be​red, and la​ug​hed a shaky, high-pitc​hed la​ugh, and slap​ped his fo​re​he​ad.

    Some of the fli​es fol​lo​wed him. Most re​ma​ined with the dog, and so​me - a few - be​gan to exp​lo​re the ho​le, drawn by the pro​mi​se of butc​hery.

    

    

CHAPTER 7 
    

    The at​mosp​he​re in the car was as thick as pea so​up. Ver​lie knew that Ross was get​ting an​xi​o​us. Af​ter ne​arly forty ye​ars of mar​ri​age, she co​uld re​ad the signs. His pos​tu​re had stif​fe​ned. He kept snif​fing and cle​aring his thro​at. He hadn’t spo​ken for the last twenty mi​nu​tes.

    Neither had Ver​lie. She knew that if she vo​iced the qu​es​ti​on up​per​most in her mind, he wo​uld eit​her snap her he​ad off or ask her tes​tily to stop tal​king, just for a mi​nu​te, be​ca​use he was trying to work so​met​hing out.

    Cautiously she re​ac​hed in​to her pur​se and pro​du​ced a mint, which she unw​rap​ped as qu​ickly as pos​sib​le.

    ‘I’ll ha​ve one of tho​se, ple​ase,’ sa​id Ross, ex​ten​ding his hand. Ver​lie sur​ren​de​red her own mint and se​lec​ted anot​her. They both suc​ked tho​ught​ful​ly for a whi​le.

    ‘Did we ever co​me down this ro​ad when we we​re li​ving in Bro​ken Hill?’ Ver​lie in​qu​ired at last. ‘I don’t think we did, did we?’

    ‘No,’ Ross rep​li​ed. ‘We we​re al​ways tra​vel​ling to Sydney. We al​ways used the Bar​ri​er High​way.’

    ‘What’s this one cal​led? I’ve for​got​ten.’

    ‘The Sil​ver City High​way.’

    ‘Ah.’

    Another long si​len​ce. Sur​rep​ti​ti​o​usly, Ver​lie stu​di​ed the dis​tan​ce mar​ker that se​emed to co​me bar​rel​ling to​wards them as they flew down the ro​ad. To her di​sap​po​int​ment, she saw that this one, too, was il​le​gib​le. It was ap​pal​ling. Su​rely the RTA sho​uld be fi​xing the signs along this ro​ad? What on earth we​re the​ir ta​xes be​ing spent on?

    If Ross no​ti​ced the way she cra​ned her neck and adj​us​ted her sung​las​ses, he sa​id not​hing. But when she lo​oked down at her watch he co​uld con​ta​in him​self no lon​ger.

    ‘All right!’ he sa​id sharply. ‘I know! It’s be​en an ho​ur and ten mi​nu​tes, for yo​ur in​for​ma​ti​on!’

    ‘I didn’t say anyt​hing,’ Ver​lie pro​tes​ted, in inj​ured to​nes.

    ‘You didn’t ha​ve to. I’m per​fectly awa​re of what’s hap​pe​ning, you don’t ne​ed to po​int it out.’

    Verlie ref​ra​ined from ma​king any reply. Ma​in​ta​ining an of​fen​ded si​len​ce was far mo​re dig​ni​fi​ed than qu​ar​rel​ling li​ke a pre-scho​oler. But she co​uldn’t hold her ton​gue for long; she was too wor​ri​ed. The Fer​gu​son fa​mily we​re pre​ying on her mind.

    ‘Could the​re be a misp​rint on the map?’ she fi​nal​ly pro​po​sed, and Ross ga​ve an exag​ge​ra​ted sigh.

    ‘I knew you we​re fret​ting. I knew it.’

    ‘Well, I’m wor​ri​ed abo​ut that fa​mily, aren’t you?’

    ‘We’ll pho​ne as so​on as we get the​re.’

    ‘But they sa​id it wo​uld ta​ke two ho​urs. It might be dark be​fo​re an​yo​ne re​ac​hes them.’

    ‘It can’t pos​sibly ta​ke two ho​urs, it’s only three and a half ho​urs from Bro​ken Hill to Mil​du​ra.’

    ‘Who told you that?’

    ‘Nobody had to tell me, I wor​ked it out for myself.’

    Verlie didn’t sug​gest that per​haps Ross had ma​de a mis​ta​ke in his cal​cu​la​ti​ons. She didn’t ha​ve to sug​gest it. She just had to al​low the si​len​ce bet​we​en them to lengt​hen un​til he got the mes​sa​ge any​way.

    With an exc​la​ma​ti​on of dis​gust, he tug​ged at the ste​ering whe​el and the​ir car swer​ved, bum​ping off the bi​tu​men in​to the dust. It wasn’t too dra​ma​tic a halt be​ca​use the ca​ra​van de​man​ded ca​re​ful tre​at​ment. But it was eno​ugh to start​le Ver​lie.

    ‘Ross!’ she exc​la​imed.

    ‘Give me the blo​ody map!’ he bar​ked. Rat​her than try to help him, Ver​lie ope​ned her do​or and got out. She gri​ma​ced as her stif​fe​ned musc​les we​re for​ced to work aga​in. She had a crick in one knee from sit​ting down for so long.

    She un​loc​ked the bo​ot and pul​led an ap​ple from the pic​nic bas​ket.

    The si​len​ce was imp​res​si​ve - al​most eerie - on​ce the car en​gi​ne was switc​hed off. The land aro​und them se​emed empty, tho​ugh Bro​ken Hill was pre​su​mably just over the ho​ri​zon. Pe​eling her ap​ple, Ver​lie did a slow 360-deg​ree turn, and ne​arly jum​ped when she saw a crow sit​ting on a whi​te post not fi​ve met​res away.

    A gent​le bre​eze ruf​fled its co​al-black fe​at​hers. It ga​zed at her wit​ho​ut blin​king.

    Carrion bird, she tho​ught. Ugh. So​met​hing must be de​ad aro​und he​re.

    Inside the car the​re was a con​vul​si​ve rat​tle of pa​per; Ross was still wrest​ling with the map. It was spil​ling in​to Ver​lie’s se​at, but she got back in any​way be​ca​use she sud​denly felt rat​her ex​po​sed stan​ding out the​re be​ne​ath the arc​hing sky. She of​fe​red her hus​band a pi​ece of ap​ple.

    ‘No thanks,’ he mut​te​red.

    ‘Could we turn the ra​dio on, do you think?’

    ‘In a mi​nu​te.’

    Verlie glan​ced at the fu​el ga​uge, but of co​ur​se it wasn’t wor​king - the en​gi​ne was tur​ned off. She won​de​red if Ross had chec​ked it la​tely, but knew bet​ter than to ask him. As​king him wo​uld only ele​va​te his stress le​vels.

    ‘Hmm,’ he sa​id at last, and she wa​ited. He be​gan to fold the map, which of co​ur​se wo​uldn’t co​ope​ra​te; he had to un​fold it, and re​fold it, and un​fold it aga​in, and fi​nal​ly dump it in her lap with an exp​lo​si​ve re​qu​est that she ‘ta​ke ca​re of the blo​ody thing’ whi​le he dro​ve the car. Obe​di​ently, Ver​lie sho​ok out the enor​mo​us she​et of pa​per, which, be​ca​use it was brand new, didn’t ha​ve any well-worn cre​ases in it.

    Folding it was li​ke fol​ding a blan​ket.

    ‘Well,’ sa​id Ross, ‘I don’t know. Ac​cor​ding to the map, we sho​uld be the​re.’

    ‘Really?’

    ‘I know we’re go​ing the right way. I know my watch is right, be​ca​use the clock on the dash says exactly the sa​me thing.’ He tur​ned his key in the ig​ni​ti​on, and gu​ided the​ir car ca​re​ful​ly back on​to the ro​ad. ‘So all I can sug​gest is that the map’s wrong. They’ve misp​rin​ted the num​bers or so​met​hing.’

    Verlie le​aned a lit​tle to the right, so that she co​uld see the fu​el ga​uge. The tank was less than a qu​ar​ter full.

    ‘But are we go​ing to ma​ke it?’ she as​ked an​xi​o​usly.

    ‘Make it? Of co​ur​se we’re go​ing to ma​ke it.’

    ‘I me​an, our pet​rol won’t run out? Be​fo​re we get the​re?’

    She knew that Ross wo​uldn’t ta​ke kindly to this qu​es​ti​on, but she put it to him re​gard​less. He shot her an ir​ri​tab​le lo​ok from un​der his sil​ver-grey thatch.

    ‘I just told you we’re go​ing to ma​ke it,’ he re​tor​ted.

    ‘And you don’t think the truck we pas​sed - the aban​do​ned truck - you don’t think the dri​ver of that truck was using the sa​me map?’

    Ross sa​id not​hing.

    ‘Ross?’ Ver​lie pres​sed, and he frow​ned.

    ‘How the hell sho​uld I know? He pro​bably bro​ke down, or so​met​hing.’

    ‘Suppose he ran out of pet​rol? Li​ke that fa​mily did?’

    ‘Verlie.’ Ross ga​ve a long-suf​fe​ring sigh. ‘Just tell me what you’re wor​rying abo​ut.’

    ‘I’m wor​rying that we’ll run out of pet​rol.’

    ‘Well don’t. We won’t run out of pet​rol be​ca​use we’re ne​arly the​re.’

    He so​un​ded ab​so​lu​tely con​vin​ced, but Ver​lie knew that he wasn’t. How co​uld he be? She sta​red ahe​ad, no​ting the dis​tant sha​pes of two fa​mi​li​ar rock for​ma​ti​ons. They had a na​me, but she co​uldn’t re​mem​ber what it was.

    ‘Ross,’ she sa​id.

    ‘What?’

    ‘Do we ha​ve eno​ugh pet​rol to get back to Went​worth?’

    ‘No.’ His to​ne was flat. For​bid​ding.

    ‘What abo​ut Co​om​bah?’

    ‘No.’

    So that was that. They had no cho​ice but to go on. Tho​se lit​tle pe​aks, ho​we​ver, we​re a com​for​ting sight. Ver​lie se​emed to re​call that tho​se pe​aks we​re qu​ite clo​se to Bro​ken Hill.

    ‘Ross?’

    ‘Mmm.’

    ‘Can you turn on the ra​dio, ple​ase?’

    He ob​li​ged her, le​aning for​ward to punch but​tons and spin di​als. A no​isy elect​ro​nic crack​le fil​led the car. Ran​ging up and down both the FM and AM bands, Ross ma​de a fru​it​less at​tempt to iso​la​te so​me kind of sta​ti​on - to lo​ca​te a stre​am of chat​ter or a flo​od of mu​sic.

    After a whi​le, he ga​ve up.

    ‘Bad re​cep​ti​on,’ he mumb​led. ‘Do​esn’t surp​ri​se me.’

    It surp​ri​sed Ver​lie. She won​de​red why, if they we​re so clo​se to Bro​ken Hill, they we​ren’t pic​king up one of the lo​cal ra​dio sta​ti​ons. But she didn’t say anyt​hing.

    They dro​ve on in si​len​ce, to​wards the ever-re​ce​ding out​li​ne of the Pin​nac​les.

    Chris kept his word. At half past fo​ur, the Pin​nac​les we​re no clo​ser than they had be​en at three thirty, so he stop​ped the car and ad​dres​sed its ot​her two oc​cu​pants.

    ‘Okay,’ he sa​id, tur​ning a lit​tle in his se​at. ‘What now?’

    Alec ga​ve a shud​de​ring sigh. He had be​en watc​hing the clock and won​de​ring what Chris wo​uld do; wo​uld he, or wo​uld he not, con​ce​de that so​met​hing was very, very wrong? Alec wasn’t an in​tel​lec​tu​al, but he was smart eno​ugh to trust his ins​tincts. Chris was a vet - he’d men​ti​oned that - but for all his edu​ca​ti​on he ac​ted li​ke a guy who wo​uldn’t be​li​eve what was un​der his no​se un​less it co​uld be sci​en​ti​fi​cal​ly pro​ven to exist.

    Alec had prog​res​sed be​yond sci​en​ce. He al​re​ady un​ders​to​od that they had so​me​how stra​yed in​to the Twi​light Zo​ne, and he was sca​red. Tuc​ked away at the back of his mind was the tho​ught that they had hit a kink in the fab​ric of Ti​me, li​ke the pe​op​le in Star Trek, or that mo​vie Gro​un​d​hog Day. (He had se​en that mo​vie twi​ce be​ca​use he lo​ved An​die Mac​Do​well.) Of co​ur​se he knew it was crazy, but what ot​her exp​la​na​ti​on co​uld the​re be? Un​less he had go​ne schi​zo. Un​less this was all one big hal​lu​ci​na​ti​on. That was pos​sib​le.

    Or was it a ge​nu​ine ca​se for The X-Fi​les? We​re ali​ens in​vol​ved, so​me​how? Was the​re a sec​ret army ba​se out he​re, at​trac​ting in​ters​tel​lar at​ten​ti​on?

    ‘We sho​uld ha​ve be​en the​re by now,’ Gra​ham dec​la​red, stud​ying his map.

    ‘I know,’ Chris rep​li​ed. ‘So what do we do? Sug​ges​ti​ons, ple​ase.’

    ‘Could the map be wrong?’ his brot​her frow​ned.

    ‘I don’t know. Co​uld the map be wrong, Alec?’

    Alec sho​ok his he​ad. He wis​hed that the two of them wo​uld prog​ress be​yond the do​ub​ting sta​ge to the pa​nic sta​ge. He was in the pa​nic sta​ge him​self - his he​art was be​ating mo​re qu​ickly than it nor​mal​ly did. But the McKen​zi​es didn’t lo​ok li​ke pa​nicky types. The​ir vo​ices we​re qu​i​et and the​ir mo​ve​ments me​asu​red. They both had the sa​me sort of wi​de-set, exp​res​si​on​less blue eyes wed​ged de​ep in​to long, tho​ught​ful fa​ces. Gra​ham’s ha​ir was mo​re gin​gery than Chris’s, and Gra​ham wo​re a go​atee - un​li​ke Chris, who was cle​an sha​ven. Even so, they co​uld al​most ha​ve be​en twins.

    ‘So you want to go back to the Co​om​bah ro​ad​ho​use?’ Chris as​ked Alec. ‘Is that what you want to do?’

    Alec nod​ded. ‘They ha​ve a land li​ne,’ he exp​la​ined. ‘I co​uld ma​ke a call.’

    Chris pon​de​red for a mo​ment. Gra​ham sa​id: ‘The​re must be so​mew​he​re clo​ser than Co​om​bah. All the sta​ti​ons along he​re wo​uld ha​ve land li​nes, wo​uldn’t they?’

    Alec had con​si​de​red that. He didn’t want to say that he felt il​lo​gi​cal​ly un​ner​ved at the pros​pect of le​aving the ma​in ro​ad. So he sa​id not​hing.

    ‘This is so stu​pid,’ Chris sud​denly re​mar​ked, sha​king his he​ad ru​eful​ly. ‘I can’t be​li​eve this. It do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se.’

    ‘Well, so​me​ti​mes things don’t.’ Gra​ham smo​ot​hed out his map. ‘Whe​re’s the ne​arest sta​ti​on? They’re mar​ked on he​re, lo​ok.’

    ‘Do you know an​yo​ne li​ving out this way?’ Chris as​ked Alec, who sho​ok his he​ad on​ce aga​in. He had a fri​end who​se pa​rents ow​ned a qu​an​dong farm, but that was to the west of Bro​ken Hill.

    ‘There’s no gu​aran​tee an​yo​ne’ll be ho​me,’ he mumb​led. ‘They’re big spre​ads out he​re.’

    ‘They’re still clo​ser than Co​om​bah,’ sa​id Chris. ‘We’ll ta​ke a chan​ce - if that’s what ever​yo​ne wants to do? Turn back, I me​an?’ He lo​oked at Gra​ham, who lo​oked at Alec. The​re was a long pa​use. Chris sat with his hand on the ge​ars​tick, wa​iting.

    At that mo​ment, a ste​el-blue se​dan rumb​led past them, at​tac​hed to a lar​ge whi​te ca​ra​van. They watc​hed it re​ce​de down the ro​ad, he​ading north. Alec’s sto​mach lurc​hed be​ca​use he co​uld sen​se what the ot​hers we​re thin​king.

    ‘They won’t get anyw​he​re,’ he sa​id sharply. ‘They’ll end up stran​ded.’

    No com​ment from the front se​at. Chris and Gra​ham we​re sta​ring at the bulky whi​te rump of the ca​ra​van, which dwind​led in si​ze as it pul​led fart​her ahe​ad. Alec co​uldn’t see the​ir fa​ces.

    ‘You got​ta trust yo​ur gut!’ he imp​lo​red. ‘I know this ro​ad, guys. I know this ro​ad. Ple​ase - just go back. Ple​ase. I’ll pay ya. I will. I’ve got twenty bucks on me, and I’ll pay ya mo​re when I get it. Fifty.’

    Chris shif​ted, and fi​xed him with a pa​le, blank re​gard.

    ‘Look, I - I know what you think,’ Alec stam​me​red. ‘You think I’m a nut. Well okay, that’s fi​ne. Just ta​ke me back, and I’ll pay ya. Ta​ke me back to the ro​ad​ho​use.’

    Graham tur​ned his he​ad too. For a mo​ment the brot​hers both stu​di​ed Alec, be​fo​re exc​han​ging a long, pen​si​ve glan​ce that exc​lu​ded the​ir pas​sen​ger ut​terly. It was li​ke be​ing in the car with a pa​ir of te​le​paths, and Alec’s he​art skip​ped a be​at.

    Were they in on it too? We​re they ali​ens in dis​gu​ise?

    No, no. He sho​ok off this sus​pi​ci​on with a lit​tle gasp of hor​ror. Get a grip, he told him​self. Get a fuc​king grip.

    Then the en​gi​ne tur​ned over, and Chris be​gan to pull the whe​el aro​und. Gra​ham sa​id: ‘Back to Co​om​bah?’

    A ne​ga​ti​ve ges​tu​re from Chris, who ob​ser​ved: ‘I saw a ma​il​box back the​re. A whi​te ma​il​box. Will that do you, Alec?’

    They want to get rid of me, Alec de​ci​ded. He was pretty much re​sig​ned to the fact. They didn’t know the ro​ad. They didn’t know the co​untry. They tho​ught he was off his chump.

    ‘It’ll be a fa​ir dis​tan​ce from the high​way,’ he sa​id. ‘Co​uld be a long dri​ve.’

    ‘That’s okay,’ Chris rep​li​ed.

    Alec ga​ve up. He wasn’t in a po​si​ti​on to do anyt​hing el​se. He had a fe​eling that Gra​ham was watc​hing him, sur​rep​ti​ti​o​usly, in ca​se he tri​ed to cho​ke Chris, grab the whe​el and hi​j​ack the car. Well, you co​uldn’t bla​me him. The McKen​zi​es we​re an or​ga​ni​sed pa​ir of blo​kes; it was ob​vi​o​us eno​ugh from the​ir equ​ip​ment that they had a prob​lem-sol​ving at​ti​tu​de to li​fe. Alec didn’t. His at​ti​tu​de was mo​re fa​ta​lis​tic. So when conf​ron​ted by so​met​hing spo​oky he was less li​kely to want to analy​se it, iden​tify the prob​lem, bre​ak it down in​to ma​na​ge​ab​le chunks and tack​le it one step at a ti​me. He was mo​re li​kely to ac​cept the unac​cep​tab​le and try to get the hell out.

    Not a word was sa​id for abo​ut ten mi​nu​tes. Alec felt bet​ter, now that they we​re ret​ra​cing the​ir ro​ute, but he was still on ed​ge. So we​re the McKen​zi​es, he sus​pec​ted. Chris kept glan​cing in the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror. He pro​bably didn’t want to ack​now​led​ge that things we​re get​ting we​ird, and had de​ci​ded to bla​me his cre​eping sen​se of une​ase on Alec. Pe​op​le we​re al​ways bla​ming Alec. He was used to it.

    ‘Hey.’ Gra​ham so​un​ded start​led. ‘Hey, isn’t that . . . is that yo​ur truck, Alec?’

    Alec le​aned for​ward. Ahe​ad, thro​ugh the band of li​qu​id-lo​oking air that hung just abo​ve the ro​ad on the ho​ri​zon, a re​mo​te whi​te sha​pe rip​pled and dan​ced.

    ‘It can’t be,’ gas​ped Chris.

    ‘It blo​ody is, you know,’ Gra​ham in​sis​ted.

    ‘But we left that truck ages ago! It must be so​met​hing el​se. Anot​her truck. It has to be.’

    Alec sa​id not​hing. As they clo​sed the gap bet​we​en them​sel​ves and the whi​te sha​pe, he saw sun glint off chro​me. He re​cog​ni​sed the con​fi​gu​ra​ti​on. He knew that he was lo​oking at Di​esel Dog.

    ‘No,’ sa​id Chris. The Land Ro​ver slo​wed, and fi​nal​ly rol​led to a stop when they re​ac​hed the mo​ti​on​less ro​ad tra​in. ‘No, this isn’t right. This can’t be the sa​me truck - Alec, this can’t be yo​ur truck.’

    Alec no​ted with so​me sa​tis​fac​ti​on that Chris’s fa​ce had lost a lit​tle of its ruddy co​lo​ur.

    ‘It is my truck,’ he rep​li​ed.

    ‘But it can’t be.’

    ‘Mate, it’s Di​esel Dog. I know me own truck. Lo​ok, see? The na​me’s pa​in​ted on the si​de.’

    ‘But how . . . what . . .?’ Chris stam​me​red, be​fo​re sub​si​ding. He didn’t spe​ak aga​in for a whi​le, ap​pa​rently shoc​ked in​to mu​te​ness - or per​haps pre​oc​cu​pi​ed by so​me in​ner se​arch for a lo​gi​cal exp​la​na​ti​on. Gra​ham to​ok a dif​fe​rent tack. He twis​ted right

    around, pul​ling aga​inst his se​at belt, and chal​len​ged Alec bluntly.

    ‘Listen,’ he sa​id, ‘what the hell is go​ing on he​re?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘But this is im​pos​sib​le. I me​an, it’s ac​tu​al​ly im​pos​sib​le. Physi​cal​ly im​pos​sib​le.’

    Alec watc​hed him ca​re​ful​ly - wa​rily. They eyed each ot​her. At last Gra​ham sa​id: ‘You’ve got no exp​la​na​ti​on, is that right? No​ne.’

    ‘I rec​kon -’ Alec be​gan, then re​ali​sed that he was ho​ar​se, and cle​ared his thro​at be​fo​re con​ti​nu​ing. ‘I rec​kon we’re not me​ant to re​ach Bro​ken Hill,’ he of​fe​red.

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    Graham ap​pe​ared to think for a mo​ment. He lo​oked at Chris, who was sta​ring stra​ight ahe​ad, over the top of the ste​ering whe​el. Alec re​mar​ked: ‘I dun​no what to be​li​eve. I just want to get out.’

    ‘Fair eno​ugh,’ Gra​ham mut​te​red. ‘Eh, Chris? Let’s get off this ro​ad for a start. Let’s find that ma​il​box.’

    Chris ga​ve a slow, dist​rac​ted nod, and the Land Ro​ver be​gan to mo​ve aga​in. Alec’s sto​mach felt as if it had ti​ed it​self in​to a tight lit​tle knot. He wi​ped his mo​uth, glan​ced out the win​dow, lic​ked his lips, rub​bed his palms on his thighs. ‘May​be we sho​uldn’t le​ave the ro​ad,’ he sug​ges​ted.

    ‘Eh?’ Gra​ham coc​ked a qu​es​ti​oning eye at him.

    ‘Maybe we sho​uldn’t le​ave the ro​ad,’ Alec re​pe​ated.

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘I dun​no. It might be the wrong thing. It might be dan​ge​ro​us.’

    ‘How?’

    ‘I don’t know. Things are we​ird.’

    ‘Holy shit,’ sa​id Chris. ‘Lo​ok at that!’

    It was the ma​il​box. They co​uld see it al​re​ady: a whi​te-pa​in​ted me​tal drum mo​un​ted on a whi​te post. ‘Thorn​da​le’ was writ​ten in black over a slot that had be​en cut in the bot​tom of the drum - a clumsy pi​ece of sig​na​ge that only be​ca​me vi​sib​le as the fo​ur-whe​el dri​ve pul​led up next to it.

    Alec was sha​king his he​ad in dis​be​li​ef.

    ‘I left this be​hind,’ he pro​tes​ted we​akly. ‘Way be​hind. It wasn’t wit​hin wal​kin dis​tan​ce. If it had be​en, I wo​uld​na wa​ved you guys down.’

    ‘ Thorn​da​le.’ Gra​ham re​ad the word alo​ud. ‘Wo​uld that be the fa​mily na​me or the sta​ti​on na​me?’

    ‘Did you he​ar me? Guys? I sa​id I pas​sed this pla​ce way be​fo​re I ran out​ta fu​el.’

    ‘We be​li​eve you, Alec,’ sa​id Gra​ham. He sur​ve​yed the ma​il​box, the dirt ro​ad that jo​ined the high​way, and the three-bar​red ga​te that stretc​hed ac​ross the dirt ro​ad, just a met​re or so from the ma​il​box. ‘Let’s do it,’ he dec​la​red, nud​ging his brot​her. ‘Co​me on.’

    Alec sig​hed. He was re​luc​tant to re​ve​al what was on his mind

    - memories of at le​ast a do​zen mo​vi​es (inclu​ding The Te​xas Cha​in​saw Mas​sac​re) in which the gorm​less he​ro​es or he​ro​ines had stu​pidly bro​ken down or got lost in the mid​dle of now​he​re and, even mo​re stu​pidly, had so​ught help from an iso​la​ted ca​bin, farm ho​use, mo​tel or di​sin​teg​ra​ting Vic​to​ri​an man​si​on.

    He re​min​ded him​self that this was Aust​ra​lia (not Ame​ri​ca), that it was bro​ad day​light, and that he didn’t ha​ve to get out of the car if he didn’t want to. Sta​ying in the car, he re​aso​ned, wo​uld be the sa​fest op​ti​on.

    That was why he let Gra​ham open the ga​te - and clo​se it aga​in - whi​le he him​self re​ma​ined stub​bornly perc​hed on the back se​at.

    ‘Right,’ sa​id Gra​ham, af​ter he had re​tur​ned to his own se​at and shut the do​or. ‘Let’s get mo​ving.’

    ‘Don’t sup​po​se you know this pla​ce,’ Chris re​mar​ked, and ad​ded, af​ter a pa​use: ‘Alec?’

    ‘Eh?’ Alec had be​en pe​ering out at the un​for​gi​ving ter​ra​in. Ca​mel co​untry. How many hec​ta​res per she​ep on a pro​perty li​ke this one? His dad might ha​ve told him. ‘What’s that?’

    ‘I sa​id, do you know this pla​ce?’

    ‘Nuh.’

    ‘It’s mar​ked on the map,’ Gra​ham sup​pli​ed. ‘Oh no - hang on. That’s a tank. Ow!’

    ‘Road’s a bit or​di​nary,’ Chris grumb​led.

    It was lit​tle mo​re than a track, rib​bed and fis​su​red un​der a la​yer of red dust. He​re and the​re, along the ed​ges, old tyre marks co​uld be se​en ba​ked in​to a sur​fa​ce that had be​en thick, chur​ned mud du​ring the last ra​in. Ot​her​wi​se, the​re was no evi​den​ce of ha​bi​ta​ti​on - not even a fen​ce along the ro​ad. Alec co​uld see no scraps of dis​car​ded me​tal or plas​tic. No ca​re​less pi​les of cle​ared un​derb​rush. No flut​te​ring, fa​ded rags ca​ught on branc​hes. And no stock. De​fi​ni​tely no stock.

    Whether the land had be​en re​cently gra​zed or not was a qu​es​ti​on be​yond the ran​ge of Alec’s ex​per​ti​se. He was no pas​to​ra​list. And his only con​tact with the wild​li​fe aro​und Bro​ken Hill was when it en​ded up de​ad on the ro​ad, so he didn’t know what to lo​ok for in terms of scats or nests or wal​lows. As a te​ena​ger he’d spent a ye​ar or so sho​oting go​ats on we​ekends, trek​king out in​to the Bar​ri​er Ran​ges with Mi​ke and Mi​ke’s best fri​end Rory, but any trac​king skills he might ha​ve pic​ked up all tho​se ye​ars ago had long sin​ce go​ne the sa​me way as his patchy know​led​ge of al​geb​ra, che​mistry and the Fran​co-Prus​si​an War.

    The one thing that Alec co​uld de​ter​mi​ne from his exa​mi​na​ti​on of the sur​ro​un​ding co​untry​si​de was that it didn’t lend it​self to con​ce​al​ment. Low tufts of yel​low grass and wi​dely scat​te​red salt​bush co​uld ha​ve pro​vi​ded co​ver for not​hing mo​re dan​ge​ro​us than a fox or sna​ke. But the furt​her east they dro​ve, the thic​ker the ve​ge​ta​ti​on be​ca​me. Mul​ga be​gan to spro​ut. The salt​bush grew hig​her, thic​ker, den​ser. Even so, Alec to​ok he​art, be​ca​use he no​ti​ced - al​most sub​cons​ci​o​usly - the subt​le chan​ge in the lands​ca​pe. The lands​ca​pe was chan​ging. Which me​ant that they we​re get​ting so​mew​he​re. They we​ren’t just go​ing ro​und and ro​und on so​me pa​ra​nor​mal lo​op. On so​me tem​po​ral tre​ad​mill.

    ‘Hang on,’ sa​id Gra​ham. ‘What’s that?’

    Chris had be​en re​du​cing spe​ed as the track be​ca​me mo​re and mo​re une​ven. Now he hal​ted, si​zing up the old Ford XP ute that sat fa​cing them abo​ut twenty met​res away. It was whi​te, with an al​loy roo bar.

    There was no one in it.

    ‘Okay . . .’ sa​id Chris softly. He pe​ered abo​ut, then tap​ped the horn. Alec win​ced. He didn’t know if it was a go​od idea, dra​wing at​ten​ti​on to them​sel​ves with such a stri​dent parp-parp. His ins​tinct was to ke​ep his he​ad down - suss things out qu​i​etly.

    ‘Don’t do that,’ he sa​id. But the brot​hers ig​no​red him.

    ‘Can you get aro​und it?’ as​ked Gra​ham.

    ‘Do we ne​ed to?’ Chris res​pon​ded. ‘The​re must be so​me​one ne​arby.’

    ‘I’ll check it out,’ Gra​ham sa​id. He exi​ted the​ir own ve​hic​le awk​wardly, limb by limb, and left the do​or open. Hitc​hing up his kha​ki pants, he lo​ped over to the ute, ins​pec​ting first its in​te​ri​or, then its tyres, then its re​ar end. He tri​ed a do​or hand​le, but it wo​uldn’t yi​eld. Chris kept the Land Ro​ver’s en​gi​ne id​ling. Alec fo​und him​self glan​cing re​pe​atedly to his right and left, and over his sho​ul​der. The so​und of the horn had met with no res​pon​se; no one had ap​pe​ared sud​denly from be​hind a mul​ga, zip​ping up his fly.

    It oc​cur​red to Alec that this aban​do​ned ute was not, in fact, a very en​co​ura​ging de​ve​lop​ment.

    Graham re​tur​ned to the Land Ro​ver, a frown puc​ke​ring his freck​led fo​re​he​ad. He dra​ped him​self over the front pas​sen​ger do​or, which was still aj​ar.

    ‘Nothing,’ he sa​id ‘A few to​ols in the back. All loc​ked up.’

    ‘Locked up?’ Chris re​pe​ated. ‘Hmmph.’

    ‘Like they we​re go​ing to be go​ne a whi​le.’ Gra​ham scratc​hed his scalp. ‘Co​uld they ha​ve run out of pet​rol?’

    Chris sig​hed. Alec cle​ared his thro​at.

    ‘Maybe they went back to the ho​use,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Maybe,’ Chris rep​li​ed. Gra​ham fol​ded him​self up and got back in​to the Land Ro​ver. His do​or slam​med shut. Slowly, ca​uti​o​usly, Chris ste​ered the​ir ve​hic​le aro​und the obs​tac​le that lay in its path, bum​ping over ruts and rocks, flat​te​ning salt​bush, chur​ning up dust. When they we​re back on the ro​ad aga​in, Alec sa​id: ‘Sho​uld we be lo​okin for tracks?’

    ‘Eh?’ Gra​ham was rub​bing his eyes.

    ‘They migh​ta go​ne off in​to the bush, for so​me re​ason.’

    ‘Why wo​uld they do that?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘Could you track them if they did?’ Chris qu​eri​ed, and Alec he​aved a sigh.

    ‘No,’ he ad​mit​ted.

    The si​len​ce that fol​lo​wed was as exp​res​si​ve as any amo​unt of com​ment. Alec che​wed his lip. They pro​ce​eded along the choppy sur​fa​ce of the ro​ad for anot​her ten mi​nu​tes or so be​fo​re it oc​cur​red to Alec that they we​re ap​pro​ac​hing a dry cre​ek bed. He knew it ins​tinc​ti​vely, per​haps be​ca​use a thick li​ne of tre​es lay ahe​ad, per​haps be​ca​use he re​cog​ni​sed one or two of the​se tre​es as eucalypts. Chris swo​re, and then they we​re sud​denly down on the cre​ek bed, roc​king and bo​un​cing, thrus​ting up the op​po​si​te bank with a gre​at ro​ar of chan​ging ge​ars. Dust bil​lo​wed out be​hind them. The​re was a spring-sha​king shud​der and all at on​ce they we​re on a le​vel sur​fa​ce aga​in, he​ading for a shal​low inc​li​ne. Se​ve​ral lar​ge bus​hes we​re now clo​se eno​ugh to the ro​ad to cast po​ols of sha​dow.

    Graham re​ac​hed out and pat​ted the dash.

    ‘Good job,’ he sa​id, with sa​tis​fac​ti​on. ‘Go​od buy, Chris.’

    ‘Mmmph,’ Chris res​pon​ded. He was trying to ste​er aro​und so​me mas​si​ve pot​ho​les, worn smo​oth by ye​ars of pas​sa​ge. Gra​ham tur​ned his he​ad. He ad​dres​sed Alec.

    ‘We we​re ho​ping to get up to Qu​e​ens​land,’ he be​gan. ‘We’re on a Bur​ke and Wills to​ur -’

    ‘FUCK!’ Chris stam​ped on the bra​ke with such for​ce that they all ne​arly hit the ro​of. Gra​ham ban​ged his el​bow on the glo​ve box. Alec yel​ped. Chris sa​id: ‘Oh fuck. Oh my fuck.’

    There we​re pe​op​le on the ro​ad - pe​op​le and blo​od. A mo​und in a flo​ral sund​ress, its skirt sta​ined bright red, lay with one tan​ned leg cle​arly vi​sib​le. (The he​ad was in sha​dow, and not so hor​ribly ex​po​sed.) Anot​her mo​ti​on​less body, so​me dis​tan​ce be​yond the first, lay with its tro​use​red legs po​in​ted to​wards them and a lar​ge, dark patch un​der​ne​ath its back, as if it had col​lap​sed on​to a crim​son pic​nic blan​ket.

    Graham be​gan to ma​ke pe​cu​li​ar gas​ping no​ises.

    ‘Oh no. Oh no,’ his brot​her whis​pe​red.

    They sta​red and sta​red. The de​ta​ils be​gan to sink in: a brown pur​se lying on the ro​ad; a spi​ral​ling clo​ud of fli​es; a grey shrub gle​aming red​dish ne​ar its ba​se.Dark patc​hes on red-gold dirt.The glint of so​met​hing small and me​tal​lic be​si​de the wo​man’s fo​ot.

    She was we​aring a san​dal - a whi​te san​dal, co​ated with dust. Alec tho​ught numbly: It lo​oks li​ke one of Jani​ne’s.

    ‘Okay,’ Chris sa​id ho​ar​sely. ‘O-okay.’

    Graham pus​hed open the front pas​sen​ger do​or.

    ‘Hey!’ cri​ed Alec, in alarm. ‘What are you do​in?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Don’t get out, the​re might be so​me​one . . .!’

    Graham fi​xed him with a blank ga​ze, as if he was tal​king gib​be​rish. Chris put a hand on his brot​her’s arm.

    ‘Hang on.’

    ‘Chris!’ Gra​ham’s vo​ice crac​ked. ‘They might be ali​ve!’

    ‘I know. Hang on. Wa​it ...let me think.’

    ‘Do you guys ha​ve a gun?’ as​ked Alec. It se​emed a sen​sib​le eno​ugh qu​es​ti​on to him, but Gra​ham re​ac​ted as if do​ubt had be​en cast upon his sa​nity.

    ‘A gun?’

    ‘We don’t ha​ve a gun.’ Chris pres​sed a few fin​gers to his brow. ‘Uh - we ha​ve an axe. For wo​od.’

    ‘Where is it?’

    ‘Up top.’

    ‘Bloody hell,’ Alec mut​te​red.

    ‘We can’t stay in he​re,’ Chris sa​id. ‘So​me​one has to get out and see if ...if...’

    ‘I will,’ Gra​ham dec​la​red. He so​un​ded grim, even angry, but the pe​rils of the​ir si​tu​ati​on had ob​vi​o​usly sunk in, be​ca​use he inst​ruc​ted his brot​her to ‘ke​ep the mo​tor run​ning’. As he drop​ped on​to the ro​ad, Chris sa​id: ‘Get the axe, Gray. Alec can check ’em. Ma​ke it fast, eh? Alec? Qu​ick.’

    For a mo​ment, Alec just sat. He was stun​ned. Get out of the car? He co​uldn’t do it.

    ‘Alec!’ Chris bar​ked. ‘Get a mo​ve on!’

    Alec obe​yed, all the whi​le thin​king re​sent​ful​ly: What ma​kes him the blo​ody boss? This bud​ding sen​se of ani​mo​sity was just eno​ugh to ta​ke the ed​ge off his fe​ar. It al​lo​wed him to put one fo​ot in front of the ot​her un​til he was ahe​ad of the fo​ur-whe​el dri​ve, his pa​ce pic​king up the furt​her he went. He didn’t even lo​ok at the first body un​til he was al​most on top of it, be​ca​use he was too busy scan​ning the ro​ad​si​de. Then he trod on so​met​hing and glan​ced down, mo​ving his fo​ot.

    It was a cart​rid​ge.

    ‘They’ve be​en shot!’ he sa​id lo​udly, wit​ho​ut thin​king.

    ‘What?’ So​me​one’s vo​ice - Gra​ham’s, pro​bably - was ra​ised abo​ve the rumb​le of the Land Ro​ver’s id​ling en​gi​ne. But Alec didn’t re​pe​at him​self. It sud​denly struck him that they sho​uldn’t be sho​uting.

    Now that he was clo​se to her, Alec co​uld see what he had mis​sed from the car. The​re wasn’t a chan​ce in hell that this wo​man still clung to li​fe. She was spraw​led on her sto​mach, and she smel​led, not of me​at go​ne bad, but of blo​od and uri​ne. The​re we​re fli​es everyw​he​re. And blo​od - so much blo​od! The back of her he​ad was a ha​iry, glu​ti​no​us mass. The gro​und be​ne​ath it was so​aked - blac​ke​ned - muddy with mo​re blo​od than Alec had ever se​en in his li​fe. So​me​one had ne​arly se​ve​red her hand from her arm, with a we​apon that had chop​ped cle​anly in​to her sho​ul​der and back and legs, le​aving the most dre​ad​ful, blo​od​less ga​ping wo​unds, li​ke axe marks in a tree-trunk. But they we​ren’t the only wo​unds. The​re we​re ho​les everyw​he​re, de​ep punc​tu​res and shal​low cuts, torn fab​ric, we​ird go​uges, a crus​hed fin​ger . . . this wo​man had be​en prac​ti​cal​ly torn to pi​eces.

    Alec stag​ge​red back​wards, gag​ging.

    ‘Ah...ah...’ He swung aro​und, te​ars sprin​ging to his eyes. He swal​lo​wed.The​re was a clat​te​ring no​ise from the Land Ro​ver, which sug​ges​ted that Gra​ham had drag​ged the axe off the lug​ga​ge rack.

    She was de​ad. She had to be. But tho​ugh he was prac​ti​cal​ly re​eling from shock, Alec re​ali​sed dimly that he wo​uld al​ways be ha​un​ted in days to co​me un​less he ma​de ab​so​lu​tely su​re.

    So he ed​ged to​wards the ghastly, fly-blown thing, swal​lo​wing re​pe​atedly, gro​ping with an outst​retc​hed hand, sho​oting qu​ick glan​ces in its di​rec​ti​on, un​til he fi​nal​ly ma​de con​tact with her wrist - the wrist that wasn’t dang​ling on the end of a strand of si​new. It was inert. Sticky. Not cold (how co​uld anyt​hing be cold, at this ho​ur of the day?) but not warm eit​her. It had a stran​ge, flac​cid fe​el to it.

    Alec gul​ped in air, aver​ting his eyes. He pres​sed down on the yi​el​ding flesh, but co​uld find no pul​se.

    It didn’t surp​ri​se him. He drop​ped the arm as he wo​uld ha​ve drop​ped a li​ve cen​ti​pe​de, win​cing at the way it hit the gro​und. For a mi​nu​te or two he had comp​le​tely for​got​ten the risk that he was run​ning, but his fe​ar ca​me flo​oding back now, li​ke na​usea. Dizzy and pa​nic-stric​ken, he stag​ge​red over to the next body, which was abo​ut ten met​res off down the ro​ad. Dra​wing clo​ser, he saw that it be​lon​ged to an old guy with grey ha​ir, lying on his back, arms flung wi​de. Alec co​uldn’t help slo​wing. He knew that he wo​uld ha​ve to lo​ok at a fa​ce, and he didn’t re​lish the pros​pect. Oh fuck, he tho​ught. Fuck, fuck, fuck. The old guy had lost his hat, which was sit​ting on the gro​und ne​arby. He had al​so lost a slip​per - one fo​ot was ba​re. His sle​eves we​re rol​led up. The front of his shirt was red, so​aked in blo​od, most of which lo​oked pretty dry (tho​ugh Alec wasn’t go​ing to to​uch anyt​hing). Blo​od had spre​ad out be​ne​ath the body, se​eping in​to the de​sic​ca​ted earth, but the​re only se​emed to be one wo​und. No stab marks. No se​ve​red limbs. The fa​ce . . .

    The fa​ce wasn’t too bad. It hadn’t be​en mu​ti​la​ted. It was spat​te​red with blo​od, but at le​ast the eyes we​re clo​sed. The mo​uth was open, and a set of fal​se te​eth se​emed to ha​ve be​en knoc​ked as​kew. Alec aver​ted his ga​ze from that bi​zar​re, da​ma​ged gri​ma​ce and pic​ked up an arm.The hands we​re li​ke ro​ugh chunks of old tree ro​ot, dyed yel​low aro​und the fin​ger tips. He co​uldn’t fe​el a pul​se.

    On his way back to the Land Ro​ver, Alec saw that Gra​ham had ret​ri​eved the wo​man’s pur​se, and was pe​ering in​to it. An axe lay dis​car​ded on the gro​und be​si​de him.

    ‘Well?’ sa​id Gra​ham, lo​oking up at Alec’s ap​pro​ach.

    Alec sho​ok his he​ad, bre​at​hing de​eply. One bre​ath. Two bre​aths. He felt cold, des​pi​te the he​at.

    ‘Both de​ad?’

    Alec nod​ded.

    ‘Did he ha​ve a wal​let?’

    Alec sta​red.

    ‘For iden​ti​fi​ca​ti​on,’ Gra​ham exp​la​ined.

    Alec’s long-sup​pres​sed an​ger fla​red up. ‘How - how the fuck sho​uld I know?’ he stam​me​red.

    ‘You didn’t lo​ok?’

    ‘No I didn’t fuc​kin lo​ok!’

    ‘I’ll lo​ok.’ Gra​ham mo​ved for​ward, rif​ling thro​ugh the brown pur​se and ig​no​ring the axe. Alec cal​led af​ter him: ‘They’ve be​en shot, ma​te, you wan​na watch yo​ur​self!’ Clim​bing back in​to his se​at, he he​ard Chris say so​met​hing, but co​uldn’t ma​ke out the words. His he​ad was still fuzzy. When he shut his eyes, a blo​ody ima​ge of dest​ruc​ti​on im​po​sed it​self upon the dark​ness - so he ope​ned them aga​in.

    ‘What?’ he mut​te​red.

    ‘I sa​id, if the​re was so​me​one still aro​und, he pro​bably wo​uld ha​ve tri​ed to sho​ot us al​re​ady,’ Chris po​in​ted out. ‘You did say they we​re shot. Is that right?’

    ‘Yeah.’ Alec win​ced, and swal​lo​wed. ‘I saw a cart​rid​ge.’

    ‘Was it do​ne re​cently?’

    ‘Dunno.’ Alec he​si​ta​ted. ‘Most of the blo​od lo​oks pretty dry.’

    ‘Where’s Gra​ham go​ing?’

    ‘He - he wants to see if he can find a wal​let.’

    ‘Well he sho​uldn’t.’ Chris le​aned out the win​dow, ges​tu​ring fran​ti​cal​ly. ‘Gray!’ he sho​uted. ‘Co​me back!’ 
    Graham spun aro​und. Chris saw the pur​se in his hand.

    ‘Shit,’ he mur​mu​red. ‘Gra​ham! Co​me back! Don’t to​uch anyt​hing!’ 
    Alec sud​denly un​ders​to​od what Chris was get​ting at. The pla​ce was a cri​me sce​ne. You we​ren’t sup​po​sed to dis​turb cri​me sce​nes. He won​de​red if he had kic​ked the cart​rid​ge asi​de, or scuf​fed thro​ugh any tell-ta​le fo​otp​rints.

    ‘You sho​uldn’t be dis​tur​bing anyt​hing,’ Chris sa​id sharply, ec​ho​ing Alec’s tho​ughts. He was spe​aking to his brot​her, who had just re​ac​hed the Land Ro​ver’s fac​tory-fresh roo bar. ‘The​re might be fin​gerp​rints on that bag, Gra​ham.’

    ‘Oh shit.’ Gra​ham’s eyes wi​de​ned. ‘What an idi​ot! Now my fin​ger​p​rints are on the​re!’

    ‘Get in,’ sa​id Chris.

    ‘What shall I do with the ...?’

    ‘Bring it. Too la​te now. And don’t for​get the axe.’

    ‘Sorry. Jesus, what a fo​ol.’

    The axe was sho​ved thro​ugh Alec’s win​dow, and left in Alec’s ca​re. A hun​ted-lo​oking Gra​ham craw​led in​to the front pas​sen​ger se​at. Ever​yo​ne lo​oked at the pur​se that he was car​rying, which was ma​de of che​ap, thick le​at​her, scuf​fed and sta​ined. A lot of the stitc​hing had un​ra​vel​led.

    ‘Well?’ sa​id Chris, his fo​ot still plan​ted on the bra​ke.

    ‘There’s a screwd​ri​ver in he​re,’ Gra​ham mur​mu​red. ‘A blo​ody gre​at screwd​ri​ver, lo​ok.’ He drag​ged it out; it was old and rusty.

    ‘Anything el​se?’ Chris wan​ted to know.

    ‘Tissues. Re​ce​ipts. Wal​let.’ Gra​ham la​id down the screwd​ri​ver and pro​du​ced the wal​let. It, too, had a worn and bat​te​red ap​pe​aran​ce. ‘Let’s see ...Vi​sa card. Me​di​ca​re card. Ci​vic Vi​deo card. All be​lon​ging to Gra​ce Sto​ne ...oh.’ He swal​lo​wed. ‘The​re’s anot​her na​me on the Me​di​ca​re card. Nat​han Bryce.’

    ‘Shit,’ Chris bre​at​hed.

    ‘Twenty-five bucks. Co​up​le of stamps. What’s this?’ He un​fol​ded it. ‘Presc​rip​ti​on. An​ti​bi​otics for Gra​ce Sto​ne. Oh, man.’

    ‘What?’

    Graham held up a pho​tog​raph - a he​ads​hot, crop​ped to fill a cre​dit card poc​ket. The kid in the pic​tu​re was very small, with brown eyes and mis​sing te​eth. Alec jud​ged him to be abo​ut fo​ur or fi​ve; ol​der than Jani​ne’s son Ron​nie, at any ra​te.

    ‘Don’t tell me the​re’s a kid out he​re so​mew​he​re,’ Gra​ham mo​aned. ‘Jesus, Chris.’

    Chris tug​ged at the ge​ars​tick. He stra​ined to lo​ok be​hind him, ig​no​ring Alec, squ​in​ting thro​ugh the re​ar win​dow. The fo​ur-whe​el dri​ve be​gan to roll back​wards.

    ‘What are you do​ing?’ Gra​ham de​man​ded.

    ‘We’ve got to go ro​und,’ sa​id Chris. He tap​ped the bra​ke, chan​ged ge​ars, adj​us​ted his po​si​ti​on. ‘This mac​hi​ne might be to​ugh, but I don’t want to mess with that tree, if you don’t mind. I’ll go thro​ugh the scrub, he​re.’

    ‘Hey!’ Alec exc​la​imed. He le​aned for​ward. ‘We can’t ke​ep on! We got​ta go back!’

    ‘I told you, we can go ro​und. This is a fo​ur-whe​el dri​ve -’

    ‘I don’t blo​ody ca​re what it is! Stop the car!’ Alec re​ac​hed ac​ross Chris’s sho​ul​der to grab the ste​ering whe​el. Gra​ham knoc​ked his arm asi​de.

    ‘Piss off!’ Gra​ham was mo​re as​to​nis​hed than angry. ‘What are you do​ing?’

    ‘What am I do​in? What are you do​in?’ Se​e​ing Chris spin the whe​el, Alec be​ca​me fran​tic. ‘The​re’s a blo​ody kil​ler aro​und! We can’t stay he​re!’

    ‘We can’t just fuck off,’ Gra​ham obj​ec​ted. Bump, bump, bump; the Land Ro​ver lurc​hed on​to an ung​ra​ded sur​fa​ce, all salt​bush and lo​ose mi​ne​ral. ‘The​re might be a kid in the ho​use.’

    ‘There might be a blo​ody gun​man in the ho​use! For Chris​sa​ke, you don’t even ha​ve a pho​ne! We got​ta get help! So​me​one with a rif​le! Chris, stop the car! Stop the car!’ 
    The car did stop, ab​ruptly, and Alec’s no​se hit Gra​ham’s he​ad​rest. Chris gla​red in​to the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror. ‘You want to get out, Alec?’ he in​qu​ired.

    Alec sta​red at him, mu​tely.

    ‘You don’t hap​pen to know so​met​hing abo​ut this, do you?’ Chris went on, and Alec’s jaw drop​ped. ‘Be​ca​use if you do, you’d bet​ter tell us. Now.’

    Alec strug​gled with a sen​se of out​ra​ge that pus​hed the hot blo​od in​to his fa​ce and dep​ri​ved him, for an ins​tant, of the po​wer of spe​ech.

    ‘Fuck off !’ he splut​te​red at last.

    ‘Your truck’s par​ked up the high​way. We don’t know you from Adam. You co​uld be in​vol​ved.’

    ‘Get fuc​ked!’

    ‘Chris,’ Gra​ham war​ned, ‘he’s got the axe back the​re.’

    ‘He co​uld be fle​e​ing the sce​ne of the cri​me. It’s pos​sib​le.’

    ‘Are you out​ta yo​ur minds?’ Alec squ​e​aked. ‘This is the fuc​kin Twi​light Zo​ne and you’re bla​min me? I ran out​ta fuc​kin pet​rol!’

    ‘Well I dun​no,’ Chris sa​id qu​i​etly. ‘I dun​no what to think.’

    There was a long si​len​ce. The air se​emed ta​ut. Alec was spe​ech​less. At last Chris sig​hed and sa​id: ‘The​re’ll be a pho​ne at the ho​use. We can call the po​li​ce from the​re. We sho​uld call the po​li​ce.’

    ‘What we sho​uld do is get out,’ Alec re​ite​ra​ted, flatly. ‘We sho​uld call the po​li​ce from Co​om​bah.’

    ‘But so​me​one might still be ali​ve up ahe​ad.’

    ‘Yeah. The guy with the gun.’

    ‘Like I sa​id, Alec - if you want to get out, ma​te, we won’t stop you.’

    Chris was cal​ling the shots aga​in. Alec sen​sed that Gra​ham might be am​bi​va​lent abo​ut aban​do​ning an​yo​ne at the si​te of a mas​sac​re (his eye​lids flut​te​red as he slowly, pen​si​vely, tur​ned the pho​tog​raph in front of his down​cast ga​ze) but Gra​ham wasn’t abo​ut to chal​len​ge his brot​her. Not in front of an unk​nown qu​an​tity.

    Not when Chris had cle​arly be​en a bit du​bi​o​us abo​ut Alec from the very be​gin​ning.

    ‘Right,’ sa​id Alec. ‘I’ll walk back to the truck, then. Get a lift to Co​om​bah.’ He was fu​ri​o​us, ti​red, frigh​te​ned. He grip​ped the do​or hand​le. ‘You got so​me wa​ter you can lend me?’

    Graham and Chris exc​han​ged anot​her of the​ir te​le​pat​hic glan​ces.

    ‘You can stay he​re,’ Gra​ham fi​nal​ly pro​po​sed, in con​ci​li​atory ac​cents. ‘We can pick you up when we’re do​ne.’

    ‘Sure,’ Alec snor​ted. ‘If you don’t get shot first.’

    ‘We won’t get shot,’ Chris sa​id firmly. ‘This can’t ha​ve just hap​pe​ned - you told me the blo​od was dry. Who​ever did it won’t be han​ging aro​und wa​iting to be fo​und. He’ll ha​ve pis​sed off.’

    ‘Unless he’s run out of pet​rol,’ Alec fi​nis​hed. He ac​cep​ted a half-empty bot​tle of mi​ne​ral wa​ter from Gra​ham, and pre​pa​red to ma​ke an exit.

    Graham po​in​ted out that it was a long way to the truck - may​be an ho​ur’s walk.

    ‘Someone ought to stay at the sce​ne any​way,’ he opi​ned. ‘Just to pro​tect it.’

    ‘With what?’ Alec snap​ped. ‘A shar​pe​ned stick?’

    ‘You co​uld bor​row our jack or our hack​saw. Or what abo​ut this screwd​ri​ver?’

    ‘Fuck off,’ sa​id Alec. He got out and slam​med the do​or. Then he be​gan to trud​ge west​ward, to​wards the high​way.

    He didn’t lo​ok back to watch the Land Ro​ver dri​ve off in the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on.

    

    

CHAPTER 8 
    

    Okay,’ sa​id Lin​da. ‘The next per​son who shows up, we hitch a ri​de with them. Even if we ha​ve to tie our​sel​ves to the​ir ro​of rack.’

    It was fo​ur forty-fi​ve, and they we​re all get​ting sca​red - ge​nu​inely sca​red. If help didn’t ar​ri​ve so​on, they wo​uld be spen​ding a night in the​ir car, on the open ro​ad.

    No one in the fa​mily wan​ted to do that.

    ‘I’m hungry,’ Ro​se whi​ned.

    ‘There’s not​hing left.’ Lo​u​ise nud​ged her sis​ter. ‘Mum told you al​re​ady.’

    ‘There’s Ko​ol-mints,’ sa​id Lin​da, ‘but you don’t li​ke Ko​ol​mints.’ She sig​hed, ga​zing out the win​dow at No​el, who was sta​ti​oned in front of the car. He sto​od sha​ding his eyes, one hand on his hip. He was the lo​oko​ut. ‘I’m sorry, Ro​sie-po​sie,’ Lin​da con​ti​nu​ed, ‘I know it’s ne​arly yo​ur din​ner ti​me. But we’ll be back at Aun​tie Glenys’s ho​use so​on, I pro​mi​se.’

    Nobody re​min​ded her that she had be​en ma​king the sa​me pro​mi​se re​gu​larly for the last two ho​urs. Ro​se wasn’t even lis​te​ning. Lo​u​ise knew bet​ter than to say so​met​hing pro​vo​ca​ti​ve at such a ti​me. And Pe​ter was re​ading The Sto​nes of Amrach, which had hel​ped him to ke​ep his mind off the​ir dif​fi​cul​ti​es ever sin​ce his fat​her had kil​led the engine.   

    He was a fast re​ader, tho​ugh, and he was get​ting clo​se to the end. Just thirty-six mo​re pa​ges and he wo​uld be stuck wit​ho​ut anyt​hing to do. Ple​ase, he tho​ught - ple​ase God, don’t ma​ke me stay he​re all night with not​hing to re​ad.

    ‘I’m go​ing to ha​ve a word with Dad,’ Lin​da dec​la​red, and got out of the car. The child​ren sta​yed whe​re they we​re, ha​ving al​re​ady exp​lo​red the​ir im​me​di​ate sur​ro​un​dings. The​re was a wi​re fen​ce, a red ditch, so​me grass and a shred​ded frag​ment of tyre. The​re we​re a few low shrubs and va​ri​o​us co​lo​ured peb​bles. Ro​se had pla​yed with the peb​bles for a whi​le, but Lo​u​ise and Pe​ter had fo​und not​hing to amu​se them out​si​de the car.

    ‘This is so bad,’ Lo​u​ise re​mar​ked fret​ful​ly. ‘I’m star​ving.’

    ‘No you’re not,’ Pe​ter rep​li​ed, wit​ho​ut lif​ting his ga​ze from his bo​ok. ‘If you we​re re​al​ly star​ving, you wo​uldn’t be ab​le to sit up and comp​la​in.’

    ‘Ha ha.’

    ‘I’m hot,’ sa​id Ro​sie.

    ‘It’ll co​ol down, so​on.’ Pe​ter tri​ed to be com​for​ting. ‘As it gets dar​ker, it’ll co​ol down.’

    ‘Oh, gre​at,’ sa​id Lo​u​ise. ‘So we will be sle​eping in the car.’

    ‘I do​ubt it. So​me​body will co​me along.’

    ‘What hap​pe​ned to that man and that lady? Why ha​ven’t they sent us help?’

    ‘It’s pro​bably on its way.’

    Peter was at​temp​ting to re​as​su​re him​self as much as Lo​u​ise. He co​uldn’t un​ders​tand why no one had tur​ned up to res​cue them. The mo​re he pon​de​red it, the cros​ser he be​ca​me; the who​le fa​mily co​uld easily ha​ve fit​ted in​to that ca​ra​van. Who wo​uld ha​ve known? The​re we​ren’t any po​li​ce cars along this high​way.

    If the​re had be​en, they wo​uld ha​ve be​en back in Bro​ken Hill by now - be​ca​use po​li​ce cars, he knew, we​re equ​ip​ped with things li​ke two-way ra​di​os.

    ‘Look!’ cri​ed Lo​u​ise. ‘What’s Daddy do​ing?’ She po​in​ted at No​el, who was wa​ving at so​met​hing on the ro​ad be​hind them. They all tur​ned, and pe​ered over the top of the back se​at. A car was ap​pro​ac​hing from the so​uth.

    ‘Yay!’ cri​ed Ro​se.

    ‘I ho​pe it stops,’ sa​id Lo​u​ise.

    Peter re​ma​ined si​lent. He watc​hed the ve​hic​le draw ne​arer, trying to work out what it was. Not a fo​ur-whe​el dri​ve - it was too low. His fat​her was wa​ving both arms; his mot​her too. They cros​sed his li​ne of vi​si​on. Then he saw that the car was slo​wing . . . slo​wing ...ve​ering off the high​way. It was an old-fas​hi​oned-lo​oking ve​hic​le, ext​re​mely be​at up. One he​ad​light was crac​ked, and men​ded with sil​ver duct ta​pe. The​re we​re dents all over its bo​ot and bum​per bar. It was al​so co​ated with dust and dri​ed mud, but des​pi​te all this dirt, Pe​ter co​uld see that the car was mul​ti​co​lo​ured. Its ro​of was whi​te, its bot​tom part was black, and the mid​dle bit was pink.

    Weird, he tho​ught, be​fo​re he sud​denly re​ali​sed that the car was a sta​ti​on wa​gon. A sta​ti​on wa​gon! With only one per​son in​si​de!

    Silver let​ters just abo​ve the wa​gon’s front gril​le spel​led out ‘FORD’ over a fo​ur-po​in​ted star.

    ‘Look,’ sa​id Ro​se. ‘A dog. Can I pat it?’

    ‘Wait,’ Pe​ter war​ned. The dog was in the Ford’s front pas​sen​ger se​at. No​el ap​pro​ac​hed the ve​hic​le from the ot​her si​de, sto​oping to ad​dress the dri​ver, who co​uld ha​ve be​en a man or a wo​man - it was hard to tell. Lin​da ho​ve​red a few steps be​hind No​el.

    There was a mur​mur of con​ver​sa​ti​on, a few ex​pan​si​ve hand mo​ve​ments. The dog bar​ked, and was gi​ven a mighty sho​ve by its ow​ner. Then No​el tur​ned his he​ad and ad​dres​sed Lin​da, who jo​ined him at the dri​ver’s win​dow. She be​gan to smi​le and nod.

    ‘Mum lo​oks happy,’ sa​id Lo​u​ise.

    ‘I think we’re in,’ sa​id Pe​ter.

    Sure eno​ugh, when Lin​da fi​nal​ly bro​ke away and trot​ted to​wards them, her exp​res​si​on was en​co​ura​ging. ‘Kids!’ she exc​la​imed. ‘Kids, we’re get​ting a lift! This lady is gi​ving us a lift, isn’t that ni​ce?’

    ‘To whe​re?’ as​ked Pe​ter, scramb​ling out of his se​at. ‘To the ho​use up the ro​ad?’

    ‘To Bro​ken Hill.’ Lin​da wrenc​hed open No​el’s do​or and yan​ked at the le​ver just in​si​de it. The bo​ot pop​ped open. ‘Get wha​te​ver you want to ta​ke with you - we’ll be ab​le to fit one su​it​ca​se.’

    ‘All of us and one su​it​ca​se?’ Pe​ter was ama​zed. ‘Is the​re that much ro​om?’

    ‘It’s a sta​ti​on wa​gon,’ Lin​da rep​li​ed, ad​ding: ‘Ro​se will ha​ve to sit on my lap. Go on, hurry. Don’t ke​ep the lady wa​iting.’

    Warily, Pe​ter ap​pro​ac​hed the Ford. No​el was smi​ling and bec​ko​ning. When Pe​ter re​ac​hed him, No​el put an arm aro​und his sho​ul​der.

    ‘This is my son Pe​ter,’ No​el sa​id. ‘Pe​te, this is Del.’

    ‘Del De​egan. How ya go​in?’

    She was qu​ite old, Pe​ter tho​ught, and she lo​oked a bit li​ke a man. Her co​ar​se grey ha​ir was cut short un​der a swe​at-sta​ined Akub​ra. Her el​bow was res​ting on the win​dow sill - a fleshy, freck​led, sun-spot​ted el​bow po​king out of a rol​led-up shirt sle​eve. Over the shirt she wo​re a black T-shirt, and over that a sle​eve​less knit​ted vest, which was un​ra​vel​ling at the se​ams. One of her front te​eth was mis​sing.

    Her vo​ice was li​ke a coc​ka​too’s.

    ‘You just hop in the back se​at, dar​lin. Don’t mind Mong​rel, he won’t hurt ya. Hel​lo, what’s yo​ur na​me?’

    ‘Rose.’

    ‘Rose. That’s a pretty na​me. Pretty na​me for a pretty girl. Just chuck all that stuff in the back the​re, darl - Mong​rel! Gi​do​uda​vit!’

    The se​ats in​si​de the Ford we​re ma​de of black le​at​her, and they we​re co​ming apart. Stuf​fing prot​ru​ded from the​ir se​ams. The locks we​re lit​tle but​tons li​ke golf te​es, sit​ting up high on the win​dow sills. Pe​ter sa​id: ‘This is a re​al​ly old car.’

    ‘Sure is,’ Del ag​re​ed. ‘It’s mo​re’n forty ye​ars old.’

    Louise, who was sli​ding in be​si​de Pe​ter, ope​ned her eyes very wi​de.

    ‘Wow,’ she mur​mu​red. ‘That’s re​al​ly old.’

    ‘Not as old as I am!’ Del squ​aw​ked, with a la​ugh. Pe​ter, who had be​en thro​wing news​pa​pers and cans of dog fo​od and nuts and bolts and clutch cab​les over the back of the se​at, saw that the spa​ce be​hind them was fil​led with blan​kets, bo​xes, plas​tic bags, mo​re news​pa​per, and a fra​ying wic​ker​work dog bas​ket. He as​ked if Mong​rel slept in the car.

    ‘Yup,’ Del rep​li​ed. ‘He’s my gu​ard dog.’

    ‘But you’re not sup​po​sed to lock dogs in cars,’ Lo​u​ise obj​ec​ted.

    ‘I don’t. I le​ave the win​dows open.’

    ‘But what if so​me​one gets in?’

    Del ga​ve a snort. Mong​rel, who was a big, brown dog with silky ears, pan​ted at the child​ren over the top of the front se​at.

    Peter had ne​ver be​fo​re se​en a front se​at that stretc​hed ac​ross the en​ti​re width of the car. It me​ant - as he so​on dis​co​ve​red - that you co​uld cram mo​re than two pe​op​le in the front.

    ‘I can stick Mong​rel right up the back, if ya want,’ sa​id Del, when No​el had lo​aded the fa​mily’s smal​lest su​it​ca​se in​to the back of Del’s car, and wrig​gled in next to her dog. ‘Then yiz can put the lit​tle girl in he​re be​si​de me.’

    ‘No, no. It’s all right,’ Lin​da rep​li​ed qu​ickly. ‘I’ve got her on my lap.’

    ‘Sure? Mong​rel won’t mind. Well - he will mind, he’s spo​iled rot​ten, but he’s too old to kick up a stink.’

    ‘It’s all right, thanks,’ Lin​da as​su​red her. ‘Ro​se can use my se​at-belt. It’s sa​fer, I think.’

    ‘I don’t even ha​ve a se​at​belt,’ Lo​u​ise re​mar​ked, in a low vo​ice, and Pe​ter saw that it was true. His own se​at​belt fas​te​ned ac​ross his lap, even tho​ugh he was sit​ting next to the win​dow.

    It was all very odd.

    ‘I ho​pe our car will be all right,’ No​el sig​hed as they dro​ve past the Nis​san, which was sit​ting for​lornly on the si​de of the ro​ad. ‘I don’t li​ke le​aving it, but we don’t se​em to ha​ve much cho​ice. Not if we want to get anyw​he​re be​fo​re dark.’

    ‘Oh,it’ll be fi​ne,’sa​id Del.‘Y’won’t get pe​op​le strip​pin it down for a day or so, and by that ti​me yiz’ll be back he​re with pet​rol or a tow truck, no wor​ri​es.’

    ‘Stripping it down?’ No​el ec​ho​ed, sta​ring at her in ama​ze​ment. ‘You get pe​op​le strip​ping cars that fast, way out he​re?’

    ‘My oath. Usu​al​ly ta​kes abo​ut six days. Two we​eks at the most.’

    ‘Good Lord.’

    ‘Mum,’ Ro​se sud​denly pi​ped up. ‘What’s that thing on the back of the se​at?’ She po​in​ted.

    ‘That? That’s an asht​ray.’

    ‘What’s it do​ing the​re?’ Pe​ter in​qu​ired, and his mot​her shrug​ged.

    ‘People used to smo​ke a lot,’ she sa​id.

    ‘That’s whe​re I ke​ep Mong​rel’s lit​tle tre​ats,’ Del war​ned, ‘so don’t open it up, or he’ll be all over ya.’

    Peter won​de​red abo​ut that. Mong​rel lo​oked very old. He had ble​ary eyes, and grey on his muz​zle. He didn’t lo​ok li​ke a dog with much energy.

    ‘Okay,’ sa​id Del. ‘Off to the Big Smo​ke, eh? Bro​ken Hill. Dja li​ve the​re, No​el, or what?’

    The lands​ca​pe flew past as the sun drop​ped slowly to​wards the ho​ri​zon.

    The ho​use lo​oked de​ser​ted.

    Chris had pul​led up just in front of the open ga​te, be​yond which lay a yard full of junk. Bet​we​en stretc​hes of dry, be​aten earth lay outc​rops of twis​ted me​tal, crac​ked and we​at​he​red plas​tic, splin​te​red grey wo​od. Ex​cept for a brand new alu​mi​ni​um ga​ra​ge, the struc​tu​res in​si​de the yard bo​re a strong re​semb​lan​ce to the pi​les of junk scat​te​red aro​und them. The sheds - even the ho​use - ap​pe​ared to ha​ve be​en tac​ked to​get​her out of scraps and of​fcuts.

    ‘What do you rec​kon?’ as​ked Chris.

    ‘Keep go​ing,’ Gra​ham rep​li​ed. ‘Once aro​und the ho​use, just in ca​se.’

    They inc​hed for​ward, fol​lo​wing the co​ur​se of a ro​ughly de​li​ne​ated dri​ve​way. It thre​aded thro​ugh a jumb​le of col​lap​sed co​ops and pens, bro​ken fur​ni​tu​re, rusty mac​hi​nery. It skir​ted a pi​le of rocks, from which a salt​bush spro​uted. It wi​de​ned right in front of the ho​use, whe​re three wo​oden steps led up to a bat​te​red

    screen do​or, stan​ding slightly aj​ar. The front do​or, too, was open.

    ‘Should we go in?’ Gra​ham as​ked do​ubt​ful​ly.

    Chris sho​ok his he​ad. ‘Not yet,’ he mur​mu​red.

    They kept mo​ving. Ahe​ad was a pep​per​corn tree, not far from the ga​ra​ge. The Land Ro​ver pas​sed bet​we​en the​se two land​marks, lo​ose sto​nes crunc​hing un​der its tyres; by this ti​me a fo​ul smell had be​gun to pe​net​ra​te the ve​hic​le’s air vents, and Gra​ham wrink​led his no​se.

    ‘There,’ he sa​id sud​denly. ‘Lo​ok.’

    ‘What is it? Not -’

    ‘No.’ Gra​ham pres​sed his fa​ce aga​inst the glass as they craw​led past a blo​ated, blac​kish sha​pe lying on the gro​und. It was the fo​cus of a gre​at de​al of in​sect ac​ti​vity. ‘I think . . . It lo​oks li​ke it might be a dog.’

    ‘But it’s ob​vi​o​usly be​en de​ad a whi​le.’

    ‘Yeah.’

    They swung aro​und anot​her small, di​la​pi​da​ted shed and be​gan to he​ad back in the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on, ke​eping to the pe​ri​me​ter of the yard, plot​ting a co​ur​se that to​ok them be​hind the ga​ra​ge. Everyt​hing was very still. The back of the ho​use cast a long sha​dow, which en​gul​fed a wa​ter tank, a Hills ho​ist, a stretch of conc​re​te. It didn’t re​ach as far as the aban​do​ned car.

    ‘Look,’ Gra​ham bre​at​hed. Be​si​de a co​up​le of fly-blown dog bowls lay a pa​ir of tiny rub​ber thongs.

    ‘Oh shit,’ sa​id Chris. ‘Shit, Gray!’

    ‘Keep go​ing.’

    They circ​led the ho​use, nar​rowly avo​iding a cor​ner of the ca​ra​van that was at​tac​hed to it. A crow flap​ped in​to the air, frigh​te​ned by the no​ise and mo​ve​ment of the Land Ro​ver, but not​hing el​se stir​red. The wi​re fen​ce se​emed al​most to be stra​ining un​der the pres​su​re of the salt​bush and aca​cia plants that we​re crow​ding aga​inst it, but in​si​de the fen​ce the​re was very lit​tle ve​ge​ta​ti​on. So​me yel​low grass, a hand​ful of shrubs, and the pep​per​corn tree.

    When they re​ac​hed the front do​or aga​in, Chris eased to a halt.

    ‘Well?’ he sa​id. ‘Are we go​ing in, or aren’t we?’

    Graham didn’t res​pond for a whi​le. He sur​ve​yed the tor​tu​red sha​pes in the pi​les of rub​bish, the pi​ece of fra​yed tyre dang​ling from the pep​per​corn tree, the gle​aming ga​ra​ge which scre​ened the dog’s rot​ting corp​se. At last he sa​id: ‘I don’t know. It’s a bit cre​epy, isn’t it?’

    ‘The de​ad dog is cre​epy,’ Chris rep​li​ed, and shrug​ged. ‘The rest is just . . . well, you know. Yo​ur stan​dard frin​ge-dwel​ling junk he​ap. I’m surp​ri​sed the​re aren’t mo​re car bo​di​es.’

    Suddenly a mo​ve​ment ca​ught his eye. He squ​in​ted, frow​ning. Gra​ham gas​ped.

    ‘Oh shit!’ Gra​ham squ​e​aled. ‘Chris!’

    Someone was craw​ling out of the ga​ra​ge. One of its do​ors was stan​ding open, re​ve​aling a dim in​te​ri​or, and a body was sli​ding out of the sha​dows on its sto​mach, using its el​bows to pro​pel it for​ward.

    Graham re​ac​hed for his do​or hand​le.

    ‘Wait,’ Chris bar​ked. He to​ok his fo​ot off the bra​ke, al​lo​wing the fo​ur-whe​el dri​ve to roll for​ward a few met​res be​fo​re he ap​pli​ed pres​su​re aga​in. The mo​ment he did, Gra​ham le​apt out.

    ‘Gray!’ sa​id Chris. ‘Wa​it!’

    What hap​pe​ned next, hap​pe​ned very qu​ickly. Chris’s tho​ughts we​re on the ho​use - on the pos​si​bi​lity that so​me​one was watc​hing them from the ho​use, per​haps even aiming a gun at them. He re​ac​hed be​hind him for the axe. At al​most the sa​me ins​tant, the body on the gro​und re​ared up un​til it was kne​eling. Chris had ti​me to ab​sorb the fact that he was lo​oking at a man - only that - be​fo​re the man pro​du​ced from so​mew​he​re be​hind or be​si​de him a he​avy-lo​oking rif​le, he​aving the thing aga​inst his sho​ul​der in one la​bo​ured mo​ve​ment. He drop​ped his chin slightly. Gra​ham spun aro​und.

    ‘Gray!’ Chris scre​amed.

    The exp​lo​si​on jar​red Chris to the very bo​ne. In the se​cond or so that it to​ok him to re​co​ver from the shock, Gra​ham fell flat on the gro​und, blo​od spur​ting from so​mew​he​re - Chris wasn’t su​re whe​re, be​ca​use he had se​en that the man was re​lo​ading, yan​king at the rif​le bolt, ra​ising the sight to his eye aga​in as he step​ped for​ward.

    The gun was aimed stra​ight at Chris.

    He had the pre​sen​ce of mind to re​ver​se at top spe​ed. But he wasn’t fast eno​ugh. The windsc​re​en erup​ted on​to his fa​ce, his sho​ul​ders - he had to clo​se his eyes. Sa​fety glass, and not much of it, but it still hurt. The jag​ged ho​le in front of him lay slightly to the left of his he​ad, be​ca​use the bul​let had mis​sed. It had mis​sed! He re​gis​te​red this im​por​tant fact at the pre​ci​se mo​ment that he bac​ked in​to a scre​ec​hing tang​le of rus​ted oil drums and cla​wing ste​el springs. The Land Ro​ver lurc​hed and ro​ared; Chris ban​ged his he​ad on the ro​of; the man stro​de to​wards him, re​lo​ading aga​in.

    Without gi​ving the mat​ter a sing​le cons​ci​o​us tho​ught, Chris chan​ged ge​ars. He put his fo​ot down and the Land Ro​ver sprang for​ward - slo​wed - sprang for​ward. So​met​hing was ca​ught un​der​ne​ath it, so​me rusty im​pe​di​ment. Chris had no no​ti​on that he was ple​ading alo​ud for help. Be​yond the ad​van​cing gun​man he co​uld see his brot​her, all blo​ody, strug​gling des​pe​ra​tely to ra​ise him​self. The rif​le was aimed for the third ti​me.

    Then the po​wer of the stra​ining en​gi​ne was un​le​as​hed. The co​iled wi​re or stab​bing shard or knot​ted cord - wha​te​ver it was - sud​denly bro​ke. Duc​king, Chris dro​ve his ve​hic​le stra​ight to​wards the gun​man, who le​apt asi​de at the last se​cond, his gun disc​har​ging harm​les​sly in​to the air. Chris glimp​sed his brot​her stra​ight ahe​ad of him, an ir​re​gu​lar sha​pe bro​ken up by the cra​zed and fros​ted windsc​re​en. He spun the whe​el and stam​ped on the bra​ke, but the​re was too much mo​men​tum. Tho​ugh he mis​sed his brot​her, he hit the pep​per​corn tree.

    Whump! 
    The air bag was dep​lo​yed with a stran​ge, te​aring so​und, al​most suf​fo​ca​ting him. Be​ca​use he was we​aring his se​at​belt, he didn’t tumb​le out on​to the crump​led bon​net. But he was win​ded and bru​ised by the se​at​belt’s wrenc​hing pres​su​re; the pa​in in his neck ma​de him retch, and tem​po​ra​rily blin​ded him. He strug​gled fe​ebly, gro​ping for the catch on his belt, pus​hing away the bil​lows of inf​la​ted plas​tic . . .

    Then he he​ard a ‘click’ from so​mew​he​re ne​ar his right sho​ul​der.

    Alec was lis​te​ning hard for pe​cu​li​ar no​ises. It was so qu​i​et that the crunch-crunch-crunch of his fe​et on dust and peb​bles se​emed as lo​ud as a ‘Coo-ee!’. Trud​ging dog​gedly up the ro​ad, squ​in​ting in​to the sun, he stra​ined to he​ar anyt​hing that might sug​gest an ap​pro​ac​hing ve​hic​le or pe​dest​ri​an. But the only so​unds we​re the rasp of his bre​at​hing, the shuf​fle of his bo​ots, the slop of mi​ne​ral wa​ter in​si​de his plas​tic bot​tle. So​me​ti​mes, far away, a crow wo​uld gi​ve vo​ice to a mo​urn​ful, dying wa​il. So​me​ti​mes the bre​eze wo​uld pick up and sigh past his ears. Af​ter ne​arly half an ho​ur of wal​king, ho​we​ver, he had he​ard not​hing to sug​gest that an​yo​ne was cre​eping af​ter him, eit​her on fo​ot or in a car.

    It cros​sed his mind that he might be wal​king in​to an am​bush. Tho​ugh un​li​kely, an am​bush was cer​ta​inly pos​sib​le - and he had kept a wary eye coc​ked whi​le he cros​sed the cre​ek, which was so well sup​pli​ed with scre​ens of mul​ga and ri​ver gum. For​tu​na​tely, tho​ugh, he was now dra​wing away from that bushy stretch. He was he​ading to​wards the salt pan stretch, which was al​most bar​ren, and whe​re a lur​king sni​per wo​uld be un​li​kely to find brush eno​ugh to con​ce​al him​self from a sharp-eyed tar​get. Alec, too, wo​uld be ex​po​sed in such a lands​ca​pe, but at le​ast he wo​uld be ab​le to spot any dan​ger that might be he​ading his way.

    He tri​ed to re​mem​ber de​ta​ils abo​ut his dad’s old .303, and how ac​cu​ra​te it had be​en over long dis​tan​ces. His dad al​ways used to say that it was ac​cu​ra​te wit​hin fo​ur hund​red yards, but he didn’t re​al​ly know how far away a per​son wo​uld ha​ve to be if they wan​ted to hit him with a bul​let. It wo​uld de​pend on the gun, he sup​po​sed.

    His spe​cu​la​ti​ons on the su​bj​ect we​re bri​ef, ho​we​ver, be​ca​use mu​sing abo​ut guns only ma​de him ner​vo​us. So did dwel​ling on the de​ad pe​op​le he had left be​hind. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly he fo​und him​self won​de​ring who had kil​led them, and why, but af​ter a few mo​ments his tho​ughts wo​uld ve​er away. He co​uldn’t con​cent​ra​te on anyt​hing for long. He was too twitchy.

    Then all at on​ce he he​ard the shot.

    It was very fa​int but qu​ite cle​ar; his he​art se​emed to turn a so​mer​sa​ult in his chest. When the next shot rang out, and the next, he be​gan to run, des​pe​ra​tely, wit​ho​ut stop​ping to think. He only knew that he had to get away, that the sho​oter was so​mew​he​re be​hind him, that Gra​ham and Chris we​re the pro​bab​le tar​gets. The​re had be​en an am​bush. The McKen​zi​es had wal​ked right in​to it. Alec stumb​led, and his bot​tle of wa​ter hit the gro​und, rol​ling. He snatc​hed it back up. His he​art was po​un​ding in his ears, his so​les slit​he​red, he was puf​fing and blo​wing li​ke a ste​am tra​in. The ec​ho of a fo​urth shot pus​hed him along li​ke a po​wer​ful wind, and the fifth ma​de him whim​per. But he was ope​ning the gap. He was put​ting so​me dis​tan​ce bet​we​en him​self and the gun. He char​ged ahe​ad; tho​ugh awa​re that he co​uldn’t pos​sibly ma​in​ta​in such a spe​ed all the way to his truck. He se​emed unab​le to pa​ce him​self. Fe​ar dro​ve him on. Anot​her few mi​nu​tes and he was gas​ping, sob​bing, al​most trip​ping over his own fe​et. He stumb​led aga​in, this ti​me fen​ding off the gro​und with one hand,which he gra​zed badly.The pa​in ba​rely re​gis​te​red. He was al​re​ady up and run​ning be​fo​re he felt even a twin​ge, his mind busy with the re​ali​sa​ti​on that it had be​en so​me ti​me sin​ce the last shot. The gun​fi​re ap​pe​ared to ha​ve sub​si​ded. Was that a go​od thing or a bad thing?

    His chest he​aving, he be​gan to slow. His legs we​re all right, but his lungs we​ren’t up to it. Too many bongs. Too many piz​zas and too many be​ers. He stop​ped at last and sto​od with his hands on his kne​es, back bent, rib​ca​ge la​bo​uring. He was dizzy, and po​uring swe​at. The fli​es we​re at​tac​king him from all di​rec​ti​ons.

    He tho​ught: If you don’t fuc​king calm down, Dozy, you’re go​ing to pass out. Get a blo​ody grip, you nong.

    Fortunately, it was la​te. The sun was low and the tem​pe​ra​tu​re was fal​ling; at le​ast he wo​uldn’t be fel​led by he​atst​ro​ke. As his he​art ra​te drop​ped he be​gan to mo​ve on​ce mo​re, not run​ning but wal​king briskly, lo​oking back over his sho​ul​der every so of​ten. The mi​nu​tes pas​sed - fi​ve mi​nu​tes, ten mi​nu​tes. It was qu​i​et aga​in. Small birds chir​ru​ped in the wi​dely scat​te​red clumps of ve​ge​ta​ti​on, pre​pa​ring to re​ti​re for the night. A rust​le in the grass to his right mar​ked the pas​sa​ge of so​me small rep​ti​le - a shing​le-back, may​be - but the​re was no ot​her so​und ex​cept the thud, thud of Alec’s fo​ots​teps.

    And so​met​hing el​se.

    Alec stop​ped when his ear ca​ught the soft purr. It was very low, but it was...yes, it was an en​gi​ne. From the high​way,

    perhaps? No. He co​uldn’t even see the high​way.

    No, it was co​ming from the ot​her di​rec​ti​on.

    Strangely eno​ugh, he didn’t pa​nic. He knew that he didn’t ha​ve ti​me to pa​nic. Ins​te​ad he was sud​denly very calm; his he​ad cle​ared; the blo​od in his ve​ins se​emed to chill and grow slug​gish. He ga​zed aro​und, no​ting the ne​arest lar​ge outc​rop of salt​bush. It was abo​ut twenty met​res away. A mul​ga tree had sprung up ne​ar it, but the tree, li​ke most mul​gas, was sha​ped li​ke an in​ver​ted tri​ang​le, with all its fo​li​age sprin​ging from a nar​row ba​se that wo​uld of​fer no con​ce​al​ment. No - it was the salt​bush or not​hing. Hur​rying to​wards it, Alec of​fe​red up a pra​yer of thanks that he hadn’t yet re​ac​hed the salt pans. The salt​bush out the​re - what the​re was of it - ran to not​hing hig​her than mid-calf. This salt​bush, in cont​rast, was bulky. Abo​ut the si​ze of a cow at rest.

    Just big eno​ugh to hi​de a man, if he cur​led up li​ke a fo​etus.

    Alec was qu​ite su​re, now, that the ap​pro​ac​hing ve​hic​le was he​ading up the dirt ro​ad. Its mu​ted purr had be​co​me a high-pitc​hed whi​ne, with a rumb​ling un​der​to​ne that sug​ges​ted so​met​hing mo​re po​wer​ful than yo​ur ave​ra​ge bis​cu​it tin on bicyc​le whe​els. The Land Ro​ver, per​haps? Had the gun​man sto​len the Land Ro​ver? Or had Gra​ham and Chris es​ca​ped with the​ir li​ves

    - were they ma​king for the high​way at top spe​ed, with the gun​man in hot pur​su​it? Eit​her way, Alec wasn’t abo​ut to bre​ak co​ver and lo​ok. He knew that if he ra​ised his he​ad and pe​eked over the top of his shel​te​ring salt​bush, he ran very lit​tle risk of be​ing se​en. But as the en​gi​ne’s ro​ar drew ever clo​ser, Alec fo​und that he co​uldn’t mo​ve a musc​le. He co​we​red in the dirt, hol​ding his bre​ath, his chin on his kne​es and his hands clas​ped aro​und his shins, pra​ying to God that the car wo​uldn’t stop. He didn’t ca​re if Gra​ham and Chris we​re in it, as long as it kept go​ing, ta​king with it wha​te​ver evil bas​tard might be tra​iling along be​hind. The no​ise was al​most on top of him. He clo​sed his eyes and win​ced. It was co​ming . . . it was co​ming . . .

    It was go​ing.

    It was fa​ding.

    Alec ope​ned his eyes aga​in. He lis​te​ned to the ve​hic​le di​sap​pe​aring in​to the dis​tan​ce. He was still af​ra​id to mo​ve in ca​se its dri​ver hap​pe​ned to glan​ce in​to his re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror, and catch a sur​rep​ti​ti​o​us mo​ve​ment or a flash of blue. (If only he had worn his black je​ans!) He was al​so alert for the so​und of anot​her mo​tor, a mo​tor in pur​su​it. If Gra​ham and Chris had just pas​sed him, then they might very well be fle​e​ing anot​her car with a gun on bo​ard. Alec didn’t want to stand up just as this ot​her car was pas​sing, and get his he​ad blown off in con​se​qu​en​ce.

    Gradually, ho​we​ver, he be​gan to re​lax. The mi​nu​tes tic​ked by and not​hing el​se ca​me down the ro​ad. At last he lif​ted his he​ad, just slightly, and scan​ned the sur​ro​un​ding lands​ca​pe. It lay pas​si​ve in the gol​den light of a set​ting sun, each rock and ro​ot and bla​de cle​arly de​fi​ned by the sha​dow it was cas​ting. It lo​oked ut​terly harm​less. De​tac​hed.

    Glancing at his watch, Alec saw how la​te it was and re​ali​sed that he didn’t ha​ve much ti​me. Un​less he re​ac​hed the high​way be​fo​re night​fall, he was well and truly stuf​fed. He’d end up stag​ge​ring aro​und in circ​les li​ke a blind man.

    He had to get to his truck. Now. Now. He had to get up and walk, tho​ugh it wo​uld be - no con​test - the har​dest thing he’d ever do​ne in his en​ti​re li​fe.

    Del li​ved in a shack ne​ar Sil​ver​ton, with her dog, a she​ep, a kan​ga​roo and fo​ur chic​kens. She li​ked the pe​ace, she sa​id, tho​ugh it was be​co​ming mo​re and mo​re busy out the​re, what with the to​urists and the film com​pa​ni​es. She’d se​en the film com​pa​ni​es co​me and go, all the way back to Mad Max.

    ‘We saw pho​tos at the pub,’ Pe​ter vo​lun​te​ered. ‘From when they shot Dirty De​eds and A Town Cal​led Ali​ce.’

    ‘Oh, ya can’t mo​ve for ca​me​ras,’ Del squ​aw​ked. ‘Every ti​me I wan​der on down for a be​er, the​re’s so​me bot​tle blon​de bul​lin aro​und, lo​okin for ext​ras. I be​en an ext​ra, on​ce or twi​ce. Ger​man be​er ad. Japa​ne​se be​er ad. They pay go​od mo​ney for a day on the bo​oze, I’ll say that for ’em. They wan​ted to use me car, on​ce, but that fell thro​ugh.’

    ‘It must be go​od for the eco​nomy,’ No​el re​mar​ked, and Del snor​ted.

    ‘Haven’t blo​ody got one, out the​re,’ she sa​id.

    ‘But all the ar​tists . . .’

    ‘Oh, them. They’re from Bro​ken Hill,’ Del scof​fed, as if Bro​ken Hill was so​me far-flung met​ro​po​lis. She be​gan to talk abo​ut her fat​her, who had wor​ked on the Bro​ken Hill to Sil​ver-ton tram​way (when it still exis​ted) and her mot​her, who had co​me from Cock​burn. Pe​ter tu​ned out. He was ke​eping a ca​re​ful eye on the pas​sing co​untry​si​de, which was slowly dis​sol​ving in​to the dusk. The​re was still an oran​ge bla​ze on the wes​tern ho​ri​zon, but a blue-grey sha​dow was cre​eping in from the east. It was lap​ping at the high​way al​re​ady. Ro​se had just wis​hed on the first star.

    Even the chan​ging light, ho​we​ver, co​uldn’t trans​form the lo​ok of the lands​ca​pe. As everyt​hing to​ok on the sa​me, mo​no​to​no​us tint - as the co​lo​urs we​re dul​led, and the sky dar​ke​ned - Pe​ter fo​und him​self unab​le to jud​ge whet​her the sce​nery was dif​fe​rent or not. He didn’t think so. The​re was the sa​me dirt, the sa​me low scrub, the sa​me end​less stretch of fen​ce . . .

    ‘There’s the ma​il​box!’ he sud​denly cri​ed, jol​ted from his tran​ce. ‘The whi​te ma​il​box!’

    ‘What?’ sa​id Lin​da. ‘Whe​re?’

    ‘Back the​re!’

    ‘I told you,’ Lo​u​ise mut​te​red. Lin​da ad​dres​sed her hus​band.

    ‘Noel? What do you think?’

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘Are we go​ing to stop, or . . .?’

    ‘Oh.’ No​el re​ali​sed what she was tal​king abo​ut, and tur​ned to Del. ‘We didn’t know if may​be we sho​uld pho​ne the NRMA from that ho​use back the​re,’ he exp​la​ined. ‘It was our ori​gi​nal des​ti​na​ti​on when we re​ali​sed that we we​re in tro​ub​le.’

    ‘Well, you’re not in tro​ub​le any mo​re,’ Del po​in​ted out.

    ‘Yes, I re​ali​se that, of co​ur​se -’

    ‘Don’t worry. We’ll be the​re so​on. No po​int get​tin stuck in a cre​ek bed af​ter dark.’

    Louise’s sto​mach rumb​led. Ro​se had drop​ped off to sle​ep, her he​ad bob​bing gently aga​inst her mot​her’s chest. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly she wo​uld snuf​fle and stir. On​ce she had ope​ned her eyes a crack and as​ked a groggy qu​es​ti​on: we​re they ho​me yet? Lin​da kept chec​king her watch. No​el had ta​ken upon him​self the task of ma​king po​li​te con​ver​sa​ti​on with the dri​ver, who had at one ti​me - bri​efly

    - been mar​ri​ed to a mi​nis​ter of the Uni​ting Church.

    ‘Presbyterian, it was then, and a blo​ody go​od thing too,’ Del re​ve​aled. ‘Ye​ah, the​re’s too much of the tree-hug​gin, the​se days, they’ve lost the plot. I don’t hold with drugs and that - no one’s sho​vin it down the​ir thro​ats, or up the​ir arms - so what’s the ex​cu​se? Phil spent all his ti​me with no-ho​pers, and I got sick of it. Pe​arls be​fo​re swi​ne, I told ’im, but he was a stub​born old bug​ger - hang on. What’s this?’

    They we​re al​re​ady slo​wing when Pe​ter, stretc​hing to pe​er over Mong​rel’s vel​vet ears, ca​ught sight of the stran​ded truck. Li​ke a be​ac​hed whi​te wha​le it was out of its na​tu​ral ele​ment, lo​oking cu​ri​o​usly po​wer​less in the dust at the ed​ge of the ro​ad. Del’s he​ad​lights il​lu​mi​na​ted its vast hind​qu​ar​ters, which we​re bran​ded by a NSW num​ber pla​te. So​met​hing was writ​ten on its flanks, too, but Pe​ter didn’t no​ti​ce what the words sa​id. As they craw​led past the truck’s gre​at bulk, his at​ten​ti​on was ca​ught by the sight of its dri​ver’s do​or flap​ping open. So​me​one was le​aning out of the ca​bin, wa​ving fu​ri​o​usly.

    ‘Bloody hell,’ Del exc​la​imed.

    A man’s sil​ho​u​et​te jum​ped down on​to the ro​ad, his arm lif​ted aga​inst the be​am of Del’s he​ad​lights. Lin​da le​aned over and tap​ped her son’s knee.

    ‘Roll up the win​dow,’ she mur​mu​red. ‘Lock the do​or.’

    Startled, Pe​ter did so. He spot​ted his fat​her do​ing the sa​me, le​aving only a cen​ti​met​re of spa​ce abo​ve the glass. Del, ho​we​ver, se​emed qu​ite un​con​cer​ned, thrus​ting her he​ad out of the car to ad​dress the ap​pro​ac​hing mo​to​rist.

    ‘What’s up?’ she cal​led. ‘Bre​ak​down?’

    The truck dri​ver sho​ok his he​ad. When he re​ac​hed her, and sto​oped, Pe​ter saw that he was co​ve​red in dirt and swe​at - even his brown curls we​re dusty. He had a stubbly chin, wi​de gre​en eyes, and musc​les in his arms. They swel​led out from be​ne​ath the sle​eves of his tight T-shirt.

    His mo​uth was a thin li​ne un​til he ca​ught sight of Ro​sie. Then it se​emed to re​lax.

    ‘I’m out​ta pet​rol,’ he re​ve​aled, in a ho​ar​se but ple​asant vo​ice. ‘Are you he​adin for . . .’ He jer​ked his thumb.

    ‘The Hill?’ sa​id Del che​er​ful​ly. ‘Hop in. This is the Bro​ken Hill exp​ress.’

    Linda le​aned for​ward a lit​tle, as if to pro​test, but she didn’t ne​ed to be​ca​use the truck dri​ver he​si​ta​ted. His ga​ze ran over

    Louise, Pe​ter, Ro​sie. His eyes we​re blo​ods​hot.

    ‘There’s no ro​om,’ he ras​ped.

    ‘Plentya ro​om,’ Del rep​li​ed. ‘It’s a wa​gon. Mong​rel can go back the​re with the bags, and one a the kids can hop in front he​re. No wor​ri​es.’

    ‘But Del -’ Lin​da be​gan, lo​oking ner​vo​us. Del in​ter​rup​ted be​fo​re she co​uld pro​ce​ed.

    ‘He’s in the sa​me bo​at as you, darl. Wo​uldn’t wan​na le​ave ’im.’

    ‘Do you ha​ve a CB ra​dio?’ No​el sud​denly as​ked. He was ad​dres​sing the truck dri​ver. ‘Or a sa​tel​li​te pho​ne, may​be - so​met​hing li​ke that? Our mo​bi​le do​esn’t work out he​re, but if we co​uld call the NRMA, we co​uld ar​ran​ge so​met​hing abo​ut our car.’

    The truck dri​ver lo​oked stran​ge. Watc​hing him, Pe​ter be​ca​me mo​re and mo​re con​vin​ced that so​met​hing was wrong. The guy’s bre​at​hing was er​ra​tic, his fa​ce was sme​ared with dirt, his eyes we​re slightly gla​zed. He se​emed dist​rac​ted, and kept stra​igh​te​ning up to pe​er aro​und him be​fo​re lo​we​ring his he​ad aga​in, so that it was al​most le​vel with Del’s.

    Instead of ans​we​ring No​el, he as​ked ab​ruptly: ‘Did you run out​ta gas?’

    ‘That’s right,’ No​el res​pon​ded. ‘We we​re he​ading for Mil​du​ra, and we -’

    ‘Headin for Mil​du​ra?’ The truck dri​ver’s vo​ice was so sharp that Lin​da flinc​hed. Pe​ter, who saw the guy’s knuck​les whi​ten whe​re he was grip​ping the ed​ge of the win​dow, won​de​red une​asily if he was mad. An ac​tu​al nut​ca​se. He was cer​ta​inly be​ha​ving in a very we​ird way.

    ‘Look, ma​te, ya co​min or not?’ Del so​un​ded testy. ‘We can’t wa​it aro​und.’

    ‘There’s so​met​hing wrong,’ the truck dri​ver blur​ted out.

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘There - the​re’s be​en a sho​otin.’

    ‘What?’ 
    Peter gas​ped. His mot​her grab​bed Lo​u​ise. ‘No​el!’ she exc​la​imed, but No​el lif​ted his hand. The truck dri​ver was still tal​king, his vo​ice uns​te​ady.

    ‘There’s a pro​perty down the ro​ad - you mus​ta pas​sed it. Thorn​da​le. I went down the​re for help with two blo​kes - they pic​ked me up - the​re we​re bo​di​es on the ro​ad -’

    ‘Hang on,’ Del in​te​rj​ec​ted. ‘The​re’s kids in he​re, wa​it.’ She un​latc​hed her se​at​belt and pus​hed open her do​or, ca​using the truck dri​ver to step back. Lin​da suc​ked in a lung​ful of air, so qu​ickly that she dis​tur​bed Ro​se, who ut​te​red a pla​in​ti​ve pro​test. The dri​ver’s do​or ban​ged shut. Pe​ter swal​lo​wed.

    A sho​oting?

    ‘I don’t li​ke this,’ Lin​da his​sed at No​el. Del and the truck dri​ver we​re mo​ving away from the car, Del hitc​hing up a pa​ir of sag​ging, gre​yish track-pants. She had left her keys in the ig​ni​ti​on, and the he​ad​lights on. ‘No​el? What are you do​ing?’

    ‘I’d bet​ter see what’s up.’

    ‘Noel!’

    ‘It’s all right, Lin​da, just stay with the kids.’

    Peter’s dad clim​bed from his se​at wit​ho​ut clo​sing the do​or be​hind him. He pas​sed in front of the he​ad​lights, which ble​ac​hed the co​lo​ur from his ma​uve T-shirt, and threw odd sha​dows ac​ross his fa​ce.Mong​rel whi​ned.The old dog stuck his he​ad out of Del’s win​dow, his he​avy pink ton​gue un​fur​led li​ke a limp flag. His mist​ress was stan​ding a few met​res in front of the car, tal​king to the curly-ha​ired truck dri​ver.

    Noel jo​ined them ten​ta​ti​vely, but so​on be​ca​me ab​sor​bed in​to the con​ver​sa​ti​on - which was a se​ri​o​us one, to jud​ge from the body lan​gu​age. Pe​ter knew his fat​her; he knew what it me​ant when No​el co​ve​red his mo​uth with a clenc​hed fist. The truck dri​ver was hug​ging him​self li​ke so​me​one chil​led to the bo​ne, and Del’s hands kept mo​ving, from her hips to her ha​ir to her col​lar to her poc​kets and back to her hips aga​in. On​ce she po​in​ted, and the truck dri​ver po​in​ted too. On​ce she to​ok off her hat and wi​ped her fo​re​he​ad, be​fo​re jam​ming her hat back on​to her scalp, pul​ling its brim down al​most fi​er​cely. On​ce they all glan​ced to​wards the car, and then Del sho​ok her he​ad, and they lo​oked away aga​in.

    ‘What’s go​ing on?’ Lo​u​ise as​ked, very qu​i​etly.

    ‘I don’t know.’ Lin​da co​uldn’t ta​ke her eyes off No​el. ‘Shh.’

    ‘Mum? I don’t li​ke it he​re.’ Lo​u​ise’s vo​ice was shrill, and Lin​da put an arm aro​und her sho​ul​ders.

    ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

    ‘Has so​me​one be​en shot?’

    ‘Shh, Lo​u​ise!’ Lin​da jer​ked her he​ad at Ro​sie, who was still half as​le​ep, her eyes dull and groggy un​der he​avy lids. Pe​ter gna​wed at a thumb​na​il. Things we​re get​ting out of hand. So​met​hing was wrong. He wis​hed des​pe​ra​tely that he was at ho​me, tuc​ked up in bed, with a full sto​mach.

    ‘I’m hungry,’ Ro​sie mo​aned.

    ‘Soon, swe​etie. So​on.’

    ‘I’m hungry now.’

    Mongrel’s whi​ne be​ca​me lo​uder - mo​re in​sis​tent - and Pe​ter re​ali​sed why: Del was he​ading back to the car. She wal​ked briskly, frow​ning, with the truck dri​ver at her he​els. Upon re​ac​hing the dri​ver’s do​or, she yan​ked it open and ges​tu​red at Mong​rel.

    ‘Hup!’ she snap​ped. ‘C’mon!’

    Mongrel sat pan​ting, his eyes li​qu​id.

    ‘Git!’ Del snap​ped, snatc​hing at his col​lar. She drag​ged him on​to the ro​ad and aro​und to the back of the sta​ti​on wa​gon, whe​re she for​ced him in​to his wic​ker bas​ket. The​re was a lot of scra​ping and grun​ting and whim​pe​ring, and even a few mut​te​red ‘Christs’, which Pe​ter pre​ten​ded to ig​no​re. It wasn’t hard, be​ca​use ot​her pe​op​le we​re tal​king. Le​aning in​to the car, No​el ad​dres​sed his fa​mily over the top of the front se​at.

    ‘Alec’s co​ming with us,’ he dec​la​red, fi​xing his wi​fe with an in​tent, war​ning ga​ze. ‘He can squ​e​eze in front with me, all right?’

    ‘Will the​re be ro​om?’ Lin​da as​ked, mo​re as if she was ra​ising an obj​ec​ti​on than se​eking to be re​as​su​red. But No​el was firm.

    ‘He can’t stay he​re. Be​li​eve me, we can’t le​ave him he​re.’ He mo​ut​hed the word ‘la​ter’, be​fo​re sli​ding in​to the cent​re of the front se​at. ‘Alec? This is Lin​da, my wi​fe, and this is Pe​ter and Lo​u​ise and Ro​sie.’

    Alec nod​ded, mumb​ling a sa​lu​ta​ti​on. He threw his we​ight in​to the se​at for​merly oc​cu​pi​ed by No​el, ca​using gri​ef to the car’s an​ci​ent sus​pen​si​on. Springs cre​aked. The who​le car wob​bled.

    Alec slam​med his do​or just as Del ope​ned the one on the dri​ver’s si​de. She pus​hed so​met​hing long and dark ac​ross the men’s kne​es. It to​ok Pe​ter a few se​conds to re​ali​se that he was lo​oking at a rif​le.

    ‘Del!’ Lin​da scre​ec​hed. ‘What are you do​ing?’

    ‘It’s me .303,’ Del rep​li​ed, in the puz​zled to​ne of so​me​one sta​ting the ob​vi​o​us.

    ‘Don’t bring it in he​re!’

    ‘It co​uld be dan​ge​ro​us,’ No​el ad​ded ner​vo​usly. ‘Dri​ving with a lo​aded gun . . .’

    ‘It’s not lo​aded.’ With a grunt, Del squ​e​ezed her​self be​hind the ste​ering whe​el. ‘I’ve got the ma​ga​zi​ne right he​re, see?’ Then she shut her do​or, and pas​sed a small, black box to Alec. ‘I rec​kon yiz can sho​ot, eh? One a the​se things?’

    Alec nod​ded.

    ‘It’s spring lo​aded. Bit stiff.’ So was the ge​ars​tick, which Del had to sho​ve and jerk be​fo​re she co​uld gu​ide her Ford back on​to the ro​ad. ‘Yiz’ll ha​ve to gi​ve the ma​ga​zi​ne a go​od, hard whack be​fo​re it’ll sli​de in -’

    ‘Del,’ Lin​da in​te​rj​ec​ted (and Pe​ter co​uld tell that she was trying very hard to ke​ep her vo​ice le​vel) ‘I’d rat​her you put that gun away. You’re sca​ring the child​ren.’

    ‘With a Lee En​fi​eld? Nah.’ Del tos​sed a qu​ick grin over her sho​ul​der. ‘I bet this lit​tle blo​ke wants a hold, don’t ya, darl? Boys lo​ve guns.’

    Peter won​de​red if he was sup​po​sed to reply. Wha​te​ver he de​ci​ded to say, it wo​uld cer​ta​inly of​fend so​me​one. For​tu​na​tely, ho​we​ver, Lin​da ans​we​red for him.

    ‘We don’t be​li​eve in guns,’ she dec​la​red stiffly.

    ‘Zat so?’

    ‘Whatever the prob​lem might be,’ Lin​da went on, ‘a gun isn’t go​ing to sol​ve anyt​hing.’

    ‘Well, ya co​uld be right,’ Del res​pon​ded phi​lo​sop​hi​cal​ly, as Alec fid​dled with the .303. He crad​led its butt aga​inst his sho​ul​der, squ​in​ting down the bar​rel, which was thrust out the win​dow. Then he drop​ped the butt on the flo​or bet​we​en his kne​es, so that the bar​rel was scra​ping the ce​iling, and strug​gled to push the ma​ga​zi​ne ho​me. ‘But I don’t wan​na ta​ke chan​ces,’ Del fi​nis​hed. ‘Not when the​re’s anot​her gun aro​und.’

    ‘Another gun?’

    ‘Later,’ sa​id No​el.

    Silence fell. The only so​unds we​re Mong​rel’s whi​ning, Ro​sie’s sno​res, and the ‘click’ of a rif​le bolt, which Alec was tes​ting.

    They dro​ve on thro​ugh the thic​ke​ning dark​ness.

    

    

CHAPTER 9 
    

    At last Ross con​ce​ded that so​met​hing was not right. He didn’t ha​ve much cho​ice, be​ca​use they had run out of pet​rol. ‘It do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se,’ he kept re​pe​ating. ‘We sho​uld ha​ve be​en the​re by now. We sho​uld ha​ve be​en the​re!’

    Thin-lipped, Ver​lie ma​de no res​pon​se. The car had rol​led to a stands​till, drif​ting on​to the dusty ver​ge whi​le the ca​ra​van bob​bed and swa​yed dan​ge​ro​usly be​hind it. Now they we​re be​cal​med in a set​tling clo​ud of dust.

    And it was get​ting dark out​si​de.

    ‘That map must be wrong,’ Ross con​ti​nu​ed. ‘I’m go​ing to sue the prin​ters.’

    ‘Oh stop it, Ross.’

    ‘This do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se , Ver​lie!’ he exc​la​imed, co​lo​ur mot​tling his fa​ce. ‘Not un​less the map is in​cor​rect!’

    ‘Well, don’t get in a sta​te abo​ut it. The​re’s not​hing we can do now.’ Ver​lie sig​hed, rub​bing her wrist ac​ross her fo​re​he​ad. ‘At le​ast we ha​ve a ca​ra​van to sle​ep in. Sup​pli​es. A camp sto​ve. What abo​ut that po​or fa​mily we left back the​re?’

    ‘I told you,’ sa​id Ross, ‘it wasn’t my fa​ult. Ac​cor​ding to the map, we we​re less than half an ho​ur -’

    ‘I know , Ross. I know. I just wish we’d told them that the farm was wit​hin wal​king dis​tan​ce, that’s all. At the very le​ast.’

    They strug​gled out of the car, stiff-jo​in​ted, and ma​de pre​pa​ra​ti​ons. Ross kept as​su​ring Ver​lie that so​me​one wo​uld be along so​on - that he wo​uld flag down the next pas​sing car, and re​qu​est that the dri​ver con​tact so​me​one abo​ut the​ir plight - but Ver​lie ig​no​red him. Even if so​me​one was dri​ving in the out​back at night, and hap​pe​ned to en​co​un​ter them in the next fif​te​en mi​nu​tes, res​cue wo​uld still be a long way off. They we​re mi​les from anyw​he​re, and dusk was fal​ling. The smart thing to do was to ma​ke din​ner and pre​pa​re for a bit of a wa​it.

    The ca​ra​van, un​tet​he​red, lurc​hed from si​de to si​de as Ver​lie pot​te​red abo​ut fin​ding spag​het​ti, kni​ves, oni​ons.

    ‘I’ve left the ha​zard lights on, but it’s go​ing to dra​in the bat​tery,’ Ross ob​ser​ved. He was ligh​ting the camp-sto​ve, at Ver​lie’s re​qu​est. ‘I’ll ha​ve to turn them off, in a mi​nu​te.’

    ‘As so​on as you get that go​ing, I’ll bo​il wa​ter for tea. I ne​ed a cup of tea.’

    ‘I just ho​pe we don’t get so​me idi​ot plo​ug​hing up our back​si​de in the dark. This ca​ra​van is so bulky, but I co​uldn’t bring it ac​ross any mo​re, be​ca​use of that ditch . . .’

    ‘I’ll put so​me wa​ter in the hot wa​ter bot​tles, as well. It’s bo​und to get cold, and the he​ater won’t work.’

    Verlie bo​iled up so​me spag​het​ti, then ope​ned a tin of bo​log​na​ise sa​uce, ad​ding a few ext​ra herbs to spi​ce it up. She al​so ma​de a sa​lad out of so​me let​tu​ce and rat​her limp ce​lery, wis​hing that she had stoc​ked up a bit mo​re; it was dif​fi​cult trying to chop ve​ge​tab​les in such bad light. She was wor​ri​ed abo​ut the Fer​gu​sons. They we​re pro​bably still stran​ded out the​re with tho​se po​or kids. Re​mem​be​ring what No​el had sa​id be​fo​re Ross in​ter​rup​ted him - so​met​hing abo​ut a three-ho​ur dri​ve from Bro​ken Hill - Ver​lie cur​sed her hus​band si​lently for be​ing such a know-all. He was right so of​ten that he simply wo​uldn’t ad​mit that so​me​ti​mes he co​uld be wrong.

    Oh well, she tho​ught, it’s an ad​ven​tu​re. I’ll be ab​le to tell ever​yo​ne abo​ut it when we get ho​me.

    ‘Verl!’ Ross’s vo​ice sud​denly pi​er​ced the enc​ro​ac​hing si​len​ce. ‘The​re’s so​me​one co​ming.’

    ‘Oh.’

    ‘Can you he​ar it?’

    Verlie lis​te​ned hard. Over the so​und of a tril​ling in​sect (a cric​ket of so​me sort, pos​sibly) she co​uld just ma​ke out a dis​tant hum. It was co​ming from the so​uth, and se​emed to be get​ting lo​uder. Le​aning out of the ca​ra​van’s do​or, she pe​ered down the ro​ad, which was be​ing swal​lo​wed up in a grey mist as the sun set. Was that a fa​int be​am of light?

    ‘It’s a car,’ she sa​id.

    ‘I’ll flag it down.’

    ‘Be ca​re​ful.’

    ‘Do you want to hitch a lift, or stay he​re and wa​it?’

    ‘Stay,’ Ver​lie rep​li​ed. She had ne​ver hitch​hi​ked in her li​fe be​fo​re, and didn’t in​tend to start now. Not at night. Not in the mid​dle of now​he​re. Not even if Ross was with her.

    Besides, what abo​ut the ca​ra​van? They co​uldn’t le​ave it he​re, to be rob​bed and van​da​li​sed. So​me​one was bo​und to ta​ke the te​le​vi​si​on and the vi​deo pla​yer, at the very le​ast.

    ‘That’s an old car,’ sa​id Ross, wa​ving his arms. ‘You can tell by the sha​pe of the he​ad​lights. Ahoy!’

    Wiping her hands on a tea-to​wel, Ver​lie des​cen​ded the sta​irs very ca​re​ful​ly (her kne​es we​ren’t what they had be​en) and jo​ined Ross at the ro​ad​si​de. The mo​ving ve​hic​le was al​most upon them, and sud​denly its he​ad​lights swer​ved si​de​ways, bo​un​cing and we​aving. With a puff of dust and a crunch of peb​bles, it eased to a halt be​hind the ca​ra​van.

    ‘Hello,’ so​me​one sa​id, over the no​isy rat​tle of an an​ci​ent en​gi​ne. ‘What hap​pe​ned to you?’

    The vo​ice so​un​ded va​gu​ely fa​mi​li​ar. But the​re we​re so many pe​op​le cram​med in​to the id​ling sta​ti​on wa​gon, and the light was so po​or, that for se​ve​ral se​conds Ver​lie was con​fu​sed. She didn’t re​cog​ni​se the car at all, and the pas​sen​ger ne​arest to her se​emed to be car​rying - was it a gun, that thing po​in​ted to​wards the sky? She was step​ping back​wards, her hand on her he​art, when she spot​ted a pa​le fa​ce at the re​ar win​dow. A child’s fa​ce.

    ‘Is that the Fer​gu​sons?’ sa​id Ross, in dis​be​li​ef.

    ‘That’s right.’ No​el Fer​gu​son le​aned ac​ross the man with the gun. ‘I don’t think we ever got yo​ur na​me, tho​ugh.’

    ‘R-Ross. Har​wo​od.’

    ‘And Ver​lie,’ sa​id Ver​lie.

    ‘Do you blo​kes know each ot​her?’ the dri​ver of the sta​ti​on wa​gon de​man​ded, in to​nes as harsh and un​lo​vely as the scre​ech of a rusty ga​te.

    ‘They stop​ped to help us ear​li​er,’ No​el exp​la​ined. ‘They we​re go​ing to put a call thro​ugh to the NRMA -’

    ‘The map’s wrong,’ Ross in​ter​rup​ted. He was now mo​re col​lec​ted, af​ter the ini​ti​al shock of en​co​un​te​ring the Fer​gu​sons aga​in. Ver​lie knew that he co​uld not ad​mit to the sha​me​ful truth wit​ho​ut first la​ying the bla​me on so​me​one el​se. ‘Accor​ding to the map, it sho​uld ha​ve be​en no mo​re than three and a half ho​urs from Mil​du​ra to Bro​ken Hill, and we we​re dri​ving for - oh, fi​ve ho​urs? So​met​hing li​ke that?’

    ‘Then you mus​ta be​en dri​vin blo​ody slowly,’ the dri​ver in​te​rj​ec​ted. ‘I co​uld prac​ti​cal​ly walk from Mil​du​ra to Bro​ken Hill in fi​ve ho​urs.’

    There was a sud​den sur​ge of ra​ised vo​ices: Ross’s, No​el’s, Lin​da’s. Ver​lie no​ti​ced that the scruffy man with the gun sa​id not​hing, and she was dis​tur​bed by this. He was sit​ting the​re li​ke De​ath at the Fe​ast, be​ing ut​terly ig​no​red, when his pre​sen​ce de​man​ded an exp​la​na​ti​on.

    ‘So you ran out of pet​rol too?’ No​el was sa​ying. ‘Well that’s odd. So did Alec, he​re. This is Alec. You may ha​ve no​ti​ced his truck.’

    ‘Yes, the truck. We saw that,’ Ross rep​li​ed. ‘But whe​re ha​ve you co​me from?’ he de​man​ded of the fe​ma​le dri​ver. ‘Ha​ve you co​me from Mil​du​ra?’

    ‘Yeah, and it’s ta​ken me just un​der three ho​urs.’

    ‘It can’t ha​ve.’

    ‘It blo​ody well did, ma​te.’

    ‘But it can’t ha​ve!’ Ross’s vo​ice was pitc​hed high. ‘The​re’s not​hing wrong with our car, it’s just be​en ser​vi​ced, and we we​re dri​ving clo​se to eighty the who​le way!’

    ‘You know, it’s odd,’ No​el sa​id, ‘be​ca​use we had exactly the sa​me ex​pe​ri​en​ce go​ing in the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on, and it didn’t ma​ke sen​se be​ca​use we did the who​le thing in less than fo​ur when we we​re dri​ving to Bro​ken Hill -’

    ‘Look,’ the dri​ver in​te​rj​ec​ted, ‘you blo​kes aren’t lo​cals, you migh​ta do​ne a de​to​ur so​mew​he​re, on so​me si​de ro​ad, but I’m tel​lin ya, I do​ne this dri​ve a mil​li​on ti​mes, it’s no mo​re than three, three and a half ho​urs do​or-to-do​or -’

    ‘I’m a lo​cal too,’ sa​id Alec.

    Everyone sta​red at him, inc​lu​ding Ver​lie. His eyes we​re shut. He lo​oked dra​ined and ti​red.

    The dri​ver - whom Ver​lie co​uldn’t see as mo​re than a den​se sha​dow, from her van​ta​ge po​int - tur​ned off the ve​hic​le’s en​gi​ne, and ad​dres​sed Alec.

    ‘You what?’ she sa​id.

    ‘I’m a lo​cal too,’ he re​pe​ated, his vo​ice low and husky. ‘I know this ro​ad. It’s me ro​ute, okay? I star​ted in Mil​du​ra this mor​ning with a se​ven-hund​red-lit​re fu​el lo​ad. And this is as far as I got.’

    To Ver​lie, such a re​ve​la​ti​on me​ant pre​ci​sely not​hing. She used the si​len​ce that fol​lo​wed it to spa​re a tho​ught for the child​ren, who se​emed ner​vo​us and was​hed-out. Her hus​band, ho​we​ver, cle​arly spent the ti​me mo​re pro​duc​ti​vely, tur​ning num​bers aro​und in his he​ad.

    ‘Is that nor​mal?’ he fi​nal​ly as​ked Alec. ‘How long did it ta​ke you?’

    ‘That can’t be right,’ the harsh-vo​iced dri​ver obj​ec​ted. ‘Nah. Se​ven hund​red lit​res - what are yiz dri​vin, a con​ta​iner ship?’

    ‘That’s why I flag​ged down tho​se two blo​kes,’ Alec con​ti​nu​ed, wit​ho​ut ans​we​ring eit​her qu​es​ti​on. ‘Chris and Gra​ham. They we​re he​adin for Bro​ken Hill, but we ne​ver got the​re. Dro​ve and dro​ve and ne​ver got the​re. Ran out​ta pet​rol. Re​fil​led. Kept go​in. Fi​nal​ly I got ’em to turn back, and track down a land li​ne. That’s why we . . .’ He jer​ked his he​ad, as if ever​yo​ne el​se knew the end of the story. But Ross didn’t.

    ‘Why you what?’ he de​man​ded. Ver​lie sen​sed a sud​den chan​ge in the at​mosp​he​re; she re​ali​sed that at le​ast so​me of the sta​ti​on wa​gon’s oc​cu​pants co​uld ha​ve fi​nis​hed Alec’s sen​ten​ce for him. Mo​re​over, from the way that No​el lo​we​red his he​ad and pur​sed his lips, she de​du​ced that the story’s en​ding wasn’t an en​ti​rely happy one.

    Before Alec co​uld exp​la​in, ho​we​ver, the dri​ver sud​denly in​ter​rup​ted. She sa​id to him: ‘Whad​da​ya sa​yin, ma​te? That we’ll ne​ver get to Bro​ken Hill?’

    There was a pa​use. Then Alec shrug​ged. ‘You co​uld try,’ he mumb​led.

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘I sa​id you co​uld try.’

    ‘What’s that sup​po​sed to me​an?’

    ‘Now don’t let’s get stroppy, Del, ple​ase,’ No​el bro​ke in. ‘Alec has had a to​ugh ti​me, you know that.’

    ‘Why?’ sa​id Ross. ‘What’s go​ing on?’

    Del and No​el exc​han​ged glan​ces. Lin​da le​aned for​ward, pla​cing one hand on the back of her hus​band’s se​at.

    ‘Excuse me - Ver​lie, is it?’ she sa​id.

    ‘Yes.’ Sto​oping a lit​tle, Ver​lie co​uld see Lin​da’s fa​ce. Light gle​amed along the brid​ge of her no​se, and the rim of one eye soc​ket. Her skin lo​oked gre​asy. ‘Yes, I’m Ver​lie.’

    ‘Are you co​oking so​met​hing, Ver​lie? I can smell fo​od.’

    ‘Oh!’ Ver​lie had for​got​ten her spag​het​ti. ‘Yes I am, as a mat​ter of fact -’

    ‘Well then, if we’re go​ing to sit he​re tal​king, co​uld we may​be ha​ve a bi​te to eat?’ Lin​da was spe​aking to the who​le gro​up. ‘Just for the kids, I me​an. They ha​ven’t eaten sin​ce lunch​ti​me, and the po​or things are star​ving, so if you ha​ve a bit to spa​re, Ver​lie, I’d be very gra​te​ful.’

    ‘Oh, of co​ur​se!’ Ver​lie exc​la​imed, disp​le​ased with her​self for not thin​king to of​fer a me​al so​oner. ‘Of co​ur​se, they must be ter​ribly hungry, it’s just spag​het​ti bo​log​na​ise, but I can easily stretch the sa​uce and co​ok up so​me mo​re pas​ta. And we’ve got bis​cu​its and fru​it . . .’

    There was a shif​ting of bo​di​es in the back se​at, and a chil​dish mur​mur of ap​pro​val. It was Del, ho​we​ver, who res​pon​ded.

    ‘I dun​no,’ she draw​led. ‘I dun​no if we sho​uld stop.’

    ‘We’re stop​ped now,’ Lin​da po​in​ted out. ‘It won’t ta​ke a mi​nu​te.’

    ‘Yeah, but who knows what might be co​min up be​hind? We’re sit​tin ducks, out he​re.’

    ‘Sitting ducks?’ sa​id Ross. He so​un​ded im​pa​ti​ent. ‘What the hell are you tal​king abo​ut?’

    ‘Listen.’ No​el ra​ised his hand, spe​aking calmly, firmly, cle​arly. ‘Lin​da, why don’t you and the kids go very qu​ickly with Mrs Har​wo​od and get so​met​hing to eat, whi​le Del and Alec and I gi​ve Mr Har​wo​od a run-down of what’s hap​pe​ned. You might li​ke to jo​in us yo​ur​self, in a mi​nu​te - you ought to he​ar the de​ta​ils.’

    ‘Okay.’ Lin​da nod​ded. ‘All right.’

    ‘Is that fi​ne with you, Del?’

    An exp​lo​si​ve sigh from the dri​ver’s se​at. ‘Ye​ah, I s’po​se so.’

    ‘Quick, then. Pe​ter? Off you go. You too, Lo​u​ise.’

    The child​ren tumb​led out of the sta​ti​on wa​gon, stag​ge​ring as the​ir fe​et hit the gro​und. Even in the dim​ness, Ver​lie co​uld see that the​ir clot​hes we​re crus​hed, the​ir ha​ir was ruf​fled and the​ir skin was damp. Lin​da exi​ted thro​ugh the do​or on the ot​her si​de of the ve​hic​le, still clutc​hing her yo​un​gest da​ugh​ter in her arms. The lit​tle one, Ver​lie saw, was half as​le​ep, her he​ad crad​led aga​inst her mot​her’s sho​ul​der.

    Verlie clic​ked her ton​gue.

    ‘Come this way,’ she sa​id. ‘You can all sit at the tab​le in the ca​ra​van. Ha​ve you be​en in a ca​ra​van be​fo​re?’

    ‘No,’ the boy rep​li​ed. ‘Do you think - co​uld we ha​ve a drink, ple​ase?’

    ‘Yes, of co​ur​se. I’ve got oran​ge ju​ice or co​coa ...wa​ter . . . wha​te​ver you li​ke.’

    Even with so much to ta​ke in and pro​cess, Ver​lie had re​ali​sed that the child​ren we​re be​ing pro​tec​ted from so​met​hing - from so​met​hing that had oc​cur​red to Alec, per​haps. His to​ugh ti​me, per​haps? No one was go​ing to talk abo​ut it whi​le the kids we​re aro​und, so they had to be dis​patc​hed. This re​ali​sa​ti​on ma​de her une​asy, but she co​uldn’t spa​re the mystery much tho​ught be​ca​use she had three hungry child​ren on her hands, and a li​mi​ted sto​re of pe​ris​hab​les. In​vi​ting her grog​gy-eyed gu​ests in​to the ca​ra​van, she drag​ged three lar​ge pla​tes from a high cup​bo​ard, as​king Lin​da if she wo​uld be kind eno​ugh to dra​in the spag​het​ti in​to the co​lan​der, but not let the wa​ter run down the plug​ho​le. Wor​king at top spe​ed, Ver​lie dis​hed out sa​lad and dres​sing. She ope​ned a tin of as​pa​ra​gus and dist​ri​bu​ted hand​fuls of Jatz bis​cu​its. She fo​und so​me sul​ta​nas.

    ‘Now you eat up qu​ickly,’ she inst​ruc​ted, af​ter sa​uce had be​en slap​ped on each ser​ving of spag​het​ti, ‘and you can ha​ve a pi​ece of cho​co​la​te for des​sert. If that’s all right with Mum?’

    ‘That’s fi​ne,’ Lin​da sa​id. ‘Ver​lie, I can’t thank you eno​ugh -’

    ‘No, no. Re​al​ly. It’s my ple​asu​re.’

    ‘I can pay you -’

    ‘Don’t be silly!’ Ob​vi​o​usly, Ver​lie de​ci​ded, they we​re ni​ce pe​op​le. That of​fer of mo​ney had clinc​hed it. Not that she’d had any do​ubts, re​al​ly: the child​ren we​re all ni​cely dres​sed, and the boy was po​li​te. But it was re​as​su​ring to ha​ve her opi​ni​ons con​fir​med. ‘Wo​uld you li​ke so​met​hing yo​ur​self, Lin​da?’

    ‘Oh - well - may​be just a co​up​le of bis​cu​its. Thank you so much.’

    ‘There’s spag​het​ti left. And so​me sa​uce -’

    ‘No, no. We’ve ma​de a big eno​ugh dent in yo​ur din​ner al​re​ady.’

    ‘Oh, we’ve got lots. I just ha​ve to co​ok it up. Are you su​re?’

    ‘I’m po​si​ti​ve.’ And then so​me​one tap​ped on the ca​ra​van si​ding.

    Alec was hungry. He had eaten al​most not​hing sin​ce bre​ak​fast, and had put in a lot of work sin​ce then. He was fuz​zy-he​aded - fa​ding fast. Ti​me had splin​te​red in​to lit​tle shards of bright and pa​in​ful ima​ges, each wrap​ped aro​und with so​me gut-wrenc​hing emo​ti​on: the half-se​ve​red wrist; the dusty out​li​ne of a rock, which he had be​en sta​ring at whi​le he hid be​hind the salt​bush; the sight of his truck, wa​iting pa​ti​ently whe​re he had left it; the ap​pro​ach of Del’s old Ford, from exactly the wrong di​rec​ti​on. But he had re​min​ded him​self that beg​gars can’t be cho​osers, and had flag​ged down the sta​ti​on wa​gon any​way, des​pi​te his ir​ra​ti​onal fe​ar that he was hitc​hing a lift with the gun​man. What an ef​fort it had be​en, wa​ving his arms at the on​co​ming ve​hic​le! All his ins​tincts had told him to run and hi​de.

    Fortunately, his ins​tincts had be​en wrong. Del was no kil​ler, des​pi​te the .303 in her pos​ses​si​on. No kil​ler wo​uld ha​ve han​ded so​me​one el​se her gun. As for the Fer​gu​sons, they we​re abo​ut as thre​ate​ning as a De​vons​hi​re tea. Dad, Mum and the kids - Alec fo​und the​ir pre​sen​ce re​as​su​ring, tho​ugh he hadn’t qu​ite sor​ted them out yet. His mind was on ot​her mat​ters, when it was wor​king at all. So​me things we​re cle​ar in his he​ad, as sharp as a jag​ged pi​ece of glass (his first glimp​se of the de​ad wo​man, for ins​tan​ce) but many of his tho​ughts we​re blur​red, scramb​led, full of va​cant patc​hes that pre​ven​ted him from an​ti​ci​pa​ting prob​lems or ar​gu​ing his way out of them. Events had slip​ped away from him, slowly but su​rely. He had me​rely re​por​ted the sho​oting, and had al​lo​wed Del to carry him off down the ro​ad to​wards Bro​ken Hill, des​pi​te everyt​hing he knew, des​pi​te the fact that they wo​uld al​most cer​ta​inly ne​ver re​ach the​ir des​ti​na​ti​on. Per​haps a new dri​ver had im​bu​ed him with fresh ho​pe. Or per​haps he had sen​sed, de​ep in his gut, that if he had star​ted to talk abo​ut ti​me lo​ops and re​tur​ning to Co​om​bah, he wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve be​en of​fe​red a lift in the first pla​ce.

    Not that re​tur​ning to Co​om​bah wo​uld ha​ve ma​de much dif​fe​ren​ce, by the so​und of things. The Fer​gu​sons had be​en he​ading for Co​om​bah, and had en​ded up stran​ded, with an empty tank. Qu​ite a fa​mi​li​ar story by now. If Alec had be​en fe​eling bet​ter, he might ha​ve con​cent​ra​ted mo​re on this vi​tal bit of in​for​ma​ti​on - as​ked for furt​her de​ta​ils, per​haps. Even tri​ed to work out what it might me​an.

    But he wasn’t up to that. Af​ter a day of bright sun, high dra​ma and low nut​ri​ent in​ta​ke, his bra​in was tur​ning to slud​ge. Fal​ling blo​od su​gar le​vels, pro​bably. Drawn by the si​ren scent of spicy bo​log​na​ise sa​uce, he had sur​ren​de​red the rif​le to Del’s ca​re, and with it the res​pon​si​bi​lity of exp​la​ining to Ross why, when they re​ac​hed Bro​ken Hill, they wo​uld be he​ading stra​ight for a po​li​ce sta​ti​on.

    When they re​ac​hed Bro​ken Hill? Hah. If they re​ac​hed Bro​ken Hill.

    Alec had ap​pro​ac​hed the ca​ra​van be​ca​use he li​ked the lo​ok of Ver​lie. She was one of tho​se wo​men who​se ap​pe​aran​ce al​ways pre​sa​ged things li​ke hot din​ners, cle​an she​ets and tuf​ted bath mats. His own mot​her had ne​ver be​en an as​su​red so​ur​ce of ho​mely tre​ats; he had be​en for​ced to rely on his Aunt Bri​dey for the freshly ba​ked but​terfly ca​kes, the croc​he​ted afg​han throws, the soft to​ilet pa​per. In a way, both Bri​dey and Ver​lie ga​ve him so​me idea of what Jani​ne wo​uld be li​ke in forty ye​ars. Co​uld that be why he was so in​fa​tu​ated with Jani​ne? Co​uld that be why Daryl had mar​ri​ed Jani​ne? Daryl too, had spent a lot of ti​me at Bri​dey’s as a kid. All the Mul​ler boys had ho​ve​red wist​ful​ly on the ed​ge of the warm, happy circ​le that se​emed a na​tu​ral ex​ten​si​on of Bri​dey - a circ​le that her al​co​ho​lic sis​ter had shun​ned.

    Bridey was no mo​re (she had di​ed of a co​ro​nary) but Ver​lie had the sa​me aura abo​ut her. Des​pi​te the fact that she was thin​ner than Bri​dey, and smal​ler, and mo​re con​ser​va​ti​vely dres​sed, she had the sa​me per​med grey ha​ir, the sa​me soft vo​ice, and the sa​me ing​ra​ined pro​mi​se of unen​ding do​mes​tic com​fort. Pur​su​ing Ver​lie, in a hun​ger-indu​ced da​ze, Alec ho​ped to be​ne​fit a lit​tle from any crumbs of fo​od that the child​ren might dis​card - even the smell of a freshly la​un​de​red to​wel or the yi​el​ding emb​ra​ce of a so​fa cus​hi​on wo​uld be wel​co​me af​ter such a ter​rib​le day.

    It was im​me​di​ately ap​pa​rent, ho​we​ver, that Ver​lie wasn’t ne​arly as ta​ken with Alec as Alec was with Ver​lie.

    ‘What is it?’ she exc​la​imed, her vo​ice sharp, as Alec ap​pe​ared at the ca​ra​van’s do​or. In​si​de, Alec co​uld see a ke​ro​se​ne lamp cas​ting a soft glow ac​ross a La​mi​nex bench top. Flo​ral cur​ta​ins hung at the win​dows, and the​re was a kind of bre​ak​fast no​ok, in​to which the three child​ren we​re cram​med, sit​ting on cus​hi​ons that matc​hed the cur​ta​ins. The​re was even a TV and a vi​deo pla​yer.

    Alec’s so​ul ye​ar​ned for a ses​si​on in front of the fo​oty, with a cup of tea and a bowl of pop​corn.

    ‘I ha​ven’t eaten sin​ce bre​ak​fast,’ he ple​aded, ho​ar​se with lon​ging. ‘Wo​uld you ha​ve so​met​hing you co​uld gi​ve me? Li​ke a roll, or so​met​hing? An ap​ple?’

    ‘You’re not brin​ging that gun in he​re!’ Ver​lie war​ned.

    ‘I won’t. I don’t ha​ve it. It’s not my gun.’ Ne​vert​he​less, only hun​ger co​uld ha​ve per​su​aded Alec to re​lin​qu​ish the we​apon, which had felt so com​for​ting prop​ped bet​we​en his kne​es. He was de​ter​mi​ned not to stray far from that rif​le. ‘I’ll pay you. I’ve got twenty bucks. He​re.’

    ‘Don’t be silly,’ Ver​lie rep​li​ed. She so​un​ded wary, but pas​sed him so​me bis​cu​its all the sa​me. They we​re fol​lo​wed by a mu​es​li bar, which Alec ate in two mo​uth​fuls, splut​te​ring his thanks.

    ‘Would you li​ke so​met​hing to drink?’ she qu​eri​ed. ‘May​be a cup of tea? We’ll ha​ve to use the spag​het​ti wa​ter, I’m af​ra​id.’

    ‘God, I’d kill for a cup​pa,’ Alec bre​at​hed, be​fo​re re​ali​sing that this was an un​for​tu​na​te cho​ice of words, in the cir​cums​tan​ces. Lin​da flas​hed him an in​tent, se​arc​hing lo​ok, whi​le Ver​lie frow​ned. ‘I me​an - yes, thanks. Thanks very much,’ he mumb​led.

    He hadn’t exactly be​en in​vi​ted in, but prop​ped him​self aga​inst the do​or-jamb, mo​ving asi​de a lit​tle when Lin​da brus​hed past him on her way to re​j​o​in the ot​hers. (‘Just to find out what’s go​ing on,’ she exp​la​ined.) The three kids, lo​oking hap​pi​er now that they we​re pac​king the​ir sto​machs, ga​zed at Alec with iden​ti​cal​ly sha​ped pa​irs of eyes, set abo​ve fu​ri​o​usly wor​king jaws. They sa​id not​hing.

    ‘There you go,’ Ver​lie re​mar​ked, pre​sen​ting him with a chi​na mug con​ta​ining hot wa​ter and a te​abag. ‘I don’t know what it’s go​ing to tas​te li​ke, mind you. Milk and su​gar?’

    ‘Milk. Ple​ase.’

    ‘It’s that long-li​fe stuff.’

    ‘I don’t ca​re.’ Anyt​hing even re​mo​tely re​semb​ling a cup of tea was fi​ne by Alec. When it was re​ady, he to​ok a big gulp, and clo​sed his eyes to sa​vo​ur the pe​net​ra​ting warmth of it. Every knot​ted musc​le in his fa​ce re​la​xed. He he​aved a gre​at sigh.

    ‘Bloody hell, that’s go​od.’ Words fa​iled him; he co​uldn’t exp​ress the true depth of his gra​ti​tu​de. ‘I owe you, Mrs - um -’

    ‘Harwood.’

    ‘Harwood. Thanks.’

    ‘You’re wel​co​me.’

    She had tha​wed a lit​tle, but not to the po​int whe​re she was wil​ling to al​low him past the thres​hold. That much was cle​ar. So he tur​ned to go, pa​using only when one of the kids - the boy - sud​denly ad​dres​sed him.

    ‘Mr Mul​ler?’

    ‘Er - ye​ah?’ It was a long ti​me sin​ce an​yo​ne had cal​led Alec Mr Mul​ler. He’d had to stop and think for a mo​ment, be​fo​re repl​ying. ‘What’s up?’

    ‘Do you think so​met​hing stran​ge is hap​pe​ning?’

    Alec eyed the boy wa​rily. He se​emed a nor​mal eno​ugh kid, dres​sed in Kmart clot​hing; not a bush exp​lo​rer or a fo​oty pla​yer, ob​vi​o​usly, but mo​re of what Alec had al​ways clas​si​fi​ed as a ‘com​pu​ter type’, be​ca​use he had that pa​le, qu​i​et, se​ri​o​us lo​ok of a kid mo​re at ho​me with mo​dems and sci​en​ce ex​pe​ri​ments than knee pads and air rif​les.

    Nevertheless, nor​mal or not, he had hit the na​il on the he​ad, as far as Alec was con​cer​ned. Un​li​ke Del, or No​el, or Ross, he had cut right to the cha​se. And that spo​oked Alec.

    ‘What do you me​an?’ Alec mumb​led.

    ‘I me​an the way we can’t se​em to get to Bro​ken Hill. Or Co​om​bah. Any of us.’

    Alec grun​ted. Ver​lie sa​id, ‘We’ll get the​re, Pe​ter, don’t you worry.’

    ‘But do you think we can, Mr Mul​ler?’ the boy pres​sed, his soft brow puc​ke​red. ‘Back when we we​re in the car, it so​un​ded li​ke you didn’t think so.’

    ‘Did it?’

    ‘You so​un​ded ...sort of ...Idun​no . . .’

    ‘Yeah, well.’ Alec chic​ke​ned out, bac​king down the ca​ra​van steps. ‘You don’t wan​na pay any at​ten​ti​on to me,’ he sa​id. ‘It’s yo​ur mum and dad you sho​uld be lis​te​nin to.’ He fled, then, unab​le to tack​le the is​sue of ti​me lo​ops and mag​ne​tic fi​elds in front of Ver​lie. When he re​ac​hed the gro​up by the sta​ti​on wa​gon, he saw that No​el had his arm aro​und his wi​fe’s sho​ul​der. She was pretty easy on the eye for an ol​der wo​man, with smo​oth brown skin and vi​vid co​lo​uring and gre​at legs (Alec eyed them ap​pre​ci​ati​vely), but she al​so lo​oked li​ke a bit of a hand​ful. In fact, she re​min​ded Alec va​gu​ely of Mic​hel​le, tho​ugh Mic​hel​le wo​uldn’t ha​ve be​en se​en de​ad in that T-shirt.

    Linda se​emed to be ar​gu​ing with Ross.

    ‘I wo​uld ha​ve tho​ught that the​re we​re mo​re im​por​tant things than yo​ur ca​ra​van,’ she was sa​ying. ‘Li​ke yo​ur li​ves, for ins​tan​ce.’

    ‘Obviously,’ he re​tor​ted. ‘But it was a ma​j​or in​vest​ment, and I’d pre​fer not to le​ave it he​re. Es​pe​ci​al​ly with a mad gun​man on the prowl.’

    ‘But Del just sa​id!’ Lin​da pro​tes​ted. ‘You’re go​ing to eat up mo​re of her pet​rol, pul​ling that thing!’

    ‘Ross un​ders​tands the si​tu​ati​on, Lin​da.’ No​el squ​e​ezed his wi​fe’s arm. ‘It’s his de​ci​si​on.’

    ‘It’s Ver​lie’s de​ci​si​on too!’ Lin​da snap​ped. ‘She do​esn’t even know abo​ut this gun​man, yet! She might pre​fer to mo​ve fas​ter and furt​her, when it co​mes to get​ting out of he​re, don’t you think?’

    ‘I’ll ask her,’ Ross sa​id gruffly, and Del ob​ser​ved, ‘It’s yo​ur cho​ice. I’ve got two cans of spa​re, so I can gi​ve yiz a top-up. What yiz do with it is yo​ur bu​si​ness.’

    ‘I’ll pay for it, of co​ur​se.’ Ross’s to​ne was pom​po​us.

    ‘Bloody oath, ya will.’

    ‘And I’ll go and tell Ver​lie what we’ve de​ci​ded to do.’

    As Ross wal​ked away, Alec de​ci​ded that he didn’t li​ke the guy very much. Ross se​emed to think that he was bet​ter than ever​yo​ne el​se, and mo​ved as if he had a stick up his ar​se. ‘What ha​ve we de​ci​ded to do?’ Alec in​qu​ired of No​el, who was still emb​ra​cing his wi​fe with one arm.

    It was she who rep​li​ed, her fa​ce a comp​lex map of emo​ti​ons: an​xi​ety, fe​ar, an​ger, fa​ti​gue.

    ‘We’re get​ting out of he​re as fast as we can,’ she sa​id. ‘We’re go​ing stra​ight to the po​li​ce. God, I can’t be​li​eve this is hap​pe​ning.’

    ‘Del’s gi​ving Ross so​me pet​rol,’ No​el ad​ded, by way of exp​la​na​ti​on, ‘so he do​esn’t ha​ve to stay out he​re. It wo​uldn’t be wi​se, I don’t think - do you?’

    Alec had no opi​ni​on on the su​bj​ect. He was too ti​red. Dra​ining his mug, he star​ted to​wards the ca​ra​van. But Del stop​ped him.

    ‘You wan​na get that jer​ry can out​ta the bac​ka me car?’ she in​qu​ired. ‘Or dja wan​na stand gu​ard whi​le I do it?’

    ‘Stand gu​ard?’ Alec re​pe​ated, stu​pidly.

    ‘Take the gun, I me​an. In ca​se so​me​one starts ta​kin pot shots at us.’

    ‘Oh. Right.’

    ‘I hardly think that’s li​kely,’ No​el obj​ec​ted. ‘I me​an, even if the

    - um - gun​man ac​tu​al​ly dri​ves past, what wo​uld be the po​int of sho​oting at us?’

    ‘What’s the po​in​ta sho​otin at an​yo​ne?’ Del re​tor​ted. ‘Ma​kes sen​se if you’re off yo​ur he​ad - which this blo​ke ob​vi​o​usly is, eh, Alec?’

    ‘Uh - ye​ah. I rec​kon.’

    ‘Oh God,’ Lin​da mo​aned. ‘This is just - this is un​be​li​evab​le. Why is this hap​pe​ning?’

    ‘Because they don’t lock the lo​oni​es up any mo​re,’ Del rep​li​ed che​er​ful​ly. Then she pas​sed her rif​le to Alec, who pas​sed his mug to Lin​da, who to​ok the mug - and her hus​band - back to the ca​ra​van. Del plun​ged in​to the re​ar end of her sta​ti​on wa​gon, from the depths of which she drag​ged a be​at-up jer​ry can of fa​intly mi​li​tary ap​pe​aran​ce.

    ‘Got a ho​se he​re so​mew​he​re, too,’ Del ob​ser​ved, pus​hing asi​de va​gue and sha​dowy sha​pes, so​me of which rol​led li​ke tins, so​me of which clan​ked li​ke to​ols.‘He​re it is.Tho​ught so.Ne​ver go anyw​he​re wit​ho​ut anyt​hing, that’s what I al​ways say. Torch is in the glo​ve box. So who dja work for, darl? Or are yiz on yo​ur own?’

    ‘Gary Rad​ford and Sons.’

    ‘Oh, ye​ah. He​ard abo​ut that lot. See ’em aro​und all the ti​me. Go​od pla​ce to work?’

    ‘I gu​ess.’

    ‘Here - help me with this, eh? No po​int wa​itin on that lot. They dun​no the​ir plugs from the​ir po​ints.’

    Alec he​si​ta​ted.

    ‘You can put the gun down,’ Del sa​id kindly. ‘It’s too dark to see much, any​way.’

    Alec didn’t want to re​lin​qu​ish that com​for​ting we​ight, with its warm ex​pan​se of po​lis​hed wo​od and its re​as​su​ringly mo​dern te​les​co​pic sight - a Lee En​fi​eld, no less, all sle​ek and black and bu​si​nes​sli​ke. But what Del sa​id was true: the sun had go​ne down, vi​si​bi​lity had de​te​ri​ora​ted, and as long as they all kept out of the high be​ams they we​re pro​bably sa​fe from any prow​ling sni​per.

    Placing the we​apon ca​re​ful​ly in the back of the Ford, Alec sa​id: ‘Are you gun​na ke​ep he​adin north?’

    ‘You got a bet​ter idea?’ Del draw​led. ‘He​re. Ta​ke the torch.’

    ‘If the​re’s a sta​ti​on, it’ll ha​ve a land li​ne.’

    ‘Yeah. But sin​ce we’re abo​ut twenty mi​nu​tes out​ta Bro​ken Hill, we might as well cha​se down the cop​pers our​sel​ves, don’t ya think?’

    Alec sa​id not​hing. What was the po​int? No one ever be​li​eved him un​til they’d wit​nes​sed the phe​no​me​non for them​sel​ves.

    He fo​re​saw a long night of dri​ving, with not​hing to show at the end of it.

    Peter wo​ke to the so​und of vo​ices. He had be​en dre​aming abo​ut scho​ol, a sur​re​al dre​am in which he had be​en trying to get to the to​ilets, only to be pre​ven​ted at every tur​ning: the boys to​ilets had be​en loc​ked; the staff to​ilets had be​en gu​ar​ded by a fu​ri​o​us sci​en​ce te​ac​her, who had de​man​ded that he go and pick up all the rub​bish that he had drop​ped; the girls to​ilets had be​en full of scre​aming girls. Upon re​ga​ining cons​ci​o​us​ness, Pe​ter re​ali​sed that he did ne​ed to empty his blad​der, ur​gently. But as he mo​ved to push his blan​kets off, he re​ali​sed that the​re we​ren’t any blan​kets. He wasn’t at ho​me in bed. He was in a car - Del De​egan’s car - and it was dark, and they we​re on the ro​ad to Bro​ken Hill.

    Only they had stop​ped, for so​me re​ason.

    ‘Wha . . . what’s go​ing on?’ he mut​te​red, blin​king and stir​ring. His ear was so​re, from the pres​su​re of the win​dow glass. His neck was so​re, too. ‘Mum? Are we the​re?’

    No one ans​we​red. He saw that Lin​da wasn’t in her se​at, any mo​re - that her do​or was open. Del was go​ne, too, and No​el, and Alec. Even Mong​rel. Tur​ning his he​ad, Pe​ter spot​ted them all be​hind the sta​ti​on wa​gon. They we​re stan​ding in the full gla​re of Ross’s he​ad​lights, tal​king and thro​wing the​ir arms aro​und.

    Peter chec​ked his watch, which was a di​gi​tal one, with lu​mi​no​us num​bers. One fif​te​en a.m. That was la​te. That was very la​te. He lo​oked at his sis​ters, who we​re both still fast as​le​ep. Lo​u​ise was lying with her kne​es tuc​ked in​to her chest, and her he​ad whe​re his mum’s lap sho​uld ha​ve be​en. Ro​sie was lying on the flo​or. Lin​da had pad​ded the flo​or with a qu​ilt and a pil​low from Ver​lie, and had co​ve​red Ro​se with a bath she​et.

    She was all cur​led up li​ke a baby kan​ga​roo in a po​uch.

    Quietly, ca​uti​o​usly, Pe​ter ope​ned his do​or. Af​ter he had clim​bed out of the sta​ti​on wa​gon, he didn’t clo​se the do​or aga​in - not fully - be​ca​use that wo​uld ha​ve ma​de too much no​ise. Even

    so, his mum he​ard him.

    ‘Peter!’ she sa​id. ‘What are you do​ing?’

    ‘Going to the to​ilet.’

    ‘Oh. All right. Don’t go far.’

    As if I wo​uld,he tho​ught.The co​untry be​yond the high be​ams was lost in dark​ness, with only the stars over​he​ad cle​ar and bright, but jud​ging from what Pe​ter co​uld see (dry grass and peb​bles, fro​zen li​ke burg​lars ca​ught in a spot​light), it was the sa​me as usu​al. Se​mi-arid, un​po​pu​la​ted, ap​pa​rently end​less. He shi​ve​red, and step​ped ca​re​ful​ly in​to the sha​dows. So​met​hing snap​ped un​der his fo​ot.

    ‘Watch out for sna​kes!’ Lin​da cal​led.

    ‘Yeah, ye​ah.’

    He won​de​red if the parc​hed earth wo​uld be gra​te​ful for his lit​tle de​po​sit. It didn’t ma​ke much no​ise. By the ti​me he had fi​nis​hed and had zip​ped up his pants, his he​ad was be​gin​ning to work aga​in. Had they run out of pet​rol? Had the an​ci​ent Ford bro​ken down?

    He jo​ined his pa​rents in the red gle​am of its ha​zard lights.

    ‘What’s the mat​ter?’ he as​ked, tug​ging at the hem of No​el’s T-shirt. ‘Why ha​ve we stop​ped?’

    ‘Shh. Just a se​cond.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘Wait, Pe​ter. Ple​ase.’

    ‘I’ll doss down in the bac​ka me Ford,’ Del was sa​ying. ‘Do​ne it a mil​li​on ti​mes. Got a sle​epin bag the​re, and everyt​hing. Alec can ha​ve the front se​at and No​el can ha​ve the ot​her one. No wor​ri​es.’

    ‘And the kids . . .?’

    ‘Can sle​ep in the ca​ra​van,’ Ver​lie dec​la​red. ‘Pe​ter can ha​ve Ross’s bed, and the girls can sle​ep on the flo​or, on qu​ilts. The​re’ll be just eno​ugh ro​om. You can ha​ve the ot​her bed, Lin​da, and Ross and I will sle​ep in the car.’

    ‘Oh no.’ Lin​da sho​ok her he​ad. ‘You’re not sle​eping in the car, Ver​lie, that’s not go​od.’

    ‘It’s all right. I’ll ta​ke the back se​at.’

    ‘Dad.’ Aga​in, Pe​ter pul​led at his fat​her’s clot​hing. ‘Are we stop​ping he​re?’

    ‘Yes. We’re stop​ping he​re.’

    ‘Until mor​ning,’ Lin​da ad​ded.

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Because so​met​hing blo​ody pe​cu​li​ar is go​ing on,’ Del bro​ke in, her vo​ice sharp. ‘We sho​ul​da be​en the​re long ago. It do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se.’

    ‘We must be on the wrong ro​ad,’ Lin​da sa​id qu​ickly, trying to re​as​su​re her son. ‘And sin​ce we can’t see whe​re we are, exactly, we’re go​ing to catch up on our sle​ep, a bit. Just un​til day​light.’

    ‘Stop. Re​vi​ve. Sur​vi​ve,’ Ver​lie re​mar​ked, qu​oting an RTA ad​ver​ti​sing cam​pa​ign. But Del was sha​king her he​ad.

    ‘We can’t be on the wrong ro​ad,’ she obj​ec​ted. ‘How can we be on the wrong ro​ad? It’s blo​ody bi​tu​men.The​re’s only one bi​tu​men ro​ad aro​und he​re. That’s what I’m sa​yin - eit​her we’ve got our​sel​ves tur​ned aro​und, fa​cin the wrong di​rec​ti​on, or so​met​hing’s comp​le​tely bon​kers.’

    ‘Yes, well, the​re’s no po​int dis​cus​sing that aga​in,’ Ross in​ter​rup​ted. ‘What we ha​ve to do now is get so​me sle​ep, be​ca​use ot​her​wi​se we won’t be ab​le to dri​ve, let alo​ne work out what’s hap​pe​ning.’

    ‘But do you think - you know - that may​be so​me​one sho​uld stay awa​ke?’ Lin​da sug​ges​ted, he​si​tantly. ‘I me​an - with the gun?’

    There was a bri​ef si​len​ce. Pe​ter re​ali​sed, with a sud​den chill, that most of the adults aro​und him we​re as lost and con​fu​sed as he was.

    ‘Oh, don’t worry abo​ut that,’ Del sa​id dis​mis​si​vely. ‘We got Mong​rel, eh boy? He’s a ter​ri​fic gu​ard dog.’ The old dog wag​ged his ta​il, pan​ting, as Del scratc​hed his he​ad. ‘Do​esn’t miss a thing.’

    ‘So we’ll just bed down, then?’ Ver​lie in​qu​ired. ‘And talk in the mor​ning?’

    ‘I think so,’ sa​id No​el. ‘Is that ag​re​e​ab​le to ever​yo​ne?’

    Ross grun​ted. Lin​da nod​ded. Ver​lie smi​led, and Del shrug​ged. Alec was sta​ring at the gro​und, the butt of Del’s rif​le tuc​ked un​der his arm, its bar​rel sag​ging to​wards the earth.

    ‘What abo​ut you, Alec?’ No​el as​ked. ‘What do you think?’

    Alec cle​ared his thro​at. He swal​lo​wed. Fi​nal​ly he sa​id: ‘I think we sho​uld he​ad for the ne​arest farm. Find a land li​ne. Call the cop​pers.’

    ‘Yes, of co​ur​se. That’s a sen​sib​le sug​ges​ti​on, but - was it Lin​da? - as Lin​da po​in​ted out, we can’t do much in the dark,’ No​el ob​ser​ved gently. ‘You’ve no obj​ec​ti​on to sle​eping in Del’s car, I ta​ke it?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Good. So we’re all ag​re​ed, then. Do​es an​yo​ne el​se ha​ve anyt​hing to say?’

    No one did. The tight lit​tle knot of bo​di​es be​gan to un​ra​vel, Ver​lie he​ading for the Ford, Lin​da for the ca​ra​van. No​el to​ok off his glas​ses and rub​bed his eyes.

    ‘Do you think we’re on the wrong ro​ad, Dad?’ Pe​ter as​ked him.

    ‘I don’t know. The​re has to be so​me exp​la​na​ti​on.’

    ‘Are we go​ing to stop at a farm, in the mor​ning?’

    ‘Probably. I don’t know.’

    ‘I can’t re​mem​ber se​e​ing one, can you? Not sin​ce the whi​te let​ter​box. Do you think we sho​uld go back the​re?’

    ‘I don’t know, Pe​ter! Ple​ase - it’s la​te, all right? Let’s not talk abo​ut this un​til we’ve had a bit of a rest.’

    Peter fell back, start​led. His fat​her was not a man nor​mal​ly gi​ven to edgy out​bursts; No​el was cle​arly far mo​re sha​ken than Pe​ter had re​ali​sed. All this talk of guns co​uldn’t be hel​ping, of co​ur​se, be​ca​use No​el re​gar​ded fi​re​arms with gre​at sus​pi​ci​on. And if so​me​one had be​en shot ...Pe​ter didn’t know exactly what had hap​pe​ned, be​ca​use no​body wo​uld tell him . . . but if so​me​one had be​en shot, and they we​re all stuck out he​re, unab​le to re​ach the po​li​ce or call a hos​pi​tal . . .

    ‘It’s all right, Pe​ter,’ No​el sa​id, ap​pa​rently trying to ma​ke amends for his brus​que res​pon​se to an in​no​cent qu​es​ti​on. ‘It’ll be okay. Just go and help Mrs Har​wo​od in the ca​ra​van. Things will get bet​ter in the mor​ning.’

    Peter wan​ted to be​li​eve that. He wan​ted very much to be​li​eve that they wo​uld so​on re​ach Bro​ken Hill, or that so​me​one wo​uld miss them and send out a se​arch party. Pe​op​le we​re bo​und to start as​king qu​es​ti​ons be​fo​re long, we​ren’t they? The Fer​gu​sons we​re ex​pec​ted ho​me to​mor​row, af​ter all. And Alec wor​ked for a big com​pany. His boss wo​uld be wan​ting to know whe​re he was.

    ‘What nor​mal​ly hap​pens when you don’t show up for work?’ Pe​ter as​ked Alec, stop​ping be​si​de the truck dri​ver’s si​lent and so​li​tary fi​gu​re just a short dis​tan​ce from the ca​ra​van. ‘Do they send out an alert, or so​met​hing?’

    Alec’s fa​ce was in sha​dow, and dif​fi​cult to re​ad.

    ‘I dun​no,’ he sa​id.

    ‘There must be ru​les abo​ut what to do, if you bre​ak down.’

    ‘You call for help.’

    ‘Did you call for help?’

    ‘I co​uldn’t. Me pho​ne’s de​ad.’

    ‘Oh.’

    They lo​oked at each ot​her for a mo​ment. So​met​hing abo​ut Alec’s sil​ho​u​et​te, with its tightly musc​led sho​ul​ders and the rif​le we​ig​hing down one arm, ma​de Pe​ter sud​denly blurt out: ‘You didn’t sho​ot an​yo​ne, did you?’

    ‘Me?’ Alec so​un​ded ap​pal​led. ‘Shit, no!’

    ‘Sorry.’

    ‘Why’s every​body lo​okin at me cross-eyed?’ Alec comp​la​ined. ‘I had not​hin to do with this! It’s not my fa​ult we’ve hit The X Fi​les, and now you all think I shot so​me​one? Gim​me a bre​ak!’

    ‘What do you me​an, The X Fi​les?’

    Alec clam​med up sud​denly.

    ‘Eh?’ he rep​li​ed, in an eva​si​ve man​ner.

    ‘You just men​ti​oned The X Fi​les. Do you think this is li​ke so​met​hing out of The X Fi​les?’

    ‘Oh, je​ez, I dun​no.’ Alec be​gan to walk away, but Pe​ter fol​lo​wed him, as​king qu​es​ti​ons.

    ‘I used to watch The X Fi​les. Why do you think this is li​ke The X Fi​les? What epi​so​de are you tal​king abo​ut?’

    ‘Peter!’ It was Lin​da. She was gu​iding a sle​epy-eyed, shuf​fling Lo​u​ise, whi​le No​el car​ri​ed Ro​sie. ‘Co​me and help set up the​se beds, ple​ase!’

    ‘I’m co​ming,’ sa​id Pe​ter, be​fo​re tur​ning back to Alec. ‘Do you think so​met​hing pa​ra​nor​mal is go​ing on? Is that what you think?’

    ‘Peter!’ 
    ‘I’m co​ming!’

    ‘Do what yo​ur mum says,’ Alec sug​ges​ted, and duc​ked in​to the Ford li​ke a rab​bit es​ca​ping down a dra​in​pi​pe. Fo​iled, Pe​ter had no cho​ice but to fol​low his pa​rents. He wo​uld ha​ve li​ked to qu​es​ti​on Alec furt​her. He had a fe​eling - he had al​ways had a fe​eling - that Alec knew mo​re than he was wil​ling to sha​re.

    Was it just that he didn’t want to talk abo​ut the myste​ri​o​us sho​oting, or was it so​met​hing el​se?

    Though it se​emed un​li​kely, Pe​ter sen​sed that Alec might be the one per​son, among all the pe​op​le in the​ir lit​tle gro​up, who wo​uld not auto​ma​ti​cal​ly dis​miss Pe​ter’s gro​wing sus​pi​ci​on that they we​re stuck on a kind of tre​ad​mill, li​ke cha​rac​ters in an old car​to​on, pas​sing the sa​me stretch of ro​ad​si​de (two tre​es, one rock, two tre​es, one rock) over and over and over aga​in.

    

    

CHAPTER 10 
    

    Verlie slept very po​orly that night, tho​ugh she did sle​ep in her own bed. Lin​da had re​fu​sed to ej​ect her from the ca​ra​van, in​sis​ting ins​te​ad that Pe​ter and Lo​u​ise lie on cus​hi​ons and do​onas dis​po​sed aro​und its flo​or. Lin​da her​self sha​red a bed with Ro​sie, and Ross la​id cla​im to the back se​at of his se​dan. So no one was for​ced to sle​ep sit​ting up, li​ke so​me un​for​tu​na​te air​li​ne pas​sen​ger in eco​nomy class, and Ver​lie sho​uld ha​ve enj​oyed at le​ast fo​ur or fi​ve ho​urs of un​dis​tur​bed slum​ber.

    But she didn’t. She was far too cons​ci​o​us of all the stran​ge bo​di​es oc​cup​ying the spa​ce nor​mal​ly re​ser​ved for her​self and Ross alo​ne. The child​ren’s he​avy bre​at​hing, the​ir rust​les and mo​ans, kept jer​king her awa​ke. What’s mo​re, she was cold. Her supply of bedc​lot​hes had be​en stretc​hed too thinly, for the ca​ra​van con​ta​ined only li​mi​ted sto​ra​ge spa​ce, and the tem​pe​ra​tu​re drop​ped as the ho​urs pas​sed. If the he​ater had be​en tur​ned on they wo​uld ha​ve be​en qu​ite com​for​tab​le, but of co​ur​se the​re was no po​wer supply. The​re wasn’t even a light. Lin​da and Ver​lie had both ag​re​ed that le​aving the ke​ro​se​ne lamp bur​ning was far too dan​ge​ro​us. As a re​sult, a den​se black​ness en​fol​ded them, and Ver​lie was af​ra​id even to get up and empty her blad​der in ca​se she ac​ci​den​tal​ly step​ped on one of the child​ren. For so​me​one who​se pel​vic flo​or musc​les we​ren’t strong (owing to the fact that she had gi​ven birth three ti​mes) a long wa​it for re​li​ef was al​ways dif​fi​cult. Lit​tle won​der that she slept only fit​ful​ly.

    When dawn fi​nal​ly ca​me - and with it a pe​arly light that se​eped in​to the ca​ra​van li​ke gas - Ver​lie was ab​le to ri​se and go to the to​ilet wit​ho​ut inj​uring an​yo​ne. Mo​desty had dec​re​ed that she we​ar, not her pyj​amas, but a fle​ecy-li​ned track​su​it to bed, and in this (plus a silk scarf and pa​ir of she​eps​kin slip​pers) she jud​ged her​self suf​fi​ci​ently pre​sen​tab​le to le​ave the ca​ra​van and se​ek out her hus​band, who had pro​bably slept no bet​ter than she. Ross, she knew, was fussy in his ha​bits. He li​ked cle​an clot​hes, a da​ily sho​wer, a ne​atly ma​de bed. He wo​uld comp​ro​mi​se his com​fort only so far; hen​ce the fact that he had ne​ver ta​ken his child​ren cam​ping, nor al​lo​wed them ac​cess to his north sho​re en​su​ite du​ring that sac​red half-ho​ur in the mor​ning when he was pre​pa​ring for the day. He had very spe​ci​fic re​qu​ire​ments as to in​ner springs and pil​lows, and Ver​lie was su​re that the back se​at of the​ir car wo​uld ha​ve af​for​ded him lit​tle com​fort.

    She was the​re​fo​re hu​gely surp​ri​sed when she pe​ered thro​ugh the re​ar pas​sen​ger win​dow (which was fros​ted with con​den​sa​ti​on) and saw that Ross was lying with his eyes clo​sed, cur​led up un​der a pla​id pic​nic blan​ket, his he​ad pil​lo​wed on Ver​lie’s er​go​no​mic back sup​port cus​hi​on.

    He wasn’t awa​ke af​ter all.

    Feeling a bit lost, she tur​ned from him. The air aro​und her was as fresh as pep​per​mint to​oth​pas​te, still and si​lent. The end​less vis​ta of dirt and salt​bush stretc​hed away in every di​rec​ti​on, each low, spiky out​li​ne slowly be​co​ming har​der and cle​arer as sun​ri​se ap​pro​ac​hed. Ver​lie won​de​red if she co​uld re​turn to the ca​ra​van wit​ho​ut dis​tur​bing its oc​cu​pants, and was de​ba​ting the wis​dom of go​ing back to bed (as op​po​sed to set​tling down in the bre​ak​fast no​ok with a torch, a mu​es​li bar and a de​tec​ti​ve story) when she he​ard Mong​rel growl be​hind her.

    He was ti​ed to the bum​per of Del’s old Ford, a bowl of wa​ter wit​hin easy re​ach. His ga​ze, she no​ti​ced, was tur​ned to the west; it was fi​xed on so​met​hing in the dis​tan​ce, so​met​hing that Ver​lie co​uldn’t see, not in the dim light, not wit​ho​ut her glas​ses. Wha​te​ver it was, tho​ugh, he didn’t li​ke it. His up​per lip was lif​ted slightly over ex​po​sed yel​low te​eth. His growl didn’t exp​lo​de in​to a bark or howl but kept rumb​ling away in his thro​at, as he slowly ra​ised him​self out of his bas​ket.

    ‘What is it?’ she mur​mu​red. ‘Mong​rel?’ Ner​vo​usly she tap​ped on the re​ar win​dow of the sta​ti​on wa​gon, tap​ped and tap​ped, whi​le the hack​les ro​se on Mong​rel’s neck and sho​ul​ders.

    ‘Del!’ she sa​id ho​ar​sely. ‘Del, wa​ke up!’

    There was a stir​ring from in​si​de the car: a shif​ting of sha​pes, a few grunts, a lo​ud thud. Then a bird che​eped so​mew​he​re, and Mong​rel stop​ped grow​ling. He still sto​od alert, his ears coc​ked, but his ap​pe​aran​ce was no lon​ger as alar​ming as it had be​en.

    The first rays of sun​light we​re gil​ding the ho​ri​zon.

    ‘Whassup?’ a vo​ice mumb​led. Ver​lie saw that No​el had wo​und down one of the Ford’s win​dows, and was pe​ering out, ruf​fled and ble​ary-eyed.

    ‘Oh,’ she sa​id. ‘It - it’s the dog.’

    ‘The dog?’

    ‘He’s ac​ting a bit stran​ge. At le​ast, he was ac​ting a bit stran​ge. He’s stop​ped, now.’

    Suddenly the dri​ver’s do​or pop​ped open, and Alec emer​ged.

    He was we​aring his je​ans and T-shirt, but pad​ded to​wards the ca​ra​van on ba​re fe​et, fid​dling with his fly. Ver​lie lo​oked away, an​xi​o​us to gi​ve him a bit of pri​vacy.

    The birds we​re qu​ite no​isy now, tho​ugh she co​uldn’t see any of them. It was al​most as if the bus​hes them​sel​ves we​re chir​ping.

    ‘What’s wrong with Mong​rel?’ Del as​ked. She too was le​aning out of a win​dow, her stiff grey ha​ir stic​king up li​ke the co​ar​se brist​les of an old straw bro​om. At the so​und of her vo​ice, Mong​rel aban​do​ned his post and bust​led to​wards the car, his ta​il whip​ping abo​ut fu​ri​o​usly.

    ‘Yeah, ye​ah, all right,’ sa​id Del. ‘I’ll get ya bre​ak​fast, just hang on a sec. What’s he be​en up to, has he pe​ed on so​met​hing?’

    ‘No,’ Ver​lie rep​li​ed, and desc​ri​bed Mong​rel’s cu​ri​o​us be​ha​vi​o​ur. By the ti​me she’d fi​nis​hed, Alec had re​tur​ned. Uns​ha​ven and red-eyed, he lo​oked mo​re dis​re​pu​tab​le than ever. He sto​od scratc​hing va​ri​o​us por​ti​ons of his ana​tomy whi​le Del - who was on her fe​et, at last - stretc​hed and gro​aned and adj​us​ted the ver​teb​rae in her neck with a nasty lit​tle click that ma​de Ver​lie gri​ma​ce.

    ‘Ah - blo​ody hell - me jo​ints aren’t what they used to be,’ Del mut​te​red, glan​cing down at her dog. ‘Well, I dun​no, Ver​lie. He se​ems all right now.’

    ‘Yes. I know. I just tho​ught I sho​uld men​ti​on what I saw . . .’

    ‘Could ha​ve be​en anyt​hing. A fox. A sna​ke. But we’ll ke​ep an eye out. Who’s got the gun?’

    ‘You ha​ve,’ Alec and No​el both cho​ru​sed. In his grubby T-shirt, with his brist​ling jaw and un​com​bed ha​ir, No​el was be​gin​ning to lo​ok al​most as wild as Alec. But as so​on as he don​ned his ste​el-rim​med spec​tac​les, his ap​pe​aran​ce chan​ged from that of a ga​unt and ha​iry, san​dal-we​aring men​di​cant to that of an ab​sent-min​ded pro​fes​sor too ab​sor​bed in his work to worry abo​ut per​so​nal gro​oming.

    It was mar​vel​lo​us what a dif​fe​ren​ce one pa​ir of glas​ses co​uld ma​ke.

    ‘You to​ok the gun to bed with you,’ No​el went on, in to​nes of rep​ro​of. ‘Re​mem​ber?’

    ‘Oh ye​ah.’ Del rub​bed the back of her neck, blin​king and win​cing. ‘Okay. Well, I’ll get that sor​ted. Is every​body up?’

    ‘No,’ sa​id Ver​lie.

    ‘What ti​me is it?’

    Noel con​sul​ted his watch.

    ‘About half past fi​ve.’

    ‘Bloody hell.’

    ‘We ought to de​ci​de what to do,’ sa​id No​el. ‘Sho​uld we start bre​ak​fast, and let the ot​hers sle​ep in, or sho​uld we wa​ke them up and get go​ing?’

    ‘Breakfast,’ Alec sud​denly blur​ted out. The start​led sta​res of his com​pa​ni​ons ma​de him flush, but he sto​od his gro​und. ‘I’m re​al​ly hungry,’ he ad​ded. ‘I hardly ate a thing yes​ter​day.’

    ‘And I co​uld do with a cup of cof​fee,’ No​el ad​mit​ted. ‘Ho​we​ver, that’s not re​al​ly the is​sue right now, is it? I me​an, the im​por​tant thing is to get out of he​re.’

    ‘Yeah, right,’ Del ag​re​ed, ‘but don’t for​get our lit​tle prob​lem. We used up mos​ta me blo​ody fu​el get​tin now​he​re last night. So let’s not was​te the rest of it cha​sin our own ta​ils, eh?’

    ‘What do you me​an?’ Ver​lie was rat​her fuz​zy-he​aded, owing to the fact that she hadn’t had a sho​wer or a cup of tea. ‘Do you me​an we’ve be​en dri​ving in circ​les?’

    ‘I dun​no. Whatc​ha think? I know Alec’s got a the​ory. He told us abo​ut it last night, in the car.’

    Glancing at Alec, Ver​lie saw his co​lo​ur chan​ge. A red wash mo​un​ted to his che​eks and fo​re​he​ad. He stop​ped scratc​hing his chest.

    ‘Alec do​esn’t think we’re ever gun​na get to Bro​ken Hill un​der our own ste​am,’ Del con​ti​nu​ed. ‘He rec​kons we sho​uld turn back and he​ad for the ne​arest sta​ti​on. Call the cop​pers from the​re. He rec​kons if we don’t, we’re gun​na get stran​ded.’

    Verlie frow​ned, won​de​ring what she had mis​sed. Su​rely tur​ning back was no so​lu​ti​on? They had co​me such a long way al​re​ady . . .

    ‘What non​sen​se,’ a vo​ice dec​la​red. Ver​lie jum​ped, and gas​ped, be​fo​re she re​ali​sed that Ross had jo​ined them. He was stan​ding right be​hind her. He had put on his sho​es and belt, but his ha​ir was in his eyes.

    ‘If we turn back, we’ll de​fi​ni​tely end up stran​ded,’ he sa​id. ‘If we push on, we sho​uld ma​ke it. We can’t be far away now.’

    ‘We aren’t,’Del re​tor​ted. ‘We we​ren’t last night,eit​her.Tro​ub​le is, we don’t se​em to be get​tin any clo​ser, no mat​ter how far we dri​ve.’

    ‘And that’s the thing,’ No​el bro​ke in, apo​lo​ge​ti​cal​ly. ‘I had the sa​me prob​lem yes​ter​day, go​ing the ot​her way. And so did Alec, he​ading north. And so did you, Ross. It’s pretty odd,don’t you think? I me​an, the​re must be so​me sort of exp​la​na​ti​on, but it’s cer​ta​inly very odd ...’

    ‘I don’t see how tur​ning back’s go​ing to help us,’ Ross obj​ec​ted, his vo​ice a mu​lish cro​ak. He was ne​ver at his best in the mor​ning, be​fo​re he’d had his sho​wer, his bre​ak​fast and a qu​i​et ten mi​nu​tes with a cup of cof​fee and a news​pa​per. Ver​lie ho​ped that he wasn’t go​ing to start snap​ping at pe​op​le. They we​re bo​und to ta​ke it badly, if he did.

    ‘We co​uld just stay he​re,’ No​el sug​ges​ted. ‘So​me​one’s bo​und to co​me along so​on.’

    ‘Yes, and may​be they’ll be co​ming from Bro​ken Hill,’ sa​id Ver​lie. ‘So they’ll be ab​le to tell us how far it is.’

    ‘Oh, they’ll be he​adin so​uth for su​re.’ Del nod​ded tho​ught​ful​ly. ‘It’s too early for north​bo​und traf​fic, un​less they got star​ted in the mid​dle of the night.’

    ‘I re​com​mend we he​ad for Bro​ken Hill, and stop if we see any cars or farms or ho​uses along the way,’ Ross de​ci​ded, emp​lo​ying his most aut​ho​ri​ta​ti​ve to​nes. ‘The only ot​her op​ti​on is to wa​it he​re - pre​su​mably so​me​one is go​ing to be mis​sed very so​on, and the po​li​ce will be no​ti​fi​ed. But even if that hap​pens, we might as well start mo​ving any​way. It can’t pos​sibly hurt.’

    Del and No​el and Ver​lie exc​han​ged qu​es​ti​oning glan​ces. Ver​lie tho​ught that Ross’s so​lu​ti​on ma​de sen​se. It even ga​ve them ti​me to ha​ve bre​ak​fast, and per​haps cle​an them​sel​ves up. Be​si​des, she was ner​vo​us. The pre​vi​o​us night Ross had told her all abo​ut the sho​oting in​ci​dent, and she was an​xi​o​us that they sho​uld put as much dis​tan​ce as pos​sib​le bet​we​en them​sel​ves and the si​te of the tra​gedy.

    Alec, ho​we​ver, was sha​king his he​ad.

    ‘You won’t get anyw​he​re,’ he gro​aned.

    ‘Of co​ur​se we will,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘The laws of physics dec​ree that we’ll ha​ve to get so​mew​he​re, Alec,’ No​el ap​pen​ded, pus​hing his glas​ses up his no​se. ‘It’s im​pos​sib​le not to.’

    ‘Yeah - if the laws of blo​ody physics are ac​tu​al​ly wor​kin,’ Alec grow​led.

    ‘Alec, we went in​to this last night,’ No​el sa​id gently, and Ver​lie won​de​red when that might ha​ve be​en - she didn’t re​call any dis​cus​si​ons abo​ut the laws of physics - be​fo​re it oc​cur​red to her that the is​sue must ha​ve be​en ra​ised af​ter Alec and No​el and Del had bed​ded down in the old sta​ti​on wa​gon. ‘This X Fi​les idea, well, it’s a the​ory,’ No​el con​ce​ded, ‘but I ha​ve to say it’s pretty low on the list -’

    ‘Okay, wa​it.’ Alec sud​denly threw up his hand. His vo​ice be​ca​me cle​arer - mo​re ur​gent. ‘Lis​ten. Yes​ter​day, when Chris - the blo​ke who pic​ked me up? When he tur​ned back, it was li​ke two ho​urs or so​met​hing sin​ce we left my truck, right? But when he tur​ned back, and dro​ve so​uth aga​in, we re​ac​hed my truck in li​ke ...I dun​no, may​be ten mi​nu​tes. It was li​ke we’d hardly go​ne any way at all. Li​ke we’d put in all that ti​me for not​hin.’

    He sur​ve​yed the fa​ces aro​und him. Ross’s was frankly scep​ti​cal. Del was frow​ning. Ver​lie didn’t know what to think - she was su​re that she lo​oked as be​wil​de​red as she felt.

    Noel rub​bed his che​ek.

    ‘Alec -’ he be​gan.

    ‘Just check it out, and see if I’m crazy,’ Alec in​ter​rup​ted. ‘Just hop in the car and he​ad so​uth. If you ha​ven’t re​ac​hed my truck in fif​te​en mi​nu​tes, then I’ll - well, I dun​no.’ He se​emed to se​arch for an ans​wer, in a con​fu​sed sort of way. ‘Then I’ll ad​mit I’m a lo​ony. Or the ti​me warp’s go​ne, or so​met​hing. Li​ke it di​sap​pe​ared over​night.’

    ‘Things do lo​ok bet​ter in the mor​ning,’ Ver​lie re​mar​ked, for no par​ti​cu​lar re​ason. It was an un​be​li​evably stu​pid thing to say. She blus​hed as fo​ur pa​irs of eyes swi​vel​led in her di​rec​ti​on. ‘Sorry,’ she ad​ded.

    ‘Be that as it may,’ sa​id Ross, tur​ning his at​ten​ti​on back to the rest of the gro​up, ‘I don’t see any po​int in ret​ra​cing our steps. Wha​te​ver Mr ...um...’ He had ob​vi​o​usly for​got​ten Alec’s sur​na​me, but didn’t let that de​ter him. ‘Wha​te​ver Alec may ha​ve ex​pe​ri​en​ced yes​ter​day, for wha​te​ver re​ason, it’s ne​it​her he​re nor the​re.’ (Cle​arly, from his to​ne, Ross at​tri​bu​ted stran​ge tem​po​ral ano​ma​li​es to drug ta​king or epi​lep​tic fits or so​me ot​her em​bar​ras​sing ha​bit.) ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t see the re​le​van​ce. Not to us.’

    ‘Well I do.’ Del spo​ke stri​dently, fol​ding her arms. ‘What if he’s right? What if it re​al​ly hap​pe​ned?’

    ‘Of co​ur​se it didn’t hap​pen,’ Ross res​pon​ded tes​tily. ‘How co​uld it?’

    ‘Easy. How co​uld the Red Sea part? Be​ca​use God or​de​red it to.’ Del be​gan to lec​tu​re Ross, who drew him​self up to his full he​ight, and lo​oked down his no​se at her. ‘God works in myste​ri​o​us ways, y’know. He works mi​rac​les. And I tell ya what, ma​te, so​met​hing pretty blo​ody pe​cu​li​ar is go​in on he​re.’

    ‘Oh, don’t be ri​di​cu​lo​us.’

    ‘Hey. Just a mi​nu​te. What gi​ves you the right to call me ri​di​cu​lo​us?’

    ‘Ross,’ war​ned Ver​lie. She put a rest​ra​ining hand on his arm, bes​to​wing an apo​lo​ge​tic smi​le upon Del as she did so. If Del was one of tho​se ma​nic born-aga​in Chris​ti​an types (a pos​si​bi​lity that Ver​lie wo​uld ne​ver ha​ve an​ti​ci​pa​ted, af​ter stud​ying Del’s ge​ne​ral de​me​ano​ur and ap​pe​aran​ce) then ar​gu​ing with her wo​uld be wor​se than use​less. It wo​uld simply put her back up, and ca​use end​less dif​fi​cul​ti​es. ‘I’m af​ra​id we’re no​ne of us at our best, just now,’ Ver​lie twit​te​red. ‘The im​por​tant thing is that we don’t lo​se our tem​pers.’

    ‘Yes, that’s right,’ No​el in​te​rj​ec​ted. ‘The wor​se thing we can do is ar​gue.’

    ‘I’m not ar​gu​ing,’ Del re​tor​ted, eye​ing Ross ba​le​ful​ly. Be​si​de her, Mong​rel shif​ted, and la​id his ears back. ‘I just wan​na know what ma​kes him so right all the ti​me.’

    Ross ra​ised both hands in a de​fen​si​ve ges​tu​re.

    ‘Okay, I’m sorry, I sho​uldn’t ha​ve sa​id what I sa​id,’ he sig​hed, wit​ho​ut a tra​ce of apo​logy in his vo​ice. ‘But be​fo​re we start tal​king abo​ut mi​rac​les, I think we sho​uld lo​ok for the ob​vi​o​us ans​wer, don’t you?’

    ‘Which is?’ Del in​qu​ired.

    ‘Well - that we sho​uld ke​ep he​ading north.’ Ross didn’t add the word ‘na​tu​ral​ly’, but it was the​re on his fa​ce. His exp​res​si​on sug​ges​ted that he co​uldn’t un​ders​tand why he was ha​ving to spell it out. Ver​lie knew that he didn’t me​an to be ru​de - he was just an​xi​o​us - and she win​ced as Del’s brow fur​ro​wed.

    Fortunately, ho​we​ver, it was No​el who jum​ped in first.

    ‘The thing is, Ross,’ he sa​id ten​ta​ti​vely, ‘whi​le pur​su​ing the re​aso​nab​le co​ur​se wo​uld se​em to be the ob​vi​o​us cho​ice in nor​mal cir​cum​s​tan​ces, I wo​uld ha​ve to say that events ha​ven’t exactly be​en nor​mal, ha​ve they? I me​an, I’m not impl​ying that a mi​rac​le or so​me such thing has oc​cur​red, I’m me​rely po​in​ting out that per​haps, in light of what’s be​en hap​pe​ning - which do​esn’t se​em to ac​cord with the ex​pe​ri​en​ce of the lo​cals among us - we sho​uld at le​ast con​si​der trying to con​firm or disp​ro​ve Alec’s cla​ims. If it’s not go​ing to ta​ke a lot of ti​me, or was​te a lot of pet​rol.’

    There was a long pa​use. Ver​lie, for one, was busy trying to in​terp​ret what had just be​en sa​id. By the lo​ok of it, so was ever​yo​ne el​se.

    At last Del dec​la​red, with gre​at as​su​ran​ce, ‘That’s right!’ And she fi​xed her cle​ar blue ga​ze on Ross, who ma​de a dis​mis​si​ve ges​tu​re.

    ‘Do what you li​ke,’ he scof​fed, tur​ning away. ‘It’s yo​ur de​ci​si​on. I’m just tel​ling you what we’re go​ing to do - my wi​fe and I. And we won’t be go​ing so​uth, un​less it’s for a blo​ody go​od re​ason.’

    He was ma​king for the ca​ra​van. Ver​lie hur​ri​ed af​ter him, catc​hing at his sle​eve, wis​hing that he wasn’t so dam​ned grumpy first thing in the mor​ning. May​be he was in such a bad mo​od be​ca​use he’d slept with his den​tu​res in. Or may​be he was get​ting wor​ri​ed and didn’t want an​yo​ne to know. ‘Ross,’ she sa​id, ‘the kids aren’t awa​ke.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘We can’t go in the​re, the kids aren’t awa​ke.’

    ‘Oh, for -’

    ‘Ross,’ sa​id Del, be​fo​re he co​uld gi​ve vent to his fe​elings. She step​ped for​ward, her hands on her hips, every li​ne of her pos​tu​re in​di​ca​ting a wil​ling​ness to ne​go​ti​ate. Ver​lie co​uldn’t help no​ti​cing the spa​re tyre aro​und her tummy. ‘Will you hang on he​re un​til me and Alec check this out? Eh? Gi​ve us - I dun​no - an ho​ur, say, we’ll nip down the ro​ad, see if we can spot Alec’s truck. If we can’t, then he’s wrong abo​ut be​ing ab​le to re​ach it aga​in in fif​te​en mi​nu​tes, and we’ll ta​ke it from the​re. Whad​da​ya rec​kon?’

    Verlie lo​oked at Ross. No​el cle​ared his thro​at. A cre​aking no​ise an​no​un​ced that so​me​one was pus​hing open the ca​ra​van do​or; Ver​lie swung aro​und to see Lin​da emer​ging.

    ‘Oh. Hel​lo,’ sa​id Lin​da. ‘I tho​ught I he​ard vo​ices.’

    She se​emed a bit da​zed, li​ke so​me​one who had slept he​avily. Ver​lie en​vi​ed her this. The yo​un​ger wo​man had a re​mar​kably re​si​li​ent air abo​ut her, which stem​med partly from the way her ha​ir bo​un​ced as she des​cen​ded from the ca​ra​van, and partly from her fresh co​lo​ur and vi​go​ro​us stri​de. She was but​to​ning up an oli​ve gre​en car​di​gan. ‘What’s go​ing on?’ she as​ked, with a yawn. ‘What ha​ve we de​ci​ded to do?’

    There was a bri​ef si​len​ce. Ver​lie wa​ited, and when no one res​pon​ded she fi​nal​ly an​no​un​ced: ‘Well, I’m go​ing to or​ga​ni​se so​me bre​ak​fast. If you’d li​ke to help me, Lin​da?’

    ‘And I’ve got so​me ba​ked be​ans in the bac​ka me bomb,’ Del ad​ded, be​fo​re Lin​da co​uld reply. ‘Emer​gency ra​ti​ons. Yiz can crack open a few of them, if ya want. I’ve got a tin ope​ner and everyt​hing.’

    ‘Oh. Well - thank you.’ Ver​lie was to​uc​hed. ‘That’s very ge​ne​ro​us.’

    ‘I’ll get ’em out, and then we’ll go.’ Del be​gan to stri​de to​wards her sta​ti​on wa​gon. ‘You co​min, Alec?’

    ‘What? Oh - right.’ Alec he​si​ta​ted. ‘Co​uldn’t we - um - do you think we co​uld ha​ve a bi​te to eat, first?’

    ‘I think we sho​uld all eat bre​ak​fast,’ No​el sud​denly dec​la​red. He had wrap​ped his arm aro​und his wi​fe’s sho​ul​ders; Ver​lie re​ali​sed, rat​her wist​ful​ly, that the two of them we​re of​ten to be se​en to​get​her in this par​ti​cu​lar po​se, and re​mem​be​red how Ross had on​ce ma​de a po​int of se​eking Ver​lie out at par​ti​es so that he might re​as​su​re him​self by pla​cing his hands on her sho​ul​ders, or his arm aro​und her wa​ist. It was a long, long ti​me sin​ce he had do​ne anyt​hing li​ke that. Twenty ye​ars, at le​ast.

    But that was the way things went. You co​uldn’t ex​pect a fa​iry ta​le en​ding.

    ‘It won’t ta​ke mo​re than ten mi​nu​tes to eat bre​ak​fast,’ No​el went on. ‘Then Del can nip down the ro​ad with Alec, and the rest of us can pack up whi​le we wa​it.’

    ‘Wait for what?’ his wi​fe in​qu​ired. ‘Whe​re’s Del go​ing?’

    While No​el exp​la​ined, Del be​gan to ex​ca​va​te among the blan​kets and bo​xes and to​ols in her ve​hic​le for her col​lec​ti​on of fo​od tins. Mong​rel watc​hed her with ple​ading eyes. Ross di​sap​pe​ared be​hind the ca​ra​van (to empty his blad​der, Ver​lie felt su​re), and Alec ap​pro​ac​hed Del he​si​tantly, as​king if she in​ten​ded to bring the gun with her.

    ‘Yup,’ Del rep​li​ed. ‘And Mong​rel, too.’ She scramb​led out of the Ford, crad​ling aga​inst her ge​ne​ro​us bo​som fo​ur bat​te​red tins with torn la​bels. Then she fi​xed Alec with a pi​er​cing lo​ok, one eyeb​row ra​ised and one eye nar​ro​wed. ‘But I’ll be ri​din with it,’ she in​for​med him. ‘And you can dri​ve. Okay?’

    Verlie was lis​te​ning, and it oc​cur​red to her - with a pang of hor​ror - that Del was per​haps not en​ti​rely sa​tis​fi​ed that Alec po​sed no kind of thre​at. Or was it simply that she didn’t trust his marks​mans​hip? Cer​ta​inly he was a scruf​fy-lo​oking fel​low, with a so​mew​hat un​for​tu​na​te man​ner, but if he was dan​ge​ro​us in any way su​rely it wo​uld ha​ve be​co​me evi​dent be​fo​re now?

    Oh de​ar, Ver​lie tho​ught. This re​al​ly is dre​ad​ful. What a dre​ad​ful si​tu​ati​on. I don’t li​ke this at all. 
    ‘Maybe I sho​uld go with you, Del,’ No​el of​fe​red. He, too, must ha​ve ca​ught the gist of Del’s re​mark, for he lo​oked un​com​for​tab​le, and was tug​ging at one ear. ‘I me​an, if you fe​el that you might ne​ed re​in​for​ce​ments -’

    ‘Oh no!’ Lin​da was ob​vi​o​usly ap​pal​led. ‘You can’t do that, No​el, you ag​re​ed that the fa​mily sho​uldn’t split up!’

    ‘Yes I know, but -’

    ‘What will the kids think, if they wa​ke up and find you mis​sing?’

    ‘They won’t,’ sa​id Del. She had cros​sed to whe​re Ver​lie was stan​ding; all at on​ce Ver​lie fo​und her​self the re​ci​pi​ent of three tins of ba​ked bins, and one of dog fo​od. ‘We’ll be fi​ne, eh, Alec? I’m mo​re wor​ri​ed abo​ut you lot.’

    ‘Us?’ No​el so​un​ded puz​zled.

    ‘If I ta​ke the gun,’ Del exp​la​ined.

    ‘Ah.’

    ‘We don’t ne​ed the gun,’ Lin​da sa​id firmly. ‘We’re fi​ne wit​ho​ut it. We can’t sho​ot it, any​way.’ She step​ped for​ward, stretc​hing out a hand as if to re​li​eve Ver​lie of her bur​den. ‘What are you go​ing to do with tho​se, Ver​lie? Warm them up? On the camp sto​ve?’

    ‘Uh - I’m not su​re . . .’

    ‘I can bu​ild yiz a fi​re. Ma​ke so​me billy tea.’

    ‘Shh!’ Alec’s sharp hiss cut thro​ugh the​ir di​sj​o​in​ted con​ver​sa​ti​on. ‘Lis​ten! What’s that?’

    Everyone stop​ped tal​king. Thro​ugh the chir​rup of tiny birds and the rasp of Mong​rel’s pan​ting, Ver​lie tho​ught that she co​uld he​ar a dis​tant no​ise - a kind of hum . . .

    ‘Is it a car?’ as​ked No​el.

    ‘Shh.’ 
    It was a car. The so​und was un​mis​ta​kab​le. Sud​denly Ross re​ap​pe​ared, his fe​et cras​hing on the ro​ad​si​de lit​ter of lo​ose sto​nes and de​ad grass.

    ‘Someone’s co​ming!’ he sa​id.

    ‘Where from?’ No​el’s he​ad was swi​vel​ling from si​de to si​de. ‘I can’t tell...’

    ‘From the north,’ Del an​no​un​ced. ‘I told ya.’

    ‘There!’ Lin​da po​in​ted. In the dis​tan​ce, whe​re the ro​ad met the ho​ri​zon, a pinp​rick of light was vi​sib​le. He​ad​lights, per​haps - or the glint of low-lying sun​be​ams bo​un​cing off chro​me. Squ​in​ting, Ver​lie fo​und that she co​uld ma​ke out the co​lo​ur red and even a ro​ugh sha​pe as the ve​hic​le drew ne​ar. Del hur​ri​ed over to her sta​ti​on wa​gon.

    ‘I’ll wa​ve a rag,’ she sa​id. ‘Flag ’im down.’

    ‘Get off the ro​ad, Ross!’ Ver​lie was alar​med to see her hus​band strad​dling the cent​re li​ne, as if da​ring the ap​pro​ac​hing ve​hic​le to flat​ten him. He shot her an im​pa​ti​ent glan​ce and pe​ered down the ro​ad aga​in - a long, cal​cu​la​ting sta​re - be​fo​re he fi​nal​ly ret​re​ated.

    ‘Looks li​ke it might be a ute,’ he ob​ser​ved.

    ‘Oh God, do you think we can get thro​ugh?’ Lin​da as​ked, of no one in par​ti​cu​lar. The ve​hic​le was now cle​arly iden​ti​fi​ab​le, a ute, its roo bar lar​ge and thre​ate​ning, its ro​of and bon​net brist​ling with aeri​als, its windsc​re​en tin​ted, its he​ad​lights still on high be​am, tho​ugh they we​re le​ac​hed of strength, pal​lid and fe​eb​le, in the pin​kish mor​ning light. No​el be​gan to wa​ve his arms. Del flap​ped a rag​ged gre​en to​wel up and down, as if she we​re trying to sca​re away chic​kens.

    Verlie fo​und her​self ra​ising a hand, li​ke a po​li​ce​man. ‘Stop!’ she cri​ed.

    But the ute didn’t stop. In a flash it was upon them, rus​hing past with a rumb​le and a blast of hot air. It was go​ing so fast that Ver​lie co​uldn’t see who was dri​ving. She did no​ti​ce, ho​we​ver, that the​re wasn’t an​yo​ne in the front or re​ar pas​sen​ger se​ats.

    ‘Wait! Wa​it!’ Lin​da scre​amed.

    ‘Ya stu​pid shit!’ Del threw her to​wel on the gro​und with a smack. Alec se​emed stun​ned. Ver​lie felt te​ars pric​king her eyes - she ob​vi​o​usly hadn’t had eno​ugh sle​ep - and blin​ked fu​ri​o​usly.

    ‘Some pe​op​le.’ No​el was sha​king his he​ad in dis​gust. ‘Co​uldn’t he see? Or didn’t he ca​re?’

    ‘Thick as two short planks, mo​re li​ke,’ Ross grow​led. ‘Dam​mit!’

    ‘He won’t get anyw​he​re,’ Alec mumb​led.

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘He won’t get anyw​he​re.’ Alec was slo​uc​hing with his hands wed​ged in​to the poc​kets of his je​ans. ‘He’ll end up stran​ded. Ser​ve ’im blo​ody right.’

    ‘Yeah, well.’ Del’s to​ne was sud​denly phi​lo​sop​hi​cal. ‘Ya me​et a lot​ta bas​tards. So​me get the​ir co​me​up​pan​ce and so​me don’t.’ She to​ok a de​ep bre​ath, sur​ve​ying all the crest​fal​len fa​ces aro​und her. ‘So - what are we do​in? Bu​il​din a fi​re or ligh​tin the sto​ve? We’d bet​ter get a mo​ve on, or it’ll be ti​me for lunch be​fo​re we eat bre​ak​fast.’

    To the so​uth, down the ro​ad, the whi​ne of the ute’s de​par​ting en​gi​ne slowly fa​ded and di​ed.

    Col Wal​la​ce wo​ke be​fo​re his alarm went off. He had set it for se​ven, just in ca​se, but he was up be​fo​re six thirty, as usu​al. In the eight ye​ars sin​ce he had re​ti​red, he had not be​en ab​le to sha​ke the ha​bit of a li​fe​ti​me. He was al​ways awa​ke by six fif​te​en. Even af​ter a night out at the club, his body clock re​fu​sed to cut him any slack. So​me​ti​mes he fo​und him​self nap​ping in the af​ter​no​on, but not​hing on earth wo​uld chan​ge the pat​tern of his early-mor​ning rest. Not​hing on earth ex​cept the end of day​light sa​ving, which pus​hed everyt​hing for​ward an ho​ur when sum​mer rol​led aro​und, and ga​ve him the il​lu​si​on of wa​king up la​ter, tho​ugh it put him to sle​ep la​ter, too.

    As a const​ruc​tor of dams, tanks and re​ser​vo​irs, he had of​ten be​en re​qu​ired to dri​ve long dis​tan​ces be​fo​re star​ting work. It was for this re​ason that he had be​co​me ac​cus​to​med to ri​sing early. For ye​ars and ye​ars he had for​ced him​self out of bed at spar​row’s fart

    - sometimes get​ting him​self bre​ak​fast when He​len re​fu​sed to bud​ge - and the le​gacy of this pu​nis​hing sche​du​le was a set of un​na​tu​ral​ly ri​gid bi​orhythms. Well, he co​uld think of wor​se examp​les of work-re​la​ted im​pa​ir​ment. As​bes​to​sis. Re​pe​ti​ti​ve stra​in inj​ury. Cli​ni​cal dep​res​si​on.

    You had to co​unt yo​ur bles​sings.

    Col fre​qu​ently co​un​ted his bles​sings, be​ca​use it was a way of re​min​ding him​self that he hadn’t had too bad a run. His he​alth, for examp​le,was pretty go​od.Tho​ugh he had lost most of his ha​ir and put on a few ext​ra po​unds aro​und his wa​ist (for​get this met​ric bu​si​ness, he was too old to think in ki​los), he was still chug​ging along. His blo​od pres​su​re was per​haps a frac​ti​on too high, and he oc​ca​si​onal​ly had prob​lems with his right sho​ul​der, but the​re had be​en no bypass sur​ge​ri​es or hip rep​la​ce​ments or ca​ta​ract re​mo​vals for Col. His he​aring was still ser​vi​ce​ab​le, and he had re​ta​ined most of his te​eth. He had to we​ar bi​fo​cals, but that didn’t in​ter​fe​re with his dri​ving. The​re was not​hing wrong with his pros​ta​te. And his mind, thank God - his mind was unaf​fec​ted by any signs of cre​eping se​ni​lity. Even his me​mory was unim​pa​ired, per​haps be​ca​use he ma​de a po​int of do​ing cros​swords at le​ast twi​ce a we​ek. It kept his wits ni​ce and lim​ber.

    Then the​re was the ho​use. Col was pro​ud of his ho​use. It was only fif​te​en ye​ars old, brick ve​ne​er, with two bed​ro​oms, an at​tac​hed ga​ra​ge, pu​re wo​ol car​pet, bu​ilt-in ward​ro​bes, a slow com​bus​ti​on sto​ve and a se​pa​ra​te la​undry. The old ho​use - the one that had be​en sold, af​ter the di​vor​ce - had be​en a poky old thing full of He​len’s shag pi​le and ne​ed​le​po​int and ruf​fled va​lan​ces. It had be​en im​pos​sib​le to he​at, or pro​tect from whi​te ants. It had be​en in a handy spot, very cent​ral, but that in turn had ma​de it no​isy. And the gar​den had be​en full of high-ma​in​te​nan​ce flo​wer​beds, fru​it tre​es, vi​nes and bulbs.

    Col’s new gar​den was easy to ke​ep ne​at. The​re we​re lawns to mow, and a few shrubs to clip, but not​hing much el​se. At his age, in​ten​si​ve gar​de​ning wasn’t an op​ti​on. He no lon​ger had the energy to we​ed and mulch and pru​ne. Ho​use​work was easy too, when you didn’t ha​ve lots of or​na​ments and do​ili​es and si​de-tab​les clut​te​ring things up. Col had kept his fur​ni​tu​re to a ba​re mi​ni​mum. A co​up​le of easy cha​irs, a di​ning su​ite, an en​ter​ta​in​ment unit, a bed - what el​se co​uld an old bac​he​lor ne​ed? Mo​ira wo​uld of​ten te​ase him abo​ut all the blank whi​te walls and empty cor​ners in his ho​use, but he didn’t mind. It was a go​od joke, re​al​ly; so​met​hing to talk abo​ut when all el​se fa​iled. Not that Mo​ira had ever ne​eded much en​co​ura​ge​ment, when it ca​me to tal​king.

    Moira her​self was anot​her thing to be thank​ful for. Her hus​band Phil had be​en de​ad for all of six ye​ars now, and Mo​ira was be​gin​ning to stretch her wings aga​in. She was go​od com​pany

    - always had be​en. Col enj​oyed get​ting to​get​her with her. May​be so​me day they might prog​ress to a mo​re in​ti​ma​te ar​ran​ge​ment, but may​be not. Col was qu​ite sa​tis​fi​ed with things the way they we​re. She only li​ved fi​ve mi​nu​tes away, af​ter all. And she had her fri​ends, the way he had his. It wasn’t as if they we​re lo​nely.

    No, things we​re pretty go​od in that de​part​ment. The​re was not​hing much wrong with Col’s so​ci​al li​fe. He kept him​self busy. He exer​ci​sed in the gar​den, and on the bow​ling gre​en. He did his cros​swords, and watc​hed the odd ga​me show, ans​we​ring at le​ast eighty per cent of the qu​es​ti​ons cor​rectly. He didn’t al​low him​self to bro​od. He was for​tu​na​te, re​al​ly, be​ca​use he had ne​ver be​en one to fret or mo​pe - he had a fa​irly pla​cid na​tu​re. And bro​oding did you no go​od at all. If you didn’t con​cent​ra​te on the go​od things, what was the po​int of li​fe? You might as well be de​ad.

    After ha​uling him​self out of bed, Col shuf​fled in​to his slip​pers and pad​ded to the bath​ro​om. It was a ter​ri​fic bath​ro​om, glossy and sle​ek, with a se​pa​ra​te sho​wer stall. In the old ho​use, he’d had to ta​ke his sho​wers in the bath. He had al​ways dre​amed of pos​ses​sing a se​pa​ra​te sho​wer stall, and now he had one. Now he had one thanks to his brot​her Ted’s be​qu​est. Po​or old Ted. Po​or old Els​peth. But he didn’t want to think abo​ut Els​peth. Not un​til he’d had a cup of tea, at le​ast.

    After his sho​wer, Col put on a short-sle​eved shirt and his grey tro​users. No tie. He ma​de him​self to​ast and a bowl of All-Bran, lis​te​ning to the ra​dio as he ate. Primmy chir​ped pret​tily in her ca​ge, rat​tling her bell oc​ca​si​onal​ly to at​tract his at​ten​ti​on. He had bred bud​gi​es, on​ce, but the​re was only Primmy now; she didn’t ha​ve much of a sha​pe to her, but he li​ked her per​so​na​lity. He fed her so​me ap​ple, rep​le​nis​hed her wa​ter supply. Then the pho​ne rang.

    ‘Hello?’

    ‘Col?’ It was Mo​ira. ‘How are you?’

    ‘I’m just out of bed,’ he joked, ‘what ti​me do you call this?’

    ‘I call it ti​me to get up,’ rep​li​ed Mo​ira, who knew all abo​ut Col’s sle​eping ha​bits. ‘You’ve got a busy day ahe​ad of you. Jill re​min​ded me last night that it’s her birth​day to​day, so I tho​ught we might sho​ut her lunch at the club, what do you think?’

    ‘Oh, Mo​ira -’

    ‘I’m ta​king ca​re of the pre​sent, don’t worry.’

    ‘It’s just that I can’t,’ Col exp​la​ined. ‘I’m vi​si​ting Els​peth.’

    ‘Oh.’ Mo​ira clic​ked her ton​gue. ‘How silly, I comp​le​tely for​got. Silly me.’

    ‘I wish I co​uld co​me, I’d lo​ve to, but -’

    ‘I know. You po​or old thing. I’m sorry.’

    ‘She no​ti​ces, so​me​ti​mes. Or so they say. It’s be​en six we​eks al​re​ady, I sho​uldn’t put it off aga​in -’

    ‘No, of co​ur​se not. Of co​ur​se not. I’ll tell Jill, and you ta​ke it easy. Don’t push yo​ur​self. Stay over, if you ha​ve to. You sho​uld, any​way.’

    ‘We’ll see.’ Mo​ira had a bee in her bon​net abo​ut his dri​ving to Bro​ken Hill and back in one day. She sa​id it was too much for him. Col pre​fer​red it tho​ugh; he didn’t ha​ve mo​ney to spend on a mo​tel, and his only ot​her op​ti​on was Els​peth’s da​ugh​ter, Ma​ri​on, who was ni​ce eno​ugh but who had fo​ur yo​ung child​ren and a dog to lo​ok af​ter. Whe​ne​ver Ma​ri​on put him up for the night, Col had to sle​ep in a bunk bed, on a rat​her smelly fo​am-rub​ber mat​tress, and it al​ways put his back out.

    He pre​fer​red to dri​ve for six ho​urs. Af​ter all, the​re was a two-ho​ur bre​ak in the mid​dle.

    ‘Anyway, I’ll catch you to​mor​row,’ he sa​id. ‘You can tell me all abo​ut it.’

    ‘I will.’

    ‘Enjoy yo​ur​self. I he​ar the prawns are go​od.’

    ‘Oh, stop it,’ sa​id Mo​ira, with a high-pitc​hed gig​gle. Ever sin​ce she’d ac​ci​den​tal​ly drop​ped a bra​ised prawn down the front of her dress at the club, the​re had be​en a long-run​ning joke abo​ut her re​ac​ti​on to se​afo​od. ‘Be​ha​ve yo​ur​self.’

    ‘You too.’

    ‘I’ll sa​ve you so​me lamb’s fry in a dog​gie bag.’

    Another joke - Col ha​ted lamb’s fry. He la​ug​hed and sig​ned off. It to​ok him a mo​ment or so be​fo​re he re​mem​be​red what he was sup​po​sed to be do​ing next: the dis​hes, he tho​ught. That’s right. And he re​as​su​red him​self with a men​tal re​min​der that Mo​ira al​ways did this to him, dri​ving everyt​hing el​se out of his he​ad.

    It wasn’t as if he was get​ting Alz​he​imer’s. It was just Mo​ira, Mo​ira and her te​asing. Tho​ugh Els​peth had suc​cum​bed to Alz​he​imer’s, it didn’t me​an that Col wo​uld get it. When Ted had di​ed - of can​cer - his mind had be​en as cle​ar as a bell, at le​ast when he wasn’t un​der the inf​lu​en​ce of morp​hi​ne. He was the ol​dest of the three Wal​la​ce kids, then Col, then Els​peth.

    It was the luck of the draw. Po​or old Els​peth. She was only sixty-eight, and she co​uldn’t even wi​pe her​self.

    Poor lit​tle Els​peth.

    Sometimes she knew Col, and that was why he had to ke​ep vi​si​ting her, tho​ugh it al​ways bro​ke his he​art. She lo​oked li​ke not​hing on earth. She even smel​led bad. It was such a stra​in, wit​nes​sing her di​sin​teg​ra​ti​on, that Col pre​fer​red to sne​ak in​to town wit​ho​ut aler​ting his ni​ece. He ha​ted ha​ving to ma​ke small talk af​ter each vi​sit, when all he wan​ted to do was sit on a park bench with a cold light be​er and re​co​ver, li​ke a li​zard in the sun. As the ye​ars went by, it to​ok him lon​ger and lon​ger to pull him​self to​get​her af​ter se​e​ing Els​peth. The re​ality was just too pa​in​ful.

    First Ted, now Els​peth. And He​len had di​ed of bre​ast can​cer, which was so​met​hing that he wo​uldn’t ha​ve wis​hed on an​yo​ne - not even He​len. And Ke​vin was a was​ter, a ter​rib​le di​sap​po​int​ment; he was li​ving in Bur​ra now, on wel​fa​re pa​yo​uts, shac​ked up with so​me hard-fa​ced bitch who had two child​ren by ot​her men. Col des​pa​ired of his son. Forty-one ye​ars old, and he’d ne​ver do​ne a worthw​hi​le thing in his who​le li​fe.

    But the​re was no po​int dwel​ling on it. Sin​ce the​re was not​hing he co​uld do abo​ut any of the​se pe​op​le (except Els​peth, of co​ur​se

    - he had to vi​sit her), Col didn’t was​te his fa​iling ener​gi​es wor​rying abo​ut them too much. Ins​te​ad, he co​un​ted his bles​sings. He had a ni​ce ho​use, go​od he​alth, ter​ri​fic fri​ends. He had his me​mo​ri​es, most of them in​tact. He had Primmy and the kid from next do​or, who was a lit​tle swe​et​he​art, and drew him pic​tu​res, and tal​ked to him over the fen​ce. By ke​eping on an even ke​el, by sta​ying fit and che​er​ful, he was do​ing so​ci​ety a fa​vo​ur. He was ta​king res​pon​si​bi​lity for him​self.

    As he was​hed up and pre​pa​red to le​ave the ho​use, Col re​min​ded him​self on​ce aga​in that he was, by most stan​dards, a very lucky man.

    

    

CHAPTER 11 
    

    Alec had ne​ver dri​ven a 1959 Ford sta​ti​on wa​gon be​fo​re. He had cer​ta​inly ne​ver dri​ven anyt​hing that felt as if it was be​ing held to​get​her by rub​ber bands and pa​per clips. The pe​dals had an alar​mingly lo​ose qu​ality to them; the ste​ering was slug​gish, slow to res​pond and he​avy to mo​ve; the ge​ars gro​und in the ge​ar​box li​ke a pest​le in a mor​tar. Af​ter fi​ve mi​nu​tes be​hind the whe​el, Alec was be​gin​ning to re​gard Del with mo​re res​pect.

    ‘How long you had this thing?’ he as​ked her.

    ‘Oh...a blo​ody long ti​me.’

    ‘Feels li​ke it’s over​due for a ser​vi​ce,’ Alec sa​id tact​ful​ly, and Del snor​ted.

    ‘People say that,’ she rep​li​ed, ‘and it so​unds li​ke I sho​uld bring in a stud bull.’

     Puzzled, Alec drop​ped the su​bj​ect. He wasn’t up to ma​king small talk, any​way. For a whi​le the​re, eating ba​ked be​ans with Ver​lie and the kids, he had be​gun to fe​el mo​re li​ke him​self; the knot in his sto​mach had star​ted to un​ra​vel, the musc​les in his sho​ul​ders to re​lax. So​met​hing abo​ut the smell of hot cof​fee - and Ro​sie’s pla​in​ti​ve de​mands for cornf​la​kes - had thrust re​cent events at Thorn​da​le in​to the backg​ro​und. But now, he​ading to​wards the sce​ne of the mas​sac​re, Alec was gro​wing ten​se aga​in. He was swe​ating, and his mo​uth was dry. He knew that he was alo​ne in his bur​ge​oning sen​se of une​ase, ho​we​ver, be​ca​use no one el​se in the car had ac​tu​al​ly en​co​un​te​red anyt​hing hor​ri​fic du​ring the last twenty-fo​ur ho​urs. They had no idea what they had stumb​led in​to - they hadn’t even gras​ped the fact that the laws of na​tu​re had be​en qu​i​etly over​tur​ned. Be​si​des, Del was per​haps one can short of a six​pack (eccent​ric, at the very le​ast), and Ross was a stick.

    They didn’t ha​ve the no​us to be sca​red.

    ‘Eight mi​nu​tes,’ sa​id Ross, who was ke​eping a clo​se eye on his watch. The bas​tard had be​en pres​su​red in​to co​ming by the wi​ves of the party, and Alec knew why. It was be​ca​use no one re​al​ly trus​ted Alec. They saw how jumpy he was, and they mis​re​ad the si​tu​ati​on. They didn’t un​ders​tand what he had be​en thro​ugh. And they we​re pro​bably pre​j​udi​ced aga​inst truc​ki​es, in any ca​se.

    Alec might ha​ve be​en angry abo​ut it, if he hadn’t be​en so sca​red.

    ‘There is so​met​hing we​ird go​in on,’ Del sud​denly re​mar​ked. She had be​en ga​zing out the win​dow, her Lee En​fi​eld prop​ped bet​we​en her pudgy kne​es. ‘I can’t put my fin​ger ...it’s so​met​hing to do with the dis​tan​ces . . .’

    ‘The mar​kers are shot up,’ Ross vo​lun​te​ered.

    ‘Nah, I me​an the . . .’ Wit​ho​ut fi​nis​hing her sen​ten​ce, Del wa​ved a hand. ‘We’re get​tin clo​se to the Pi​ne Cre​ek cros​sing. I can tell from whe​re the tre​es are, on the right. We’ve only be​en dri​vin eight mi​nu​tes and -’

    ‘Ten mi​nu​tes,’ Ross in​ter​rup​ted.

    ‘All right, ten mi​nu​tes. It still do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se. I cros​sed Pi​ne Cre​ek yes​ter​day af​ter​no​on -’

    ‘Look!’ cri​ed Alec.

    It was Di​esel Dog. It had to be, tho​ugh the va​gue, whi​te sha​pe on the ho​ri​zon was im​pos​sib​le to iden​tify as yet. Alec fo​und him​self spe​eding up, and had to for​ce his fo​ot off the spongy ac​ce​le​ra​tor.

    ‘Is that it?’ Del frow​ned.

    ‘It can’t be.’ Ross so​un​ded de​fi​ni​te.

    Alec sa​id not​hing. He knew, with a fe​ro​ci​o​us sen​se of sa​tis​fac​ti​on, that the ot​hers we​re he​ading for the shock of the​ir li​ves. Gra​du​al​ly, the Dog’s fa​mi​li​ar fe​atu​res be​ca​me vi​sib​le: the scaf​fol​ding of the roo bar, the black num​ber emb​la​zo​ned abo​ve the ro​of, the in​sig​nia on the mudf​laps, the scat​te​ring of blunt dec​la​ra​ti​ons - ‘MACK’, ‘RO​AD TRA​IN’, ‘DI​ESEL DOG’. Alec slo​wed, and pul​led over when he was le​vel with the Dog’s mighty bank of he​ad​lights.

    ‘There he is. That’s my dog,’ he sa​id.

    Ross swal​lo​wed; the so​und was audib​le. ‘This can’t be the sa​me one we pas​sed yes​ter​day,’ he pro​tes​ted ho​ar​sely. ‘It can’t be the sa​me one!’

    ‘It is,’ sa​id Del. ‘At le​ast, it’s Alec’s truck.’ She glan​ced over at him. ‘It is, isn’t it? Gary Rad​ford & Sons. I rec​ka​ni​se the way it’s par​ked.’

    Alec nod​ded. He cut the Ford’s en​gi​ne. They sat sta​ring at the Dog’s hub​caps for a whi​le as si​len​ce en​gul​fed them. Even Mong​rel wasn’t ma​king a so​und.

    ‘So,’ Del fi​nal​ly re​mar​ked. ‘The Go​od Lord’s up to so​met​hing.’

    ‘This do​esn’t ma​ke sen​se,’ Ross comp​la​ined, in a high-pitc​hed vo​ice.

    ‘You’re right the​re.’ Del ga​ve Alec a nud​ge. ‘Dja think it’s the sa​me go​in so​uth?’

    ‘Probably. The Fer​gu​sons got stran​ded.’

    ‘So we co​uld dri​ve for anot​her two ho​urs, turn aro​und, and we’d be back he​re in ten mi​nu​tes?’

    ‘I dun​no.’ Alec shrug​ged. ‘May​be.’

    ‘Bloody hell.’

    ‘Now lis​ten,’ Ross be​gan, in a hec​to​ring to​ne. But he ne​ver fi​nis​hed the sen​ten​ce. Glan​cing in the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror, Alec saw that he was rub​bing his fo​re​he​ad as he sta​red at the ro​ad tra​in, his eyes ha​un​ted.

    Deal with it, ma​te, Alec tho​ught. It was a re​li​ef to sha​re so​me of the worry aro​und.

    Ahead of them, the ro​ad stretc​hed li​ke a long, grey fin​ger po​in​ting at the sky. It was still bar​red with the elon​ga​ted sha​dows of posts and bus​hes, but they we​re shor​te​ning as the sun ro​se hig​her. Alec saw a crow sit​ting on a whi​te post so​me ten met​res away. The​re was anot​her one par​ked ac​ross the ro​ad, li​ke a mir​ror ima​ge; they co​uld ha​ve be​en a co​up​le of he​ral​dic sta​tu​es flan​king a ga​te​way.

    ‘That pla​ce whe​re it hap​pe​ned,’ Del sud​denly as​ked, ‘was it far from he​re?’

    ‘Eh?’ Alec blin​ked. ‘You me​an -’

    ‘The pro​perty.Y’know.Whe​re yo​ur fri​ends got -’

    ‘Thorndale. Ye​ah. Right.’

    ‘Is it far?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘And yiz ne​ver went the​re? To the ho​use, I me​an.’

    ‘No. At le​ast . . .’ Alec pa​used, and to​ok a de​ep bre​ath. ‘At le​ast I ne​ver did.’

    Del grun​ted. Alec clo​sed his eyes. He knew exactly what she was go​ing to say next. He co​uld fe​el it co​ming.

    ‘Didja see any pho​ne li​nes?’

    ‘No.’

    ‘There we​ren’t any, or yiz didn’t no​ti​ce?’

    ‘I didn’t no​ti​ce.’

    ‘Right. Okay.’

    ‘I’m not go​in back the​re.’ Alec spo​ke with the curt​ness of des​pe​ra​ti​on. He co​uldn’t wa​it any lon​ger for Del to get to the po​int; he wan​ted to ma​ke his po​si​ti​on cle​ar. She, in turn, fi​xed him with her stran​gely de​tac​hed re​gard, which put him in mind of an ani​mal’s. It was blue and blank and gu​ile​less, but with a che​er​ful​ly ruth​less qu​ality as well.

    ‘Whassa mat​ter?’ she as​ked. ‘Sca​red?’

    ‘I’d be a fuc​kin idi​ot not to be.’

    ‘We’ve got a gun he​re, ma​te.’

    ‘I don’t ca​re.’

    ‘We got​ta do so​met​hing.’

    But Alec sho​ok his he​ad.

    ‘Not down the​re, we don’t,’ he rep​li​ed.

    ‘You think he’s still wa​itin aro​und, this bas​tard?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘Yiz he​ard so​me​one le​ave, didn’t ya?’

    Alec was si​lent.

    ‘If it wasn’t yo​ur fri​ends that left, then it mus​ta be​en the gun​man,’ Del con​ti​nu​ed, with re​mor​se​less lo​gic. ‘If it was yo​ur fri​ends, then he can’t be such a go​od shot, or he wo​ul​da hit ’em. And even if he did hit ’em, the​re’s no gu​aran​tee they’re de​ad. For all you know, they might still be ali​ve. Di​dja thin​ka that, when ya cho​ofed off? Eh?’

    Alec tur​ned his fa​ce away. The tho​ught had ne​ver oc​cur​red to him - it struck him li​ke a bo​ot in the guts. What if Chris and Gra​ham we​re still ali​ve? What if they we​re lying the​re with the li​fe slowly dra​ining out of them, unab​le to mo​ve?

    ‘Ah, je​ez,’ he cho​ked.

    ‘Come on,’ sa​id Del, pat​ting him on the arm. ‘We’ll go ta​ke a lo​ok, eh?’

    ‘I don’t - I don’t -’

    ‘We ough​ta do it, Alec. The​re might be a pho​ne.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘What el​se can we do, eh?’ She was be​gin​ning to so​und im​pa​ti​ent. ‘Hit the ro​ad aga​in? What for? Yiz sa​id it yo​ur​self - we’re not gun​na get anyw​he​re.’

    Alec crump​led. His who​le body sag​ged. He co​uld re​cog​ni​se the truth in what she’d sa​id - and he co​uld re​cog​ni​se so​met​hing el​se, as well. No mat​ter how far they went, they al​ways se​emed to end up at Thorn​da​le.

    Was the​re a re​ason for that?

    ‘Wait - wa​it a mi​nu​te, now,’ Ross was sa​ying. ‘Wa​it just a mi​nu​te. What are you do​ing? What’s this all abo​ut?’ He had be​en so qu​i​et that Alec had bri​efly for​got​ten his exis​ten​ce. Li​ke Chris be​fo​re him, Ross had pro​bably be​en strug​gling aga​inst the for​ces of Un​re​ason, trying to co​me to terms with the fact that the laws of physics we​ren’t wor​king any mo​re. ‘We sa​id we’d go stra​ight back,’ he obj​ec​ted. ‘We can’t go anyw​he​re el​se.’

    ‘We sa​id we’d be go​ne abo​ut an ho​ur.’ Del ga​ve the nod to Alec, who tur​ned her key in the ig​ni​ti​on. ‘It’s be​en fif​te​en mi​nu​tes tops.’

    ‘But whe​re are you go​ing?’ Ross de​man​ded.

    ‘To Thorn​da​le. This pla​ce - y’know - whe​re it hap​pe​ned.’

    ‘Where the sho​oting hap​pe​ned?’

    Del tur​ned right aro​und in her se​at to fa​ce him. The an​ci​ent, scuf​fed le​at​her be​ne​ath her amp​le back​si​de squ​e​aked and crac​ked.

    ‘If the cop​pers aren’t co​min, Ross, so​me​body’s got​ta check it out. The​re might be pe​op​le still ali​ve.’

    ‘You can’t be se​ri​o​us.’

    ‘We got​ta gun and a dog. Any​way, first sign of tro​ub​le, we’re out​ta the​re.’

    ‘I don’t think this is wi​se.’ Ross spo​ke pom​po​usly, but he was swe​ating bul​lets. Alec co​uld tell. ‘We don’t know what’s hap​pe​ned.We don’t even know if Mr ...Mr...’

    ‘Muller,’ Alec sup​pli​ed, flatly.

    ‘. . . if Mr Mul​ler he​re is tel​ling the truth.’

    ‘Oh, get a grip!’ Alec was well and truly fed up with this blind pre​j​udi​ce aga​inst him. ‘If you don’t blo​ody li​ke it, ma​te, you can get out he​re, and we’ll pick you up on the way back!’

    ‘I’ll thank you, Mr Mul​ler, not to ta​ke that to​ne with me.’

    ‘Now, now, you blo​kes.’ Del se​emed to be enj​oying the exc​han​ge; the​re was a lilt in her vo​ice and a smi​le on her fa​ce. ‘Be go​od, or we’ll turn aro​und and go stra​ight back ho​me.’

    ‘It’s not a joking mat​ter, Ms De​egan!’ Ross snap​ped.

    ‘You’re right,’ Del ag​re​ed. ‘It’s not. And we can’t af​ford to bug​ger aro​und, eit​her.’ She be​ca​me se​ri​o​us, all of a sud​den. ‘Lo​ok, Ross, I don’t ha​ve much pet​rol. The sta​ti​ons aro​und he​re - they’ve al​ways got pet​rol. So at the very le​ast, even if this pla​ce do​esn’t ha​ve a pho​ne, at le​ast it’ll ha​ve pet​rol. May​be so​me fo​od. We’ve got​ta think ahe​ad, Ross.’

    ‘That’s right.’ Alec was struck by the sen​se of Del’s ar​gu​ment. ‘We co​uld ac​tu​al​ly ta​ke stuff, co​uldn’t we? Bor​row it, I me​an.’

    ‘We co​uld.’

    ‘If we don’t get shot at,’ Ross splut​te​red.

    ‘If we get shot at, we turn right aro​und,’ Del as​su​red him. ‘But what’s the po​int of go​in back to the ot​hers now, and he​adin for Thorn​da​le aga​in la​ter? Which we’ll ha​ve to, I rec​kon, when we start to run out​ta sup​pli​es. No qu​es​ti​on we’ll eat up all our pet​rol, zip​pin back and forth li​ke that.’

    ‘Someone will be along so​on -’ Ross be​gan, but Del in​ter​rup​ted him.

    ‘Yeah, well, may​be,’ she sa​id. ‘But I’ve ne​ver be​en one to ex​pect ot​her pe​op​le to pull me out​ta the mes​ses I get me​self in​to.’

    She and Ross we​re al​most eye to eye; lo​oking over at them, Alec saw the chal​len​ge in her ga​ze, and the way Ross yi​el​ded be​fo​re it. No one was go​ing to ac​cu​se Ross of be​ing fe​eb​le.

    ‘Well - it’s yo​ur call,’ he fi​nal​ly grow​led. ‘But the​re has to be so​me exp​la​na​ti​on -’

    ‘Yeah, ye​ah. I know.’ Del swung back aro​und to fa​ce the windsc​re​en. ‘Co​me on, Alec, whad​da​ya do​in? We’re che​win up fu​el, sit​tin he​re!’

    Obediently, Alec yan​ked at the ge​ars​tick. With his fo​ot on the do​ughy ac​ce​le​ra​tor, he gu​ided Del’s car back on​to the ro​ad.

    As he did so, he si​lently re​ci​ted a lit​tle pra​yer.

    They we​re la​te get​ting away, be​ca​use Ge​or​gie had ta​ken a sle​eping pill the night be​fo​re. She usu​al​ly ne​eded che​mi​cal as​sis​tan​ce to get to sle​ep, and even then she wo​uld twitch and mo​an and mut​ter. Amb​ro​se hadn’t be​en sle​eping well him​self sin​ce ta​king up with Ge​or​gie, but the​re was not​hing he co​uld do abo​ut it. He was in her thrall, bo​und to her des​pi​te all his mis​gi​vings, ti​til​la​ted even when he was hor​ri​fi​ed. Per​haps the old ada​ge was true - per​haps op​po​si​tes re​al​ly did at​tract, in so​me ir​re​sis​tib​le, physics-ba​sed way - be​ca​use Ge​or​gie and Amb​ro​se co​uldn’t ha​ve be​en mo​re dif​fe​rent. She even smo​ked in bed, scat​te​ring her ash ca​re​les​sly over the twis​ted she​ets. Her skin, her ha​ir, her mo​uth - they all smel​led of smo​ke, all the ti​me. She didn’t se​em to ca​re that Amb​ro​se was asth​ma​tic. She wo​uld le​ave win​dows open and ex​pect the cross-dra​ught to ta​ke ca​re of everyt​hing. She ma​de per​func​tory ef​forts to blow smo​ke away from him, thro​ugh do​ors or in​to air con​di​ti​oning vents, but was fun​da​men​tal​ly un​wil​ling to let his he​alth prob​lems in​ter​fe​re with her enj​oy​ment.

    She was a mons​ter - a mag​ni​fi​cent mons​ter - with whom Amb​ro​se was ut​terly in​fa​tu​ated.

    Not that she pos​ses​sed no re​de​eming fe​atu​res; on the cont​rary, she was a very at​trac​ti​ve girl be​ne​ath all her ef​forts to dis​gu​ise the fact. Her skin was be​a​uti​ful, pa​le and fi​ne; she had slen​der, de​li​ca​te bo​nes, long-to​ed fe​et, ele​gant hands. Her full lips had a sul​lenly pro​vo​ca​ti​ve po​ut to them, and her eyes slan​ted a lit​tle at the cor​ners. Des​pi​te the shaggy ha​ir, dyed a ro​ugh black, and the po​iso​no​us lips​tick co​lo​urs, and the no​se stud, and the ni​co​ti​ne sta​ins, and the ag​gres​si​ve style of garb she fa​vo​ured, Ge​or​gie was still a ‘ba​be’.That was the clas​si​fi​ca​ti​on gi​ven to her by Amb​ro​se’s brot​her Tom, at the​ir last fa​mily get-to​get​her, when the Sca​les clan had tur​ned out in for​ce to ce​leb​ra​te Tom’s birth​day. Ge​or​gie, Amb​ro​se re​mem​be​red, had ar​ri​ved at that par​ti​cu​lar ce​leb​ra​ti​on in a pa​ir of le​otards and a le​at​her cor​set. She had be​en as​ked re​pe​atedly not to smo​ke in​si​de his pa​rents’ ho​use, had scof​fed lo​udly at the art​work disp​la​yed on the Zof​fany wal​lpa​per, and had ta​ken a bot​tle of al​mond bath salts with her when she left. Her ex​cu​se for this bla​tant theft had be​en that ‘no one with so much mo​ney wo​uld ever miss a few fuc​king bath salts’. She had of​fen​ded every mem​ber of Amb​ro​se’s thin-skin​ned fa​mily, and he had be​en sec​retly de​ligh​ted, even whi​le he re​monst​ra​ted with her.

    The truth was, he had enj​oyed his pa​rents’ dis​may. They had had the​ir own way too blo​ody of​ten, in his opi​ni​on, and ne​eded a go​od kick in the te​eth. Amb​ro​se him​self had do​ne everyt​hing re​qu​ired of him: the stul​tif​ying high scho​ol su​bj​ects, the end​less ho​urs of study, the outs​tan​ding exam re​sults, the law deg​ree, the ho​li​day jobs at his fat​her’s of​fi​ce. He kept him​self well-gro​omed and cle​an-sha​ven. He ne​ver for​got a birth​day, or omit​ted an in​qu​iry abo​ut his grand​mot​her’s he​alth. He was now to​iling away in a juni​or po​si​ti​on on the staff of a lar​ge city law firm, wor​king long ho​urs - so​me​ti​mes on the we​ekend - and spen​ding his hard-ear​ned cash on ex​pen​si​ve su​its and ses​si​ons at the gym. He was in every way du​ti​ful, sen​sib​le, ir​rep​ro​ac​hab​le - sa​ve in one res​pect.

    Having pic​ked Ge​or​gie up at the ho​use of a film-stu​dent fri​end, he was now ab​le to wre​ak ha​voc vi​ca​ri​o​usly, enj​oying his pa​rents’ alarm whi​le dod​ging all res​pon​si​bi​lity for the tro​ub​le she ca​used. No one bla​med Amb​ro​se for anyt​hing. How co​uld they? Ge​or​gie was un​cont​rol​lab​le. She was li​ke a for​ce of na​tu​re. Amb​ro​se was simply car​ri​ed along in her wa​ke, qu​ite ob​vi​o​usly in se​xu​al bon​da​ge to her, an in​tel​li​gent, well-be​ha​ved pri​va​te-scho​ol gra​du​ate who was no match for the ca​re​less and vo​ra​ci​o​us Ge​or​gie.

    It was a match ma​de in he​aven, as far as Amb​ro​se was con​cer​ned. Whi​le Ge​or​gie drag​ged him to all kinds of du​bi​o​us func​ti​ons - whi​le she went out of her way to shock and mad​den by re​mo​ving ar​tic​les of clot​hing in pub​lic, and emp​lo​ying lan​gu​age that wo​uld ha​ve ma​de a bi​kie blush, and en​ga​ging in scre​ec​hing, knock-down ar​gu​ments out​si​de shops and pubs - she was de​light​ful​ly comp​li​ant in bed. Amb​ro​se knew what pe​op​le tho​ught abo​ut his and Ge​or​gie’s sex li​fe, but they we​re de​ad wrong. It was Amb​ro​se who had the up​per hand in the​ir most pri​va​te mo​ments, even tho​ugh he to​ok the back se​at at par​ti​es. He had to la​ugh, so​me​ti​mes, at the way his fri​ends lo​oked at them both. He had to smi​le when he tho​ught abo​ut the eng​ra​ved hand​cuf​fs she had gi​ven him for his birth​day.

    Everything was a per​for​man​ce with Ge​or​gie. He had even fo​und him​self per​for​ming, bu​ying a co​up​le of wa​ist​co​ats, of​fe​ring her his arm, cal​ling her ‘my de​ar’ in a plummy vo​ice that he had bor​ro​wed from one of the se​ni​or part​ners, who was Eng​lish. Ge​or​gie lo​ved that. She cal​led him ‘Ho​ra​ce’. Ho​ra​ce Amb​ro​se. She had ma​de him buy a mo​noc​le, tho​ugh he hadn’t had the co​ura​ge to we​ar it out​si​de the bed​ro​om. He knew that she enj​oyed the cont​rast they pre​sen​ted, as they wal​ked in​to a ro​om: tall, fa​ir, dig​ni​fi​ed Amb​ro​se and short, dark, dan​ge​ro​us Ge​or​gie.

    Well, he enj​oyed it too - most of the ti​me. The tro​ub​le was, be​ing with Ge​or​gie ate up a lot of energy. She had to be ca​j​oled, en​du​red, lo​oked af​ter. She was a slob, and a he​avy drin​ker. She co​uld be short-tem​pe​red and surly, and she was al​ways short of cash. Al​ways. Wor​king so​me​ti​mes as a film pro​du​cer’s dogs​body, so​me​ti​mes as a li​fe dra​wing mo​del and so​me​ti​mes as a wa​it​ress, Ge​or​gie suf​fe​red cons​tantly from cash flow prob​lems, overd​rawn ac​co​unts, ove​rex​ten​ded cre​dit card li​mits. Amb​ro​se was al​ways ha​ving to ba​il her out, tho​ugh he didn’t ma​ke that much him​self. And she had be​en de​ter​mi​ned to at​tend her grand​mot​her’s fu​ne​ral in Bro​ken Hill, des​pi​te the fact that she had only debts to her na​me.

    When Amb​ro​se had of​fe​red to pay for the trip, she had be​en su​itably gra​te​ful. But the scummy lit​tle Bro​ken Hill mo​tel had not co​me up to her ex​pec​ta​ti​ons. Upon ar​ri​ving, she had des​cen​ded al​most im​me​di​ately on the ne​arest pub in a dis​con​ten​ted fra​me of mind, tre​ating the lo​cal hard ca​ses to a sha​me​less disp​lay of mid​riff, comp​la​ining lo​udly and pro​fa​nely abo​ut the fa​ci​li​ti​es, and drin​king un​til her legs col​lap​sed from un​der her. Amb​ro​se had had to carry her all the way back to the​ir ro​om, whe​re she had flop​ped on​to the bed li​ke a fal​len tree, in​ca​pab​le of pe​eling off her vel​ve​te​en hips​ters or her knee-high plat​form bo​ots.

    The next mor​ning they had be​en la​te for the fu​ne​ral - by a me​re ten mi​nu​tes - but that had only be​en the first in a long list of of​fen​ces. To be​gin with, Ge​or​gie’s cho​ice of cos​tu​me for the oc​ca​si​on had be​en a trans​pa​rent aqu​ama​ri​ne chif​fon sing​let over shiny black tights, top​ped off by a vast and very silly ice-blue wed​ding hat which she had bo​ught in a Sal​va​ti​on Army op​por​tu​nity shop. The hat was co​ve​red with silk flo​wers, and wo​und abo​ut by a tra​iling chif​fon scarf.

    She had worn not​hing on her fe​et ex​cept toe rings.

    ‘You’re not go​ing in that get-up, are you?’ Amb​ro​se had qu​eri​ed, when he first la​id eyes on it.

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘I can see yo​ur tits.’

    ‘So? You got a prob​lem with that?’

    Ambrose had shrug​ged. ‘I sup​po​se not,’ he’d con​ce​ded. ‘Yo​ur fa​mily might, tho​ugh.’

    ‘I don’t gi​ve a shit what my fa​mily ha​ve a prob​lem with.’

    Ain’t that the truth, Amb​ro​se had tho​ught. Ever sin​ce he had met Ge​or​gie, her most ve​no​mo​us con​dem​na​ti​on had al​ways be​en re​ser​ved for her fa​mily, which had on​ce be​en ba​sed in Bro​ken Hill, tho​ugh its mem​bers we​re now scat​te​red aro​und Ade​la​ide, Mel​bo​ur​ne and Tas​ma​nia. Ge​or​gie had ac​cu​sed her mot​her of nar​cis​sism, her fat​her of sa​dism, her step​fat​her of in​cest and her brot​her of just abo​ut everyt​hing un​der the sun. She didn’t talk abo​ut her sis​ter at all, tho​ugh she cal​led her step​sis​ter a ‘use​less fuc​king jun​kie’.

    Until now, she had go​ne to gre​at lengths to en​su​re that she ne​ver ob​li​ged any of them.

    ‘If you don’t gi​ve a shit what yo​ur fa​mily ha​ve a prob​lem with,’ Amb​ro​se had re​mar​ked, ‘why the hell are you go​ing to this thing? All you do is bitch abo​ut yo​ur hor​rib​le mum and yo​ur fas​cist dad and yo​ur sub​hu​man brot​her and yo​ur cunt of a step​sis​ter. Why are you go​ing to this fu​ne​ral at all?’

    ‘Because my gran was the only de​cent one of the lot!’ Ge​or​gie had re​tor​ted. ‘I lo​ved her, and I’m go​ing to miss her, and no one’s go​ing to stop me from tur​ning up at her fu​ne​ral!’

    Her eyes had fil​led with te​ars, ca​using Amb​ro​se to sub​si​de. He had still be​en scep​ti​cal, ho​we​ver. As far as he knew, this disp​lay of gri​ef was just anot​her of Ge​or​gie’s per​for​man​ces. She lo​ved a bit of dra​ma, and he had sen​sed from the very be​gin​ning that she was only at​ten​ding her grand​mot​her’s fu​ne​ral in or​der to out​ra​ge her pa​rents by ap​pe​aring in a see-thro​ugh top, or scre​aming at her brot​her over the cof​fin, or ar​gu​ing abo​ut the di​vi​si​on of her grand​mot​her’s es​ta​te. Frankly, he had be​en ho​ping that she wo​uld en​ga​ge in so​me kind of dis​rup​ti​ve be​ha​vi​o​ur, which he co​uld enj​oy from the si​de​li​nes and la​ter re​co​unt to his brot​her Tom, or his fri​end James. They al​ways lo​ved to he​ar abo​ut the mo​re out​ra​ge​o​us stunts that Ge​or​gie pul​led.

    Ambrose pro​bably wo​uldn’t ha​ve co​me, ex​cept that he was an​ti​ci​pa​ting a few harm​less fi​re​works. Af​ter all, he was pa​ying for this ex​cur​si​on. He de​ser​ved to get so​met​hing back for his mo​ney.

    Much to his re​li​ef, the fu​ne​ral had li​ved up to all his ex​pec​ta​ti​ons. Af​ter shoc​king ever​yo​ne with her get-up, Ge​or​gie had pro​ce​eded to smo​ke thro​ug​ho​ut the ser​vi​ce (until re​qu​es​ted not to), cri​ti​ci​se the flo​ral tri​bu​tes, la​ugh li​ke a coc​ka​too at inap​prop​ri​ate mo​ments, and drink co​pi​o​us amo​unts of al​co​hol at the gat​he​ring that had ta​ken pla​ce af​ter​wards in the brick-ve​ne​er pro​j​ect ho​me of a fa​mily fri​end. She had crow​ned her me​tap​ho​ri​cal ‘fuck you’ by ha​ving a he​ated ar​gu​ment with her step​sis​ter, smas​hing a glass on the flo​or and stor​ming off to a pub down the ro​ad. The​re had fol​lo​wed an ex​ten​ded pub crawl, which had be​en qu​ite an eye-ope​ner (Ambro​se had be​en ex​po​sed to the sort of pe​op​le he’d only re​ad abo​ut) and which had conc​lu​ded in the ghost town of Sil​ver​ton, at ap​pro​xi​ma​tely one o’clock the next mor​ning. They hadn’t craw​led in​to bed un​til two.

    As al​ways, ho​we​ver, the al​co​hol hadn’t knoc​ked Ge​or​gie out for long. At abo​ut three thirty she had ri​sen aga​in, trip​ping over bags and bum​ping in​to fur​ni​tu​re, cur​sing and gro​aning, un​til she had fo​und her pur​se, and the sle​eping pills in​si​de it. Amb​ro​se had re​ali​sed, then, that the​re wo​uld be no qu​es​ti​on of get​ting away be​fo​re eight a.m. - pos​sibly not be​fo​re ni​ne. Cer​ta​inly not be​fo​re ni​ne, un​less Amb​ro​se ha​uled Ge​or​gie out of bed him​self. Su​re eno​ugh, when a knock on the do​or an​no​un​ced the ar​ri​val of the​ir bre​ak​fast, Ge​or​gie re​fu​sed to bud​ge.

    ‘No-o-o,’ she mo​aned.

    ‘You’ve got to.’

    ‘I can’t.’

    ‘Come on.’ He pul​led her limp whi​te form out from be​ne​ath the co​vers and drag​ged her in​to the bath​ro​om, whe​re he prop​ped her un​der the sho​wer. By the ti​me she was re​ady to sup​port her​self - two hands pres​sed flat aga​inst the ti​les and he​ad han​ging - Amb​ro​se’s to​ast was al​re​ady sto​ne cold. His eggs we​re te​pid. Ne​vert​he​less he ate them sto​lidly (dra​wing on​ce aga​in on his for​mi​dab​le po​wers of en​du​ran​ce) and was re​ady for his sho​wer when Ge​or​gie had fi​nal​ly fi​nis​hed hers. They exc​han​ged grunts as they pas​sed each ot​her in the bath​ro​om do​or​way, Amb​ro​se lar​ge and to​us​led in his cot​ton pyj​amas and im​por​ted dres​sing gown, Ge​or​gie small and damp and na​ked ex​cept for the to​wel wrap​ped aro​und her wet ha​ir. Des​pi​te her puffy eyes, she had a stran​gely pu​re and vul​ne​rab​le fa​ce in the mor​ning, be​fo​re she put on all her he​avy ma​ke-up and fuck-you clot​hes.

    Ambrose nor​mal​ly comp​le​ted his cle​an​sing ri​tu​als in fif​te​en mi​nu​tes. They ne​ver va​ri​ed, ex​cept in​so​far as the bath​ro​oms them​sel​ves might vary. A qu​ick sho​wer was in​va​ri​ably fol​lo​wed by a sha​ve, a bo​wel mo​ve​ment, the don​ning of his clot​hes, the cle​aning of his te​eth, the ap​pli​ca​ti​on of ha​ir gel, and a bri​ef tid​ying-up pe​ri​od. He wo​uld emer​ge from the bath​ro​om in a flaw​less su​it or per​fectly jud​ged ca​su​al at​ti​re, smel​ling fa​intly of so​met​hing ex​pen​si​ve, his blond ha​ir slic​ked back and his pink fa​ce gle​aming.

    Georgie, in cont​rast, co​uld spend fo​ur or fi​ve ho​urs get​ting re​ady for the day, was​ting hu​ge amo​unts of ti​me re​ading the pa​per, pa​in​ting her to​ena​ils, cho​osing an out​fit then chan​ging her mind, oc​ca​si​onal​ly in​dul​ging in a bit of yo​ga, even watc​hing mu​sic vi​deo clips or child​ren’s car​to​ons on the te​le​vi​si​on. She had ab​so​lu​tely no ro​uti​ne. Nor​mal​ly, this didn’t mat​ter much to Amb​ro​se, who left for work when he had to and was ne​ver fo​olish eno​ugh to ar​ran​ge we​ekend bre​ak​fast me​etings with any of the​ir fri​ends.

    He was dam​ned, ho​we​ver, if he was go​ing to pay for anot​her night in a crappy Bro​ken Hill mo​tel just be​ca​use Ge​or​gie co​uldn’t get her act to​get​her eno​ugh to check out by the de​sig​na​ted ti​me.

    ‘No,’ he sa​id, snatc​hing the re​mo​te cont​rol from her chalk-whi​te fin​gers. ‘No TV.’

    ‘Hey, fuck you!’

    ‘Time is mo​ney, okay? We’ve got to be out of he​re by ten.’

    ‘I will, you dag!’

    ‘No you won’t. Not if you’re watc​hing te​le​vi​si​on. Co​me on - eat up. What are you go​ing to we​ar?’

    ‘Nothing,’ she grow​led.

    ‘We’ll get ar​res​ted if you we​ar not​hing,’ he joked, but she tur​ned her fa​ce away, and he sig​hed.

    ‘Okay,’ he sa​id. ‘Wha​te​ver. Co​me li​ke that, if you want.’ She was clad in a rat​her pretty an​ti​que silk nightd​ress. ‘Ple​ase, Ge​or​gie. Will you get a mo​ve on? Be​ca​use if we don’t le​ave so​on, we’ll ne​ver ma​ke it to Mil​du​ra by lunch​ti​me. And the​re’s no way I’m eating at that ro​ad​ho​use aga​in. No way. That pie - I’m pretty su​re they must ha​ve ma​de it out of sla​ugh​te​red to​urists they lu​red in​to the dun​ni​es.’

    Georgie grun​ted. Then she stretc​hed. Then she got up and be​gan to pull on her black tights.

    The sus​pen​si​on in the old Ford was shot. As Alec dro​ve it down the dirt ro​ad le​ading to Thorn​da​le, he co​uld fe​el thro​ugh the so​les of his fe​et and the palms of his hands every rut and rock and hol​low that the tyres en​co​un​te​red. The im​pact even re​gis​te​red in his jo​ints and his te​eth, and in the back of his neck. It was li​ke be​ing drag​ged ac​ross ra​il​way sle​epers.

    It wor​ri​ed him that with this kind of vib​ra​ti​on go​ing on, Del wo​uldn’t be ab​le to fo​cus her eye​bal​ls, let alo​ne hold her gun still long eno​ugh to ta​ke aim.

    ‘You can push ’er a bit mo​re than that,’ Del told him - for he was cre​eping along, trying to re​du​ce the jolts and avo​id the worst pot​ho​les. ‘She was bu​ilt to last, this one.’

    ‘Yeah, but I wasn’t,’ Alec rep​li​ed so​urly.

    ‘’Course you we​re! Big boy li​ke you?’

    Alec sa​id not​hing. He wasn’t in the mo​od for ban​ter, and in any ca​se, he didn’t want Del dist​rac​ted - not when it was her job to watch out for any​body who might want to use them as a tar​get. Alec had to ke​ep his eyes on the ro​ad; he co​uldn’t be ex​pec​ted to do anyt​hing el​se. Not in this car. Not on this sur​fa​ce.

    ‘We’re co​min up to the cre​ek,’ he sa​id. ‘The​re’s mo​re co​ver, ro​und the cre​ek.’

    ‘We’ll be fi​ne,’ Del ans​we​red se​re​nely.

    ‘Where did you see the ...um... the vic​tims?’ as​ked Ross, ra​ising his vo​ice so as to be he​ard abo​ve the rat​tle and clank of every lo​ose part in the who​le ve​hic​le. Se​e​ing the track fall away ahe​ad of them, Alec hit the bra​ke - which was so sloppy and slow that he was for​ced to apply mo​re and mo​re pres​su​re, un​til it felt as if he had his fo​ot thro​ugh the flo​or.

    ‘Not far now,’ he rep​li​ed. ‘We’ll be the​re so​on.’

    ‘Keep a lo​oko​ut,’ sa​id Del. ‘The​re may be mo​re, by this ti​me.’

    ‘That ute we pas​sed,’ sa​id Ross, but Alec didn’t al​low him to con​ti​nue.

    ‘I told you,’ Alec in​ter​rup​ted, ‘it was the​re be​fo​re. It hasn’t mo​ved sin​ce.’

    ‘I was go​ing to say, did you no​ti​ce if the​re was any pet​rol in the tank?’

    ‘We’ll check it out,’ Del pro​mi​sed. ‘On the way back.’

    They jo​un​ced and lurc​hed gra​du​al​ly down in​to the cre​ek bed, which didn’t tre​at them as well as it had tre​ated Chris’s fancy new Land Ro​ver. So​met​hing vi​ci​o​us scra​ped the un​der​si​de of Del’s car ne​ar its front ax​le, and the old tyres chur​ned up sand. May​be Alec had pic​ked the wrong pla​ce to cross, or may​be the Ford’s en​gi​ne didn’t ha​ve much bi​te. Wha​te​ver the re​ason, they al​most got stuck twi​ce on the​ir way out.

    But they ma​de it at last, and the strug​gle kept Alec busy, for​cing from his mind all tho​ughts of what lay just ahe​ad. He was still pre​oc​cu​pi​ed with the qu​es​ti​on of whet​her so​met​hing had be​en da​ma​ged du​ring the​ir last sur​ge over the crest of the stony bank - the​re was a funny, un​fa​mi​li​ar thum​ping no​ise un​der the bon​net - when Ross sud​denly cri​ed out.

    ‘Oh, my God!’

    Mongrel bar​ked a co​up​le of ti​mes, per​haps in alarm at the sud​den flurry aro​und him. Alec stam​ped on the bra​ke. Del gro​aned.

    ‘Is that them?’ she in​qu​ired hus​kily.

    ‘Yeah.’ Alec didn’t want to lo​ok. The bo​di​es on the ro​ad we​re still so​me dis​tan​ce away, but even from his van​ta​ge po​int Alec co​uld see the mant​le of fli​es that each was we​aring. Mo​re fli​es swar​med abo​ve them. It oc​cur​red to him, all at on​ce, that the​re was go​ing to be a smell - a re​al​ly bad one. ‘They’re de​ad. I chec​ked,’ he con​ti​nu​ed, in a cho​ked vo​ice. ‘We can’t do anyt​hing for ’em.’

    ‘Can yiz dri​ve aro​und?’ Del qu​eri​ed, so​un​ding very sub​du​ed.

    ‘I co​uld try.’

    ‘We can’t mo​ve them,’ Ross re​mar​ked shrilly. ‘Sce​ne of the cri​me - that sort of thing. We might dest​roy evi​den​ce.’

    ‘We’re not gun​na mo​ve ’em,’ sa​id Alec. The​re was no way on God’s earth that he was abo​ut to go anyw​he​re ne​ar tho​se corp​ses aga​in, let alo​ne to​uch them. Try to drag one of them to the si​de of the ro​ad, he tho​ught, and you’d pro​bably pull its leg off. ‘We ma​na​ged to get aro​und ’em in the Land Ro​ver. It sho​uldn’t be too hard in this thing,’ he went on.

    ‘Well let’s go, then.’ Del shif​ted her po​si​ti​on, so that the gun-butt was tuc​ked un​der her arm, and its bar​rel po​king out the win​dow. ‘May God ha​ve mercy on our so​uls.’

    Alec didn’t stop to won​der what she me​ant by that.He chan​ged ge​ars, drag​ged at the ste​ering whe​el, and co​axed the old Ford up over a low rid​ge of dirt be​si​de the track. This rid​ge had ob​vi​o​usly be​en for​med by ex​ca​va​ted ma​te​ri​al when the track was first cre​ated; be​yond it lay an une​ven sur​fa​ce of tus​socks, hol​lows, fis​su​res and rocks. For​tu​na​tely, Alec didn’t ha​ve to get tang​led up with any tre​es or bus​hes. He just had to pick his way bet​we​en smal​ler obst​ruc​ti​ons, win​cing at every jolt, every crunch, every omi​no​us squ​e​aling, scra​ping so​und. What he was re​al​ly wor​ri​ed abo​ut was wi​re. A pi​ece of wi​re co​uld easily spring up, wrap it​self aro​und the in​si​de of the whe​el and snap the bra​ke li​ne. Blo​ody far​mers we​re al​ways le​aving bits of wi​re abo​ut.

    He was so in​tent on the per​for​man​ce of the car, and his hand​ling of it, that he hardly no​ti​ced the smell when it hit them. Ross grun​ted, and Del clic​ked her ton​gue, but Alec ba​rely re​gis​te​red the odo​ur (which didn’t last long, in any event) un​til they we​re thro​ugh it. Ross sug​ges​ted they wind up the win​dows, but Del po​in​ted out that they co​uldn’t. Not if she wan​ted to be re​ady for anyt​hing.

    ‘I can’t aim me gun un​less the win​dows are open,’ she sa​id. ‘On Alec’s si​de, as well as this one.’

    ‘For God’s sa​ke, Del,’ Alec exc​la​imed tes​tily, ‘watch what you’re do​in with that thing!’ The bar​rel had clat​te​red aga​inst the rim of the win​dow as they hit a par​ti​cu​larly nasty bump. ‘Is the sa​fety on?’

    ‘’Course it is.’

    ‘Well don’t wa​ve it aro​und, I can’t see whe​re I’m go​in!’

    He was swe​ating pro​fu​sely by the ti​me he ma​de it back on​to the track. Glan​cing in the re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror, he saw the dark sha​pes of the bo​di​es spraw​led on the ro​ad be​hind them, and Ross cra​ning his neck to watch the​se sha​pes re​ce​de. Del, ho​we​ver, didn’t turn aro​und.

    Nothing ahe​ad of Alec was at all fa​mi​li​ar.The​re was qu​ite a lot of mul​ga abo​ut, and so​me boxt​horn. The ro​ad cur​ved, di​sap​pe​aring be​hind a scre​en of fo​li​age, and that ma​de him ner​vo​us. But they we​re lucky. When Alec cle​ared the cor​ner, he was conf​ron​ted by an empty track, a dis​tant ga​te, and the gle​am of a ro​of at the top of a ri​se, half hid​den by mo​re boxt​horn. The ga​te was

    standing open.

    There was no one abo​ut.

    ‘This is it,’ sa​id Alec, his he​art in his thro​at.

    ‘Keep go​in,’ sa​id Del, not ta​king her eyes off the hed​ge of scrub to the​ir left. The sta​ti​on wa​gon crept for​ward. A crow flap​ped he​avily skyward. Alec lic​ked his dry lips, scan​ning the im​me​di​ate vi​ci​nity for any ot​her signs of li​fe.

    They pas​sed thro​ugh the ga​te and we​re plun​ged in​to a rub​bish tip.

    ‘Fuckin hell,’ Alec whis​pe​red. It was sni​per he​aven. Gre​at to​we​ring pi​les of rusty old farm equ​ip​ment and fen​cing wi​re, di​sin​teg​ra​ting oil drums, punc​tu​red in​ner tu​bes, splin​te​red win​dow fra​mes and bro​ken fur​ni​tu​re lay on both si​des of the track. In bet​we​en we​re patc​hes of salt​bush, so​me of them qu​ite high and thick. Be​yond this obs​tac​le co​ur​se, Alec co​uld see the cor​ner of a ho​use; its blank win​dows sta​red at him thro​ugh rag​ged flyscre​ens.

    ‘It’s de​ser​ted,’ sa​id Ross, in a very low vo​ice.

    ‘Watch our backs, Ross,’ Del war​ned.

    ‘Yes, all right. I know. But we won’t find anyt​hing use​ful he​re - it can’t ha​ve be​en li​ved in for a fa​ir whi​le.’

    ‘Whaddaya me​an? The​re’s not​hing wrong with it.’

    Something abo​ut her of​fen​ded to​ne ma​de Alec won​der what her ho​use was li​ke.This one,he de​ci​ded,was wor​se than his dad’s. Fe​ral co​untry. He no​ti​ced, ho​we​ver, that the​re was a te​lep​ho​ne cab​le at​tac​hed to it. The cab​le swo​oped ac​ross the dri​ve​way and over a pep​per​corn tree be​fo​re cle​aring the fen​ce and he​ading west, to​wards the high​way.

    It didn’t fol​low the track.

    ‘They’ve got a pho​ne,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Yeah. I can see that.’

    ‘Look!’ Ross squ​aw​ked. Ha​ving ro​un​ded a pi​le of junk that se​emed to con​sist mostly of bed springs and fi​re​wo​od, they fi​nal​ly had a cle​ar vi​ew of the ho​use and the out​bu​il​dings be​yond it. They we​re al​so di​ago​nal​ly op​po​si​te the pep​per​corn tree.

    Alec ins​tantly re​cog​ni​sed the car that had fetc​hed up aga​inst its sturdy trunk.

    ‘Oh, Christ,’ he gas​ped, slo​wing to a halt. But Ross was po​in​ting at so​met​hing el​se.

    ‘There!’ he sa​id. ‘The​re!’

    ‘Don’t lo​se the plot, ma​te,’ Del re​monst​ra​ted. She was glan​cing aro​und, pa​ying par​ti​cu​lar at​ten​ti​on to the ho​use. But Alec was su​re that she had spot​ted the body ne​ar the ga​ra​ge. How co​uld she ha​ve mis​sed it? He swal​lo​wed, and swal​lo​wed aga​in.

    His hands we​re tremb​ling.

    ‘All right, ke​ep go​in,’ Del or​de​red. ‘Do a lap ro​und the ho​use. The​re’s a track, see?’

    ‘What abo​ut the ...?’

    ‘First things first. Three mo​re mi​nu​tes won’t ma​ke much dif​fe​ren​ce.’

    She was pro​bably right, Alec tho​ught. Who​ever it was, the​re on the gro​und, he didn’t lo​ok too spry. The​re was a lot of dri​ed blo​od, and the fli​es we​re busy. As they drew clo​se to the spre​ade​ag​led body, and then pas​sed it, Alec kept his ga​ze fi​xed firmly ahe​ad. He co​uldn’t ha​ve se​en much, any​way - he was on the wrong si​de of the car. Del and Ross did the lo​oking for him.

    ‘Oh de​ar,’ sa​id Ross, fa​intly. ‘Oh de​ar.’

    ‘Poor bug​ger,’ Del mur​mu​red.

    ‘Oh Christ.’ In an ef​fort to ste​er cle​ar of the Land Ro​ver, Alec hadn’t be​en ab​le to avo​id glan​cing at it. Thro​ugh the open front pas​sen​ger win​dow he had glimp​sed the windsc​re​en, which was fros​ted and crac​ked, and ca​ked with sprays of thick blo​od. Craw​ling along, Alec was tre​ated to a slowly un​fol​ding sce​ne of car​na​ge as they drew le​vel with it.

    ‘Oh, my God,’ he whis​pe​red, te​ars sprin​ging to his eyes. Chris had be​en shot in the he​ad. His body was slum​ped over the ste​ering whe​el but his bra​ins had be​en blown ac​ross the shat​te​red windsc​re​en. The​re we​re fib​ro​us clumps ...tra​iling gobs . . .

    ‘Oh Jesus,’ Alec his​sed.

    ‘Keep go​in.’ Even Del so​un​ded dis​tur​bed; her vo​ice was a cro​ak. ‘Don’t stop, for God’s sa​ke. Ross, watch the ho​use.’

    ‘He’s de​ad,’ Alec gro​aned. ‘He - he has to be -’

    ‘Yeah. The​re’s not much we can do for him.’

    They left the pep​per​corn tree be​hind. Alec had to rub his te​ars away with one hand, swal​lo​wing his pa​nic. Ross was bre​at​hing in lit​tle gasps. Del, who had be​en aiming her gun at the dark and yaw​ning ent​ran​ce of the ga​ra​ge, now po​in​ted it at a tumb​le​down shed that co​uld ha​ve be​en a pen, or a co​op. Alec didn’t spa​re it mo​re than one glan​ce, but Del sa​id: ‘De​ad dog, he​re.’ A pa​use. ‘I think. Dog or pig.’

    ‘It’s a sla​ugh​ter​ho​use,’ Ross whis​pe​red.

    ‘Not too slow, Alec. Not yet.’

    Alec ob​li​ged. Shock al​ways ca​used him to slow down, but now he shif​ted his fo​ot from the bra​ke to the ac​ce​le​ra​tor, and the ri​de be​ca​me mo​re bumpy. They tur​ned be​fo​re hit​ting the fen​ce, fol​lo​wed a pa​ir of tyre tracks aro​und the back of the ga​ra​ge, and fi​nal​ly pas​sed the ho​use aga​in. From the east, it lo​oked in​ha​bi​ted; the​re we​re dog bowls, a peg bas​ket, a pa​ir of child’s thongs . . .

    ‘Look!’ Ross yel​ped. ‘Oh my God.’

    ‘What?’ Alec had be​en ke​eping his eye on the ro​ute ahe​ad. ‘What is it?’

    ‘Stop the car,’ Del gro​aned.

    ‘Now?’

    ‘Stop it.’ 
    Alec bra​ked. He didn’t un​ders​tand. They we​re easy tar​gets - he co​uldn’t see anyt​hing out of the or​di​nary . . .

    ‘A child,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘Eh?’ Alec lo​oked aro​und. ‘Whe​re?’

    ‘There must be a kid so​mew​he​re,’ Ross exp​la​ined. ‘Tho​se sho​es ...on the backs​teps . . .’

    ‘I’ll send Mong​rel out,’ Del an​no​un​ced, with an air of de​ci​si​on. All at on​ce she so​un​ded ur​gent - alar​med. ‘See if he can smell anyt​hing.’

    ‘You me​an we’re stop​pin?’ Alec as​ked. ‘He​re?’

    ‘Good a pla​ce as any.’

    ‘But what abo​ut . . .’ Alec wa​ved his hand, unab​le to form the words ‘Chris’ and ‘Gra​ham’. His ges​tu​re, ho​we​ver, spo​ke vo​lu​mes.

    ‘We’ll get to ’em la​ter. The​re might be a kid.’ Del re​ac​hed back, stra​ining. She pus​hed open a re​ar pas​sen​ger do​or on the right hand si​de. ‘Gorn. Mong​rel. Bad man. Bad man,’ she bar​ked. Mong​rel ut​te​red a yip in res​pon​se. The​re was a rush of furry limbs and a blast of warm dog-bre​ath, and sud​denly Mong​rel was out of the car.

    ‘But what if the​re’s so​me​one aro​und?’ Alec pro​tes​ted.

    ‘If the​re is, we’ll see ’im from he​re,’ Del rep​li​ed. ‘Lo​ok at the scrub out back, the​re. Wo​uldn’t hi​de a mo​use. Ross can watch the ga​ra​ge, you can watch the north end, and I’ll watch the ho​use. Easy.’

    ‘I don’t think this is wi​se,’ sa​id Ross.

    Alec sa​id not​hing. He sat with his fin​gers wrap​ped tightly aro​und the ste​ering whe​el, his eyes smar​ting, his he​art be​ating li​ke a ham​mer in his thro​at and temp​les. Everyt​hing was so re​al - the stab​bing gla​re of sun​light on chro​me, the tex​tu​re of the un​ra​vel​ling up​hols​tery, the smell of dust and pet​rol and Del’s BO

    - but it had to be a night​ma​re. It had to be. It co​uldn’t be hap​pe​ning.

    Mongrel stra​yed ac​ross his li​ne of vi​si​on, no​se to the gro​und. Then the dog circ​led back aga​in, still pur​su​ing a scent. He had a lazy kind of dro​op to his back, an easy shuf​fle, a floppy ta​il. He didn’t lo​ok too ner​vo​us, Alec tho​ught.

    Alec was ner​vo​us. He was prac​ti​cal​ly pe​e​ing him​self. Any mi​nu​te, he ex​pec​ted to he​ar the crack of a shot. A scre​am. A bark. But the si​len​ce stretc​hed on and on.

    

    

CHAPTER 12 
    

    They we​re all wa​iting. No​el was wa​iting in Ross’s car. Every do​or was stan​ding open, and No​el was sit​ting on the front pas​sen​ger se​at, fid​dling with Ver​lie’s tran​sis​tor ra​dio. It was a com​bi​ned ra​dio and ta​pe pla​yer which ran on bat​te​ri​es, but the only thing co​ming out of it was sta​tic. The bat​te​ri​es we​ren’t flat; No​el had suc​ces​sful​ly pla​yed one of Ver​lie’s cas​set​te ta​pes on it, ear​li​er - Bet​te Mid​ler’s Wind Be​ne​ath My Wings . So so​met​hing el​se was wrong.

    Linda and Ro​sie we​re wa​iting in the ca​ra​van. They we​re pla​ying ‘scis​sors, pa​per, rock’. Lo​u​ise was wa​iting with them, stretc​hed out on a con​ver​tib​le co​uch, re​ading a TV gu​ide. Pe​ter had set​tled on​to the back se​at of Ross’s car, whe​re he was lis​te​ning to mu​sic on a pa​ir of he​adp​ho​nes, one fin​ger twitc​hing back and forth li​ke a met​ro​no​me. Tick, tick, tick.

    Verlie co​uldn’t ke​ep still. She pa​ced to and fro, from the ca​ra​van to the car and back aga​in, stop​ping so​me​ti​mes to glan​ce at her watch, so​me​ti​mes to sip at a glass of wa​ter, which she had left be​si​de the sink, and so​me​ti​mes to pe​er down the ro​ad. She was wor​ri​ed abo​ut Ross. She was very wor​ri​ed abo​ut Ross. He had left with Del and Alec just be​fo​re se​ven, and it was now - she was co​un​ting the mi​nu​tes - it was now twenty to ni​ne.

    She stop​ped be​si​de No​el.

    ‘They’ve be​en too long,’ she sa​id.

    Noel lo​oked up from her ra​dio.

    ‘It’s be​en ne​arly two ho​urs,’ she went on. ‘They sa​id an ho​ur. Why aren’t they back yet?’

    Noel’s ga​ze flit​ted to​wards his son, but Pe​ter lay with his eyes clo​sed, lost in mu​sic. Ver​lie was al​most past wor​rying abo​ut the child​ren, at this sta​ge. She had spa​red the girls her fret​ting, be​ca​use Ro​sie was so yo​ung; Pe​ter, ho​we​ver, was a dif​fe​rent story. He was - what? Thir​te​en? Fo​ur​te​en? Old eno​ugh to be awa​re that things we​ren’t right.

    ‘I don’t know why they’re not back yet,’ No​el sa​id qu​i​etly. ‘May​be they had a flat tyre. It’s not out of the qu​es​ti​on - that car’s in such a sta​te.’

    ‘Do you think they’ve run out of pet​rol?’

    ‘I don’t know.’

    Verlie pus​hed the palms of her hands to​get​her. It was what she al​ways did when her ner​ves we​re shot. Tho​ugh she didn’t want to ut​ter the words - and the​reby gi​ve vo​ice to her gro​wing fe​ars - they we​re at last for​ced out of her by the pres​su​re of her an​xi​ety.

    ‘You don’t think anyt​hing’s hap​pe​ned?’

    ‘I don’t know, Ver​lie.’

    ‘Can’t we do so​met​hing?’

    She spo​ke mo​re lo​udly than she had in​ten​ded, and her exc​la​ma​ti​on must ha​ve pe​net​ra​ted the pad​ding of Pe​ter’s he​adp​ho​nes. He to​ok them off, ope​ning his eyes. He sat up.

    Noel’s own eyes flic​ke​red as he re​gis​te​red the mo​ve​ment in the back se​at.

    ‘What do you sug​gest we do?’ he qu​eri​ed, mildly, but with a hint of rep​ro​ach that was en​ti​rely re​la​ted to Pe​ter and his pe​ace of mind.

    ‘Go af​ter them,’ sa​id Ver​lie.

    ‘Go af​ter them?’ No​el ec​ho​ed.

    ‘They might be in tro​ub​le, don’t you think?’

    ‘Well, yes, but ...I me​an, we don’t ha​ve much pet​rol he​re. We don’t know whe​re they are. If they ha​ve run in​to tro​ub​le, they’re a lot bet​ter equ​ip​ped to de​al with it than we are.’ No​el stu​di​ed her sympat​he​ti​cal​ly from be​hind his ste​el-rim​med spec​tac​les. ‘I know that you must be wor​ri​ed, Ver​lie, but I don’t think we sho​uld mo​ve anyw​he​re just yet,’ he sa​id. ‘That car of Del’s co​uld easily ha​ve blown a fu​se or a gas​ket, or so​met​hing. It pro​bably sho​uldn’t be on the ro​ad.’

    ‘You think they’ve bro​ken down?’

    ‘If they ha​ve,’ No​el ad​vi​sed her, ‘Del’s bo​und to be ab​le to fix the prob​lem. She stri​kes me as be​ing very ca​pab​le.’

    ‘And she’s got all tho​se spa​re parts,’ Pe​ter bro​ke in. ‘I saw them. She told me she co​uld start a car with a torch bat​tery, and fix a ra​di​ator ho​se with the skin of a kan​ga​roo ta​il.’

    ‘Uh - yes.’ No​el cle​ared his thro​at. Ver​lie co​uld see from his exp​res​si​on that, li​ke Ver​lie, he re​gar​ded such wild cla​ims as wholly fab​ri​ca​ted. Ne​vert​he​less, he was con​vin​ced that Del wo​uldn’t be at all stum​ped by a le​aking fu​el li​ne or a bro​ken spring. He sa​id so. ‘I wo​uldn’t get too wor​ri​ed for a few ho​urs yet.’

    Verlie won​de​red if he was sa​ying this simply to re​as​su​re his son. She tho​ught: It’s all right for you. You’re with yo​ur fa​mily. Tho​ugh it was un​fa​ir, she re​sen​ted him for be​ing unab​le to le​ave his small child​ren. Lin​da had kic​ked up a stink, when he’d sug​ges​ted it, but she had ag​re​ed - as had Ver​lie - that Del sho​uld not be tra​vel​ling alo​ne with Alec. So Ross had be​en sent along with them, and now Ver​lie was reg​ret​ting her con​cern for Del. What did Del mat​ter? Ross was Ver​lie’s hus​band. He had pro​mi​sed to be back in an ho​ur, and now he​re it was, al​most two ho​urs la​ter, and he hadn’t re​tur​ned.

    It’s our car, she wan​ted to in​form No​el. It’s our car and our ca​ra​van. You pe​op​le are hit​c​h​hi​kers.

    She co​uldn’t bring her​self to say it, tho​ugh. Ins​te​ad she as​ked, ‘When sho​uld we start to be con​cer​ned, then? In yo​ur opi​ni​on?’ And she ma​na​ged to inj​ect qu​ite a lot of sar​casm in​to that simp​le in​qu​iry.

    Noel frow​ned. He sig​hed, and lo​oked at his watch. ‘Well...I don’t know,’ he sa​id. ‘When did they le​ave? Se​ven? I sup​po​se . . . may​be . . . ele​ven o’clock?’

    ‘Eleven o’clock?’

    ‘Someone’s bo​und to pass be​fo​re then, Ver​lie.’

    And No​el was right. Be​ca​use at twenty past ni​ne, when Ver​lie was ner​vo​usly and fru​it​les​sly trying to re​ad (her eyes co​uldn’t se​em to get a grip on the li​nes of print) she he​ard the so​und of a car ap​pro​ac​hing. At first she as​su​med that it must be Del’s car. Le​aping from her se​at in the bre​ak​fast no​ok, she hur​led her​self down the ca​ra​van steps, ahe​ad of Lo​u​ise. But she so​on re​ali​sed that the ve​hic​le - wha​te​ver it was - must be ap​pro​ac​hing from the north, not the so​uth. No​el was al​re​ady on the ro​ad, fa​cing Bro​ken Hill. Lin​da was stan​ding with her eyes sha​ded, pe​ering in the sa​me di​rec​ti​on; she had left the ca​ra​van ear​li​er, to en​ter​ta​in Ro​sie with a ga​me of hops​cotch.

    Louise ran to her mot​her’s si​de.

    ‘Is so​me​one co​ming?’ the girl de​man​ded.

    ‘Yes,’ Lin​da re​j​o​ined.

    ‘Is it Del?’

    ‘I don’t think so.’

    Noel be​gan to wa​ve. He step​ped back from the ro​ad​si​de as an ap​pro​ac​hing sha​pe be​ca​me vi​sib​le. Ro​se, un​fa​zed, kept skip​ping and jum​ping, each mo​ve​ment trig​ge​ring a slap of rub​ber so​les. Her hops​cotch squ​ares had be​en drawn in the dirt with a stick.

    ‘They’re slo​wing down!’ Lin​da cri​ed.

    ‘Oh, ple​ase stop,’ Ver​lie mut​te​red. ‘Ple​ase stop.’

    The car was a hatch​back, navy blue. Ver​lie didn’t know much abo​ut cars, but she did see the word ‘Maz​da’ spelt out over this one’s num​ber pla​te. It was qu​ite a new car, she tho​ught, with tin​ted win​dows and fancy whe​els. The​re we​re two pe​op​le in​si​de it.

    The dri​ver was a yo​ung man, blon​de, we​aring a most in​ti​mi​da​ting pa​ir of ref​lec​ti​ve sung​las​ses. Ver​lie to​ok an ins​tant dis​li​ke to him for that very re​ason; she re​gar​ded ref​lec​ti​ve sung​las​ses as in​sul​ting and an​ti​so​ci​al. But he had a ple​asant vo​ice, and was at le​ast po​li​te eno​ugh to stop and wind down his win​dow.

    Not that he had much cho​ice, with No​el prac​ti​cal​ly bloc​king the way ahe​ad.

    ‘Are you in tro​ub​le?’ the yo​ung man in​qu​ired.

    ‘Yes, we are.’ No​el hur​ri​ed to​wards him, fol​lo​wed by Lin​da, Ver​lie, Lo​u​ise, Pe​ter - even Ro​se. The ef​fect was not un​li​ke birds des​cen​ding on a worm, and the yo​ung man se​emed to flinch a lit​tle, whe​re​upon No​el wa​ved his fa​mily back. ‘We’re in a gre​at de​al of tro​ub​le. Did you just co​me from Bro​ken Hill?’

    ‘That’s right.’

    ‘When did you le​ave?’

    ‘Oh . . .’ The yo​ung man tur​ned his he​ad, as if to con​sult the per​son next to him. It was a wo​man, as far as Ver​lie co​uld ma​ke out - a yo​ung wo​man with dark ha​ir. She too was we​aring sung​las​ses, but they we​re black. ‘Ge​or​gie, when did we le​ave? Abo​ut twenty mi​nu​tes ago?’

    ‘Twenty mi​nu​tes?’ Lin​da exc​la​imed, in as​to​nish​ment and dis​may. Ver​lie co​uld sympat​hi​se with her fe​elings.

    ‘Maybe half an ho​ur,’ the yo​ung man amen​ded. ‘So​met​hing li​ke that. Why? Is that whe​re you’re he​ading?’

    ‘We can’t get thro​ugh,’ Pe​ter blur​ted out, be​fo​re No​el si​len​ced him with a ges​tu​re.

    ‘There are a lot of pe​op​le stuck on this ro​ad at the mo​ment,’ No​el tri​ed to exp​la​in.Tho​ugh his to​ne was calm and re​aso​nab​le - tho​ugh his exp​res​si​on was be​nign and his ga​ze ob​vi​o​usly in​tel​li​gent - Ver​lie was awa​re that, no mat​ter how No​el phra​sed it, his story was go​ing to so​und ab​surd. She al​most win​ced in an​ti​ci​pa​ti​on. ‘For so​me re​ason, no one se​ems to be ab​le to re​ach Bro​ken Hill - or Co​om​bah. We’ve all run out of pet​rol. We all spent ho​urs and ho​urs dri​ving, yes​ter​day, and this is as far as we got.’

    ‘Uh-huh,’ the yo​ung man sa​id enig​ma​ti​cal​ly. His fa​ce was bland. Be​si​de him, ho​we​ver, Ge​or​gie shif​ted in her se​at, and sig​hed.

    ‘I know what you must be thin​king,’ No​el went on, ‘but the fact is we had to camp he​re over​night -’

    ‘And the​re’s be​en a sho​oting,’ Lin​da in​ter​rup​ted. She el​bo​wed her hus​band out of the way, sto​oping to ad​dress the yo​ung man. ‘Down the ro​ad, at a pla​ce cal​led Thorn​da​le. A truck dri​ver went the​re, fo​und the bo​di​es - we can’t re​port it be​ca​use our pho​nes won’t work, and we can’t get thro​ugh to Bro​ken Hill -’

    ‘Hang on. Wa​it a se​cond.’ The yo​ung man lif​ted his hand, lo​oking be​wil​de​red. ‘Did you say a sho​oting?’

    ‘That’s what the truck dri​ver sa​id.’

    ‘What truck dri​ver?’

    ‘Guy cal​led Alec Mul​ler,’ No​el be​gan.

    ‘He’s down the ro​ad now, with Ver​lie’s hus​band, and a wo​man cal​led Del De​egan,’ Lin​da in​te​rj​ec​ted. ‘They’re all in the sa​me bo​at as us.’

    ‘Del still has so​me pet​rol,’ No​el fi​nis​hed, trying des​pe​ra​tely to pa​int a co​he​rent pic​tu​re. ‘They went to in​ves​ti​ga​te so​met​hing, and they sho​uld ha​ve be​en back an ho​ur ago. We don’t know what’s hap​pe​ned to them.’

    ‘Ambrose.’ The wo​man in​si​de the car sud​denly spo​ke. Her pos​tu​re was that of so​me​body who​se pa​ti​en​ce has be​en stra​ined be​yond en​du​ran​ce. She sat with the fin​gers of her left hand pres​sed aga​inst her fo​re​he​ad, her left el​bow prop​ped on the win​dow​sill. ‘Tell them we’ll call the fuc​king NRMA, or wha​te​ver.’

    Linda re​co​iled. Ver​lie was ap​pal​led; she co​uldn’t be​li​eve her ears. Amb​ro​se cle​ared his thro​at, and smi​led she​epishly.

    ‘Uh - yes,’ he sa​id. ‘Right. When we get to Co​om​bah, we’ll call the NRMA for you. They’re bo​und to ha​ve a pho​ne at Co​om​bah. We’ll call the po​li​ce, too, if you want.’

    ‘But that’s the who​le po​int.’ No​el’s tran​qu​il fa​ça​de was be​gin​ning to crack; he was be​gin​ning to so​und an​xi​o​us. ‘You might not be ab​le to get thro​ugh. We co​uldn’t yes​ter​day. And even if you turn aro​und, you might not be ab​le to re​turn to Bro​ken Hill eit​her. The​re’s so​met​hing very pe​cu​li​ar go​ing on.’

    ‘You’re not wrong the​re,’ Ge​or​gie re​mar​ked, in a lo​ud vo​ice.

    ‘I’ve fil​led up the tank,’ Amb​ro​se po​in​ted out, re​as​su​ringly. ‘I think we ha​ve eno​ugh to get us whe​re we’re go​ing.’

    ‘Well I ho​pe so,’ sa​id No​el. ‘But I wo​uldn’t de​pend on it.’

    ‘You sho​uld go back to Bro​ken Hill. If you can,’ Lin​da ad​vi​sed. ‘Re​al​ly.’

    ‘But what abo​ut Ross?’ Ver​lie bro​ke in. She co​uldn’t be​li​eve it. Had they for​got​ten abo​ut her hus​band? ‘If they ke​ep go​ing, they might see Del’s car. They might be ab​le to help -’

    ‘Ambrose.’ This ti​me Ge​or​gie was al​most sho​uting. ‘I’ve got a he​adac​he.Let’s go.’

    ‘Now lis​ten.’ Lin​da had had eno​ugh of Ge​or​gie. That much was cle​ar from the way she spo​ke, sharply, as she so​me​ti​mes spo​ke to her child​ren. ‘We’re not do​ing this for our own amu​se​ment, okay? This is very se​ri​o​us. It in​vol​ves us all.’

    ‘Yes of co​ur​se,’ Amb​ro​se sa​id in so​ot​hing ac​cents. ‘And we’ll do our bit. As so​on as we re​ach Co​om​bah, we’ll ma​ke the ne​ces​sary calls, all right?’

    ‘And if you see an old sta​ti​on wa​gon, bro​ken down, per​haps you can ma​ke su​re everyt​hing’s all right?’ Ver​lie has​te​ned to ask. ‘Per​haps even bring my hus​band and the ot​hers back he​re? I know it se​ems li​ke an im​po​si​ti​on, but they can’t ha​ve go​ne very far.’

    ‘Yes, yes.’ Amb​ro​se was pla​ca​ting her; Ver​lie co​uld tell. His smi​le lo​oked pa​in​ted on. ‘We’ll do what we can.’

    ‘It might be dan​ge​ro​us!’ Ver​lie exc​la​imed, for the hatch​back was be​gin​ning to cre​ep for​ward. ‘So​me​one’s be​en sho​oting pe​op​le out the​re!’

    ‘Then we sho​uldn’t be han​ging aro​und,’ sa​id Ge​or​gie, in what was sup​po​sed to be an un​der​to​ne. As Lin​da sho​o​ed her child​ren well away from the car, No​el wal​ked along be​si​de it.

    ‘It’s yo​ur cho​ice, ob​vi​o​usly,’ he sa​id. ‘I pro​bably wo​uldn’t be​li​eve me eit​her, if I we​re you. But fo​re​war​ned is fo​re​ar​med, as they say. Do you ha​ve any spa​re pet​rol?’

    ‘Oh ye​ah,’ Ge​or​gie rep​li​ed sar​cas​ti​cal​ly. ‘I’ve got so​me in my pur​se.’

    ‘Don’t mind her,’ sa​id Amb​ro​se. ‘She has a han​go​ver.’

    ‘Just ke​ep in mind what we’ve told you,’ No​el ple​aded. ‘If you don’t re​ach Pi​ne Cre​ek wit​hin half an ho​ur, so​met​hing’s wrong.’

    ‘Right. Okay.’

    ‘Turn back be​fo​re you get stran​ded!’ No​el sho​uted, as the hatch​back gat​he​red spe​ed. It ro​ared off down the ro​ad, its dri​ver’s hand sketc​hing a wa​ve from the win​dow. In a mi​nu​te or so, the car was out of sight.

    Watching it di​sap​pe​ar, Ver​lie felt li​ke crying.

    ‘Do you think they’ll stop for Del and Alec and Ross?’ she whim​pe​red.

    ‘God knows,’ Lin​da sa​id shortly. She ob​vi​o​usly wasn’t in a com​for​ting mo​od. ‘What a pa​ir.’

    ‘They we​re ru​de, we​ren’t they, Mum?’ Lo​u​ise ob​ser​ved.

    ‘They we​re, swe​etie. Very ru​de.’

    Then Pe​ter mut​te​red so​met​hing. It was prac​ti​cal​ly ina​udib​le, but No​el tur​ned to​wards him any​way.

    ‘What’s that, Pe​te?’

    Peter shrug​ged. ‘I just sa​id, they’ll get what they de​ser​ve,’ he rep​li​ed.

    ‘What do you me​an?’ No​el was frow​ning, and Pe​ter shrug​ged.

    ‘I just me​an that they’ll get stran​ded. Li​ke us. With no one el​se aro​und,’ he ans​we​red. Then his eyes wi​de​ned, as if he’d be​en struck by an aw​ful tho​ught. ‘I don’t me​an they’ll get shot,’ he fal​te​red. ‘I don’t me​an that.’

    There was a bri​ef si​len​ce. Ro​sie be​gan to swing from her mot​her’s hand, whi​ning for a drink. Lo​usie he​aded back to​wards the ca​ra​van. It sud​denly oc​cur​red to Ver​lie that she co​uld ha​ve as​ked Amb​ro​se for a lift. The Fer​gu​sons wo​uldn’t ha​ve fit​ted, of co​ur​se, but she wo​uld ha​ve. And Amb​ro​se co​uld ha​ve drop​ped her off when they re​ac​hed Del’s sta​ti​on wa​gon - whe​re​ver it was - and she and Ross wo​uld ha​ve be​en re​uni​ted. Why hadn’t it cros​sed her mind? Why hadn’t she tho​ught of it, un​til her chan​ce was go​ne?

    But then she be​gan to re​con​si​der. For one thing, she co​uldn’t ha​ve bor​ne the com​pany in that hatch​back. For anot​her, Ge​or​gie pro​bably wo​uldn’t ha​ve let her set fo​ot in it. And what wo​uld ha​ve hap​pe​ned if they hadn’t en​co​un​te​red Del’s ve​hic​le? Ver​lie wo​uld ha​ve fo​und her​self stuck with Amb​ro​se and Ge​or​gie, who we​ren’t exactly a re​li​ab​le or trust​worthy pa​ir.

    No - she was pro​bably bet​ter off whe​re she was. At le​ast she had the ca​ra​van. Ross wo​uldn’t ap​pro​ve of her le​aving the ca​ra​van.

    ‘Let’s ho​pe the next lot are mo​re help​ful,’ No​el re​mar​ked.

    ‘Let’s ho​pe the​re is a next lot,’ Lin​da sa​id mo​urn​ful​ly, and No​el pat​ted her sho​ul​der.

    ‘Of co​ur​se the​re will be. On this ro​ad? The​re’ll be plenty.’ No​el smi​led a ten​ta​ti​ve smi​le. ‘And they won’t all be li​ke that, eit​her.’

    Verlie pro​fo​undly ho​ped not. Oh God, she tho​ught. God, when is this go​ing to end?

    ‘I’m go​ing in,’ Del an​no​un​ced.

    She had one fo​ot out of the car al​re​ady. Be​yond her, a scre​en do​or flap​ped gently in an in​ter​mit​tent bre​eze, and a ve​ne​ti​an blind rust​led and clic​ked as it was tug​ged aga​inst a win​dow fra​me. Alec didn’t li​ke the lo​ok of that blind. So​me​one might be hi​ding be​hind it. All the win​dows on this si​de of the ho​use ga​ped, li​ke vo​ids, ex​cept the one shi​el​ded by the ve​ne​ti​an blind.

    ‘You can’t go in alo​ne,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘I’ll ta​ke Mong​rel with me. Mon​g​rel! He​re, boy!’ Del whist​led thro​ugh her te​eth - three blasts, then a pa​use, then anot​her blast. Mong​rel had di​sap​pe​ared aga​in. He had first va​nis​hed aro​und the si​de of the ho​use; af​ter fi​ve mi​nu​tes or so he had re​ap​pe​ared, he​ading so​uth, be​fo​re the gle​aming bulk of the ga​ra​ge had con​ce​aled him from vi​ew. He had be​en amb​ling along, hips swa​ying, he​ad down, not a ca​re in the world. Alec had de​ri​ved so​me com​fort from the sight of Mong​rel’s easy ga​it. It had sug​ges​ted that the​re was not​hing much to worry abo​ut.

    But now the dog was go​ne. He had wan​de​red away, and tho​ugh Del had ob​ser​ved that he wo​uld bark if he fo​und so​me​one, Alec wasn’t so su​re. Mong​rel didn’t lo​ok li​ke the kind of dog who co​uld af​ford to was​te energy. He didn’t lo​ok li​ke much of a gu​ard dog.

    ‘Mongrel!’ Del whist​led aga​in. Alec flinc​hed. All this no​ise was ma​king him ner​vo​us.

    ‘Stop sho​uting,’ he ent​re​ated.

    ‘There he is,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘Mongrel! He​re, boy!’

    The dog had emer​ged from be​hind the pen (or was it a co​op?) that lay to the so​uth of the ga​ra​ge. He trot​ted to​wards them, his ton​gue flap​ping. Del pus​hed her do​or open. She clim​bed out of the car and knelt to fond​le her dog’s ears. This ca​ress was bes​to​wed with one hand; the ot​her was sup​por​ting her rif​le.

    ‘Goo’boy,’ she sa​id. ‘The​re’s a boy.’

    ‘Be ca​re​ful, Del.’ Alec was scan​ning the back of the ho​use. ‘The​re co​uld be so​me​one in the​re.’

    ‘We’ll go and see.’ She ro​se, and po​si​ti​oned her rif​le so that its butt was wed​ged be​ne​ath her right arm​pit, its bar​rel ba​lan​ced on her left palm. ‘Yo​use blo​kes ke​ep watch.’

    ‘You can’t go in alo​ne,’ Ross pro​tes​ted. Glan​cing over at him, Alec ca​ught his eye and flus​hed. It was ob​vi​o​us what Ross tho​ught. Ross tho​ught that any burly yo​ung truc​kie who was half a man sho​uld be vo​lun​te​ering to en​ter the ho​use with Del.

    Or wo​uld Ross, the scle​ro​tic and sil​ver-ha​ired re​ti​ree, ha​ve to do it ins​te​ad?

    Alec con​si​de​red his op​ti​ons. On the one hand, he didn’t want to be scor​ned as a wimp. On the ot​her, he didn’t li​ke the lo​ok of that ho​use. But Del did ha​ve the gun - that was so​met​hing to ta​ke in​to ac​co​unt.

    ‘You get be​hind the whe​el,’ he fi​nal​ly inst​ruc​ted Ross, ha​ving ma​de his de​ci​si​on. ‘Del, wa​it! I’m co​min too! Ross, ma​te,’ he fi​nis​hed, with just the hint of a thre​at in his vo​ice, ‘you’d bet​ter be re​ady to ta​ke off, if we ne​ed to.’

    ‘I will,’ sa​id Ross.

    Alec got out of the car. Bent do​ub​le, with hunc​hed sho​ul​ders, he scur​ri​ed af​ter Del, who had re​ac​hed the bot​tom step. As she held the scre​en do​or open for Mong​rel, Alec swi​vel​led on his he​el to check the im​me​di​ate vi​ci​nity, his ga​ze jum​ping ner​vo​usly from salt​bush to car wreck to ca​ra​van. The vast​ness of the co​untry be​yond the fen​ce - the in​fi​nity of red dirt and sil​ver-blue brush stretc​hing off to​wards the pinch of a rid​ge on the ho​ri​zon - dist​rac​ted him from the co​ver ne​arer to hand. The sun was qu​ite high now. The sky was stre​aked with just a few, va​po​ro​us clo​uds.

    ‘Come on,’ sa​id Del. She was fol​lo​wing Mong​rel in​to the ho​use, which en​gul​fed Alec li​ke a tun​nel. It was so dark, he co​uldn’t see a fuc​king thing. But he co​uld smell plenty - to​bac​co, cit​rus, old gre​ase, musty car​pets. Not​hing rot​ten. Not​hing no​xi​o​us. Ahe​ad of him, Mong​rel’s to​ena​ils ma​de a scra​ping, sli​ding no​ise on the li​no​le​um flo​or.

    Somewhere, a tap was drip​ping.

    Del duc​ked in​to a do​or on her left, still pur​su​ing Mong​rel. Alec bac​ked thro​ugh the do​or af​ter her - his eyes still adj​us​ting to the dim​ness - and fo​und him​self in a big sunny kitc​hen that put him in mind of his de​ad grand​mot​her. It might ha​ve be​en the chi​na bis​cu​it bar​rel sha​ped li​ke a cat, or the an​ti​que frid​ge, or the lo​ud tic​king of the clock. It might ha​ve be​en the wo​oden cup​bo​ards, which we​re pa​in​ted pa​le gre​en.

    Whatever the re​ason, aga​inst all lo​gic, he sud​denly felt sa​fe.

    ‘Check the bot​tom cup​bo​ards,’ sa​id Del.

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘There’s a kid, re​mem​ber. Check the cup​bo​ards.’

    Alec did so, as Del left the ro​om. He fo​und oni​ons, po​ta​to​es, dog bis​cu​its, sa​uce​pans, tin​ned fo​od, rol​led oats, su​gar, tea - all man​ner of va​lu​ab​le sup​pli​es - but no co​we​ring child. He al​so pic​ked up the re​ce​iver of the big black te​lep​ho​ne ne​ar the do​or, and was dis​ma​yed to dis​co​ver that the​re wasn’t a di​al to​ne.

    He ne​arly hur​led the use​less mac​hi​ne at the wall.

    ‘Phone’s de​ad,’ he an​no​un​ced.

    ‘What?’ Del’s vo​ice ca​me ec​ho​ing down a cor​ri​dor. ‘What’s that?’

    ‘Phone’s de​ad!’ 
    No res​pon​se from Del. Ap​pre​hen​si​vely, Alec sid​led out of the kitc​hen (why didn’t she spe​ak?) but when he fi​nal​ly re​ac​hed the first ro​om off the hal​lway he dis​co​ve​red Del calmly chec​king a ward​ro​be in​si​de it. Mong​rel had al​re​ady mo​ved on​to the next ro​om, which was long and nar​row and stuf​fed al​most to the ce​iling with junk: old chests of dra​wers, ma​ga​zi​nes, golf clubs, asht​rays, a wi​re​less, card​bo​ard shoe bo​xes, gra​mop​ho​ne re​cords, lamps​ha​des. One dra​wer hung open, spe​wing twists of old socks and yel​lo​wed un​der​we​ar. Mo​re clot​hes lay tumb​led on the flo​or in front of the ward​ro​be, which sto​od with its do​ors flung wi​de; to Alec’s unt​ra​ined eye, it lo​oked as if so​me​one had be​en ca​re​les​sly rif​ling thro​ugh the shirts and pants and jac​kets, dis​car​ding tho​se that didn’t ap​pe​al.

    Despite all the mess, ho​we​ver, the​re wasn’t eno​ugh spa​ce in which to con​ce​al a per​son - not even un​der the bed. The bath​ro​om of​fe​red no hi​ding pla​ce, eit​her. But it did con​ta​in so​me omi​no​us tra​ces. The limp to​wel that hung from the to​wel-ra​il was smud​ged with pin​kish sta​ins. Fa​int pink splat​ters we​re al​so

    visible aro​und the ba​sin.

    Alec swal​lo​wed.

    ‘Del?’ he sa​id ho​ar​sely.

    She sud​denly ap​pe​ared be​si​de him. ‘Did you see that su​it​ca​se?’ she in​qu​ired. ‘The one in the first bed​ro​om? It was half full.’

    ‘Like so​me​one was pac​kin?’

    ‘There we​re kid’s clot​hes. For a boy, I rec​kon.’

    ‘Look,’ sa​id Alec. He po​in​ted at the to​wel.

    Del clic​ked her ton​gue. She step​ped for​ward, pic​ked up a cor​ner of the to​wel, and snif​fed it.

    ‘This do​esn’t lo​ok go​od,’ she sa​id qu​i​etly. ‘This lo​oks li​ke so​me​one to​ok the​ir blo​ody ti​me.’

    ‘Maybe we sho​uld check in the ro​of,’ Alec sug​ges​ted. ‘Just in ca​se.’

    ‘And the ca​ra​van,’ Del ad​ded. ‘And the ga​ra​ge.’

    ‘I think they’ve go​ne, Del. I don’t think the​re’s an​yo​ne he​re.’

    ‘No po​int ta​kin chan​ces.’

    Del sent Alec out to in​form Ross that the co​ast was cle​ar, whi​le she grab​bed a cha​ir, mo​un​ted it, and stuck her he​ad - and her gun - in​to the crawl spa​ce abo​ve the ce​iling. The​re was just eno​ugh light fil​te​ring in, up the​re, for Del to sa​tisfy her​self that the ro​of ca​vity con​ta​ined not​hing but mo​use traps.

    ‘So that’s all right,’ she told Alec, when he re​tur​ned. ‘The ho​use is sa​fe. I’ll check the sheds, and you can start lo​adin so​me stuff in​to the bac​ka me car. The​re’s a lot of go​od stuff he​re. Plent​ya fo​od. Wa​ter tank -’

    ‘You me​an now?’ Alec exc​la​imed. ‘Lo​ad it up now?’

    ‘Time’s marc​hin on, Alec.’

    ‘Don’t you think I sho​uld co​me with you? Why do​esn’t Ross lo​ad up the car?’

    ‘Because I want ’im whe​re he is. Watc​hin the back do​or. We can’t see it, from out front.’

    ‘I still think I sho​uld co​me with you.’

    Though Alec had no re​al de​si​re to ins​pect the corp​ses that lay in wa​it for them, he was even mo​re re​luc​tant to let the gun out of his sight. So he per​su​aded Del that she wo​uld ne​ed anot​her pa​ir of eyes - in ad​di​ti​on to Mong​rel’s - and she fi​nal​ly ag​re​ed that he co​uld jo​in her on a qu​ick ‘rec​ce’ of the yard. Mong​rel him​self was al​re​ady exp​lo​ring the pi​les of junk that re​ared up li​ke rocky outc​rops among the salt​bush. He ex​hi​bi​ted no symptoms of ex​ci​te​ment or alarm as he snif​fed aro​und them, tho​ugh he was cle​arly very in​te​res​ted in cer​ta​in patc​hes of gro​und which pro​bably bo​re the scent of ot​her dogs, to jud​ge from the​ir po​si​ti​on.

    He be​ha​ved rat​her ca​uti​o​usly when he en​co​un​te​red the body ne​ar the ga​ra​ge, ve​ering away from it as Del and Alec ap​pro​ac​hed. It was Gra​ham’s body, wit​ho​ut a do​ubt; Alec re​cog​ni​sed the gin​gery ha​ir and the go​atee. One qu​ick glan​ce - at the outst​retc​hed arms, the crump​led legs, the open mo​uth, the blo​od (so much blo​od!) - and Alec co​uld lo​ok no mo​re. He tur​ned away. His very bo​nes se​emed to ac​he in pro​test aga​inst this en​co​un​ter with yet anot​her mu​ti​la​ted body. How many corp​ses co​uld a man en​du​re be​fo​re he went in​sa​ne? They wo​uld ha​unt him for ye​ars - he knew it. They wo​uld po​pu​la​te his dre​ams.

    Alec scan​ned the bush be​hind the fen​ce, whi​le Del gin​gerly felt for a pul​se. The​re was a de​fi​ni​te smell in the air, over​ri​pe, unp​le​asant, but not too overw​hel​ming. Not yet.

    ‘Nothin,’ sa​id Del, qu​i​etly.

    ‘Don’t mo​ve ’im,’ Alec res​pon​ded ho​ar​sely, wet​ting his dry lips. ‘We can’t mo​ve any of ’em - might dest​roy evi​den​ce.’

    ‘He’s be​en shot.’

    ‘Yeah?’

    ‘Twice, I think. May​be. I dun​no.’

    ‘Come on,’ sa​id Alec.

    They mo​ved ca​uti​o​usly to​wards the Land Ro​ver, which was pro​bably sal​va​ge​ab​le, Alec de​ci​ded - ma​in​ta​ining a brit​tle kind of com​po​su​re - tho​ugh not wit​ho​ut a spell in the shop. Chris had re​al​ly ram​med that tree; the bon​net was bo​wed and crus​hed, oil had le​aked on​to the gro​und, the​re was glass everyw​he​re. But the im​pact, ho​we​ver po​wer​ful, wo​uldn’t ha​ve ca​used the car​na​ge in​si​de. It was li​ke an abat​to​ir in the​re. One fle​eting lo​ok was eno​ugh for Alec, and Del qu​ickly ack​now​led​ged that the​re was no po​int trying to find a pul​se.

    ‘Half ’is he​ad’s go​ne,’ she cro​aked.

    Alec shut his eyes, bri​efly.

    ‘The Go​od Lord ha​ve mercy. Who wo​uld do a thing li​ke this?’

    ‘A fuc​kin ma​ni​ac,’ Alec rep​li​ed, in a ho​ar​se vo​ice.

    ‘We’d bet​ter check the ga​ra​ge.’

    They cros​sed the open spa​ce in front of the​ir des​ti​na​ti​on ca​uti​o​usly, li​ke in​fantry​men in so​me old war film. Both kept the​ir ga​zes stub​bornly aver​ted from the ne​arby corp​se. Del en​te​red first, tre​ading with ca​re, stop​ping to lis​ten bet​we​en each step, be​ca​use her eyes we​re still adj​us​ting to the sha​dows. Alec fol​lo​wed clo​se on her he​els, snif​fing. The ga​ra​ge re​eked of pet​rol.

    ‘Smell that,’ he whis​pe​red.

    ‘Shh!’

    But the​re we​re no sus​pi​ci​o​us rust​les or cre​aks from the depths of the clut​te​red in​te​ri​or. Every sha​pe in the​re was still, and hard-edged. Se​e​ing Mong​rel wad​dle past them, ton​gue lol​ling, Alec was re​as​su​red. He be​gan to po​ke abo​ut, iden​tif​ying a tin of en​gi​ne oil, a lad​der, a cha​in​saw.

    ‘I’ll stand gu​ard,’ sa​id Del. ‘See if yiz can find any pet​rol, eh?’

    ‘Yeah. Right.’

    The stench of pet​rol was so strong that Alec was al​re​ady be​co​ming dizzy. It was as if so​met​hing had le​aked. Mong​rel, cer​ta​inly, didn’t li​ke it; he tur​ned ta​il and trot​ted out af​ter the most cur​sory ins​pec​ti​on. Gro​ping aro​und on the dirt flo​or, Alec dis​co​ve​red two things: that the earth was fa​intly damp - damp with pet​rol (he smel​led it on his fin​gers) - and that the​re we​re so​me empty jer​ry cans scat​te​red aro​und li​ke dis​car​ded ro​se pe​tals.

    ‘Christ,’ he sa​id. ‘Fuck.’

    ‘What?’ From her post by the do​or, Del threw an an​xi​o​us lo​ok over her sho​ul​der.

    ‘Someone’s emp​ti​ed all the pet​rol out. On​to the gro​und.’

    ‘Deliberately?’

    ‘Looks li​ke it.’

    Del grun​ted. ‘That’s not go​od,’ she sa​id, af​ter a whi​le.

    Alec bac​ked out, co​ug​hing, won​de​ring what to do with his sho​es. They pro​bably had pet​rol all over the​ir so​les - wo​uld they be sa​fe to walk on?

    ‘Any sign of the kid?’ Del qu​eri​ed.

    ‘Nuh.’

    ‘Where co​uld he be?’

    Alec shrug​ged, eye​ing the ne​arby pen wa​rily. On clo​ser ins​pec​ti​on, it lo​oked li​ke a dog​ho​use. The​re was so​met​hing in​si​de, but it was swar​ming with in​sects. ‘Co​uld ha​ve es​ca​ped,’ he sug​ges​ted. ‘You wan​na check in the​re?’

    ‘Don’t ha​ve much cho​ice, do I?’

    The dog​ho​use con​ta​ined anot​her de​ad dog. The col​lap​sed chic​ken co​op be​yond the pep​per​corn tree was empty sa​ve for a few we​eds and rusty tins. The ca​ra​van, when they exp​lo​red it, was unin​ha​bi​ted, tho​ugh it did con​ta​in so​me evi​den​ce of ha​bi​ta​ti​on: a dirty tea cup, an open pac​ket of shortb​re​ad bis​cu​its, an is​sue of the Re​ader’s Di​gest with a bo​ok​mark in​ser​ted bet​we​en its pa​ges.

    The co​ver on the bed was slightly ruc​ked, and the who​le spa​ce stank of to​bac​co smo​ke.

    There was al​so a pho​tog​raph. It was very old - at le​ast fifty ye​ars old - and sho​wed a wo​man in a sund​ress, smi​ling.

    Alec pic​ked it up he​si​tantly.

    ‘There was an old blo​ke on the ro​ad,’ he sa​id. ‘Out the​re ...an old blo​ke and a wo​man.’

    ‘But no kid,’ Del fi​nis​hed. She was pe​ering in​si​de the cup​bo​ards of the kitc​he​net​te, which we​re mostly empty. ‘One or two things, he​re. Sar​di​nes. Co​ugh lol​li​es.’

    ‘I’ll ta​ke ’em back to the car,’ Alec of​fe​red.

    ‘But whe​re’s the kid? We can’t le​ave wit​ho​ut ’im.’

    Alec swung aro​und, dis​con​cer​ted.

    ‘What do you me​an?’ he de​man​ded.

    ‘We got​ta find the kid, Alec.’

    ‘No we don’t.’

    ‘Yes we do.’

    Alec was ap​pal​led. Find the kid? The​re we​re tho​usands of hec​ta​res of de​sert out the​re - not to men​ti​on a mad gun​man. How we​re they sup​po​sed to track down a lit​tle kid? ‘Del, the kid mightn’t even be he​re,’ he po​in​ted out. ‘He might ha​ve es​ca​ped with so​me​one el​se. He might ha​ve be​en kid​nap​ped. For all we know, he co​uld be in blo​ody town for the day! For God’s sa​ke, don’t be stu​pid.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘We’ve got to go back, Del! We sa​id we wo​uld! Christ, we’ll be ho​urs la​te as it is - es​pe​ci​al​ly if we ha​ve to lo​ad up the sta​ti​on wa​gon!’

    Del pon​de​red this re​mark and was for​ced to ack​now​led​ge the sen​se of it. Still, she was re​luc​tant to aban​don the​ir se​arch for the lost child.

    ‘I can lo​ok for ’im,’ she sa​id, ‘whi​le yo​use blo​kes are pac​kin the stuff.’

    ‘No, Del.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘Because we ne​ed so​me​one to stand gu​ard, for God’s sa​ke!’ Alec was lo​sing his co​ol. The stif​ling ca​ra​van, the ac​he in his temp​les, the chur​ning in his gut, the fa​int odo​ur of pet​rol that clung to his sho​es - they we​re all get​ting to him. ‘We’re sit​tin ducks, he​re, gi​ve us a bre​ak!’

    Del sig​hed. She scrub​bed at her wiry grey ha​ir with one hand as she sur​ve​yed the ca​ra​van: its chec​ked cur​ta​ins, wo​od-gra​in La​mi​nex, so​uve​nir ash trays, pa​in​ted wall clock. ‘I can’t be​li​eve it,’ she mur​mu​red, sha​king her he​ad. ‘This co​uld be my pla​ce ...I just can’t be​li​eve it . . .’

    ‘Believe it,’ sa​id Alec, shortly.

    Then, im​pel​led by a sud​den wa​ve of na​usea, he rus​hed to the do​or, stag​ge​red down the steps, and vo​mi​ted on​to a tus​sock of wind​mill grass.

    Col didn’t stop at the Co​om​bah ro​ad​ho​use be​ca​use the​re we​re so​me bi​kes par​ked out the front of it. Not ne​at lit​tle Japa​ne​se toys but big, strip​ped-down Ame​ri​can bas​tards. He tri​ed to be op​ti​mis​tic abo​ut the​se things, but so​me​ti​mes he was just too ti​red. He didn’t think he co​uld co​pe with a bi​ker gang. Not whi​le his vi​sit to Els​peth still lay ahe​ad.

    He co​uldn’t af​ford to was​te energy.

    The ro​ad be​yond Co​om​bah of​fe​red lit​tle in the way of dist​rac​ti​ons. You co​uld fall as​le​ep at the whe​el, if you we​ren’t ca​re​ful. Col was very mind​ful of this dan​ger. Be​ca​use he wo​ke up so early in the mor​ning, he had a ten​dency to drop off so​me​ti​mes when his mind wasn’t fully en​ga​ged - in front of the cric​ket, per​haps, or whi​le wa​iting in the car for Mo​ira. So he ext​rac​ted a very strong pep​per​mint from the jar in the glo​ve box and suc​ked on it vi​go​ro​usly. Then, when that was fi​nis​hed, he tur​ned on his ra​dio. But the re​cep​ti​on was al​re​ady be​co​ming prob​le​ma​tic, bre​aking up at inc​re​asingly shor​ter in​ter​vals. He fi​nal​ly had to turn it off aga​in, and sho​ve a ta​pe in​to his cas​set​te pla​yer. Tho​ugh this age​ing mac​hi​ne had se​en bet​ter days (most of its black plas​tic but​tons had long ago crac​ked and fal​len off, to be rep​la​ced with ta​pe and putty) it was sturdy and re​li​ab​le. It ne​ver spe​wed out twis​ted brown rib​bons, or re​fu​sed to yi​eld up any cas​set​tes that it had swal​lo​wed. On the cont​rary, it was the most co​ope​ra​ti​ve part of the who​le ute, con​ti​nu​ing to pro​vi​de ho​ur af​ter ho​ur of flaw​less mu​sic whi​le fan​belts shred​ded and ra​di​ator ho​ses snap​ped.

    Col enj​oyed mu​sic. He had a lit​tle col​lec​ti​on of clas​si​cal pi​eces that he pla​yed over and over aga​in: Tcha​ikovsky’s 1812 Over​tu​re; the Dam​bus​ters March; high​lights from Car​men; Han​del’s Mes​si​ah. This ti​me he cho​se Be​et​ho​ven’s ninth symphony, using it to gi​ve him co​ura​ge. He was qu​ite su​re that the​se trips to Bro​ken Hill we​re dra​ining the li​fe out of him. Slowly but su​rely they we​re bre​aking him down. He ma​de a po​int of not dwel​ling on li​fe’s less ple​asant as​pects, but it was hard, so​me​ti​mes, when you we​re get​ting on. When yo​ur fri​ends we​re suc​cum​bing to pne​umo​nia and emphy​se​ma and os​te​opo​ro​sis. When yo​ur sis​ter was di​sin​teg​ra​ting - tur​ning in​to a ve​ge​tab​le. One day, he knew, he wo​uld not ha​ve the strength to dri​ve back. Not im​me​di​ately. He wo​uld ha​ve to find a bed so​mew​he​re and re​co​ver over​night.

    If he had a few grandc​hild​ren, it might help. But his was​ter son had fa​iled in this de​part​ment al​so. The​re wo​uld be no yo​ung li​fe in​ves​ting Col’s last ye​ars with vi​go​ur and warmth. Not un​less you to​ok in​to ac​co​unt his lit​tle next-do​or ne​igh​bo​ur.

    Col so​me​ti​mes tri​ed to work out whe​re he had go​ne wrong with Ke​vin - whe​re he and He​len had both go​ne wrong. It had al​ways be​en his firmly held be​li​ef that Ke​vin to​ok af​ter his Unc​le Mor​ris, He​len’s use​less brot​her. What co​uld you do, with ge​nes li​ke that? Mor​ris, it se​emed, had be​en born sel​fish. He had do​ne not​hing but spon​ge and bo​oze and wan​der from pil​lar to post his who​le li​fe. Col had ne​ver lif​ted a hand to Ke​vin. He had ne​ver spo​iled the boy, but had pro​vi​ded everyt​hing that a child co​uld ever want: ho​me, fo​od, clot​hes, birth​day pre​sents, so​und ad​vi​ce, mo​ney for an ap​pren​ti​ces​hip, mo​ney for long-dis​tan​ce edu​ca​ti​on, mo​ney to set him​self up in Mel​bo​ur​ne ...And for what? So he co​uld li​ve off his girlf​ri​ends, off the go​vern​ment, off his mot​her, even off po​or Els​peth when her mind first star​ted to go. Col clenc​hed the ste​ering whe​el when he tho​ught of that. He swat​ted the me​mory away; but it wo​uld re​turn, he knew. In the dark of the night, or du​ring lunch at the club, or on the bow​ling gre​en. It kept pop​ping up li​ke an evil lit​tle wasp, trying to punc​tu​re his ca​re​ful​ly const​ruc​ted fe​eling of wel​lbe​ing. He wo​uld ne​ver for​gi​ve his son for ta​king ad​van​ta​ge of Els​peth. That was when he had tur​ned away - when he had gi​ven up on the use​less lit​tle so-and-so. He’d de​ci​ded that he had his own li​fe to li​ve, and co​uldn’t li​ve Ke​vin’s for him.

    It had dest​ro​yed his mar​ri​age, of co​ur​se. Not that he and He​len we​re by that ti​me the sa​me co​up​le who had mar​ri​ed in her fat​her’s own church, down ne​ar Ben​di​go. They had be​en very yo​ung then, and had grown in​to dif​fe​rent pe​op​le. But they had ma​na​ged to rub along all right un​til the bu​si​ness with Els​peth. Af​ter that, they had be​co​me est​ran​ged. He​len had kept ma​king ex​cu​ses for her son, even when he re​pe​atedly fa​iled to vi​sit her in hos​pi​tal. Ke​vin had cla​imed that it up​set him too much, to see her the​re. And she had be​li​eved it, too.

    Col, who was no stran​ger to hos​pi​tals, had be​en as​ha​med of Ke​vin. A man might be un​man​ned by suf​fe​ring, but that didn’t me​an he ran away from it. On the cont​rary. He fron​ted up every vi​si​ting ho​ur with a bunch of flo​wers and as much fa​mily gos​sip as he co​uld pa​ins​ta​kingly col​lect.

    Kevin had be​en drunk or sto​ned at his mot​her’s fu​ne​ral. Col was su​re of it.

    His tho​ughts snap​ped back to the pre​sent as his ga​ze snag​ged on a sha​pe up ahe​ad. Blin​king, he saw that it was a car. No - a car and a man. Two se​pa​ra​te sha​pes, in fact, which grew mo​re dis​tinct the clo​ser Col got to them. The car was a uti​lity, but not a uti​lity li​ke Col’s. Tho​ugh co​ve​red in dust, and den​ted he​re and the​re, it was a fancy new mo​del, dark navy, with tin​ted win​dows and an​ten​nae stic​king up all over it. A me​an-lo​oking mac​hi​ne, big and he​avy and chal​len​ging.

    Its dri​ver pre​sen​ted a stri​king cont​rast.

    Drawing up along​si​de him, Col was surp​ri​sed to see how yo​ung the man was. No mo​re than thirty-fi​ve. From a dis​tan​ce he had lo​oked much ol​der - per​haps be​ca​use of his clot​hes. That style of shirt, for ins​tan​ce; it wasn’t what you nor​mal​ly saw on men un​der fifty the​se days. The pants too we​re stran​gely old-fas​hi​oned, li​ke so​met​hing that might ha​ve be​en worn by Gre​gory Peck or Cary Grant. And they didn’t fit well, eit​her. Col no​ti​ced that. They we​re too short at the ank​le.

    Lifting his ga​ze to the fa​ce of the stran​ded mo​to​rist, Col re​gis​te​red his uns​ha​ven jaw and cro​oked no​se. The fel​low was badly sun​bur​ned too. But on clo​ser ins​pec​ti​on, he se​emed harm​less eno​ugh: small and wiry, with de​ep-set eyes and hol​low che​eks, he lo​oked as if he hadn’t be​en eating too well. In fact he lo​oked a bit off co​lo​ur.

    ‘You all right, ma​te?’ Col in​qu​ired, switc​hing off Be​et​ho​ven’s ninth in mid-ada​gio.

    The mo​to​rist rub​bed his hands on his dusty be​ige tro​users. Ner​vo​usly, he glan​ced up the high​way.

    ‘Uh . . .’he sa​id.

    ‘Car tro​ub​le?’

    ‘Yeah . . .’ So​met​hing abo​ut the way he for​ced out that word, in a kind of bre​ath​less bark, ma​de Col won​der if he had a spe​ech prob​lem. He had that lo​ok abo​ut him - that withd​rawn, slightly de​fen​si​ve lo​ok disp​la​yed by one of Col’s for​mer work-ma​tes, who had suf​fe​red from a badly re​pa​ired cleft pa​la​te. Po​or lit​tle bas​tard. He’d hardly ever ope​ned his mo​uth.

    But it so​on be​ca​me ob​vi​o​us that the prob​lem wasn’t one of exp​res​si​on. It was one of em​bar​ras​sment. Sha​me​fa​ced, the mo​to​rist mumb​led so​met​hing. He scratc​hed his neck, and shuf​fled his fe​et.

    ‘What?’ sa​id Col. ‘You’ll ha​ve to spe​ak up, I’m not as yo​ung as I used to be.’

    ‘I ran out​ta pet​rol,’ the yo​ung man ad​mit​ted, in a surp​ri​singly ro​ugh vo​ice. He ga​ve a half-he​ar​ted smi​le, which sent jag​ged li​nes craw​ling up one che​ek. ‘God knows how.’

    ‘Bit of a guz​zler, is she?’ Col re​mar​ked, stud​ying the well-endo​wed ve​hic​le in front of him with a prac​ti​sed eye. Its dri​ver glan​ced back, still fid​ge​ting.

    ‘A bit,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Well you’re out of luck he​re, ma​te,’ sa​id Col. ‘I’ve not got any spa​re on me. Do you want to hop in, or wa​it for so​me​one el​se?’

    The yo​ung man he​si​ta​ted. He se​emed rat​her lost. Col won​de​red what he was do​ing out he​re, in tho​se Sal​va​ti​on Army clot​hes, dri​ving such a flash truck. He wo​uld ha​ve lo​oked mo​re at ho​me in a Dep​res​si​on-era jalopy, Col tho​ught.

    Could he ha​ve sto​len it?

    ‘Did you co​me from Bro​ken Hill?’ Col con​ti​nu​ed. (The ute was fa​cing so​uth.) ‘Be​ca​use that’s whe​re I’m go​ing.’ And if he didn’t get a mo​ve on, he wo​uldn’t get the​re in ti​me. ‘Yo​ur cho​ice, ma​te,’ he ad​ded im​pa​ti​ently. ‘Only I can’t af​ford to was​te ti​me.’

    ‘Thanks,’ sa​id the yo​ung man, as if the word had be​en jer​ked out of him. ‘I’ll co​me.’

    ‘Coombah’s clo​ser -’

    ‘I’ll co​me.’

    He wal​ked aro​und the front of Col’s ute, he​ading for the pas​sen​ger do​or. Upon re​ac​hing it, ho​we​ver, he pa​used. Then his pa​le eyes flic​ked to​wards his own ve​hic​le.

    ‘You want to bring so​met​hing?’ as​ked Col. ‘You can sling it in the back.’

    But the yo​ung man sho​ok his he​ad, and clim​bed in​to the se​at be​si​de Col. He se​emed to shrink in​to him​self, hunc​hing his sho​ul​ders, fol​ding his arms and pres​sing his kne​es to​get​her. A musc​le fle​xed in his jaw. He didn’t even glan​ce aro​und as Col chan​ged ge​ars and star​ted off aga​in, le​aving the ot​her ute be​hind.

    He se​emed pre​oc​cu​pi​ed.

    ‘Nice truck,’ sa​id Col. ‘Is it new?’

    ‘Nah.’

    ‘Must ha​ve cost a bit, tho​ugh,’ Col pres​sed. He had a hunch that this blo​ke didn’t ac​tu​al​ly own the ve​hic​le, and was surp​ri​sed when his re​mark eli​ci​ted a sud​den tor​rent of words.

    ‘I bo​ught it off a ma​te. With my in​su​ran​ce mo​ney. It was an ac​ci​dent. Blo​ody kan​ga​roo, blo​ody hu​ge, the si​ze of a cow, stra​ight out of now​he​re in the mid​dle of the night. Eyes li​ke he​ad​lights. Went stra​ight at me. That’s why I got the bul​lbar. Ne​ver aga​in.’

    Col blin​ked. ‘Ah, well,’ he sa​id. ‘It hap​pens. Ro​os on the ro​ad.’

    The yo​ung man snif​fed, and ga​zed out the win​dow. Col didn’t know what to ma​ke of him. He didn’t se​em drunk, or drug​ged, but the​re was so​met​hing a lit​tle off-cent​re abo​ut him. Col co​uldn’t put his fin​ger on it, at first. De​si​ring mo​re in​for​ma​ti​on, he sa​id:

    ‘What’s yo​ur na​me, any​way? Mi​ne’s Col.’

    ‘John.’

    ‘Got fa​mily in Bro​ken Hill, John?’

    ‘Nah.’

    ‘I do. Sis​ter’s the​re. And my ni​ece. Funny old pla​ce, Bro​ken Hill. Do you li​ve the​re?’

    A bri​ef pa​use. John shif​ted, and be​gan to rub his hands to​get​her.

    ‘No,’ he sa​id at last.

    ‘From furt​her afi​eld, are you?’

    John nod​ded.

    ‘Queensland?’ as​ked Col, and John tur​ned a pa​ir of de​ep-set, blo​ods​hot eyes on him.

    ‘I tho​ught my ma​te co​uld help me out,’ he ras​ped. ‘I tho​ught he had a job for me, but I was wrong. I lost me ot​her job.’

    ‘Ah,’ sa​id Col.

    ‘I had that job eight ye​ars, and they sac​ked me. For no re​ason.’ The harsh vo​ice grew even hars​her. ‘Then the roo wrec​ked me car, and I did me back in. Best ma​te did the dirty on me. Wi​fe chuc​ked me out. It’s be​en one thing af​ter the ot​her, li​ke a blo​ody cur​se. I’m ha​ving night​ma​res.’

    ‘And now you’ve run out of pet​rol,’ sa​id Col. ‘That’s too bad.’

    Nevertheless, he spo​ke with a hint of re​li​ef - be​ca​use he knew what the mat​ter was now. He knew why John had an edgy and bro​ken-bac​ked lo​ok. The po​or blo​ke was punch-drunk from ill for​tu​ne. His li​fe was go​ing down the to​ilet. Ten to one, he was on the ver​ge of a ner​vo​us bre​ak​down.

    Well, that was all right. Col co​uld co​pe with that. The​re was no sha​me in buck​ling, when you lost everyt​hing you’d ever wor​ked for.

    The sha​me was when you didn’t work for anyt​hing, and had not​hing to lo​se.

    

    

CHAPTER 13 
    

    It was ten thirty-se​ven when Del fi​nal​ly re​tur​ned. Pe​ter knew the exact ti​me be​ca​use he was chec​king his watch at the sa​me ins​tant he he​ard her car. As a mat​ter of fact, he had be​en chec​king his watch at inc​re​asingly fre​qu​ent in​ter​vals, partly for so​met​hing to do, partly be​ca​use - li​ke ever​yo​ne el​se - he had be​en gro​wing mo​re and mo​re wor​ri​ed. Why we​re the ot​hers so la​te? What co​uld ha​ve hap​pe​ned to de​lay them?

    He had an aw​ful fe​eling that they we​re ne​ver go​ing to co​me back.

    But for on​ce his pre​mo​ni​ti​ons of do​om had pro​ved to be un​fo​un​ded. He he​ard an en​gi​ne, lo​oked up and the​re they we​re, Del and Ross and Alec and Mong​rel, slowly co​ming in​to fo​cus in the be​at-up old Ford sta​ti​on wa​gon - which was so plas​te​red with dust that its mul​ti​co​lo​ured pa​int​work was ba​rely vi​sib​le. Lin​da who​oped. Ver​lie star​ted to dab at her eyes.

    Peter was re​li​eved, but hung back un​til the Ford had swer​ved off the ro​ad and shud​de​red to a halt be​hind the ca​ra​van. Then he jo​ined the crowd that sur​ged to​wards it. Del was out of her se​at be​fo​re the en​gi​ne had even be​en switc​hed off. Ross emer​ged mo​re se​da​tely, lo​oking a bit stiff, and was im​me​di​ately cla​imed by his wi​fe.

    Alec sat for a few mi​nu​tes be​hind the whe​el. Pe​ter watc​hed him, be​ca​use it se​emed to Pe​ter that Alec had mo​re in​sight in​to the​ir si​tu​ati​on than an​yo​ne el​se. And when he saw that Alec’s fa​ce was pa​le, and that his eyes we​re red with stra​in, Pe​ter’s sud​den rush of high spi​rits dra​ined away li​ke wa​ter down a plug​ho​le.

    ‘It’s all right,’ Del was sa​ying. ‘We’re all right. Sorry we’re la​te, but it was all in a go​od ca​use.’

    ‘What hap​pe​ned?’ Lin​da wan​ted to know. ‘What’s all that stuff in the back se​at?’

    ‘Supplies.’ Del ga​ve an un​con​vin​cing, lop​si​ded smi​le, disp​la​ying her jag​ged yel​low te​eth. ‘We got ’em from Thorn​da​le.’

    ‘Thorndale?’ 
    ‘Alec was qu​ite right,’ Ross bro​ke in, and Pe​ter ga​ve him cre​dit for sa​ying so - be​ca​use it had al​ways se​emed to Pe​ter that Ross didn’t think much of Alec. But Ross, on clo​ser ins​pec​ti​on, se​emed to ha​ve chan​ged. Pe​ter co​uldn’t put his fin​ger on it; he co​uld tell only that Mr Har​wo​od lo​oked ol​der, so​me​how. The man’s eyes we​re po​uchy and his sho​ul​ders sag​ged. ‘We’re only abo​ut fif​te​en mi​nu​tes from Thorn​da​le,’ he con​ti​nu​ed, ‘and the​re de​fi​ni​tely has be​en a sho​oting. Se​ve​ral sho​otings.’

    ‘Uh - right,’ sa​id No​el, with a ner​vo​us glan​ce at Ro​sie. ‘Pe​ter, why don’t you ta​ke the girls in​to the ca​ra​van and play with them?’

    Peter was ap​pal​led. Play with them? ‘But Dad ...’

    ‘Go on, ple​ase. Off you go.’

    ‘Let’s play dra​gon in the dark,’ sa​id Ro​se hap​pily, ta​king her brot​her’s hand, and Lo​u​ise sa​id: ‘I don’t wan​na play dra​gon in the dark. It’s my turn for the he​adp​ho​nes.’

    ‘It do​esn’t mat​ter what you do, just go and do so​met​hing,’ No​el inst​ruc​ted, with a gra​ve and rep​ro​ving glan​ce at Pe​ter. Del was sa​ying, ‘We fo​und so​me pet​rol. Just one can. The ot​her cans we​re empty, but the​re was one that mus​ta be​en mis​sed - and we got so​me ext​ra fu​el out​ta the Land Ro​ver . . .’ Ross was figh​ting off Ver​lie’s sug​ges​ti​ons that he co​me and lie down, ha​ve a cup of tea (or may​be cof​fee), re​lax, put his fe​et up . . .

    Peter to​ok Ro​se aro​und the back of the ca​ra​van, whe​re he tri​ed to te​ach her how to play no​ughts-and-cros​ses.

    He un​ders​to​od exactly what must ha​ve hap​pe​ned. Del and Ross and Alec must ha​ve dri​ven a short dis​tan​ce down the ro​ad, fo​und Alec’s truck, and de​ci​ded to he​ad for Thorn​da​le - per​haps so that they co​uld pick up mo​re pet​rol. The​re co​uldn’t ha​ve be​en any​body at Thorn​da​le, at le​ast not any​body who wasn’t de​ad (Pe​ter knew qu​ite well what they me​ant by ‘a sho​oting’), so they had lo​aded up the sta​ti​on wa​gon with ext​ra fo​od, wa​ter, blan​kets or wha​te​ver. And they had ma​na​ged to get back. That was in​te​res​ting. They co​uldn’t re​ach Bro​ken Hill or Co​om​bah, but they had be​en ab​le to re​ach Thorn​da​le, and then they had ret​ra​ced the​ir ro​ute, at le​ast as far as the ca​ra​van.

    What did it me​an?

    Overnight, Pe​ter’s at​ti​tu​de to​wards the​ir pre​di​ca​ment had chan​ged. The day be​fo​re, he had withd​rawn him​self slightly from everyt​hing that was go​ing on. He had ret​re​ated in​to his he​ad, which was well fur​nis​hed with fan​tasy sce​na​ri​os and al​ter​na​ti​ve worlds and lon​gings for things li​ke ro​ast chic​ken and TV and hot sho​wers. He had re​cog​ni​sed that they we​re in a bit of a mess, but had fi​gu​red that it wo​uld all blow over - that the adults wo​uld find a so​lu​ti​on - and that they wo​uld be ho​me be​fo​re he mis​sed anyt​hing im​por​tant, li​ke his fri​end Henry’s birth​day party.

    The long night in the ca​ra​van, ho​we​ver, had trans​for​med him. He had ne​ver ex​pec​ted to be stuck out in the de​sert for a who​le night; the fact that it had ac​tu​al​ly hap​pe​ned sug​ges​ted to him that things we​re way out of cont​rol. He’d had tro​ub​le sle​eping, and du​ring his wa​ke​ful mo​ments had fo​und him​self pon​de​ring the exact na​tu​re of the events over​ta​king them. If Alec was right - and Pe​ter had be​co​me mo​re and mo​re con​vin​ced that he was right - then they we​re in the mid​dle of so​met​hing su​per​na​tu​ral. So​met​hing you might see in a film, or re​ad abo​ut in one of his sci​en​ce fic​ti​on no​vels. So​met​hing that most adults, he knew, wo​uld find hard to ac​cept.

    All in​di​ca​ti​ons po​in​ted to​wards the pos​si​bi​lity that they we​re stuck in​si​de so​me sort of tem​po​ral lo​op. They we​ren’t do​ing the sa​me things over and over aga​in, but they we​re pas​sing the sa​me pla​ce over and over aga​in. That much was ob​vi​o​us. You didn’t ha​ve to be a ge​ni​us to work that out. The qu​es​ti​on was, Why? And how co​uld the lo​op be bro​ken?

    Peter had re​ad abo​ut pe​op​le se​e​ing UFOs out in de​sert co​untry li​ke this. He won​de​red if what had be​fal​len them was so​me​how con​nec​ted with the pas​sa​ge of a UFO. He al​so won​de​red if the go​vern​ment had es​tab​lis​hed so​me kind of sec​ret fa​ci​lity way out he​re - li​ke the old nuc​le​ar test si​tes they’d on​ce bu​ilt at Wo​ome​ra - whe​re sci​en​tists (pro​bably physi​cists) we​re ac​tu​al​ly ex​pe​ri​men​ting with tem​po​ral in​ver​si​ons and things. May​be the sci​en​tists had de​ve​lo​ped so​me kind of ray. May​be they’d had so​me kind of le​ak, li​ke a ra​di​ati​on le​ak, only dif​fe​rent.

    These we​re the tho​ughts that had pas​sed thro​ugh Pe​ter’s mind whi​le he lay on the flo​or of the ca​ra​van. Now, ha​ving de​ter​mi​ned that Alec’s cla​ims had be​en well and truly subs​tan​ti​ated - to the sa​tis​fac​ti​on even of a scep​tic li​ke Mr Har​wo​od - he con​si​de​red the qu​es​ti​on of whet​her or not he sho​uld dis​cuss his the​ori​es with so​me​one el​se. With his dad, say. Or with Alec.

    It so​on be​ca​me ob​vi​o​us, ho​we​ver, that he wo​uldn’t be ab​le to ra​ise the to​pic of tem​po​ral dis​lo​ca​ti​on any ti​me so​on. Not whi​le the adults we​re ar​gu​ing. For they we​re ar​gu​ing, tho​ugh not very he​atedly, abo​ut what they sho​uld do next. Pe​ter co​uld he​ar the​ir ra​ised vo​ices qu​ite cle​arly, even be​hind the ca​ra​van.

    Rose, who was ca​re​ful​ly dra​wing a no​ughts-and-cros​ses grid in the dirt, se​emed not to no​ti​ce.

    ‘. . . sa​id the​re’s a frid​ge the​re. Wa​ter. Elect​ri​city.’ It was Lin​da spe​aking. ‘Wo​uldn’t it be bet​ter for the kids if so​me of us wa​ited at Thorn​da​le, whi​le the rest tri​ed to find a way thro​ugh to Bro​ken Hill? Wo​uldn’t that ma​ke sen​se? The kids ne​ed baths. They ne​ed to run aro​und a bit.’

    ‘. . . don’t wan​na be the​re . . .’ Alec rep​li​ed, in muf​fled ac​cents. ‘. . . bo​di​es . . .’

    ‘Well ob​vi​o​usly we’d cle​ar the bo​di​es away first.’

    ‘What, are ya mad?’ Del squ​aw​ked. ‘Can’t dis​turb a cri​me sce​ne! It’s aga​inst the law!’

    Noel sa​id so​met​hing, too softly for Pe​ter to he​ar. Lin​da ad​ded that of co​ur​se it wasn’t aga​inst the law, not in emer​gency si​tu​ati​ons. Del po​in​ted out that the​re was so​met​hing el​se to con​si​der.

    ‘We ne​ver fo​und the kid,’ she squ​aw​ked. ‘The​re was a kid li​vin the​re, and we ne​ver fo​und ’im. Mong​rel didn’t find ’im. If we go back, we co​uld ta​ke anot​her lo​ok.’

    ‘A kid?’ gas​ped Lin​da. ‘What kid?’

    ‘He wasn’t the​re,’ Alec grow​led. ‘Lo​ok - we tri​ed, all right? He co​uld ha​ve be​en anyw​he​re.’

    ‘We did try,’ Ross as​su​red so​me​one - pos​sibly Lin​da. ‘We ga​ve the dog a T-shirt, but he’s not much of a trac​ker.’

    ‘That kid must ha​ve be​en all over the pla​ce!’ Del pro​tes​ted. ‘It was con​fu​sing for the po​or old bug​ger!’

    ‘Yeah, ye​ah.’ Alec sig​hed. ‘But li​ke I sa​id, he co​uld be anyw​he​re. You co​uld se​arch for a we​ek and ne​ver find him. He might be in Sydney, for all we know.’

    ‘Unless he’s hi​ding,’ Lin​da ob​ser​ved, wor​ri​ed. ‘He might be hi​ding. De​li​be​ra​tely. If we bring ot​her kids to the pla​ce, he might re​ali​se it’s sa​fe to co​me out.’

    ‘Linda,’ Ross in​ter​rup​ted, ‘the pho​ne’s de​ad. Apart from anyt​hing el​se -’

    ‘I know the pho​ne’s de​ad, you al​re​ady told us.’

    ‘- apart from anyt​hing el​se, Lin​da, you’d be cut off out the​re. And you don’t know . . . well, you don’t know who might co​me back...’

    ‘To the sce​ne of the cri​me? Is that li​kely?’ Lin​da pro​tes​ted.

    ‘They might ha​ve left so​met​hing,’ ca​me Ver​lie’s qu​eru​lo​us cont​ri​bu​ti​on. ‘So​met​hing that might iden​tify them. It’s pos​sib​le.’

    ‘The kid,’ sa​id Del.

    There was a pa​use - per​haps the fa​in​test mur​mur. When his mum sa​id, ‘What?’, Pe​ter re​ali​sed that so​me​one el​se had be​en spe​aking, very qu​i​etly.

    It tur​ned out to be Alec.

    ‘I sa​id, the​re’s no one gun​na mo​ve tho​se bo​di​es,’ he dec​la​red. ‘No way. They’d fall apart. They’re go​in off. The who​le pla​ce smells bad.’

    ‘Oh de​ar!’ Ver​lie exc​la​imed, rep​ro​ach​ful​ly.

    ‘Well, the​re you are, then!’ The​re was a no​te of tri​umph in Lin​da’s vo​ice. ‘What go​od are they go​ing to be to the po​li​ce any​way, if they’re so badly de​ca​yed? We might as well mo​ve them.’

    Verlie ut​te​red anot​her fe​eb​le re​monst​ran​ce. Alec ad​vi​sed Lin​da that she co​uld mo​ve the corp​ses, if she was so ke​en on it; she might think dif​fe​rently when she ac​tu​al​ly saw them. No​el po​in​ted out that the qu​es​ti​on of whet​her or not an​yo​ne sho​uld ta​ke up re​si​den​ce at Thorn​da​le was se​con​dary. The most im​por​tant con​si​de​ra​ti​on for them now was what they ought to do in an at​tempt to ext​ri​ca​te them​sel​ves from the un​for​tu​na​te im​pas​se in​to which they had ap​pa​rently stra​yed.

    ‘Should we ke​ep dri​ving?’ he as​ked. ‘Sho​uld we he​ad north, or so​uth? Sho​uld we wa​it he​re by the ro​ad, in ca​se the po​li​ce are aler​ted and co​me down this way? What’s the con​sen​sus on this?’

    A long si​len​ce fol​lo​wed. Pe​ter was eager to he​ar what the ot​hers had to say in res​pon​se to his fat​her’s qu​ery, but at that mo​ment Ro​sie cla​imed his at​ten​ti​on. She wan​ted him to put a cross in one of the bo​xes she’d drawn, then be​gan to wa​il when he did. Not that box, she obj​ec​ted. That was her box!

    ‘But the​re’s not​hing in it,’ Pe​ter con​ten​ded.

    ‘I wan​na use it next! For my cir​c​le!’

    ‘Well don’t wet yo​ur​self,’ Pe​ter sa​id crossly. ‘I’ll rub it out. The​re.’ He ex​pun​ged the of​fen​ding cross with the so​le of his shoe, whi​le Ro​sie watc​hed, snif​fing. When he had fi​nis​hed, she po​in​ted.

    ‘You can put yo​urs the​re.’

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Because.’ 
    ‘It’s not ma​king a li​ne, tho​ugh. We both ha​ve to ma​ke li​nes.’

    ‘But I want you to!’

    ‘Oh, all right.’ Pe​ter he​aved a gre​at sigh and sur​ren​de​red. He wasn’t go​ing to ar​gue. He didn’t ha​ve the energy. ‘The​re. Okay? Happy?’

    ‘And the​re. And the​re.’

    ‘Rosie, it’s yo​ur turn. Not mi​ne.’

    ‘Oh.’

    She star​ted to tra​ce a circ​le in the dust, whi​le Pe​ter stra​ined to he​ar the adults. It was dif​fi​cult, be​ca​use they had lo​we​red the​ir vo​ices aga​in. He only ca​ught the odd word: ‘help’, ‘ro​ad’, ‘po​si​ti​on’. The mi​nu​tes tic​ked by. The mur​mur of con​ver​sa​ti​on ro​se and fell, li​ke the so​und of wa​ves on a be​ach.

    Peter flap​ped a per​sis​tent fly away from his lip and let Ro​sie win three ga​mes of no​ughts-and-cros​ses. When he fi​nal​ly glan​ced at his watch, he saw that it was ele​ven fif​te​en; Lo​u​ise had be​en in pos​ses​si​on of the walk​man for half an ho​ur.

    Damn, he tho​ught, kno​wing that the bat​te​ri​es we​re bo​und to go flat so​on.

    ‘Peter.’

    Peter jum​ped. No​el had stuck his he​ad aro​und the cor​ner of the ca​ra​van. He apo​lo​gi​sed for frigh​te​ning his son, tho​ugh not for dis​tur​bing Ro​sie - who hadn’t even no​ti​ced him, so in​tent was she on dra​wing up anot​her grid.

    ‘We’re go​ing to ha​ve lunch now. Mum wants you all to wash yo​ur hands,’ sa​id No​el.

    ‘Lunch? Now?’

    ‘An early lunch,’ No​el amen​ded. ‘Del’s bro​ught so​me bre​ad and but​ter and things, so we’ll be ab​le to ha​ve sand​wic​hes.’

    ‘And then what?’ Pe​ter in​qu​ired, stra​igh​te​ning. He lo​oked his fat​her in the eye. ‘What are we go​ing to do af​ter that?’

    Noel he​si​ta​ted. Af​ter a mo​ment he gently to​ok Pe​ter’s arm and led him back aro​und the cor​ner, out of Ro​sie’s he​aring.

    ‘I know you must be wor​ri​ed,’ No​el be​gan, qu​i​etly. ‘It’s a very odd si​tu​ati​on.’

    ‘Are we go​ing back to that pla​ce? Whe​re the pe​op​le we​re shot?’

    Noel ra​ised his eyeb​rows. He glan​ced qu​ickly over his sho​ul​der, be​fo​re tur​ning back to Pe​ter and sha​king his he​ad.

    ‘No,’ he rep​li​ed. ‘I don’t think so.’

    ‘Dad, co​uld we be in a tem​po​ral lo​op of so​me kind? Co​uld it ha​ve so​met​hing to do with UFOs? Or - li​ke - so​me kind of go​vern​ment re​se​arch? A sec​ret re​se​arch fa​ci​lity?’

    Noel blin​ked. ‘UFOs?’ he re​pe​ated. ‘Oh ...well...’ He ut​te​red a bre​athy lit​tle la​ugh, but he lo​oked hun​ted. Pe​ter knew that lo​ok. It was the sa​me lo​ok he al​ways saw on his fat​her’s fa​ce when No​el was in a hurry, or when he was trying to avo​id plun​ging in​to so​me hu​gely comp​li​ca​ted exp​la​na​ti​on. ‘I don’t think so, Pe​ter . . .’

    ‘Then what is it, do you think? What’s hap​pe​ning?’

    ‘I’m not su​re.’ The ca​ra​van lurc​hed - sig​nal​ling that so​me​one (pro​bably Ver​lie) had clim​bed in​to it - and No​el pul​led away from its swa​ying wall. ‘What we’ve de​ci​ded to do is find a ro​ad that le​ads off the high​way, and see if it ta​kes us to anot​her pro​perty,’ he sa​id. ‘Not Thorn​da​le, ob​vi​o​usly, but so​me pla​ce whe​re we might find a wor​king pho​ne. Sin​ce we can’t se​em to get to Bro​ken Hill, or Mil​du​ra -’

    ‘You me​an all of us? All of us will do that?’

    ‘I don’t know.’ No​el ran a hand thro​ugh his ha​ir. ‘It’s awk​ward, be​ca​use we don’t ha​ve our car. We’ll ha​ve to see what ever​yo​ne el​se de​ci​des. What the pet​rol si​tu​ati​on is. That kind of thing.’

    ‘But what if the​re is no ot​her pro​perty? What if we can’t even find anot​her ro​ad? And sup​po​se the po​li​ce co​me down he​re, lo​oking for us, li​ke you sa​id?’ Pe​ter co​uld think of a mil​li​on obj​ec​ti​ons to this la​test plan. ‘Sho​uldn’t so​me​body stay he​re, just in ca​se? What di​rec​ti​on will we be go​ing in, any​way? I don’t re​mem​ber se​e​ing anyt​hing af​ter Thorn​da​le, do you? No ro​ads or ma​il​bo​xes or anyt​hing. And we can’t se​em to get any fart​her than this -’

    ‘Please, Pe​ter.’ No​el ra​ised his hands. ‘It isn’t all set​tled yet.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘Let’s just go and ha​ve lunch, hmm? You must be hungry. We’ll talk abo​ut it over lunch.’

    They did talk abo​ut it,too.They tal​ked abo​ut it long and hard, all of them, as they ate sal​ted pe​anuts, De​von-and-to​ma​to sand​wic​hes, tin​ned as​pa​ra​gus, wa​ter bis​cu​its, ap​ples and mu​es​li bars. They ar​gu​ed ve​he​mently abo​ut whet​her so​me​one sho​uld wa​it by the ro​ad, and if so, who; whet​her the pet​rol sho​uld be dist​ri​bu​ted fa​irly bet​we​en two cars, or pre​ser​ved for Del’s Ford, so that it co​uld tra​vel lon​ger dis​tan​ces; whet​her fu​el sho​uld be was​ted ta​king the kids back to Thorn​da​le; whet​her, if so​me​one did go back to Thorn​da​le, it was re​al​ly ad​vi​sab​le to in​ter​fe​re with the cri​me sce​ne; and who might ha​ve com​mit​ted the cri​me, and why. What they didn’t talk abo​ut, Pe​ter no​ti​ced, was the re​ason be​hind the​ir un​hap​py sta​te. They didn’t se​em to want to dwell on the ca​use of the​ir prob​lem - just its pos​sib​le so​lu​ti​on.

    The tro​ub​le is, Pe​ter tho​ught, the​re might not be a so​lu​ti​on if we don’t work out what’s hap​pe​ning first.

    He was abo​ut to sug​gest this when Mong​rel twitc​hed his ears and ra​ised his he​ad. Alec stif​fe​ned. The dis​cus​si​on di​ed away as, one by one, every mem​ber of the gro​up he​ard the whi​ne of an ap​pro​ac​hing car.

    ‘From the so​uth,’ sa​id Ross. ‘Is it co​ming from the so​uth?’

    ‘It might be tho​se two,’ sa​id No​el. ‘You know - tho​se two we saw ear​li​er.’

    ‘Georgie and Amb​ro​se,’ Lin​da sup​pli​ed. ‘God, I ho​pe not.’

    ‘They co​uld ha​ve tur​ned back.’ No​el ro​se, in a dist​rac​ted fas​hi​on, dus​ting off the se​at of his shorts. ‘They might ha​ve wor​ked out that so​met​hing was wrong.’

    ‘There,’ sa​id Alec.

    They had be​en sit​ting aro​und on es​ki​es and camp sto​ols, so​me on old to​wels, Ross be​hind the glo​ve box of his own se​dan. The so​und of the on​co​ming ve​hic​le bro​ught them all to the​ir fe​et; they sid​led aro​und the se​dan and plan​ted them​sel​ves at the ro​ad​si​de, wa​ving. Lin​da yan​ked Ro​sie back aga​in. ‘Pe​ter! Lo​u​ise!’ she cri​ed. ‘Stay right away from the ed​ge, ple​ase, or you’ll get run over!’

    ‘That’s not Amb​ro​se,’ sa​id No​el, and Pe​ter un​ders​to​od what he me​ant. The car in the dis​tan​ce wasn’t black, or dark blue. It was whi​te. It was slo​wing, too - that was a go​od sign.

    ‘Hoi! Stop!’

    ‘Stop!’ 
    ‘It’s stop​ping. Lo​ok.’

    ‘Thank God for that,’ so​me​one mut​te​red, as the ve​hic​le pul​led up be​hind Del’s Ford. Ever​yo​ne rus​hed to​wards it. Pe​ter saw now that it was a ute, a Hol​den, with a bul​lbar and mag whe​els. Pe​ter knew abo​ut mag whe​els. Henry’s brot​her Si​mon tal​ked abo​ut them a lot.

    ‘What’s up?’ An old guy we​aring a ba​se​ball cap le​aned out of the dri​ver’s win​dow. Un​der the cap, his ha​ir was grey and wispy. ‘You had an ac​ci​dent?’

    ‘No,’ sa​id No​el, but Del in​ter​rup​ted him. She pus​hed for​ward, hi​king up her track pants. ‘Whe​re’d you just co​me from - Mil​du​ra?’

    ‘That’s right. Mil​du​ra. At le​ast, I did.’ The old man jer​ked his chin at the two pe​op​le sit​ting next to him. Pe​ering thro​ugh the windsc​re​en, Pe​ter re​cog​ni​sed one of them. It was that nasty wo​man with the no​se stud. She sat with her kne​es up un​der her chin, trying to avo​id the ge​ars​tick and handb​ra​ke.

    Georgie.

    ‘I can’t spe​ak for the​se two,’ the old man fi​nis​hed. ‘I pic​ked ’em up on the way. The ot​her one too - blo​ke brin​ging up the re​ar, the​re. They all ran out of pet​rol.’

    Almost on cue, Amb​ro​se pop​ped his he​ad over the top of the ve​hic​le’s ro​of, and Pe​ter re​ali​sed that he must ha​ve be​en ri​ding in the spa​ce out back - wha​te​ver it was cal​led. The spa​ce with the ta​il​ga​te, whe​re you we​re sup​po​sed to lo​ad up fur​ni​tu​re and things (not pe​op​le). He won​de​red if it was aga​inst the law, to ri​de in the back of a ute li​ke that.

    ‘Hello,’ sa​id Amb​ro​se, smi​ling fe​ebly, whe​re​upon Mong​rel be​gan to bark.

    At first, it cros​sed Pe​ter’s mind that the dog might ha​ve be​en start​led by Amb​ro​se’s sud​den ap​pe​aran​ce. Pe​ter him​self had be​en surp​ri​sed by it, as he wo​uld ha​ve be​en surp​ri​sed by a jack-in-the​box. So he ig​no​red Mong​rel, fo​cu​sing ins​te​ad on the old man, who was spe​aking aga​in, mo​re lo​udly this ti​me, stra​ining to be he​ard thro​ugh Mong​rel’s fu​ri​o​us, full-thro​ated barks.

    ‘Don’t tell me you’ve run out of pet​rol too,’ he sa​id.

    ‘We ha​ve,’ No​el rep​li​ed. ‘We all ha​ve.’

    ‘There’s so​met​hing wrong,’ Del ad​ded. ‘Mon​g​rel! Shud​dup! No one can get thro​ugh to whe​re they’re go​in. Whe​re are yiz he​aded, any​way - Bro​ken Hill?’

    ‘That’s right,’ the old man res​pon​ded.

    ‘Well go​od luck, but yiz’ll ne​ed it to get the​re, on this ro​ad.’

    ‘What do you me​an? It’s the Sil​ver City High​way. It go​es to the Sil​ver City.’

    ‘Most of the ti​me, ye​ah. Just la​tely, it hasn’t wan​ted to.’

    The old man frow​ned. Mong​rel con​ti​nu​ed to bark. Del scre​amed at him aga​in, in a po​wer-to​ol vo​ice that ma​de every​body gri​ma​ce and Pe​ter’s te​eth vib​ra​te.

    ‘Mongrel, dam​mit, shut the hell UP!’ 
    The dog sub​si​ded - at le​ast for a mo​ment. The old man sa​id, ‘I’m not su​re I get yo​ur drift.’

    Noel sig​hed. ‘It’s hard to exp​la​in. It’s even har​der to be​li​eve,’ he sa​id. ‘This gent​le​man he​re - ’ he ges​tu​red at Amb​ro​se ‘ - he didn’t be​li​eve me eit​her, when he pas​sed us this mor​ning. I war​ned him that he pro​bably wo​uldn’t re​ach Co​om​bah, and he didn’t, you see.’

    ‘Because he ran out of pet​rol,’ the old man of​fe​red.

    ‘After dri​ving for how long?’ No​el in​qu​ired, and se​ve​ral pa​irs of eyes tur​ned to​wards Amb​ro​se, who smi​led aga​in, apo​lo​ge​ti​cal​ly.

    ‘I’m - I’m not su​re,’ he stam​me​red. ‘Abo​ut three ho​urs . . .’

    ‘Eh?’ The old man strug​gled to turn in his se​at, and ad​dres​sed Ge​or​gie. ‘Three ho​urs? I tho​ught you sa​id you ca​me from Bro​ken Hill.’

    ‘We did,’ Ge​or​gie rep​li​ed.

    ‘You can’t ha​ve be​en go​ing very fast then.’ The old man adj​us​ted his ba​se​ball cap, as No​el pres​sed Amb​ro​se for mo​re de​ta​ils. If he and Ge​or​gie had be​en dri​ving for three ho​urs, then they must ha​ve dri​ven for at le​ast two ho​urs af​ter first en​co​un​te​ring No​el and the ot​hers. So how long ago had they be​en they pic​ked up? Fif​te​en mi​nu​tes, at the most? In that ca​se, co​uldn’t they see that so​met​hing was wrong?

    ‘You dri​ve for two ho​urs,’ No​el sa​id ear​nestly, ‘and then it ta​kes this gent​le​man he​re -’

    ‘Col,’ the old man sup​pli​ed. ‘Col Wal​la​ce.’

    ‘It ta​kes Mr Wal​la​ce just fif​te​en mi​nu​tes to get back to this spot. What do​es that tell you?’

    ‘I - I -’ Amb​ro​se se​emed lost for words. He didn’t lo​ok at all li​ke the su​per​ci​li​o​us yup​pie who had sco​oted off in his zippy lit​tle car a co​up​le of ho​urs be​fo​re. The ri​de in the back of the ute had blown him abo​ut, le​aving his ha​ir on end and his fa​ce red​de​ned. His li​nen jac​ket was cre​ased and dusty, his mir​ror sung​las​ses we​re sit​ting cro​okedly on his no​se.

    Georgie, on the ot​her hand, lo​oked pretty much the sa​me. Her exp​res​si​on was a lit​tle sul​ki​er than it had be​en, but she still se​emed to be suf​fe​ring from a he​adac​he, if her clo​sed eyes and sag​ging pos​tu​re we​re anyt​hing to go by.

    She was squ​as​hed bet​we​en Col and anot​her man, who​se ap​pe​aran​ce sug​ges​ted that he might ha​ve be​en stran​ded for a gre​ater length of ti​me than Amb​ro​se and Ge​or​gie. He had a thin, grimy fa​ce, gre​asy dark ha​ir and a scrubby jaw. His no​se was cro​oked. Pe​ter won​de​red who he was, but mis​sed Col’s int​ro​duc​ti​on be​ca​use Mong​rel dist​rac​ted him. The dog was be​gin​ning to growl. He sto​od shif​ting une​asily from paw to paw, the growl rumb​ling in his thro​at as if he had a lit​tle out​bo​ard mo​tor sit​ting in the​re. Pe​ter co​uldn’t tell what he was lo​oking at, exactly, be​ca​use the​re we​re pe​op​le in the way.

    Louise sa​id to Pe​ter, ‘What’s wrong with Mong​rel?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘Maybe he do​esn’t li​ke that Ge​or​gie per​son.’

    ‘Maybe.’

    Mongrel be​gan to bark aga​in, trig​ge​ring a sud​den, vi​olent res​pon​se from Del. She bro​ke off her con​ver​sa​ti​on with Col Wal​la​ce, stro​de to​wards her dog, and se​ized his col​lar. Then she be​gan to drag him to​wards her car, as he yap​ped and whi​ned and strug​gled.

    ‘What’s wrong with him?’ Pe​ter wan​ted to know, tra​iling along be​hind.

    ‘God knows,’ Del re​tor​ted. ‘Do​es this so​me​ti​mes. Go​ing se​ni​le, pro​bably - he’s a pretty old dog.’

    ‘Maybe he do​esn’t li​ke that whi​te car,’ Pe​ter ob​ser​ved he​si​tantly.

    ‘Maybe. May​be it hit a fox back the​re, and this one can smell it.’ With a grunt and a he​ave, Del for​ced Mong​rel in​to the re​ar of her sta​ti​on wa​gon, slam​ming the do​or shut be​fo​re the dog co​uld co​me bo​un​ding out aga​in. From be​hind the thick scre​en of glass, Mong​rel’s bark was a go​od de​al less pi​er​cing. ‘He’ll qu​i​eten down so​on eno​ugh,’ Del dec​la​red. ‘Too lazy to ke​ep go​in li​ke that for very long, the old bug​ger.’

    When they re​tur​ned to the ute, Col was in the mid​dle of a long spe​ech abo​ut how he knew this ro​ad li​ke the back of his hand, wo​uld be ab​le to tell if anyt​hing was wrong, and in​ten​ded to ke​ep go​ing.

    ‘What you’ve be​en tel​ling me do​esn’t ma​ke much sen​se,’ he went on, in a slow, slightly pon​de​ro​us fas​hi​on, his vo​ice cre​aky with age, ‘but I’ll ta​ke yo​ur word for it if I don’t hit Bro​ken Hill in half an ho​ur. Tell you what - I’ll be​li​eve you if I don’t hit the back ro​ad to Pi​ne Cre​ek in a few mi​nu​tes.’

    ‘Back ro​ad?’ Ross sa​id sharply. ‘Which back ro​ad?’

    ‘Isn’t the​re one go​es back past As​cot Va​le sta​ti​on, co​mes out down ne​ar the brid​ge?’ Col as​ked, coc​king his thumb. ‘Dirt ro​ad. Thro​ugh a few ga​tes.’

    ‘Is the​re?’ sa​id No​el.

    ‘Brother-in-law told me abo​ut it. Ye​ars ago. Ne​ver be​en down the​re myself,’ Col con​ti​nu​ed, whe​re​upon Ge​or​gie sud​denly re​mar​ked: ‘I ha​ve.’

    If she had rip​ped off her top, no one wo​uld ha​ve be​en mo​re surp​ri​sed. The fact that she had ac​tu​al​ly spo​ken was start​ling eno​ugh; the fact that she had cont​ri​bu​ted so​met​hing use​ful was even mo​re as​to​nis​hing.

    ‘I’ve be​en down the​re lots of ti​mes,’ she sa​id, her eyes still clo​sed. She so​un​ded bo​red. ‘When I was a kid.’

    ‘You from Bro​ken Hill, lo​ve?’ Col in​qu​ired.

    ‘What do you think?’

    ‘Well...’ Col shrug​ged, ap​pa​rently una​bas​hed by Ge​or​gie’s un​co​ope​ra​ti​ve to​ne. ‘I think you lo​ok li​ke you co​me from Mars. No of​fen​ce, but I’m a bit out of to​uch, so​me​one my age.’

    To Pe​ter’s surp​ri​se, Ge​or​gie smi​led. At le​ast, he tho​ught she was smi​ling; it was hard to tell, with all the light ref​lec​ting off the winds​hi​eld. But she cer​ta​inly mo​ved, ope​ning her eyes and tur​ning her he​ad. Be​ca​use she was cram​med in​to such a rest​ric​ted spa​ce, this was no small fe​at.

    ‘I am from Mars,’ she sa​id. ‘Ha​ven’t you no​ti​ced all the red dirt? This is Mars, and I’m a Mar​ti​an.’

    ‘You’re right, the​re,’ Alec mut​te​red, re​min​ding ever​yo​ne of his exis​ten​ce. No​el tur​ned to him.

    ‘You’re a lo​cal, aren’t you?’ he sa​id. ‘Do you know abo​ut this back ro​ad up ahe​ad?’

    ‘Yeah,’ Alec rep​li​ed, al​most sul​lenly.

    ‘Do you think we sho​uld try it?’

    ‘If we get the​re? Su​re.’ Alec so​un​ded flat, ti​red, dis​co​ura​ged. ‘But I’ve be​en ke​epin an eye out for a ro​ad sin​ce yes​ter​day mor​ning. Ha​ven’t hit anyt​hing yet. Don’t ex​pect to, eit​her.’

    ‘Ah,’ sa​id No​el. Col po​in​ted out that the track co​uldn’t be mo​re than ten mi​nu​tes away, if that, and Alec snor​ted. Mong​rel con​ti​nu​ed to bark in​si​de the sta​ti​on wa​gon, the so​und of it as re​gu​lar and ir​ri​ta​ting as the drip​ping of a tap, the trill of a te​lep​ho​ne, the parp-parp-parp of a car alarm. Amb​ro​se was get​ting down from the back of the ute, slap​ping clo​uds of dust from his jac​ket. No​el and Del and Lin​da and Ross we​re clus​te​red aro​und Col (who​se el​bow was han​ging out of the dri​ver’s win​dow) dis​cus​sing the pos​si​bi​lity of sha​ring out pet​rol, re​dist​ri​bu​ting pas​sen​gers, le​aving the ca​ra​van be​hind. Alec sto​od a lit​tle apart, cha​sing the fli​es from his fa​ce. Ver​lie was tal​king to Lo​u​ise. And Ro​sie . . .

    ‘Rosie!’ Pe​ter exc​la​imed. ‘What are you do​ing?’

    She was dig​ging in the dirt with a stick, and she was filthy. Her hands and fo​re​arms, her no​se and kne​es, we​re sme​ared with so​me kind of red​dish subs​tan​ce which lo​oked li​ke blo​od. He​aring

    Peter’s cry, Lin​da glan​ced over at her, and scre​amed.

    ‘Rose!’

    ‘Oh my God,’ Ver​lie gas​ped.

    Rose, who had be​en squ​at​ting, stra​igh​te​ned up as her mot​her dar​ted to​wards her. ‘What?’ she sa​id, in a to​ne that was both be​wil​de​red and de​fen​si​ve.

    ‘What ha​ve you do​ne?’ Lin​da yel​ped. ‘Pe​ter, we​ren’t you wat​c​hing?’

    ‘Lin, ple​ase, it’s not Pe​ter’s fa​ult,’ No​el war​ned, just as Pe​ter him​self ma​de a dis​co​very. Ha​ving re​ac​hed Ro​sie first, he had be​en ab​le to as​sess the si​tu​ati​on, and had conc​lu​ded that the blo​od wasn’t blo​od at all.

    ‘Look,’ he sa​id. ‘It’s dirt.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Look.’ He po​in​ted. Whe​re Ro​se had be​en dig​ging, a kind of dark, glu​ey stuff was evi​dent. Pe​ter co​uldn’t tell whet​her it had se​eped out of the earth or whet​her Ro​se had per​haps cre​ated it by mi​xing red dust with spit, or wa​ter.

    Water, per​haps - not even Mong​rel had that much spit in him.

    ‘You’re not hurt, Ro​sie?’ No​el de​man​ded, ho​ve​ring over her.

    ‘No.’

    ‘What ha​ve you be​en do​ing?’ Lin​da shril​led. ‘How did you ma​ke this kind of mess?’

    ‘I didn’t!’ Ro​sie’s bot​tom lip be​gan to tremb​le. ‘It wasn’t me!’

    ‘You didn’t tip wa​ter on​to the dirt?’ as​ked Pe​ter.

    ‘No!’

    ‘I don’t li​ke the lo​ok of that,’ sa​id Ross, with de​ci​si​on. ‘That lo​oks li​ke it might be so​me sort of che​mi​cal.’

    Linda ga​zed up at him fe​ar​ful​ly. Blin​king, Pe​ter re​co​iled slightly from the dimp​les and gul​li​es that Ro​se had dug, which we​re all slimy and sticky with - what? It lo​oked al​most li​ke ho​ney or gol​den syrup, ex​cept that it was the wrong co​lo​ur.

    ‘A che​mi​cal?’ No​el as​ked, wor​ri​ed. He had left Col’s car, much as Ross had; the fo​cus of at​ten​ti​on was no lon​ger on Col. ‘Do you re​al​ly think so?’

    ‘What’s up?’ Del qu​eri​ed, ap​pa​rently re​luc​tant to aban​don her post by the ute in ca​se Col de​ci​ded to spe​ed off. ‘What is it?’

    ‘Some kind of stuff,’ Ross rep​li​ed. ‘Se​eping thro​ugh the dirt.’

    ‘Some kind of che​mi​cal,’ sa​id No​el. ‘Was the​re any mi​ning out this way?’

    ‘Dunno. Co​uld be.’ Del didn’t se​em par​ti​cu​larly in​te​res​ted. ‘Bet​ter le​ave it alo​ne.’

    ‘Come he​re, Ro​se, I’ve got to wash you down,’ Lin​da or​de​red. ‘Why do you al​ways ma​na​ge to find the one pla​ce whe​re you sho​uldn’t be?’

    ‘But it was an ac​ci​dent!’

    ‘Don’t be cross with her, Lin.’

    ‘Here,’ sa​id Ver​lie, ‘I’ve got an old washc​loth we co​uld use . . .’

    Suddenly, to Pe​ter’s surp​ri​se, he was alo​ne. Lin​da and Ver​lie had hust​led a whim​pe​ring Ro​se in​to the ca​ra​van. Ross and No​el we​re tal​king to Del aga​in. Amb​ro​se was han​ging aro​und the ute, pe​ering ner​vo​usly at his girlf​ri​end, and Lo​u​ise had wan​de​red back to Ross’s car, the he​adp​ho​nes clam​ped firmly over her ears.

    Peter co​uldn’t be​li​eve it. Why wasn’t any​body mo​re in​te​res​ted? This red stuff wasn’t nor​mal, su​rely? It lo​oked gro​tes​que. Not only that - it was se​eping out of the gro​und. He co​uld see it spre​ading, li​ke oil or wa​ter. Co​uld it be oil?

    Petrol was sort of pin​kish, he knew that. Co​uld oil be sort of red​dish? A very, very dark red?

    Like stop mo​ti​on pho​tog​raphy of a vi​ne gro​wing, the wa​tery goo be​gan to branch out, trick​les of it slowly wel​ling ac​ross the

    soil, gat​he​ring dust, he​ading to​wards Pe​ter . . .

    He jum​ped back, and col​li​ded with Alec.

    ‘Oh!’

    ‘Watch it.’ Alec grab​bed his arm.

    ‘Sorry. I’m sorry.’

    ‘What’s the mat​ter with you?’

    ‘I dun​no. Sorry.’ But on se​cond tho​ughts, Pe​ter de​ci​ded that so​me​one sho​uld be in​for​med. ‘That stuff,’ he sa​id. ‘It’s co​ming out of the gro​und. It is. You can see.’

    Alec sta​red at him for a mo​ment. Then, with nar​ro​wed eyes, he exa​mi​ned the sme​ared and tramp​led sce​ne of Ro​sie’s ex​ca​va​ti​ons. Stan​ding so​me dis​tan​ce away, Pe​ter re​ali​sed that the scratc​hes in the earth now lo​oked ext​ra​or​di​na​rily li​ke open wo​unds.

    ‘It’s as if the gro​und is ble​eding,’ he whis​pe​red, with hor​ror.

    Alec tur​ned on his he​el, ab​ruptly. He stro​de to​wards the ute. ‘We’ve got​ta get out of he​re,’ he an​no​un​ced. ‘We’ve be​en pis​sin abo​ut for too long. We’ve got​ta get go​in.’

    Peter knew how Alec felt. But he al​so fo​und that he co​uldn’t drag him​self away from that slow, in​si​di​o​us se​epa​ge. Not un​til he was for​ced to. Not un​til his mot​her cal​led him in​to the ca​ra​van, so that she co​uld check his skin and clot​hes.

    ‘You ke​ep away from that stuff,’ she scol​ded. ‘Do you he​ar me? That stuff is pro​bably po​iso​no​us.’

    It was ne​arly no​on.

    So now he knew for su​re.

    Blood from the gro​und? He knew who​se blo​od it was. He may ha​ve left her in a po​ol of it, back at the farm, but it was co​ming up he​re, now. It had fol​lo​wed him he​re, all this way. It was pur​su​ing him.

    He sho​uld ha​ve known that this wo​uld hap​pen - that even de​ath wo​uldn’t fi​nish her. You don’t rub out po​wer li​ke that with a gun and a hatc​het and a fil​le​ting kni​fe. You pro​bably co​uldn’t do it with a sil​ver bul​let. He al​most la​ug​hed alo​ud - a wild, des​pa​iring la​ugh - but fol​ded the la​ugh away be​hind his ton​gue. No one wo​uld un​ders​tand. No​ne of them knew what they we​re de​aling with, he​re.

    Only he knew. Only he had se​en that kan​ga​roo, le​aping out of the dark​ness to​wards him. She had sent that kan​ga​roo. So​me​how, for so​me re​ason, she had com​man​ded it to wreck his car. She was the one who’d ca​used his dog to turn on him. She had cal​led on all the black for​ces at her dis​po​sal, and tri​ed to dis​mant​le his li​fe. God knows what she had told his boss - what she had do​ne to his ma​te Tre​vor. One by one, they had fal​len to her no​xi​o​us spells. No do​ubt this lot wo​uld do the sa​me.

    He wo​uld ha​ve to watch them ca​re​ful​ly. So​me of them might not be pe​op​le at all. She co​uld do that. She co​uld send emis​sa​ri​es in dis​gu​ise. That girl with all the ma​ke-up - she co​uld be a black sna​ke. Or a crow. The​re we​re lots of crows aro​und. One of them might be Gra​ce. Now that he had fre​ed her spi​rit, she co​uld be anyw​he​re and everyw​he​re. She’d even got in​to his dog, in the end.

    He won​de​red if the who​le lot of them we​re re​al​ly black spi​rits. That one the​re had a gun, tho​ugh. So that one co​uldn’t be her cre​atu​re, be​ca​use mac​hi​nes we​re the pro​duct of ci​vi​li​sa​ti​on. The rest of them lo​oked pretty harm​less, but how co​uld you tell? Gra​ce had lo​oked pretty harm​less too.

    Gazing aro​und at them all, at the​ir swe​aty fa​ces and flap​ping mo​uths, he felt the ra​ge bo​il up in him aga​in. He had to shut his eyes and ta​ke a de​ep bre​ath, fol​ding his hands in​to fists, so that no one co​uld see them sha​king. Why hadn’t he used his gun on that old fo​ol, whi​le he’d had the chan​ce? He co​uld ha​ve hi​j​ac​ked the ute and con​ti​nu​ed on alo​ne. Why hadn’t he re​ali​sed? Even at that sta​ge, he’d be​en fe​eling sa​fe eno​ugh to use ca​mo​uf​la​ge, li​ke a li​zard. He’d be​en half-con​vin​ced that he was to bla​me - that he’d mis​re​ad the map. Mi​sj​ud​ged the dis​tan​ces.

    He had be​en do​ub​ting his own po​wers of lo​gic.

    That’s what she had do​ne to him. For so long she had un​der​mi​ned his fa​ith in his own re​aso​ned jud​ge​ment. Now, ho​we​ver, he knew the truth. Who but she co​uld ha​ve clo​sed her fist over spa​ce and ti​me? Only now did he un​ders​tand the full ex​tent of what she was. That fra​il body had be​en not​hing but a shell, a shell that had fo​oled ever​yo​ne - even him. He had tho​ught him​self the lo​ne tar​get of her ma​li​ce. He had ne​ver be​li​eved that an​yo​ne el​se wo​uld be ca​ught in her trap. That was why he had hitc​hed a ri​de with Col. It hadn’t oc​cur​red to him that, in her de​si​re for re​ven​ge, she wo​uld ca​re​les​sly ens​na​re the​se ot​hers as well.

    But he wo​uld find a way out. He had to.

    And it didn’t mat​ter how.

    

    

CHAPTER 14 
    

    Alec en​ded up in Ross’s car. It had be​en de​ci​ded that Col sho​uld le​ad the way, with Del’s car fol​lo​wing and Ross’s brin​ging up the re​ar. The Fer​gu​sons we​re tra​vel​ling with Del, whi​le Alec, Amb​ro​se and Ge​or​gie sha​red the back se​at of the Har​wo​ods’ se​dan. No one much wan​ted to ri​de with Ge​or​gie, but as Del had po​in​ted out, the Fer​gu​sons ne​eded to stick to​get​her, and Col’s ute co​uld only com​for​tably fit two pe​op​le.

    So John, the skinny blo​ke with the cro​oked no​se, cop​ped the cho​ice spot up front, in the le​ad ve​hic​le. And Alec fo​und him​self sit​ting next to Amb​ro​se, be​ca​use Ge​or​gie wan​ted a win​dow se​at, and al​so wan​ted Amb​ro​se be​si​de her.

    What Ge​or​gie wan​ted, it se​emed, Ge​or​gie al​ways got.

    Alec co​uldn’t pla​ce her. He had be​en rac​king his bra​in, but co​uld not re​call that he had ever la​id eyes on Ge​or​gie aro​und Bro​ken Hill. If she was a lo​cal girl, he tho​ught, she must ha​ve got out at a pretty early age - or she had chan​ged a lot sin​ce le​aving.

    That was mo​re than pos​sib​le. In her cur​rent rig-out, with all that ma​ke-up, and the no​se stud, and the dyed ha​ir (it was a stran​ge, purp​lish-black co​lo​ur) she pro​bably lo​oked very dif​fe​rent from the kid who had pla​yed hi​de-and-se​ek at Sturt Park.

    On the ot​her hand, she was a few ye​ars yo​un​ger than Alec. May​be he just hadn’t no​ti​ced her. Bro​ken Hill was a big town - not li​ke Co​bar, say. You didn’t ne​ces​sa​rily re​cog​ni​se ever​yo​ne you saw wal​king down Ar​gent Stre​et.

    ‘It’s very kind of you to gi​ve us a lift,’ Amb​ro​se re​mar​ked, for per​haps the fo​urth ti​me. (He was ad​dres​sing the Har​wo​ods.) ‘We’re very gra​te​ful.’

    ‘Oh, that’s all right,’ sa​id Ver​lie.

    ‘I sup​po​se ad​ver​sity brings out the best in pe​op​le.’

    ‘Mmmm.’

    ‘We ha​ve a mo​bi​le, you know, but it do​esn’t se​em to be wor​king.’

    ‘It won’t, out he​re,’ Ross exp​la​ined. ‘No​ne of them do. They’re not wit​hin ran​ge of the net​work.’

    ‘Well, isn’t that stu​pid.’ Amb​ro​se spo​ke fret​ful​ly. ‘Out he​re is whe​re you re​al​ly ne​ed them. So​me​one sho​uld do so​met​hing abo​ut that.’

    There was no reply. Alec was stud​ying the co​untry as it rol​led past, trying to work out if it was chan​ging. Too so​on to tell, per​haps. Whi​te posts flas​hed past in an hypno​tic rhythm. Be​yond them, the grey-gre​en thic​kets and yel​low clumps of grass wo​ve an ir​re​gu​lar pat​tern aga​inst the red earth.

    ‘So whe​re do you co​me from, Amb​ro​se?’ Ver​lie as​ked, ob​vi​o​usly ma​king an ef​fort to be po​li​te. Up ahe​ad, Del’s sta​ti​on wa​gon swer​ved to avo​id a kan​ga​roo car​cass.

    Alec frow​ned. Ro​ad kill? He didn’t re​call se​e​ing any ro​ad kill, la​tely. Not sin​ce that roo yes​ter​day, ne​ar the Pi​ne Cre​ek cros​sing.

    ‘I’m from Mel​bo​ur​ne,’ Amb​ro​se of​fe​red.

    ‘Oh, yes. We’re from Sydney, Ross and I. We don’t know Mel​bo​ur​ne very well, tho​ugh we did li​ve the​re at one sta​ge.’

    ‘Oh.’

    ‘Are you on ho​li​day?’

    ‘Not re​al​ly. We we​re at a fu​ne​ral. Ge​or​gie’s grand​mot​her di​ed.’

    ‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’

    As Ross skir​ted the blo​ated corp​se of the de​ad kan​ga​roo, Ver​lie cra​ned to lo​ok over her sho​ul​der. Her exp​res​si​on was sympat​he​tic. But Ge​or​gie was sta​ring mu​lishly out the win​dow, di​sas​so​ci​ating her​self from everyt​hing that was ta​king pla​ce in​si​de the car.

    Alec fol​lo​wed her examp​le. Af​ter a qu​ick glan​ce at his fel​low pas​sen​gers, he fi​xed his at​ten​ti​on on the ro​ad aga​in - just in ti​me to see mo​re car​na​ge. So​met​hing small and brown and furry was plas​te​red ac​ross the bi​tu​men. Not a kan​ga​roo - de​fi​ni​tely not a kan​ga​roo.

    Alec’s spi​rits ro​se a notch. He hadn’t se​en anyt​hing li​ke that sin​ce cros​sing Pi​ne Cre​ek.

    Could they ac​tu​al​ly be get​ting so​mew​he​re?

    ‘Ross and I are on a long trip,’ Ver​lie was sa​ying. ‘Three or fo​ur months, it’s go​ing to ta​ke us. Re​vi​si​ting old ha​unts.’

    ‘Ah,’ sa​id Amb​ro​se.

    ‘We spent so​me ti​me in Bro​ken Hill. When we we​re yo​un​ger. That wo​uld ha​ve be​en . . . which ye​ars, Ross?’

    There was no im​me​di​ate reply. Ross had his ga​ze fi​xed on the ve​hic​le ahe​ad, which had sle​wed ac​ross the ro​ad sud​denly. Alec saw why; anot​her de​ad kan​ga​roo lay smack in the mid​dle of the left-hand la​ne.

    ‘Christ,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘We’re get​tin so​mew​he​re.’ Alec tri​ed to ke​ep the ex​ci​te​ment out of his vo​ice. ‘I don’t re​mem​ber the​se. The​se are new. Which me​ans that we must be get​tin so​mew​he​re.’

    ‘But what co​uld ha​ve hit them?’ Ver​lie won​de​red. ‘Who’s be​en thro​ugh he​re, la​tely?’

    ‘Whoever they we​re, the​ir car must lo​ok li​ke an abat​to​ir,’ sa​id Amb​ro​se. ‘Hey - what’s that? Is that . . .?’

    ‘The track!’ Alec exc​la​imed. He le​aned for​ward, fe​as​ting his eyes on the rib​bon of pa​le dirt that was sho​oting to​wards the high​way. ‘We are! We’re mo​vin! Thank Christ!’

    ‘Are we tur​ning?’ as​ked Ross, of no one in par​ti​cu​lar. But Del’s car didn’t slow as they ap​pro​ac​hed the mo​dest in​ter​sec​ti​on. It lo​oked very much as if Col and Del in​ten​ded to ke​ep to the high​way af​ter all.

    ‘I tho​ught we we​re tur​ning off?’ Ver​lie as​ked, in be​wil​der​ment.

    ‘Why bot​her?’ Amb​ro​se so​un​ded fa​intly pat​ro​ni​sing. ‘If we can get to the back ro​ad, then we can get to Bro​ken Hill.’

    Alec was alar​med. He didn’t think it wi​se to ig​no​re this God-gi​ven op​por​tu​nity. ‘Don’t co​unt on it,’ he sa​id. ‘We re​ac​hed Thorn​da​le too, re​mem​ber. Didn’t me​an that the high​way was go​in anyw​he​re.’

    ‘I know what you me​an.’ Ross’s to​ne, when he ad​dres​sed Alec, was mo​re res​pect​ful than it had be​en be​fo​re the​ir vi​sit to Thorn​da​le. Cle​arly he had chan​ged his mind abo​ut Alec, for so​me re​ason. ‘But we sho​uld at le​ast gi​ve it a try, don’t you think?’

    ‘Oh de​ar,’ sa​id Ver​lie. Del’s Ford had swer​ved aga​in, this ti​me nar​rowly mis​sing two lar​ge sme​ars of pul​ve​ri​sed tis​sue. The sta​ti​on wa​gon was thre​ading its way bet​we​en them, as it wo​uld ha​ve thre​aded its way bet​we​en a pa​ir of spe​ed traps. Alec ca​ught a glimp​se of Col’s ute so​me dis​tan​ce ahe​ad.

    ‘God, it’s a blo​ody obs​tac​le co​ur​se,’ sa​id Amb​ro​se. ‘Whe​re do all the​se ani​mals co​me from, that’s what I want to know. You ne​ver see them un​til they sud​denly ap​pe​ar on the ro​ad, do you?’

    ‘They co​me out at night.’ On​ce mo​re, Ross felt const​ra​ined to ta​ke the le​ad in trans​mit​ting any facts that might be re​qu​ired. He cle​arly had an overw​hel​ming ne​ed to ap​pe​ar well in​for​med. ‘It must ha​ve hap​pe​ned last night.’

    ‘There’s anot​her one.’

    Alec was as​to​nis​hed. He had only on​ce be​fo​re se​en this much flat​te​ned wild​li​fe in such a small area, and that was on a stretch of out​back ro​ad which ran bet​we​en two high, ste​ep sandy banks. The ani​mals, mostly ro​os, had be​en ca​ught li​ke spi​ders in a bath. They hadn’t be​en ab​le to es​ca​pe the sla​ugh​ter.

    But the​re we​re no ste​ep banks li​ning this ro​ad. The fen​ces hadn’t co​me any clo​ser, nor had the ditc​hes grown any de​eper. It was inexp​li​cab​le.

    ‘Bloody hell,’ sa​id Amb​ro​se. ‘Is that anot​her one?’

    ‘I don’t think so. I think it’s part of the left-hand one.’ Ross, ho​we​ver, se​emed un​su​re. ‘What is it? A kan​ga​roo?’

    ‘Looks mo​re li​ke a blo​ody wha​le, the si​ze of it.’

    ‘This is gross,’ sa​id Ge​or​gie.

    Ross co​uldn’t avo​id the next patch of go​re; he pas​sed over it with a bump. Del had do​ne the sa​me thing - Col too, pre​su​mably. Alec no​ti​ced crows ri​sing up in front of Del’s Ford, and de​du​ced that Col’s ute was sca​ring the birds off yet mo​re ro​ad kill. Squ​in​ting out of the win​dow, he spot​ted a flyblown pi​le of me​at and ha​ir in the so​uth​bo​und la​ne, too badly pul​ped to iden​tify. The funny thing was, it lo​oked pretty fresh. All the car​cas​ses had lo​oked pretty fresh.

    What the hell was go​ing on he​re?

    ‘It must ha​ve be​en a who​le herd or flock or wha​te​ver kan​ga​ro​os tra​vel in,’ sa​id Ross, who had be​en for​ced to re​du​ce his

    speed. But Alec sho​ok his he​ad.

    ‘That wasn’t a roo, back the​re. Too small.’

    ‘Perhaps it was just a pi​ece of one,’ Amb​ro​se sug​ges​ted.

    ‘Or a jo​ey,’ sa​id Ge​or​gie - al​most with re​lish, Alec tho​ught. Ver​lie won​de​red alo​ud if so​me​one had per​haps be​en sho​oting at a gro​up of kan​ga​ro​os cros​sing the ro​ad - so​me​one who wasn’t en​ti​rely stab​le. The​re was a bri​ef pa​use.

    Alec, who had se​en the han​di​work of an uns​tab​le per​so​na​lity with a gun, swal​lo​wed con​vul​si​vely.

    Then Amb​ro​se, in a bland vo​ice, ra​ised the pos​si​bi​lity of kan​ga​ro​os flin​ging them​sel​ves on​to the high​way (and in​to the path of cer​ta​in de​ath) much as wha​les be​ach them​sel​ves when mis​di​rec​ted by an er​rant pi​lot, or by coc​ke​yed mag​ne​tic fi​elds. He was be​ing fa​ce​ti​o​us, but Alec’s at​ten​ti​on was ca​ught no​net​he​less. Mag​ne​tic fi​elds?

    He had be​en inc​li​ned to bla​me mag​ne​tic fi​elds from the very start.

    ‘This is ri​di​cu​lo​us,’ Ross mut​te​red. With a thud they pas​sed over anot​her wad of mat​ted fur and min​ced flesh, whi​le crows whe​eled abo​ve them. Sud​denly Ross stam​ped on the bra​ke. Up ahe​ad, Del had do​ne the sa​me, tho​ugh she be​gan to mo​ve aga​in - very slowly - even as Ross stop​ped his car. She was pul​ling off the ro​ad, in​to a ditch. She was skir​ting an uns​pe​akab​le mess that stretc​hed for se​ve​ral met​res in every di​rec​ti​on.

    This one smel​led. Alec rol​led up his win​dow has​tily, alar​med at the si​ze of the thing. It lo​oked li​ke a ra​il​way ac​ci​dent. Li​ke a me​at-pac​ker’s bad dre​am. It lo​oked as if a butc​her’s shop had col​li​ded with a ro​ad rol​ler.

    The air abo​ve it was ali​ve with fli​es - lar​ge black fli​es li​ke bul​lets. They bo​un​ced off the windsc​re​en with audib​le thumps.

    ‘Oh, what’s go​ing on he​re?’ he mo​aned.

    Ambrose was sit​ting for​ward, grip​ping Ver​lie’s he​ad​rest. His eyes we​re in​vi​sib​le be​hind tho​se wan​ker’s sha​des, but his exp​res​si​on was wor​ri​ed. Tur​ning to Alec, he as​ked: ‘Is this nor​mal?’

    ‘No.’ Alec was emp​ha​tic.

    ‘We’ll ha​ve to go aro​und,’ sa​id Ver​lie. ‘Ross? We’ll ha​ve to -’

    ‘I know. I can see that.’

    ‘Man oh man,’ Ge​or​gie re​mar​ked, in re​ve​rent to​nes. ‘The world’s big​gest ham​bur​ger.’ Amb​ro​se gig​gled.

    Ross was con​cent​ra​ting on the task be​fo​re him, which wasn’t an easy one. With the ca​ra​van drag​ging at his re​ar end li​ke a ball and cha​in, he had to ease his car off the bi​tu​men, gu​ide it over a shal​low ditch, and then get back on the ro​ad aga​in. Whi​le he ac​comp​lis​hed this ma​no​e​uv​re, Alec watc​hed Del’s Ford. It was all over the pla​ce. So was Col’s ute. The two ve​hic​les we​re we​aving back and forth bet​we​en pi​les of mas​hed ani​mal guts.

    The whi​te cent​re li​ne was imp​rin​ted with blo​ody tyre marks, whe​re it wasn’t dyed red.

    ‘God help us,’ Alec bre​at​hed. With a bo​ne-jar​ring lurch they ro​ared back on​to the tar​red sur​fa​ce, skid​ding a frac​ti​on when the​ir right front tyre hit a slip​pery clump of fat or si​new. Stub​bornly, Ross plo​ug​hed on. He was grim-fa​ced, stiff-sho​ul​de​red, in​tent on his dri​ving. Amb​ro​se and Ge​or​gie we​re both gig​gling now.

    ‘Lemmings,’ sa​id one.

    ‘No . . . Ka​mi​ka​ze kan​ga​ro​os,’ sa​id the ot​her.

    ‘A mass su​ici​de pro​test. “Spe​ed kills”.’

    ‘You get to the first ro​ad sign, and it’s one kan​ga​roo. You get to the se​cond, it’s three. You get to the third, it’s fifty.’

    ‘Someone’s on a cul​ling spree.’

    ‘Will you ple​ase shut up?’ snap​ped Alec, tho​ugh he knew the​irs was pro​bably mo​re of a ner​vo​us re​ac​ti​on than anyt​hing

    else. Ge​or​gie scow​led at him.

    ‘Make me,’ she sa​id.

    ‘I blo​ody will, if you don’t watch yo​ur​self!’

    ‘Oh, now don’t!’ Ver​lie ple​aded. ‘Don’t be li​ke this, ple​ase! It’s not help​ful.’

    ‘Any mo​re, and you can get out,’ Ross ad​ded.

    ‘Fine.’ Ge​or​gie had pus​hed the do​or open be​fo​re Amb​ro​se co​uld stop her. For​tu​na​tely, they we​re only craw​ling along; Ver​lie cri​ed out, and Ross bra​ked, and Ge​or​gie was stan​ding on the ro​ad, sud​denly. Slam went her do​or. She be​gan to walk in a so​ut​herly di​rec​ti​on.

    ‘What the hell...?’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘Georgie!’ Amb​ro​se ope​ned the do​or aga​in, and le​aned out. ‘Co​me back he​re, you silly girl!’

    ‘Leave her,’ Alec grow​led, and Ver​lie sa​id: ‘Whe​re’s she go​ing? She can’t ri​de in the ca​ra​van.’

    ‘Oh my God!’

    This ti​me, Amb​ro​se didn’t so​und fa​ce​ti​o​us. He didn’t so​und li​ke Amb​ro​se, eit​her. His squ​awk was so dis​tur​bing that it even ma​de Ge​or​gie spin aro​und.

    Ambrose him​self re​co​iled, knoc​king aga​inst Alec, who had shuf​fled over next to him.

    ‘Oh my God! What’s that?’

    ‘What?’ sa​id Alec.

    ‘That. That! ’ Amb​ro​se po​in​ted. Ver​lie squ​e​aled. Thro​wing him​self ac​ross Amb​ro​se’s kne​es, Alec scan​ned the ro​ad​si​de un​til he saw so​met​hing that ma​de his he​art miss a be​at.

    There we​re ribs, and . . . and they we​re big. Li​ke a ram’s, or a calf ’s - but the​re was ha​ir, too. Curly, dusty, black ha​ir. Wo​ol​ly ha​ir?

    It had to be a she​ep’s fle​ece. Had to be . . .

    Flies we​re ri​coc​he​ting aro​und the in​te​ri​or of the car li​ke bom​ber pla​nes.

    ‘It’s a per​son!’ Amb​ro​se squ​e​aked.

    ‘No.’ The​re we​re no vi​sib​le horns, but whe​re was the skull? Crus​hed? Flat​te​ned? Tumb​led in​to the ditch? It was all bo​nes and le​at​her. Not fresh. ‘No, it’s - it’s a she​ep. It’s a she​ep.’ A black she​ep?

    ‘Georgie, get in!’ Amb​ro​se cri​ed sharply. The girl se​emed to he​si​ta​te. ‘Ge​or​gie!’ 
    ‘I want to ri​de in the ca​ra​van,’ she ans​we​red. But the​re was a lack of for​ce in her to​ne - a to​uch of dis​may. Alec he​ard it.

    ‘Get the fuck in he​re, you stu​pid cunt!’ he yel​led. ‘Or do you wan​na end up as a me​at fuc​kin pat​tie?’

    ‘Oh, stop!’ Ver​lie whim​pe​red. Then Ross gun​ned the en​gi​ne.

    And all at on​ce Ge​or​gie was scramb​ling on​to the back se​at li​ke a frigh​te​ned child.

    ‘It’s all right,’ sa​id No​el. ‘They’re mo​ving aga​in.’

    Peering out the re​ar win​dow, Pe​ter saw that his fat​her was right; the Har​wo​ods’ se​dan was on​ce mo​re cre​eping along be​hind Del’s Ford, clo​sing the gap that had ope​ned bet​we​en them. Be​ca​use the se​dan’s winds​hi​eld was tin​ted, Pe​ter co​uldn’t ma​ke out Ross’s exp​res​si​on very well. But he did no​ti​ce that Ver​lie was co​ve​ring her mo​uth with her hand.

    That wasn’t a go​od sign, su​rely. Or did Ver​lie simply find the smell over​po​we​ring? Pe​ter didn’t li​ke it much him​self, tho​ugh it was dif​fe​rent from what he had ex​pec​ted. Mo​re li​ke se​wa​ge than anyt​hing el​se. And spo​ra​dic. Co​ming at them in wa​ves.

    ‘What hap​pe​ned?’ he as​ked. ‘Why did Ge​or​gie get out of the car?’

    ‘I don’t know,’ No​el rep​li​ed, and Lo​u​ise sa​id: ‘May​be she wan​ted to go to the to​ilet.’

    ‘I wan​na go to the to​ilet,’ Ro​sie whi​ned.

    ‘Soon, swe​etie.’ Lin​da so​un​ded wor​ri​ed. Dist​rac​ted. ‘We’ll stop so​on.’

    Del cur​sed. She had be​en cur​sing ste​adily for the past ten mi​nu​tes, tho​ugh her cur​ses we​ren’t the kind that Lin​da co​uld ta​ke ex​cep​ti​on to: ‘Swe​et Jesus Our Lord’, Del wo​uld say, and ‘In the na​me of Christ Jesus and all His an​gels’. Pe​ter had ne​ver in his li​fe he​ard an​yo​ne swe​ar li​ke that be​fo​re.

    Del was cur​sing be​ca​use she was fin​ding it mo​re and mo​re dif​fi​cult to dri​ve. The old sta​ti​on wa​gon was ac​tu​al​ly be​gin​ning to sli​de on the blo​od slicks. Its whe​els wo​uld spin on chunks of me​at. Its tyres wo​uld fight for trac​ti​on on a slimy sur​fa​ce com​po​sed mostly - as far as Pe​ter co​uld work out - of mar​row and musc​le and small, wet bo​nes. Pe​ter was su​re that he co​uld he​ar the bo​nes crunc​hing be​ne​ath them. He was star​ting to fe​el sick.

    Mongrel was whi​ning, ste​adily and eerily. His ears we​re flat aga​inst his skull. Fli​es we​re thick in the air, li​ke black snowf​la​kes blown by a po​wer​ful wind.

    ‘Don’t lo​ok,’ Lin​da inst​ruc​ted. ‘Pe​ter? Don’t lo​ok at it.’

    ‘This is un​be​li​evab​le.’ No​el’s vo​ice was hus​hed. ‘It just go​es on and on . . .’

    ‘It’s the De​vil’s work,’ Del dec​la​red flatly. ‘Or the work of the Se​ven An​gels.’

    ‘Eh?’ sa​id No​el.

    ‘Y’know. In the Bo​ok of Re​ve​la​ti​ons. “The first an​gel so​un​ded and the​re fol​lo​wed ha​il and fi​re ming​led with blo​od.” It lo​oks li​ke it’s be​en ra​inin guts.’

    ‘Except that it’s only on the ro​ad,’ Pe​ter po​in​ted out. ‘If it had be​en ra​ining guts, they wo​uld ha​ve be​en all over everyt​hing el​se, as well.’

    ‘Shh. Pe​ter.’ His mot​her la​id a fin​ger on her lips, as the car be​ca​me bog​ged on​ce mo​re in a patch of ent​ra​ils. Its whe​els spun fru​it​les​sly. A fi​ne spray of red​dish flu​id hit Lin​da’s win​dow so that she re​co​iled with a cry. Del grow​led to her​self, yan​king at the ge​ars​tick and re​ver​sing a frac​ti​on be​fo​re the car jo​un​ced for​ward sud​denly.

    ‘We got​ta get off this ro​ad,’ she sa​id. ‘We can’t stay on this ro​ad.’

    ‘You’re right.’ Lin​da was ho​ar​se. ‘This is ...it’s un​he​althy. It’s un​he​althy.’

    ‘It’s mo​re than that. It’s blo​ody im​pas​sab​le.’ Del stam​ped on the bra​ke, and le​aned on her horn. PA​AP! PA​AP-PA​AP-PA​AP! Then she be​gan to drag her ste​ering whe​el to the left, hand over hand.

    ‘Where are you go​ing?’ No​el de​man​ded.

    ‘Where do​es it lo​ok li​ke?’

    ‘We can’t stay on this ro​ad, No​el,’ Lin​da sa​id sharply, and Pe​ter chec​ked over his sho​ul​der. The Har​wo​ods’ car had stop​ped aga​in. Glan​cing at Lo​u​ise, he ca​ught her eye, and she gri​ma​ced. She had wrap​ped her arms aro​und her​self, as if she was cold.

    ‘That dirt ro​ad was cle​ar,’ Del con​ti​nu​ed. ‘I know that ro​ad. Sho​uld ta​ke us over the cre​ek, then up to that sta​ti​on - Ba​lac​la​va, I think it is. Or Hil​lston, wha​te​ver. We’ll ta​ke that ro​ad.’

    ‘But what abo​ut . . .?’

    ‘We’ll tell the ot​hers,’ Del as​su​red No​el, in​ter​rup​ting him, and the car bo​un​ced li​ke a rub​ber ball as she ac​comp​lis​hed a U-turn over ro​ugh ter​ra​in. Ro​sie squ​e​aled, and Pe​ter yel​ped. Lin​da hit her he​ad on the ce​iling.

    ‘Sorry,’ sa​id Del.

    She bra​ked on​ce they had left the ro​ad, but kept the en​gi​ne run​ning. Pe​ter now had a cle​ar vi​ew of the Har​wo​ods’ se​dan, which was ab​re​ast of them, fa​cing in the op​po​si​te di​rec​ti​on and sit​ting sta​ti​onary on a wad of blo​ody, mat​ted ha​ir. No​el wo​und down his win​dow.

    Everyone gas​ped and gro​aned.

    ‘Where are you go​in?’ Alec cal​led from the ot​her car, co​ug​hing a lit​tle, his lips cur​led back in an exp​res​si​on of pa​ined re​vul​si​on. Ver​lie was still hol​ding a hand over her mo​uth. She hadn’t ope​ned her own win​dow.

    ‘We’re go​in back to the dirt ro​ad!’ Del rep​li​ed lo​udly, le​aning ac​ross No​el. ‘Can’t stay on this one!’

    ‘You rec​kon?’

    ‘We co​uld go aro​und the mess,’ No​el pro​po​sed, but Del pul​led a fa​ce.

    ‘For how long?’ she obj​ec​ted. ‘You sa​id yo​ur​self, it’s blo​ody end​less.’

    ‘Well, no - I didn’t say that, exactly -’

    ‘This old bomb isn’t a Land Ro​ver, darl. It’s not bu​ilt for a long ha​ul cross co​untry.’

    Baap! Ba​ap-ba​ap-ba​ap! Pe​ter jum​ped at the so​und of Ross’s horn, which was high and thre​ate​ning. He re​ali​sed al​most ins​tantly, ho​we​ver, that Ross wasn’t sig​nal​ling his disp​le​asu​re with anyt​hing; he was me​rely trying to at​tract Col’s at​ten​ti​on.

    Turning aro​und, scramb​ling to his kne​es, Pe​ter pe​ered in a nort​herly di​rec​ti​on. Col’s whi​te ute had tur​ned off the high​way, and was slowly jol​ting its way to​wards them ac​ross une​ven gro​und.

    ‘They’re co​ming,’ he an​no​un​ced. ‘Col’s co​ming back.’

    ‘Ross wants to know whe​re we’re go​in!’ Alec yel​led, his vo​ice snub​bed and re​edy. (He was hol​ding his no​se.) ‘It’s the Hil​lston turn-off, isn’t it? The track back the​re?’

    ‘I think so,’ Del rep​li​ed. ‘Or the ro​ad to Ba​lac​la​va.’

    Alec tur​ned his he​ad, ap​pa​rently re​por​ting this to the ot​her oc​cu​pants of the se​dan. Pe​ter co​uld he​ar the ro​ar of Col’s en​gi​ne as it strug​gled over a hump. Del ad​dres​sed No​el.

    ‘That isn’t ro​ad kill,’ she exp​la​ined, so​un​ding unc​ha​rac​te​ris​ti​cal​ly ten​se. ‘It’s a Sign.’

    ‘But co​uld the gun​man - I me​an, if he’s mad -’

    ‘Are you kid​din? Yiz don’t see that much me​at at a blo​ody ram sa​le!’

    ‘But if he shot them at a stock cros​sing -’

    ‘Mate, that wasn’t stock. Y’saw it yo​ur​self. And the​re’s mi​le​sa the stuff - most of it fresh.’ Del’s to​ne was be​co​ming mo​re and mo​re fran​tic. ‘The sta​ti​ons ro​und he​re wo​uldn’t sup​port that much stock! Christ in all his glory, the​re can’t be that many ro​os in the who​le of New So​uth Wa​les!’

    ‘Del,’ Lin​da war​ned. She was stro​king Ro​sie’s ha​ir.

    ‘It’s a sign,’ Del re​pe​ated. ‘May​be I was right. May​be we sho​ul​da go​ne back. We ne​ver sho​ul​da left that kid - I sa​id so, didn’t I? May​be it’s a pu​nish​ment.’

    Mongrel be​gan to bark.

    ‘Shuddup, Mong​rel!’ 
    ‘I fe​el si-i-ick!’ Ro​sie wa​iled.

    Del cut the en​gi​ne and fumb​led with her se​at​belt. Sud​denly she was out of the car. Cra​ning his neck, Pe​ter watc​hed her march to​wards the ap​pro​ac​hing ute, dry twigs and gra​vel crunc​hing be​ne​ath her fe​et. The ute stop​ped.

    Huge, dro​ning fli​es be​gan to zo​om thro​ugh the dri​ver’s do​or, which Del had left open.

    ‘Mum!’ Ro​sie shril​led. ‘I’m gun​na be sick!’

    ‘Oh shit.’ Lin​da hust​led her da​ugh​ter out on​to the red earth, whe​re Ro​sie fell to her kne​es and threw up. Pe​ter held his bre​ath.

    He clo​sed his eyes. Mong​rel was still bar​king, and the se​wa​ge stench now had an omi​no​us ed​ge to it, musky al​most, but with so​met​hing el​se. A fly hit Pe​ter’s che​ek, start​ling him so much that his eyes sprang open.

    ‘Oh my God!’ Lin​da cri​ed. She was co​ug​hing, cho​king, flap​ping wildly at the hund​reds of fli​es that whir​led aro​und her. And she was al​so trying to sup​port Ro​sie, who was crying and wi​ping her mo​uth. ‘No​el! No​el! We’ve got to get out of he​re!’

    ‘I know. Hang on. Just wa​it . . .’

    Louise be​gan to whim​per. No​el got out of the car. He went to help his wi​fe, pul​ling a hand​kerc​hi​ef from his poc​ket, whi​le Del con​ver​sed with Col so​me dis​tan​ce away. She was snatc​hing at the fli​es, tos​sing her he​ad li​ke a hor​se, her fe​atu​res scre​wed up in​to a gi​gan​tic win​ce.

    Col’s ute lo​oked gru​eso​me. The​re was blo​od all over the roo bar

    - blood and ot​her mat​ter.Glu​ey stuff in the gril​le.Thro​ugh a wind

    screen speck​led with de​ad fli​es, Col’s pas​sen​ger sta​red, pa​le-fa​ced.

    Mongrel’s he​ad jer​ked con​vul​si​vely with every pi​er​cing yap.

    ‘Shut up!’ Pe​ter yel​led. ‘You stu​pid dog!’ And Lo​u​ise burst in​to te​ars.

    Oh God, tho​ught Pe​ter. He bo​wed his he​ad, shi​el​ding his eyes, his no​se, his vul​ne​rab​le mo​uth. It was all too much. The no​ise. The fli​es. The stink.

    The go​re.

    Hunks of flesh had skid​ded away from be​ne​ath the Ford’s chur​ning whe​els. Hil​locks of flesh li​ke spe​ed-humps, she​at​hed in blo​od-sme​ared, pow​dery fur, had slo​wed the​ir pas​sa​ge. Spe​ed humps. Obs​tac​les. An obs​tac​le co​ur​se.

    Peter lif​ted his he​ad aga​in, struck by a sud​den re​ali​sa​ti​on. He co​uld see the ro​ad. The air abo​ve it se​et​hed with in​sect li​fe. Blo​od had trick​led off its bi​tu​men sur​fa​ce, which was une​ven with gob​bets of tis​sue - with re​ac​hing bo​nes. Yet aro​und it, on eit​her si​de, stretc​hed red earth and dry grass, salt​bush and aca​cia, all of it as cle​an as the wind. Thro​ugh a co​untry​si​de in​no​cent of any dark sta​in rol​led a thre​ad of put​re​fac​ti​on.

    Why?

    ‘We ha​ve to turn back,’ Pe​ter whis​pe​red. ‘We’re me​ant to turn back.’ At the very le​ast, they we​ren’t me​ant to be ta​king the Sil​ver City High​way.

    That ro​ad was clo​sed to them.

    Del had fi​nis​hed with Col Wal​la​ce. Her next stop was the se​dan, but the buzz of fli​es and the rumb​le of id​ling en​gi​nes pre​ven​ted Pe​ter from he​aring her very cle​arly. He ca​ught the words ‘fol​low’ and ‘ca​ra​van’ (this last spat out with a fly) but not much el​se. She and Ross se​emed to be ar​gu​ing. At last Ross got out of his car, lo​oking grumpy, whi​le Del tur​ned to ad​dress No​el. She wa​ved her arms abo​ut.

    ‘. . . le​ave the ca​ra​van . . .’ she sa​id, half her words lost on a wes​terly bre​eze. ‘. . . help . . .’

    ‘I bet they can’t ta​ke the ca​ra​van on a bumpy dirt ro​ad,’ Lo​u​ise ob​ser​ved, snif​fing. She wi​ped her no​se on the back of her hand. ‘I bet they’re go​ing to le​ave it he​re.’

    ‘Mr Har​wo​od won’t be too ple​ased abo​ut that,’ Pe​ter rep​li​ed.

    ‘This is aw​ful, isn’t it?’

    Peter had to ag​ree. It was aw​ful. Not only that - it was spo​oky. We​ird.

    Frightening.

    ‘Are we ever go​ing to get ho​me?’ his sis​ter as​ked uns​te​adily, te​ars fil​ling her eyes aga​in.

    ‘ ’Co​ur​se we will.’ Pe​ter so​un​ded mo​re cer​ta​in than he felt. He wo​uldn’t ad​mit to him​self that a dark fe​ar was lur​king in the cor​ner of his mind. ‘Let’s shut the do​ors, eh? Ke​ep the fli​es out.’

    So they shut the do​ors and wa​ited. They wa​ited whi​le Ross and No​el and Del un​co​up​led the ca​ra​van; whi​le Lin​da to​ok Ro​se be​hind a bush; whi​le Ver​lie and Alec un​lo​aded arm​fuls of fo​od from the ca​ra​van’s kitc​hen cup​bo​ards, de​po​si​ting tins of Irish stew in the back of the sta​ti​on wa​gon, pac​kets of ins​tant no​od​les in the bo​ot of the Har​wo​ods’ se​dan. Col fi​nal​ly tur​ned off his en​gi​ne and wan​de​red over to help, hitc​hing up his pants.

    The ot​her guy didn’t le​ave the ute. For abo​ut twenty mi​nu​tes he sat with his eyes shut, lo​oking sick. Pe​ter wo​uld glan​ce at him oc​ca​si​onal​ly, won​de​ring what his prob​lem might be, whi​le Mong​rel bar​ked and bar​ked.

    ‘Let’s fe​ed him,’ Lo​u​ise fi​nal​ly sug​ges​ted.

    ‘What?’

    ‘Let’s fe​ed the dog. May​be he’s hungry.’

    ‘I dun​no.’ Pe​ter was do​ubt​ful. He didn’t think that dogs we​re ne​ces​sa​rily li​ke ba​bi​es, ma​king a lot of no​ise un​til they we​re fed. But by the ti​me his pa​rents had re​tur​ned to the​ir se​ats in the car he’d fo​und a can of dog fo​od, lo​ca​ted a tin ope​ner, and dum​ped a ser​ving in​to Mong​rel’s smelly plas​tic dish.

    ‘Oh, Pe​ter,’ Lin​da gro​aned, as she set​tled Ro​sie on​to her lap. ‘What’s that aw​ful smell?’

    ‘Dog fo​od. We tho​ught Mong​rel might be hungry.’ The dog was cer​ta​inly tack​ling his me​al with ent​hu​si​asm; his bowl clan​ked and scra​ped aga​inst the flo​or, his ta​il thum​ped aga​inst the win​dow, his bre​at​hing was lo​ud and ir​re​gu​lar. ‘We tho​ught it wo​uld stop him bar​king.’

    ‘Couldn’t you ha​ve fed him out​si​de?’

    ‘The fli​es wo​uld ha​ve got it.’

    ‘But it’s such a hor​rib​le smell.’

    ‘It’s bet​ter than the smell of mas​hed kan​ga​roo,’ Pe​ter mut​te​red. His mot​her, ho​we​ver, didn’t he​ar him. She was too busy qu​es​ti​oning Del, who had fi​nal​ly re​tur​ned to the car and clim​bed be​hind the whe​el. ‘Pe​ter just fed the dog,’ she in​for​med Del. ‘Is that all right?’

    ‘What? Oh - ye​ah. No prob​lem.’ Del’s tho​ughts se​emed to be el​sew​he​re. She slam​med her do​or, tur​ned the key in the ig​ni​ti​on, and grap​pled with the ge​ars​tick. She chec​ked her re​ar-vi​ew mir​ror. Watc​hing her, Pe​ter no​ti​ced that her lips we​re mo​ving, but what with the rat​tle of the en​gi​ne, the hum of the trap​ped fli​es (which we​re cong​re​ga​ting on the dog fo​od) and Mong​rel’s own slur​ping and snor​ting, it was hard to work out what she was trying to say.

    Only la​ter, as they ban​ged and lurc​hed in a so​ut​herly di​rec​ti​on, to​wards the dirt ro​ad, did Pe​ter fi​nal​ly re​ali​se that Del wasn’t sin​ging softly to her​self or even cur​sing. A par​ti​cu​larly bad ditch sent them all flying to​wards the ro​of, and start​led Del in​to ra​ising her vo​ice, just for a few se​conds. Pe​ter he​ard her say ‘. . . in our ti​me of ne​ed, oh Lord . . .’ and it oc​cur​red to him, sud​denly, that Del was in fact pra​ying.

    He won​de​red if he sho​uld jo​in in. Nor​mal​ly he didn’t be​li​eve in God, but now he was be​gin​ning to ha​ve se​cond tho​ughts. So​met​hing was hap​pe​ning he​re that didn’t se​em to ma​ke sen​se in the con​text of every​day li​fe. So​met​hing al​most su​per​na​tu​ral.

    Something that ar​gu​ed the pre​sen​ce of a hig​her for​ce.

    Col was wor​ri​ed abo​ut his fu​el lo​ad.

    The pet​rol in his tank wo​uld ha​ve got him to Bro​ken Hill with a few lit​res to spa​re, but muc​king aro​und on back ro​ads was go​ing to start eating in​to his re​ser​ves. He was still un​su​re that he had do​ne the right thing. Now that he tho​ught abo​ut it - now that the hor​ror of sme​ared blo​od and me​at was be​hind him - he had be​gun to re​vi​se his opi​ni​ons. Ini​ti​al​ly, the shock of get​ting bog​ged down in pi​les of stin​king ani​mal guts had ca​used him to sup​port Del’s plan. He had ag​re​ed to fol​low her to Ba​lac​la​va sta​ti​on, whe​re they wo​uld pho​ne the po​li​ce. He had ag​re​ed to stay with the gro​up, be​ca​use he was sha​ken, and sic​ke​ned, and didn’t want to stri​ke out on his own - es​pe​ci​al​ly if the​re was so​me gun-wi​el​ding lu​na​tic abo​ut.

    By the ti​me they re​ac​hed the dirt track, ho​we​ver, he was no lon​ger so con​fu​sed or dis​tur​bed. He was be​gin​ning to do​ubt that the sla​ugh​ter on the Sil​ver City High​way co​uld pos​sibly stretch all the way to Bro​ken Hill. And even if it did - even if the​re had be​en so​me fre​akish na​tu​ral phe​no​me​non (he didn’t know what co​uld pos​sibly ha​ve ca​used such car​na​ge, and he didn’t es​pe​ci​al​ly want to find out, be​ca​use dwel​ling on that mess co​uldn’t be he​althy) - then why co​uldn’t he dri​ve along be​si​de the ro​ad? Del’s ve​hic​le might ha​ve be​en une​qu​al to such a chal​len​ge, but his own pro​bably wasn’t. It was only twenty ye​ars old, and the​re was not​hing much wrong with it ex​cept slightly dodgy dist​ri​bu​tor po​ints. Not​hing re​al​ly se​ri​o​us tho​ugh. A go​od sha​king up, he tho​ught, sho​uldn’t bust any springs, or lo​osen any con​nec​ti​ons.

    Maybe he was do​ing the wrong thing he​re.

    Col glan​ced at the man be​si​de him, who sat sta​ring out the win​dow as if he was too ex​ha​us​ted to spe​ak. The si​lent type. John hadn’t ut​te​red a word sin​ce they’d pic​ked up the two yo​ung ones. Not a sing​le, so​li​tary word. Col didn’t re​al​ly bla​me him, in so​me ways, be​ca​use what was the​re to say? Ex​cept ‘help!’ The si​tu​ati​on was be​co​ming mo​re and mo​re bi​zar​re. A who​le raft of pe​op​le, stran​ded on the Sil​ver City High​way? What we​re the chan​ces of that? How many pe​op​le co​uld run out of pet​rol, on a sing​le stretch of ro​ad? No do​ubt one of tho​se mat​he​ma​ti​cal fel​lows co​uld cal​cu​la​te the odds, but they had to be pretty ste​ep. Un​less you to​ok in​to ac​co​unt what you we​re de​aling with he​re. John was on the ed​ge of a ner​vo​us bre​ak​down, Del was frankly pe​cu​li​ar, and the ot​hers we​re from Sydney and Mel​bo​ur​ne (all ex​cept for Ge​or​gie, who was from Mars). Big-city pe​op​le, in ot​her words. Big-city pe​op​le had no idea. They we​re al​ways get​ting stuck out in the de​sert. It was a well-known fact. They we​re al​ways dying in the out​back be​ca​use they we​re ne​ver well eno​ugh sup​pli​ed with wa​ter or pet​rol.

    Col con​si​de​red his op​ti​ons as he ste​ered his ute aro​und a pot​ho​le. He was eating Del’s dust now, be​ca​use she had re​ac​hed the track ahe​ad of him. The se​dan (mi​nus the ca​ra​van) was brin​ging up the re​ar. In​sects splat​te​red aga​inst his windsc​re​en, tho​ugh he wasn’t go​ing fast; you’d ha​ve sworn that they we​re hur​ling them​sel​ves at him, li​ke at​tack dogs.

    ‘What do you rec​kon abo​ut this?’ Col as​ked his com​pa​ni​on. ‘Do you rec​kon this is a go​od idea?’

    John tur​ned his he​ad, slowly. His eyes we​re da​zed and be​wil​de​red in de​ep, bru​ised soc​kets. He had be​en che​wing his fin​ger​na​ils.

    ‘What?’ he sa​id.

    ‘Do you rec​kon we sho​uld be go​ing to Ba​lac​la​va sta​ti​on? I’m star​ting to won​der. May​be I sho​uld’ve - you know - kept dri​ving along​si​de the high​way. Co​uldn’t be much wor​se than this.’

    John blin​ked, and then his ga​ze slip​ped away from Col’s. Splat! So​met​hing the si​ze of a ci​ca​da hit the glass in front of him.

    ‘Jesus,’ sa​id Col.

    ‘I dun​no,’ John mumb​led.

    ‘I me​an, it can’t ha​ve go​ne on fo​re​ver - all that ro​ad kill. And this is a blo​ody Hol​den WB. It’s not a tin-pot lit​tle Asi​an car.’ The wi​pers and spray didn’t se​em to be do​ing much go​od; they we​re just sme​aring goo all over the windsc​re​en. ‘Lis​ten - John.

    There’s a box of tis​su​es in the glo​ve-box. You want to le​an out and gi​ve the glass a bit of a cle​an?’

    John obe​yed, si​lently. Col no​ti​ced, thro​ugh the bil​lows of dust ahe​ad of him, that the​re was a dog in the back of Del’s sta​ti​on wa​gon. It was bar​king at him, tho​ugh he co​uldn’t he​ar it.

    Stupid blo​ody ani​mal.

    ‘How are you go​ing the​re?’

    John grun​ted in reply.

    ‘It lo​oks a bit bet​ter,’ sa​id Col, tro​ub​led by tho​ughts of Els​peth. What if she was wa​iting for him? What if her crip​pled me​mory was ac​tu​al​ly func​ti​oning for on​ce, and so​me​one had told her to ex​pect him, and he didn’t turn up? He wasn’t la​te - not yet

    - but he so​on wo​uld be. ‘I think may​be I’ll turn aro​und,’ he be​gan. Then he yel​led, and slam​med on the bra​ke. He didn’t know what had hap​pe​ned, at first. It was all so

    sudden, so qu​ick: a gre​at splash of go​re ac​ross the windsc​re​en. And the bang, which dro​ve them off to the left, in​to a ditch - he tho​ught for an ins​tant that it had co​me be​fo​re the blo​od. Had he hit so​met​hing on the gro​und? Had it be​en for​ced up over the bon​net?

    No.

    ‘Shit!’ gas​ped John.

    ‘Is it a bird?’ Col was da​zed. His sho​ul​der hurt. ‘It flew right in​to us . . .’

    John scramb​led out of the ute. Col fol​lo​wed his examp​le, clum​sily. He mis​sed his fo​oting on a lo​ose gra​vel slo​pe, and stag​ge​red, and grab​bed at a do​or hand​le.

    Fortunately, the ditch was just a shal​low cre​ase in the gro​und. His front whe​els we​re sit​ting in it; they had chur​ned two angry red fur​rows thro​ugh the dust. His back whe​els we​ren’t far from the track - no mo​re than a co​up​le of met​res.

    ‘It’s a fuc​kin crow.’

    Col lo​oked up. ‘Eh?’ he sa​id.

    ‘It’s a fuc​kin crow,’ John re​pe​ated, ho​ar​sely. He was sta​ring, whi​te-fa​ced, at the winds​hi​eld, which was drip​ping with blo​od, plas​te​red with of​fal and fe​at​hers. Black fe​at​hers. They we​re glu​ed to the glass, so​me of them, whi​le ot​hers we​re be​ing whir​led away in a light bre​eze.

    ‘I wasn’t go​ing fast . . .’ Col fal​te​red.

    ‘Col!’ It was Ross, hur​rying to​wards them. The yo​ung truck dri​ver was co​ming too. Ross’s se​dan had stop​ped be​hind Col’s ve​hic​le and had dis​gor​ged most of its pas​sen​gers.

    Col be​gan to climb back in​to his own se​at.

    ‘Col!’ sa​id Ross. He had al​most re​ac​hed the ute, and was slo​wing. ‘What hap​pe​ned?’

    ‘Nothing. It was an ac​ci​dent.’

    ‘Oh shit.’ Alec, ap​pro​ac​hing from the pas​sen​ger si​de, had ca​ught sight of Col’s windsc​re​en. ‘What the hell’s that?’

    ‘Crow,’ Col rep​li​ed.

    ‘Crow?’ 
    Col put his ute in re​ver​se. He rev​ved the en​gi​ne, but got now​he​re. Ross sa​id to him, thro​ugh the win​dow: ‘You’ll ne​ed a push.’

    ‘Yeah. Right.’

    ‘Are you okay?’

    ‘I’m fi​ne. Fi​ne.’

    ‘What hap​pe​ned?’

    All at on​ce, Col he​ard Del’s vo​ice; he won​de​red how she had got to him so qu​ickly. He no​ti​ced that she was car​rying a blo​ody gre​at rif​le with a te​les​co​pic sight.

    ‘What the hell is that?’ she de​man​ded.

    ‘Crow,’ Alec re​j​o​ined.

    ‘A crow? Hit his win​d​s​hi​eld?’

    ‘Are you gun​na help us push, or what?’

    They we​re all gat​he​ring in front of the ute, sli​ding in​to the ditch from every di​rec​ti​on. Not Del, ho​we​ver - she wo​uldn’t re​lin​qu​ish her gun. She kept squ​in​ting aro​und, her te​eth ba​red, as Col ga​ve the ac​ce​le​ra​tor anot​her tap.

    ‘Once mo​re!’ yel​led Alec.

    Col co​uld fe​el the pres​su​re of the yo​ung blo​ke’s musc​les. With a ro​ar, his ute sud​denly mo​ved back​wards, its front whe​els bo​un​cing over the ed​ge of the ditch, its back whe​els plo​ug​hing up dust. Col co​uldn’t see the men who fol​lo​wed him out - the windsc​re​en was opa​que with bo​dily flu​ids - but he he​ard them slap the bon​net, and call to him.

    ‘You’re do​ne, he​re!’

    ‘You’re out, Col!’

    ‘Col, wa​it! Hang on!’

    It didn’t re​gis​ter at first. He felt slightly numb in the he​ad, as if only half his bra​in was func​ti​oning pro​perly. So he tur​ned in his se​at, stra​ining to see be​hind him whi​le he spun the ste​ering whe​el.

    Have to get back on the track, he tho​ught.

    ‘Col! Wa​it!’ This ti​me so​me​body ban​ged at his do​or. It was the truck dri​ver, who ga​ve Col qu​ite a sca​re. The silly bug​ger grab​bed at his win​dow glass.

    ‘Col! Stop!’

    ‘Why? What -?’

    ‘Your tyres, ma​te. Yo​ur front tyres.’ Alec’s eyes lo​oked very gre​en in his dusty brown fa​ce. ‘Didn’t you see?’

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘You’ve blown yo​ur front tyres.’

    

    

CHAPTER 15 
    

    Peter had clung to his win​dow se​at. Des​pi​te the res​huf​fle, he had re​fu​sed to re​po​si​ti​on him​self, in​sis​ting that he wo​uld be sick if he didn’t sit next to a win​dow. So whi​le his fat​her was now wed​ged bet​we​en Del and Col up front, and Ge​or​gie was squ​as​hed in be​si​de Lin​da (who had sur​ren​de​red her win​dow se​at to Lo​u​ise) Pe​ter re​ma​ined whe​re he’d be​en from the start. Left-si​de back.

    From the​re, he had a pretty go​od vi​ew of what they we​re pas​sing.

    ‘That rid​ge lo​oks hig​her than I tho​ught it was,’ Del re​mar​ked, le​aning for​ward a lit​tle. ‘Ge​or​gi​na? It’s Pi​ne Cre​ek up ahe​ad, right?’

    ‘Georgie.’

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘It’s Ge​or​gie . Not Ge​or​gi​na.’

    ‘Oh.’

    'I don't know what it is. Ine​ver knew the na​me.

    ‘But ya be​en he​re be​fo​re?’

    ‘A long ti​me ago.’ Ge​or​gie se​emed to be sul​king - per​haps be​ca​use she had be​en se​pa​ra​ted from her boyf​ri​end. John Carr was now oc​cup​ying her for​mer po​si​ti​on in the Har​wo​ods’ se​dan; Ge​or​gie her​self, be​ing smal​ler and sligh​ter than John, was squ​e​ezed in​to the nar​row spa​ce be​si​de Lin​da. An​yo​ne el​se wo​uld ha​ve re​ali​sed that this swap​ping of se​ats was the ine​vi​tab​le re​sult of Col’s ac​ci​dent, which had left him wit​ho​ut a func​ti​oning set of whe​els. Ge​or​gie, ho​we​ver, ap​pe​ared to re​gard her disp​la​ce​ment as a de​li​be​ra​te act of pro​vo​ca​ti​on by the ve​hic​les’ two ow​ners.

    That, at le​ast, was the imp​res​si​on she ga​ve with her bro​oding po​ut, fol​ded arms and ab​rupt ans​wers to per​fectly ci​vil qu​es​ti​ons. She wo​uld po​ke Pe​ter in the ribs oc​ca​si​onal​ly, just to be spi​te​ful, and he wo​uld res​pond in kind. She was wor​se than Ro​se. He co​uldn’t be​li​eve that any grown-up wo​uld be​ha​ve so badly at such a ti​me. When she star​ted to walk her fe​et up the back of the se​at in front of her, Pe​ter’s jaw drop​ped.

    ‘Don’t do that, ple​ase,’ Lin​da sa​id sharply.

    Georgie ig​no​red her.

    ‘You kids.’ No​el was squ​ir​ming. He frow​ned over his sho​ul​der. ‘Stop kic​king the se​at.’

    ‘It’s not us!’ Lo​u​ise pi​ped up.

    ‘It’s Ge​or​gie,’ sa​id Lin​da.

    With an exag​ge​ra​ted sigh of dis​gust, Ge​or​gie fol​ded her long legs. She had a very stran​ge dress on - it lo​oked li​ke a flimsy lit​tle night gown, all la​ce and sa​tin. Un​der​ne​ath, she was we​aring black le​otards.

    ‘Were you tal​king to me?’ she draw​led. ‘I tho​ught you we​re tal​king to yo​ur kids.’

    ‘I don’t ha​ve to talk to my kids,’ Lin​da res​pon​ded stiffly. ‘My kids know how to be​ha​ve.’

    You’re right the​re, tho​ught Pe​ter, tho​ugh he had to ack​now​led​ge that Ro​sie had be​en whi​ning a bit. Not that he bla​med her. She was well and truly sick of dri​ving by now; she was ti​red and sticky and bo​red and ir​ri​tab​le. They all we​re. The only dif​fe​ren​ce bet​we​en Pe​ter and Ro​sie was that Ro​sie didn’t know eno​ugh to be sca​red.

    Peter was sca​red. The crow on the winds​hi​eld - that had sca​red him mo​re than anyt​hing el​se. It had co​me out of now​he​re and for​ced Col in​to a ditch. Why? How? No​ne of the cars had be​en go​ing very fast, yet the bird lo​oked as if it had be​en suc​ked in​to a jet en​gi​ne and spat out the ot​her end.

    How long wo​uld it be be​fo​re Del’s car hit so​met​hing?

    ‘Oh, for God’s sa​ke,’ Ge​or​gie splut​te​red. ‘Will so​me​one shut that blo​ody dog up? It’s dri​ving me mad!’

    ‘Mongrel!’ Del sho​uted, fru​it​les​sly. ‘Stop it!’ 
    ‘Maybe we sho​uld gi​ve him a dog bis​cu​it,’ Lo​u​ise sug​ges​ted. ‘Do you ha​ve any dog bis​cu​its?’

    ‘I will gi​ve him dog bis​cu​its, if he’s not ca​re​ful,’ Del grow​led. ‘Dog bis​cu​its up the ar​se​ho​le.’

    It had be​en so​me ti​me sin​ce Pe​ter had even no​ti​ced Mong​rel’s ste​ady bar​king. The no​ise had ce​ased to bot​her him much; it was li​ke li​ving next to a ra​il​way li​ne. Af​ter a whi​le, the squ​e​al of fre​ight tra​ins just fa​des in​to the backg​ro​und.

    ‘These ant hills,’ sa​id Del. ‘I’ve ne​ver se​en ant hills li​ke this aro​und he​re be​fo​re. Yiz ever se​en ’em so big? In this par​ta the world?’

    She was ad​dres​sing Col, who sho​ok his he​ad. The back of his neck was se​amed and ro​ugh, li​ke elep​hant hi​de. He kept cle​aring his thro​at.

    ‘Usually get ’em small, out this way,’ Del con​ti​nu​ed. ‘The​se ones are the sor​ta thing yiz find over the bor​der. Up ro​und Mo​unt Isa and that.’ She so​un​ded fa​intly une​asy. ‘Blo​ody enor​mo​us, up the​re.’

    Peter, his in​te​rest pi​qu​ed, stu​di​ed the cu​ri​o​us for​ma​ti​ons out​si​de the car. He co​uld see abo​ut fi​ve or six mo​unds, all of them at le​ast as tall as Ro​sie. They ma​de him think of pre​his​to​ric stan​ding sto​nes, ex​cept that they we​re red. So​me of them al​most lo​oked li​ke big clay sta​tu​es. In fact the one they we​re pas​sing (a tall one, ne​arly as tall as Pe​ter) had a dis​tinct he​ad, with a sort of crown or mit​re on it, and a dent for the eyes, and a knob for the no​se, and a yaw​ning mo​uth . . .

    His he​art skip​ped a be​at, be​ca​use as the sta​ti​on wa​gon pas​sed it, the yaw​ning mo​uth se​emed to clo​se. Then his vi​ew​po​int chan​ged, and he re​la​xed. Of co​ur​se the ant hill hadn’t mo​ved. The chan​ge had be​en in his pers​pec​ti​ve; from a dif​fe​rent ang​le, in fact, the ant hill didn’t lo​ok li​ke a sta​tue at all. Not what Pe​ter wo​uld call a sta​tue, any​way. And it was still - per​fectly still. They all we​re. Whi​le they might ha​ve be​en te​eming with li​fe in​si​de, they had the ap​pe​aran​ce of de​ad, an​ci​ent, we​at​he​red things, li​ke the Eas​ter Is​land he​ads or a de​sert ru​in. They we​re pla​ced, not in clus​ters, but at ca​re​ful​ly me​asu​red in​ter​vals from each ot​her. Pe​ter won​de​red if the ants had wor​ked that out. He won​de​red why the stran​ge, fret​ted mo​nu​ments se​emed to be trying to tell him so​met​hing. It wasn’t as if they we​re stan​ding sto​nes. It wasn’t as if they had any re​li​gi​o​us or ast​ro​no​mi​cal sig​ni​fi​can​ce.

    They we​re just ant hills.

    ‘Look,’ sa​id No​el, glan​cing over his sho​ul​der. ‘See, kids? We’re get​ting clo​se to the ri​ver.’

    ‘Creek,’ Del cor​rec​ted. ‘It’s a cre​ek.’

    ‘Creek, I me​an. We’ll be the​re so​on, ever​yo​ne. We’re ac​tu​al​ly get​ting so​mew​he​re now.’

    Peter of​fe​red up a grud​ging smi​le, but Lo​u​ise se​emed unimp​res​sed. She had fol​ded her​self in​to a lit​tle ball, kne​es un​der her chin, arms wrap​ped aro​und her chest, sho​ul​ders hunc​hed. No re​as​su​ring words from No​el we​re go​ing to ease the na​me​less fe​ars of Lo​u​ise and her brot​her. They had se​en the blo​od on the high​way. They knew so​met​hing was wrong.

    Peter co​uldn’t be​li​eve that his fat​her was trying to pre​ser​ve a fa​ça​de of nor​ma​lity.They had stra​yed in​to an epi​so​de of The Twi​light Zo​ne, and No​el was tal​king abo​ut get​ting so​mew​he​re? Why on earth did he as​su​me that this ‘so​mew​he​re’ was ac​tu​al​ly worth get​ting to? No​el might ha​ve be​en an in​tel​li​gent per​son, but at pre​sent he was al​most as de​lu​ded as Ge​or​gie, who had ma​de it qu​ite cle​ar that she co​uldn’t un​ders​tand why they all didn’t just dri​ve to Bro​ken Hill at on​ce, and stop fus​sing abo​ut li​ke lit​tle old wo​men.

    She ob​vi​o​usly didn’t ack​now​led​ge her gut ins​tincts at all - not li​ke Pe​ter. Pe​ter had a bad fe​eling. He had a fe​eling that they we​re be​ing dri​ven to​wards exactly what they sho​uld be strug​gling to avo​id.

    Because he was trying to re​ma​in calm, ho​we​ver, he rep​res​sed this sen​se of fo​re​bo​ding as much as pos​sib​le, and se​arc​hed for ho​pe​ful signs. The tre​es we​re a ho​pe​ful sign. They we​re gro​wing mo​re thickly now - si​nu​o​us eucalypts, pa​le in the sun. They pro​mi​sed sha​de, wa​ter, a cre​ek, a brid​ge, per​haps a ho​use - ci​vi​li​sa​ti​on, in ot​her words. They we​re fri​end​li​er than the ant hills. They le​aned to​wards the car, smo​oth and cre​amy (tho​ugh flus​hed he​re and the​re with pink or grey), the​ir le​aves rust​ling, the​ir twis​ted limbs mar​red by the odd knot or hard whorl li​ke a bo​il, li​ke a pimp​le, from which a sticky red crust sho​wed the path of the sap whe​re it had flo​wed from an open wo​und . . .

    Peter gas​ped. He le​aned out the win​dow.

    ‘Peter,’ sa​id Lin​da. ‘Don’t do that.’

    ‘I’m just -’

    ‘Head in​si​de the car, ple​ase. It isn’t sa​fe.’

    The sap. It was hard to see from a mo​ving ve​hic​le, but Pe​ter co​uld ha​ve sworn that the sap was mo​ving too, trick​ling out of black-lip​ped slas​hes in the bark - trick​ling out li​ke blo​od, or tre​ac​le - un​less the play of light was fo​oling him? Un​less the flic​ker of sun​light thro​ugh wa​ving branc​hes was len​ding mo​ve​ment to a fro​zen cas​ca​de?

    ‘Here we are,’ sa​id Del, and all at on​ce they we​re cros​sing a wi​de stretch of gol​den sand. It was flat and fi​ne-gra​ined. The​re we​re sap​lings gro​wing out of it.

    ‘What’s that?’ as​ked Ro​sie.

    ‘It’s the cre​ek,’ Lin​da rep​li​ed.

    ‘Where’s the wa​ter?’

    ‘There is no wa​ter.’

    ‘There’s wa​ter,’ Del cont​ra​dic​ted. ‘Can’t see it, that’s all. It’s un​der the sand, if yiz know whe​re to lo​ok.’

    ‘Do you know whe​re to lo​ok?’ Pe​ter in​qu​ired, and Del cle​ared her thro​at.

    ‘Nah . . . not re​al​ly. I got​ta bit of an idea, but not re​al​ly. Not li​ke an Abo or anyt​hing.’

    ‘Wait a mi​nu​te,’ sa​id Col. ‘This isn’t right, is it?’

    They had cros​sed the cre​ek bed and we​re clim​bing a low bank, so​me of which was ero​ding away. Lo​oking back, Pe​ter saw the tyre tracks that they had left be​hind them, as cle​ar as fo​otp​rints on a be​ach. The​re we​re ot​her tracks too (li​zard tracks?), fa​int and de​li​ca​te, as if a moth had flut​te​red ac​ross the sur​fa​ce of the gro​und. Be​yond the​se marks, the Har​wo​ods’ se​dan was strug​gling down the op​po​si​te bank, its pas​sen​gers bob​bing abo​ut li​ke plas​tic bot​tles on a choppy sea.

    ‘This can’t be right,’ sa​id Col, who was wa​ving a fol​ded map aro​und. ‘This rid​ge is too clo​se to the cre​ek. Are you su​re we’re on the Ba​lac​la​va turn off?’

    ‘Pretty su​re,’ Del rep​li​ed.

    ‘Then what’s this rid​ge do​ing he​re?’

    The rid​ge lo​omed ahe​ad of them, hig​her than Pe​ter had an​ti​ci​pa​ted. Its ruddy con​to​urs we​re vi​sib​le be​hind the tre​etops; it lo​oked a bit li​ke a wa​ve, ri​sing as she​er as a wall in front of the track (which di​vi​ded at its fo​ot, one branch he​ading so​uth, the ot​her north, both tra​vel​ling bet​we​en the ba​se of the rid​ge and the ed​ge of the cre​ek).

    ‘Hang on,’ sa​id Del. ‘I’ll just pull over.’ And she tur​ned left.

    ‘Are you su​re we’re not on the ro​ad to Oak​da​le?’ No​el qu​eri​ed. He was po​ring over the map, his he​ad al​most to​uc​hing Col’s. ‘This rid​ge right he​re . . .’ (A rat​tle of pa​per.) ‘...is clo​ser than it is the​re.’

    ‘But not that clo​se,’ Col pro​tes​ted. ‘And if it is the Oak​da​le turn-off, then whe​re was As​cot Va​le sta​ti​on? We sho​uld ha​ve be​en ab​le to see that. It sho​uld ha​ve be​en off to our right so​mew​he​re.’

    ‘Here,’ Del sig​hed. Her handb​ra​ke scre​ec​hed as the sta​ti​on wa​gon rol​led to a stands​till. The en​gi​ne co​ug​hed and di​ed. ‘Let’s ha​ve a lo​ok.’

    Three he​ads we​re now clus​te​red over the map, sil​ho​u​et​ted aga​inst the windsc​re​en. Mong​rel was grow​ling. Pe​ter twis​ted aro​und to watch the Har​wo​ods’ car co​me to a halt be​hind Del’s, and the dri​ver’s do​or pop open. Ross emer​ged, a frown on his fa​ce.

    ‘Might as well get out,’ sa​id Lin​da. ‘Kids? Why don’t you get out and stretch yo​ur legs?’

    ‘I’m thirsty,’ Ro​se comp​la​ined.

    ‘There’s ju​ice in the back. We can all ha​ve so​me.’

    Stop, re​vi​ve, sur​vi​ve, tho​ught Pe​ter. Ever​yo​ne was spil​ling out in​to the suns​hi​ne. Ge​or​gie sho​ved past Pe​ter and he​aded for Amb​ro​se, who​se li​nen jac​ket lo​oked as ble​ac​hed and cre​ased as an old dish rag. Ver​lie mo​ved stiffly to the bo​ot of her car. Alec jo​ined Ross,who had re​ac​hed Del’s do​or.They both step​ped back when it fell open, and she ha​uled her​self to her fe​et, the map dang​ling from her grubby fin​gers.

    Even John was stretc​hing his legs.

    ‘Don’t let the dog out!’ Del war​ned Lin​da. ‘He’s in a funny mo​od.’

    ‘What’s the mat​ter with him?’ Lo​u​ise so​un​ded sha​ken, for Mong​rel was now bar​king fran​ti​cal​ly, sho​wing his yel​low te​eth and dro​oling gums. ‘He’s go​ing mad.’

    ‘Too many pe​op​le,’ Del rep​li​ed shortly. ‘Too many pe​op​le han​gin ro​und me car. Now. What’s all this abo​ut As​cot Va​le sta​ti​on?’

    While the rest of the adults dis​cus​sed map re​fe​ren​ces, Lin​da dist​ri​bu​ted cups of ap​ple ju​ice. Pe​ter drank his qu​ickly. The bre​eze had di​ed, and the eucalyp​tus le​aves hung stra​ight and limp. Everyt​hing was very still. Ac​ross the ro​ad, whe​re the gro​und be​gan to ri​se, the​re we​re patc​hes of den​se sha​de; Pe​ter strol​led over to the clo​sest, which was for​med by a hol​low we​at​he​red in​to the si​de of the rid​ge. A des​pe​ra​te-lo​oking mul​ga clutc​hed at sli​ding so​il with its ro​ots, te​na​ci​o​usly hol​ding the slo​pe to​get​her. Be​si​de it, the earth had fal​len away, le​aving the hol​low, which was li​ned with har​der, less fri​ab​le ma​te​ri​al - slabs of rock, clay sub​so​il. Pe​ter re​ac​hed out to to​uch this sha​ded sur​fa​ce, won​de​ring if it might be co​ol. Then he re​co​iled sud​denly.

    ‘Mum!’ he cri​ed.

    ‘What?’

    ‘Come and lo​ok!’

    ‘What?’ 
    ‘Aborigines!’

    One or two he​ads lif​ted. Lin​da sa​id, ‘What are you tal​king abo​ut?’

    ‘There!’ Pe​ter po​in​ted, ret​re​ating from the sha​dowy hol​low. ‘I me​an - they’ve be​en he​re! Abo​ri​gi​nes!’

    Hand prints. They we​re dark red, sha​ding in​to brown, and they we​re as cle​ar as stars in the night sky.

    Bloody hand prints, Pe​ter had ori​gi​nal​ly as​su​med. But then he’d re​mem​be​red his art te​ac​her, and her pic​tu​res of Abo​ri​gi​nal rock pa​in​tings: at​te​nu​ated fi​gu​res, un​co​iling ser​pents, och​re hand prints. Lots and lots of hand prints.

    ‘Look!’ he exc​la​imed. ‘Rock pa​in​tings!’

    ‘Can’t be,’ sa​id Del.

    ‘They are! Lo​ok!’

    But Del didn’t res​pond - she was loc​ked in an in​ten​se dis​cus​si​on abo​ut the map. John was stan​ding stock still, as if fro​zen to the spot. Only Lin​da wan​de​red over, and Amb​ro​se, and Ge​or​gie.

    And Ro​se, of co​ur​se. Ro​se went stra​ight up to the ne​arest hand print, pla​cing her own hand on it.

    ‘Don’t!’ Pe​ter exc​la​imed. The sight of his sis​ter’s pa​le, plump star​fish of a hand on that big, red sta​in un​ner​ved him for so​me re​ason.

    ‘Don’t,’ sa​id Lin​da. ‘Don’t, swe​etie, you might hurt the pa​in​ting.’

    ‘Do you re​mem​ber the​se?’ Amb​ro​se wan​ted to know, and Ge​or​gie shrug​ged, pres​sing aga​inst him.

    ‘Don’t re​mem​ber any of it,’ she sa​id.

    ‘But you’ve be​en down he​re, ha​ven’t you?’

    Another shrug. ‘If I ha​ve,’ Ge​or​gie mut​te​red, ‘I must ha​ve be​en sto​ned at the ti​me.’

    ‘Perhaps you put the​se he​re yo​ur​self,’ Amb​ro​se sug​ges​ted, with a half-smi​le.

    ‘Probably. They’re pro​bably not re​al.’

    ‘How many are the​re, Ro​sie?’ Lin​da in​qu​ired, and Pe​ter sen​sed that she was trying to dist​ract her yo​un​gest da​ugh​ter’s at​ten​ti​on from all this talk of drugs and for​gery. Ro​sie be​gan to co​unt the hand prints. Pe​ter stu​di​ed them from a gre​ater dis​tan​ce, no​ting that whi​le so​me we​re dark, and dry, and old, so​me we​re red​der. Cle​arer. Al​most . . .

    Almost fres​her.

    He tur​ned ab​ruptly. His cup had to be rin​sed and re​tur​ned to the bo​ot of Ver​lie’s car. On the way the​re, he saw to his surp​ri​se that John had clim​bed back in​si​de aga​in. The man in the funny tro​users se​emed even mo​re frigh​te​ned than Pe​ter was. He had slid right down in his se​at.

    Peter he​ard Ross say, ‘But how long for? The​re’s hardly any pet​rol left in our tank.’

    ‘Whaddaya me​an?’ Del frow​ned. ‘You got all Col’s, didn’t ya?’

    ‘I didn’t ha​ve much,’ Col ad​mit​ted, and Ross sa​id, ‘We’re not go​ing to get far. That’s all I’m sa​ying. So what hap​pens if my car conks out? We ha​ve to ma​ke plans. De​ci​si​ons.’

    Peter sid​led clo​ser.

    ‘We can’t ma​ke any de​ci​si​ons un​less we work out whe​re we are,’ No​el re​mar​ked pa​ti​ently. ‘Other​wi​se we won’t know which way to turn. Left or right? It de​pends whet​her we’re he​re or he​re.’ He stab​bed at the map with his fo​re​fin​ger.

    Then Alec mut​te​red so​met​hing. When as​ked to spe​ak up, he fol​ded his arms and sa​id, ‘How do you know we’re anyw​he​re?’

    Six pa​irs of eyes swi​vel​led in his di​rec​ti​on.

    ‘What do you me​an?’ Ross de​man​ded, whe​re​upon Alec glan​ced at Del.

    ‘You know what I me​an,’ he in​sis​ted.

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘This is mo​re of the sa​me.’ Alec was be​gin​ning to so​und bre​ath​less. His che​ek was twitc​hing. ‘If it’s the Oak​da​le turn-off, whe​re was As​cot Va​le? If it’s the Ba​lac​la​va turn-off, why is this rid​ge he​re, smack whe​re the ro​ad sho​uld be pus​hin thro​ugh? It’s a fo​ur-way in​ter​sec​ti​on on the blo​ody map!’

    ‘Yes, but that map,’ Ross in​te​rj​ec​ted, ‘I me​an, we all know what a prob​lem that map has be​en.’

    ‘For God’s sa​ke!’ Alec threw up his hands, and be​gan to tug at his dusty brown curls. ‘Will you wa​ke up? We’ve be​en dri​ven off the fuc​kin ro​ad, can’t you see that? First they didn’t want us get​tin to Bro​ken Hill - now they don’t even want us on the fuc​kin hig​h​way! Didn’t you see all tho​se guts? They we​re the​re for a re​ason! They we​re the​re to sca​re us! They we​re the​re to ma​ke us turn back!’

    Peter’s he​art skip​ped a be​at. So Alec tho​ught so too! It sho​uld ha​ve ma​de him fe​el bet​ter to know that his opi​ni​on was sha​red by Alec.

    It didn’t tho​ugh. It only ma​de him fe​el sick.

    His fat​her and Ross exc​han​ged une​asy lo​oks.

    ‘Um - I’m sorry, Alec - who are you tal​king abo​ut, exactly?’ No​el in​qu​ired. ‘Who might “they” be?’

    ‘Whoever! I dun​no!’

    ‘He me​ans God,’ Del sup​pli​ed calmly. ‘Or the de​vil.’ She star​ted to fold up her map. ‘He’s right, y’know. Alec is right. So​met​hing’s war​ped. This co​untry’s go​ne wrong.’

    ‘Gone wrong?’ Col ras​ped. ‘What the hell is that sup​po​sed to me​an?’

    ‘Whaddaya think? Yiz saw that ro​ad kill. Was that na​tu​ral ? It went as far as the blo​ody eye can see!’

    ‘Yes, but -’

    ‘We’ve all of us en​ded up with empty tanks, Col. All of us, bar no​ne. Is that na​tu​ral? I don’t think so.’

    ‘She’s right,’ Alec chi​med in. ‘We’re in the Twi​light Zo​ne. It’s abo​ut ti​me you blo​kes re​ali​sed what’s go​in on. I’ve be​en he​re the lon​gest, and I’m tel​lin ya, we’re in the blo​ody Twi​light Zo​ne.’

    ‘The what?’ sa​id Col, and No​el gri​ma​ced.

    ‘Look,’ he mur​mu​red, ‘I re​ali​se the​re ha​ve be​en so​me very pe​cu​li​ar things hap​pe​ning -’

    ‘You’re right the​re!’ Alec exc​la​imed.

    ‘But let’s not get hyste​ri​cal and lo​se sight of what we’re trying to do. We’re trying to get to a te​lep​ho​ne. So how are we go​ing to do that? Are we go​ing to turn left or right?’

    The Vo​ice of Re​ason, Pe​ter tho​ught. His fat​her was al​ways the sa​me, in mo​ments of dist​ress and pa​nic: calm, sen​sib​le, fo​cu​sed. On this oc​ca​si​on, tho​ugh, he was wrong. Pe​ter felt su​re that he was wrong.

    And Alec ob​vi​o​usly sha​red his opi​ni​on.

    ‘You’re not lo​okin at the big pic​tu​re!’ the truck dri​ver pro​tes​ted. ‘You’re stuck on this one thing, and you’re ig​no​rin everyt​hing el​se! We’re li​ke cas​ta​ways he​re, can’t you see that? How do you know the​re are any sta​ti​ons?’

    ‘Because it says so on the map,’ Ross rep​li​ed.

    ‘That’s right! And it says this track he​re he​ads due west, which it do​esn’t. So what go​od is the map to us?’

    ‘We’re pro​bably on a dif​fe​rent ro​ad,’ No​el ar​gu​ed pa​ti​ently. ‘Alec, don’t lo​se yo​ur he​ad, ple​ase. We can’t get lost, we’re not half an ho​ur from the high​way -’

    ‘But Dad!’ Pe​ter co​uldn’t re​ma​in si​lent any lon​ger. ‘Ha​ve you for​got​ten abo​ut the high​way? It’s not wor​king. It’s co​ve​red in de​ad ani​mals. Can’t you see that so​met​hing we​ird is go​ing on?’

    Noel sta​red at Pe​ter, a stran​ge exp​res​si​on slowly daw​ning in his eyes. It might ha​ve be​en fe​ar, or baf​fle​ment, or an​ger - Pe​ter co​uldn’t qu​ite tell. He co​uldn’t even see it, af​ter a few se​conds, be​ca​use his own eyes fil​led with te​ars, which he tri​ed to blink away.

    ‘All right,’ sa​id Del, with de​ci​si​on. ‘This is what I think. Eit​her we’re a bunch of dron​gos, and we’ve got stuck out he​re be​ca​use we’ve ma​de so​me thick blo​ody mis​ta​kes, or Alec is right, we’re on our own, and we’re smack in the mid​dle of so​met​hing di​re. Eit​her way, we’ve got to as​su​me the worst, right?’ She lo​oked aro​und. ‘Right?’

    ‘Right,’ sa​id Alec.

    Noel was sta​ring at the gro​und, his hands on his hips. Col was scratc​hing his he​ad, lo​oking un​hap​py. Ross cle​ared his thro​at.

    ‘You know,’ he ob​ser​ved, ‘the​re co​uld be a link bet​we​en the mur​ders at Thorn​da​le and this . . . this bu​si​ness on the ro​ad. I me​an, a ma​ni​ac with a gun - se​ve​ral ma​ni​acs with guns - co​uld ha​ve shot up a herd of li​ves​tock and lo​aded it in​to a truck - drop​ped it on the high​way . . .’ Se​e​ing Alec ga​ze at him qu​iz​zi​cal​ly, Ross ad​ded, ‘Well, it’s pos​sib​le, isn’t it? At le​ast it’s not be​yond be​li​ef.’

    ‘The mur​ders. Ye​ah.’ Del’s to​ne was tho​ught​ful. ‘How do they fit in? What do they me​an - anyt​hing?’

    ‘Could it be ali​ens?’ Pe​ter of​fe​red, in a small vo​ice. He shrank be​fo​re the com​bi​ned for​ce of the com​pany’s sud​den re​gard. ‘I me​an, may​be it’s ali​ens do​ing this. Kil​ling pe​op​le. Kil​ling ani​mals. Muc​king up the ro​ads . . .’

    Noel sig​hed. Del sa​id, ‘It co​uld be anyt​hing. Do​esn’t mat​ter much. Im​por​tant thing is that we get out. We can worry abo​ut what’s go​in on la​ter.’ Then, from be​si​de the red hand prints, Lin​da sud​denly cal​led, ‘No​el? Lis​ten! Is that a car?’

    They all pric​ked up the​ir ears. Pe​ter re​ali​sed that, sub​cons​ci​o​usly, he had be​en ta​king no​te of a dis​tant, throb​bing hum, which may or may not ha​ve be​en the so​und of an ap​pro​ac​hing en​gi​ne. He stra​ined to ma​ke sen​se of it - was it co​ming or go​ing?

    - just as Del ga​ve a start​led cry. ‘Shit!’ She grab​bed Pe​ter. ‘Kids! Get in the car!’ ‘Ow!’ Pe​ter pro​tes​ted, and his mot​her exc​la​imed, ‘What?

    What is it?’

    ‘A swarm!’

    ‘What?’

    ‘A swarm!’

    ‘Fuck,’ Alec bre​at​hed, and di​ved for the se​dan. No​el pluc​ked Pe​ter from Del’s grip, pus​hing him to​wards the sta​ti​on wa​gon and re​ac​hing for Lo​u​ise.

    ‘Lin! Qu​ick!’ he cri​ed. ‘Into the car!’

    ‘A swarm?’ Lin​da wa​iled.

    ‘Bees! Wasps! I don’t know! Hurry!’

    The hum was lo​uder now, and inc​re​asing in vo​lu​me. It was pitc​hed low. Pe​ter had ne​ver he​ard anyt​hing so frigh​te​ning; he co​uldn’t un​ders​tand how any li​ving thing co​uld so​und so mec​ha​ni​cal. Clim​bing on​to Del’s back se​at, he had the bre​ath knoc​ked out of him when Lo​u​ise fol​lo​wed his examp​le, thro​wing her​self thro​ugh the do​or. They both scramb​led to one si​de, ma​king ro​om for the​ir mot​her.

    ‘Hurry! Hurry!’ Lo​u​ise shri​eked. ‘Wind up the win​dow!’

    ‘It’s all right,’ Lin​da pan​ted. ‘Ro​se! Shh! It’s okay!’

    Rose was scre​aming, frigh​te​ned mo​re by the sho​uts and the run​ning than by the buzz of in​sects. Do​ors slam​med, one af​ter

    the ot​her. The thre​ate​ning dro​ne was muf​fled. ‘Whe​re is it?’ Lin​da gas​ped. ‘Can an​yo​ne see it?’ ‘It’s clo​se,’ sa​id Del. ‘It’s blo​ody lo​ud.’

    ‘Shh, Mong​rel! Shh!’

    The dog was ma​king a whi​ning, whist​ling so​und thro​ugh his no​se. Pe​ter pres​sed his fa​ce aga​inst the win​dow glass, scan​ning the sky. It sho​wed patc​hily thro​ugh the spindly, shaggy branc​hes of ne​arby eucalypts; it was an in​ten​se blue, li​ke so​met​hing ar​ti​fi​ci​al. Pe​ter’s he​art po​un​ded in his ears.

    Rosie star​ted to sob.

    ‘I can’t see it,’ No​el sa​id an​xi​o​usly.

    ‘Shit, whe​re is it?’ Del exc​la​imed. ‘It must be right on top of us.’

    Something twitc​hed at the cor​ner of Pe​ter’s pe​rip​he​ral vi​si​on. He lo​we​red his ga​ze - and scre​amed.

    ‘Peter! What?’ his mot​her cri​ed.

    ‘Oh my God!’ yel​led No​el. He was on the left si​de of the car. He co​uld see exactly what Pe​ter saw: the shim​me​ring black thing. The se​et​hing mass that was craw​ling up the cre​ek bank to​wards them. It was a swarm of fli​es - no, so​met​hing co​ve​red in fli​es - no, so​met​hing ma​de of fli​es, a body ma​de of fli​es, tho​usands of fli​es, which so​li​di​fi​ed for an ins​tant in the sha​pe of a lar​ge, fo​ur-leg​ged ani​mal (a dog, a de​er?) be​fo​re the sha​pe dis​sol​ved and re​for​med, re​aring up on​to hind legs as it re​ac​hed the ro​ad . . .

    A man.

    A man of fli​es.

    Peter scre​amed and scre​amed. He didn’t know who el​se was scre​aming. The fi​gu​re had no fa​ce; it mo​ved qu​ickly, swer​ving away to the left - to Pe​ter’s left - and he​ading for the se​dan. So​met​hing held Pe​ter ri​ve​ted to the spot. He co​uldn’t mo​ve. He co​uldn’t hi​de.

    He saw the thing wal​king, ac​tu​al​ly wal​king, but not li​ke a re​al per​son - each leg, com​po​sed of a mil​li​on fli​es, bro​ke up and was re​cons​ti​tu​ted as the fli​es flew for​ward, ca​me to​get​her, flew for​ward, ca​me to​get​her. Then they be​gan to mo​ve mo​re qu​ickly. The sha​pe

    was run​ning - run​ning at the se​dan. It was lo​sing co​he​ren​ce, but pic​king up spe​ed. The buzz was de​afe​ning. Pe​ter was scre​ec​hing. The thing das​hed it​self aga​inst the se​dan . . . and di​sin​teg​ra​ted.

    Everything hap​pe​ned so qu​ickly. Alec had ba​rely re​gis​te​red what the sha​pe was - a te​eming cong​lo​me​ra​ti​on of fli​es, imi​ta​ting a body - be​fo​re it had cast it​self aga​inst the si​de of Ross’s car, and blown it​self apart. Fli​es scat​te​red everyw​he​re, whir​ling, whiz​zing. A storm of fli​es. They shot past on all si​des, whi​le Ross fumb​led with the ig​ni​ti​on.

    ‘Go! Go!’ sho​uted Alec. Ge​or​gie was scre​aming in his ear; she had clim​bed in​to her boyf​ri​end’s lap, and was clutc​hing Amb​ro​se aro​und the neck. On the ot​her si​de of Amb​ro​se, John was swe​aring ste​adily.

    ‘Oh my God!’ Ver​lie qu​ave​red. ‘Oh my God!’

    ‘Ross, go!’ cri​ed Alec.

    ‘I am! Christ!’ The en​gi​ne tur​ned over and ro​ared to li​fe. Up ahe​ad, the sta​ti​on wa​gon was be​gin​ning to mo​ve for​ward; Mong​rel’s wildly flap​ping jaws we​re cle​arly vi​sib​le thro​ugh the re​ar win​dow. And the fli​es - the fli​es we​re everyw​he​re. They hit the car with lit​tle thuds; they pep​pe​red the windsc​re​en with the​ir ent​ra​ils.

    ‘This sho​uldn’t be hap​pe​ning!’ Ross squ​e​aled. His wi​fe co​ve​red her fa​ce with her hands. Alec dis​co​ve​red that he was hyper​ven​ti​la​ting, and tri​ed to slow his bre​at​hing down. Cra​ning his neck, he saw that the spe​edo​me​ter was hol​ding ste​ady at thirty ki​lo​met​res an ho​ur.

    ‘Faster!’ Ge​or​gie cri​ed, pe​ering an​xi​o​usly out the back win​dow.

    ‘Can’t.’ Ross was ho​ar​se. ‘Ro​ad’s too ro​ugh.’

    ‘We’re le​avin ’em be​hind,’ Alec as​su​red his fel​low pas​sen​gers. ‘The​re aren’t so many fli​es now, lo​ok.’

    ‘What the hell was that?’

    It was typi​cal, Alec tho​ught, that stu​pid dick​he​ad Amb​ro​se sho​uld ha​ve gi​ven vo​ice to a qu​es​ti​on that ever​yo​ne el​se was stu​di​o​usly avo​iding. Alec didn’t know why he felt une​qu​al to dis​cus​sing so​met​hing that so cle​arly re​qu​ired iden​ti​fi​ca​ti​on; per​haps the shock of what they had se​en was too fresh, and its imp​li​ca​ti​ons we​re too hor​ri​fic. Left to them​sel​ves, he was su​re, he and Ross and Ver​lie - and per​haps even John - wo​uld ha​ve ne​eded a bit of bre​at​hing spa​ce be​fo​re trying to exp​la​in the inexp​li​cab​le.

    ‘Let’s just get out of he​re,’ he sa​id. But Amb​ro​se didn’t ta​ke the hint.

    ‘That wasn’t a typi​cal swarm, was it?’

    ‘No,’ John grow​led.

    ‘It lo​oked li​ke a fi​gu​re. Li​ke a per​son.’

    Alec clo​sed his eyes. God gi​ve me pa​ti​en​ce, he tho​ught.

    ‘Am I right?’ Amb​ro​se went on. ‘Did ever​yo​ne el​se see that?’

    ‘Whaddaya think, we’re fuc​kin blind?’ John snap​ped, and Ross sa​id sharply: ‘No pro​fa​nity in this ve​hic​le, thank you.’

    Everyone fell si​lent. Alec’s he​art ham​me​red away li​ke an ore-crus​her; he was half ex​pec​ting that Ge​or​gie wo​uld he​ar it. The throb fil​led his he​ad, in​ter​fe​ring with his abi​lity to lis​ten for pur​su​ing fli​es.

    He co​uldn’t see any - at le​ast, no mo​re than you wo​uld ex​pect to see in the bush.

    ‘Where are we go​ing?’ Ge​or​gie sud​denly qu​eri​ed, in a high, frigh​te​ned vo​ice.

    ‘South,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘Is that a go​od idea?’ as​ked Amb​ro​se, and Alec wan​ted to punch his he​ad in. The guy was so full of it!

    ‘You got a bet​ter one?’ he snap​ped.

    ‘Well, sho​uldn’t we be he​ading north to Bro​ken Hill?’

    ‘We can’t get to Bro​ken Hill,’ Ross sa​id shortly, and Alec re​ali​sed that Ross had fi​nal​ly ope​ned his eyes to the​ir si​tu​ati​on. ‘That’s the who​le po​int.’

    ‘But if we turn aro​und,’ Amb​ro​se be​gan, ‘we’ll at le​ast be he​ading north -’

    ‘Turn aro​und? Are you crazy?’ Ge​or​gie’s scre​ech cut the air li​ke a bla​de. ‘With that thing back the​re?’

    ‘Georgie, swe​et​he​art, it was just a swarm -’

    ‘Get re​al, Am​b​ro​se! It was a fuc​king nig​h​t​ma​re!’

    This ti​me Ross tur​ned his he​ad, ap​plying pres​su​re to the bra​ke. ‘I told you be​fo​re,’ he bar​ked. ‘No pro​fa​nity in this ve​hic​le, or you can get out!’

    Despite his de​eply tro​ub​led sta​te, Alec was ple​ased to see Ge​or​gie shrink be​fo​re Ross’s di​sap​pro​val li​ke a fi​ve-ye​ar-old. ‘Sorry,’ she mut​te​red.

    ‘Ross,’ sa​id Ver​lie. But her vo​ice was so soft and ten​ta​ti​ve that only Alec se​emed to he​ar her; Ross kept tal​king.

    ‘Whatever that thing might ha​ve be​en,’ he dec​la​red bre​ath​les​sly, ‘it was pro​bably dan​ge​ro​us. So we ought to avo​id it if we can.’

    ‘Bloody oath,’ Alec mumb​led. Amb​ro​se, ho​we​ver, lo​oked mu​lish.

    ‘And go whe​re?’ he in​qu​ired.

    ‘Well - as far as I re​mem​ber,’ sa​id Ross, ‘it de​pends on which turn-off we to​ok. If it was the As​cot Va​le turn-off, then we’re now he​ading back to​wards En​mo​re and Oak​da​le sta​ti​ons -’

    ‘But we didn’t pass As​cot Va​le!’ Ge​or​gie bro​ke in.

    ‘- and if it was the Ba​lac​la​va turn-off,’ Ross con​ti​nu​ed, re​lent​les​sly, ‘then we’ll be hit​ting the high​way aga​in pretty so​on. Eit​her way, we’re not go​ing to get lost.’

    Satisfied that he had ma​de his po​int, Ross fi​xed his at​ten​ti​on on the ro​ad in front of him, and the car pic​ked up spe​ed. Ver​lie sa​id: ‘Ross?’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Look.’

    She po​in​ted at so​met​hing, whe​re​upon Ross sa​id: ‘Blo​ody hell.’ Le​aning for​ward, Alec re​ali​sed why. The ne​ed​le on the fu​el ga​uge was ho​ve​ring be​low ‘empty’.

    They we​re tra​vel​ling on the smell of an oily rag.

    ‘We can’t get left be​hind,’ Ver​lie qu​ave​red, and her hus​band im​me​di​ately le​aned on the horn. As Ross bra​ked aga​in, Alec scan​ned his sur​ro​un​dings, ner​vo​us of what might sud​denly ma​te​ri​ali​se. All he co​uld see was the sandy rid​ge on one si​de and a stand of shag​gy-lo​oking eucalypts on the ot​her.

    He didn’t want to get out. He was sca​red of what might hap​pen. The mu​te, en​du​ring land was no lon​ger in​no​cent, in his eyes. It had chan​ged. On​ce he had re​gar​ded it as pas​si​ve but stal​wart be​ne​ath the pu​nis​hing sun, its slow ener​gi​es di​rec​ted at cre​eping re​ne​wal, its bed​rock sha​ken and scar​red by as​sa​ults on its sec​ret sto​res of mi​ne​rals. On​ce he had be​en ab​le to pass over it un​hin​de​red, li​ke the wind. He had felt de​tac​hed from it. Unaf​fec​ted by it.

    Now he gla​red sus​pi​ci​o​usly at the wa​iting tre​es, the mo​ti​on​less earth, the hard, bright sky. Un​til re​cently, he had lo​oked at them wit​ho​ut re​al​ly se​e​ing, not fully cons​ci​o​us of the​ir exis​ten​ce. He hadn’t felt that his pre​sen​ce was cre​ating any no​ti​ce​ab​le shift in the air - that his own we​ight was be​ing re​gis​te​red, so​mew​he​re, in the rocks be​ne​ath him.

    Now he did. No do​ubt he was pro​j​ec​ting his own fe​ars on​to the lands​ca​pe, bla​ming it for a stran​ge and ter​rib​le se​ri​es of events which stem​med from so​me ot​her (pos​sibly ext​ra​ter​rest​ri​al) so​ur​ce. But the fact was, he co​uld ha​ve sworn that he was be​ing watc​hed.

    ‘They’re stop​ping,’ Ver​lie an​no​un​ced, with re​li​ef. Su​re eno​ugh, Del’s car had bum​ped to a stands​till up ahe​ad. Af​ter a mi​nu​te, it be​gan to re​ver​se to​wards them.

    ‘Closing the gap,’ Ross mut​te​red.

    ‘I’m not get​ting out,’ Ge​or​gie shril​led.

    ‘What are we go​ing to do?’ as​ked Amb​ro​se. ‘What if our smell at​tracts them, or so​met​hing?’ He lo​oked aro​und. ‘The fli​es, I me​an.’

    Then Del’s ve​hic​le hal​ted, just a hand’s bre​adth from the Har​wo​ods’ bum​per, and Del emer​ged from the dri​ver’s si​de. She did it a with to​uch of bra​va​do, but al​so with eno​ugh re​al con​fi​den​ce to imp​ress Alec pro​fo​undly. Per​haps her co​ura​ge was bols​te​red by the rif​le over her arm. Wha​te​ver the re​ason be​hind her as​su​ran​ce, ho​we​ver, Alec en​vi​ed it. He de​ci​ded, then and the​re, that he wo​uld be stic​king with Del.

    Though she ap​pro​ac​hed Ross, she didn’t lo​ok at him. Her ga​ze mo​ved bu​sily - jum​pily - from the ro​ad to the rid​ge to the tre​etops.

    ‘What’s up?’ she as​ked, as Ross wo​und down his win​dow a frac​ti​on.

    ‘Out of pet​rol,’ he rep​li​ed.

    ‘Oh, bug​ger.’ Her drif​ting re​gard snag​ged it​self on his fa​ce. ‘That’s no go​od.’

    ‘What are we go​ing to do?’

    ‘I dun​no. Think abo​ut it.’

    ‘Some will ha​ve to stay,’ sa​id Ross, and Ge​or​gie exc​la​imed: ‘Not me! I’m not sta​ying he​re!’

    Everyone ig​no​red her - even Amb​ro​se.

    ‘We co​uld set up camp,’ Del sug​ges​ted, do​ubt​ful​ly. ‘Be​si​de the cre​ek.’

    ‘We’ll ha​ve to ta​ke a vo​te, I sho​uld think.’ Ross rub​bed a hand ac​ross the we​ary con​to​urs of his fo​re​he​ad. ‘We might ha​ve to draw straws.’

    ‘Yeah. Right.’ Del frow​ned, sud​denly. ‘But who​ever stays he​re, I’ll stay with ’em. Me and Mong​rel.’ She slap​ped the butt of her gun. ‘And me old ma​te Lee En​fi​eld.’

    It was at this po​int that Ross pus​hed his do​or open. No​el, Alec saw, was do​ing the sa​me, sha​ding his eyes as he sur​ve​yed the im​me​di​ate vi​ci​nity for anyt​hing that might po​se a thre​at.

    When Amb​ro​se tri​ed to ext​ri​ca​te him​self from Ge​or​gie’s clin​ging emb​ra​ce, Alec re​ali​sed that he had no cho​ice; he had to get out or re​ve​al him​self as a lo​wer form of li​fe than Amb​ro​se (who was ob​vi​o​usly too den​se to be sca​red).

    Reluctantly, he left the sa​fety of the Har​wo​ods’ back se​at.

    At last only John re​ma​ined in the se​dan with Ge​or​gie and Ver​lie.

    ‘So what are you sa​ying?’ Ross was as​king Del. ‘Are you sa​ying you’d let so​me​one el​se dri​ve yo​ur car?’

    ‘No. I’m sa​yin yiz can ha​ve all me pet​rol.’

    ‘But wo​uldn’t ever​yo​ne fit in yo​ur car, Del?’ Ver​lie’s vo​ice had lost a go​od de​al of its strength, but she stra​ined to be he​ard from in​si​de her car. ‘If we ta​ke everyt​hing out of the back, may​be...?’

    ‘Nah. Thir​te​en pe​op​le? Not a ho​pe.’

    ‘Are you su​re? Be​ca​use -’

    ‘Nah.’ Del sho​ok her he​ad. ‘Even if we co​uld, I wo​uldn’t dump all our sup​pli​es. Wo​uldn’t risk it. Not now. Not af​ter this.’

    ‘What do you me​an?’ sa​id No​el, and Del squ​in​ted at him, one eyeb​row ra​ised.

    Alec was cer​ta​in that her tho​ughts we​re the sa​me as his.

    ‘We’ve be​en out he​re a who​le day al​re​ady,’ he re​min​ded No​el. ‘Who knows how much lon​ger we’re gun​na be stran​ded?’

    Noel lo​oked start​led. ‘Oh, but su​rely - I me​an, the​re must be a sta​ti​on ne​arby -’

    ‘Maybe. May​be not,’ sa​id Del. ‘We can’t be cer​ta​in, tho​ugh, can we? Not any mo​re.’

    ‘That’s right.’ Alec wholly con​cur​red. ‘Who says we’ll ever get out?’ It had oc​cur​red to him, in a flash of in​sight, that the​re was a cer​ta​in co​he​ren​ce to the events that had over​ta​ken them. Each one, con​si​de​red se​pa​ra​tely, ma​de very lit​tle sen​se. To​get​her, ho​we​ver, they sug​ges​ted that an in​vi​sib​le, in​tan​gib​le fen​ce was be​ing erec​ted aro​und them.

    ‘Oh, Alec.’ No​el’s to​ne was rep​ro​ach​ful. ‘We won’t get anyw​he​re with that at​ti​tu​de.’

    ‘Says who?’ Alec’s tem​per fla​red. ‘What ma​kes you so god-damn smart all the ti​me?’

    ‘Okay, okay,’ sa​id Ross. ‘Let’s not fight, it’s not help​ful.’ He ran his hands thro​ugh his sil​very ha​ir. ‘So who’s go​ing and who’s sta​ying?’

    ‘I’m sta​yin with Del,’ Alec dec​la​red flatly. He had we​ig​hed his op​ti​ons, and had de​ci​ded that he wo​uld ha​ve a bet​ter chan​ce if he sta​yed put. It se​emed un​li​kely to him that an​yo​ne wo​uld get anyw​he​re in the ne​ar fu​tu​re - and he wan​ted to re​ma​in clo​se to the sup​pli​es. The sup​pli​es and the gun. ‘We’ve got eno​ugh fo​od and stuff to last us a few days. And the​re’s bo​und to be wa​ter he​re, if we can find it.’

    ‘You don’t think it will co​me to that, do you?’ Amb​ro​se pro​tes​ted. ‘I me​an, su​rely so​me​one will co​me lo​oking for us . . .?’

    ‘Maybe,’ sa​id Alec.

    ‘We’ll light a sig​nal fi​re,’ sa​id Del. She lo​oked aro​und. ‘Who el​se is go​in?’

    ‘Me.’ It was Ge​or​gie. ‘And Amb​ro​se, too.’

    ‘Which will ru​le out yo​ur fa​mily, No​el,’ Del frow​ned.

    ‘Whaddaya think? Is our top pri​ority to get the kids sor​ted, or

    what?’

    ‘Our fa​mily can’t split up.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘We can’t all fit in Ross’s car any​way. Not if the Har​wo​ods are both go​ing.’

    This un​de​ni​ab​le fact was ab​sor​bed in si​len​ce. Then Ross tur​ned to Ver​lie, sto​oping, so that he co​uld ad​dress her thro​ugh the win​dow of the​ir car. ‘What do you think, dar​ling?’ he in​qu​ired. ‘Do you want to go, or stay?’

    Alec co​uld see her fa​ce thro​ugh the tin​ted glass. She lo​oked pa​le and dis​he​vel​led - no lon​ger the re​as​su​ring fi​gu​re she had on​ce be​en.

    ‘It de​pends on what you’re do​ing, Ross,’ she rep​li​ed.

    ‘I’ll be dri​ving. It’s our car.’

    ‘Then I’ll go with you.’

    ‘Are you su​re?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Because if you go, the Fer​gu​sons can’t.’

    ‘Oh . . .’ Ver​lie’s exp​res​si​on was sud​denly so ago​ni​sed that No​el jum​ped in to re​as​su​re her.

    ‘It’s all right,’ he sa​id qu​ickly. ‘We’ll be fi​ne, he​re. We’ll ha​ve Del’s car, in ca​se anyt​hing ...I me​an, if we ne​ed pro​per shel​ter. It’s a big car. And the​re’s still plenty of fo​od and drink. We’ll be fi​ne.’

    ‘Okay.’ Del scratc​hed her chin. ‘So that’s set​tled. Ross is go​in, and Ver​lie, and Amb​ro​se, and Ge​or​gie ...who el​se? An​yo​ne? Col?’

    ‘Me,’ sa​id John. ‘I’m go​in.’ His to​ne chal​len​ged an​yo​ne to di​sag​ree, but Del wasn’t one to be in​ti​mi​da​ted.

    ‘Col’s an ol​der blo​ke,’ she po​in​ted out. ‘He might be fe​elin the stra​in.’

    All eyes swi​vel​led in Col’s di​rec​ti​on. He cer​ta​inly lo​oked the wor​se for we​ar. His flesh sag​ged, his che​eks we​re flus​hed with bro​ken ve​ins, he blin​ked ner​vo​usly. But he of​fe​red up an un​con​vin​cing smi​le.

    ‘I’m fit,’ he sa​id. ‘Re​al​ly.’

    ‘Well I’m not,’ John dec​la​red, in his ro​ugh vo​ice. When ever​yo​ne ga​zed at him, he suc​ked in his che​eks. ‘Hypogly​ca​emia,’ he exp​la​ined, af​ter a pa​use.

    ‘Hypoglycaemia?’ sa​id No​el.

    ‘Low blo​od su​gar le​vels,’ John mumb​led.

    Studying that stra​ined, bony fa​ce, Alec tho​ught: Li​ke hell you’ve got hypogly​ca​emia. But the​re was no way of disp​ro​ving the man’s cla​im, not re​al​ly. Alt​ho​ugh John might ha​ve be​en lying be​ca​use he was sca​red shit​less, he had them by the balls.

    ‘All right,’ Del sig​hed. ‘So it’s fi​ve to go and eight to stay. We’d bet​ter sip​hon off me tank.’

    ‘You’ll want to ke​ep a lit​tle, tho​ugh. Just in ca​se,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘Yeah, ye​ah. We’ll sort it out.’ Del lif​ted her he​ad and scan​ned the tre​etops, eyes nar​ro​wed and te​eth ba​red. ‘No sig​na them fli​es.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Good job I bro​ught me Mor​te​in along.’

    ‘Insect re​pel​lent?’ as​ked No​el. ‘You ha​ve in​sect re​pel​lent?’

    ‘’Course.’ Del crac​ked a re​luc​tant grin. ‘Can’t le​ave ho​me wit​ho​ut it.’

    Then Alec, who had be​en sta​ring dully at the ro​ugh, tuf​ted sur​fa​ce of the slo​pe ac​ross the track, no​ti​ced so​met​hing pe​cu​li​ar. The​re we​re ants po​uring from a crack in the earth - po​uring li​ke li​qu​id. They we​re shiny red ants, tho​usands mo​ving as one. He saw them se​eping from one crack, then anot​her, then anot​her.

    ‘Come on,’ he sa​id ab​ruptly. ‘Christ, let’s do this!’

    

    

CHAPTER 16 
    

    It was past two when Ross and Ver​lie fi​nal​ly he​aded so​uth in the​ir dusty se​dan. With them we​re John, Ge​or​gie and Amb​ro​se. Ver​lie had be​en ent​rus​ted with a plas​tic bag con​ta​ining a bot​tle of le​mon squ​ash, a flask of wa​ter, a pac​ket of bis​cu​its, a tin of con​den​sed milk, and most of a cho​co​la​te bar. The bo​ot of the Nis​san had be​en emp​ti​ed of all but the Har​wo​ods’ su​it​ca​ses, and its tank top​ped up with pet​rol.

    Ross wo​uldn’t run the air con​di​ti​oner, be​ca​use it ‘ate up so much po​wer’, but he did al​low Ver​lie to try the ra​dio. As ever, it emit​ted only sta​tic. So they bum​ped along in si​len​ce, be​ca​use no one in the car was ke​en to talk.

     Verlie was ab​sor​bed in her own ref​lec​ti​ons. She felt ab​so​lu​tely dre​ad​ful: stiff, da​zed, was​hed out, he​adachy, and abo​ve all, sca​red. Per​haps if she had be​en in a he​alt​hi​er, cle​ar-he​aded sta​te, she wo​uld ha​ve be​en even mo​re sca​red, for she was awa​re that so​met​hing une​arthly had ta​ken pla​ce. That fi​gu​re of fli​es - it had be​en a wa​king night​ma​re, an un​na​tu​ral oc​cur​ren​ce. A war​ning of so​me sort. But she was so ti​red and fud​dled that the ed​ge had worn off her fe​ar. Her sta​te of mind al​ter​na​ted bet​we​en acu​te an​xi​ety and flac​cid pe​evish​ness. As the mi​nu​tes pas​sed, and not​hing alar​ming over​to​ok them (no swarms of fli​es, no ma​le​vo​lent ro​ad kill, no cre​eping ti​de of ants, such as that which Del had stop​ped with an ex​ten​ded squ​irt of in​sect spray) her ta​ut ner​ves be​gan to re​lax, a lit​tle. she sub​si​ded in​to the rhythmic jolt of the car's prog​ress, he​ad lol​ling, eye​lids dro​oping, kne​es

    Outside, the tre​es had re​ce​ded as they left the cre​ek be​hind. Ins​te​ad of be​ing pinc​hed bet​we​en cre​ek and rid​ge, the track was now plo​ug​hing its way thro​ugh thick scrub: aca​cia, mul​ga, de​ad fi​nish. Most of the bus​hes we​re qu​ite clo​sely spa​ced, and hig​her than the car, so that they for​med a kind of hed​ge on each si​de of it. Ver​lie sta​red at the tightly pac​ked spiny branc​hes wit​ho​ut re​al​ly se​e​ing them. Her tho​ughts, when not clo​udy with fa​ti​gue, we​re with the Fer​gu​sons, back at Pi​ne Cre​ek. She didn’t li​ke le​aving the child​ren. She felt gu​ilty abo​ut it. If it hadn’t be​en for her, they wo​uld ha​ve be​en in the car, with Ross. They wo​uld ha​ve be​en sa​fe from that thing - that swarm. Ins​te​ad, they we​re now ex​po​sed on dry so​il, hud​dled to​get​her with the​ir pic​nic rugs and co​oking pots and mu​es​li bars, easy prey for wha​te​ver stran​ge phe​no​me​non might over​ta​ke them . . .

    She re​ac​hed for her hand​kerc​hi​ef (a wisp of emb​ro​ide​red mus​lin) and dab​bed at her eyes.

    ‘What is it?’ as​ked Ross.

    ‘Nothing.’

    ‘Have you ta​ken yo​ur pills?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Not far now.’

    The scrub crow​ded in on them, be​co​ming thic​ker and thic​ker un​til they we​re for​ced to wind up the win​dows. It scra​ped the pa​int​work, cla​wed at the wing mir​rors, rap​ped sharply aga​inst the windsc​re​en. Ver​lie be​gan to won​der how long it had be​en sin​ce the last ve​hic​le had pas​sed this way. Su​rely the brush sho​uldn’t ha​ve be​en so int​ru​si​ve, if the track was well tra​vel​led?

    ‘Bloody hell,’ sa​id Ross.

    ‘What is this?’ as​ked Amb​ro​se. ‘Ha​ve we ta​ken a wrong turn?’

    ‘We co​uldn’t ha​ve.’ Ross was swe​ating. ‘The​re wasn’t any ot​her ro​ad.’

    ‘Check the map,’ John sug​ges​ted, gruffly. The map was dra​ped ac​ross Ver​lie’s kne​es, but she fo​und her​self unab​le to con​cent​ra​te on its ha​ir-thin li​nes and mi​nu​te prin​ting. She had to pass it over her sho​ul​der.

    ‘You lo​ok,’ she sa​id fa​intly. ‘I can’t...’

    Thump! So​met​hing hit the ro​of, and Ge​or​gie squ​e​aked. Ross dec​la​red firmly that a thick branch must ha​ve snap​ped, and bo​un​ced off the ne​arest un​yi​el​ding sur​fa​ce. Ahe​ad, the spa​ce bet​we​en the tyre tracks was spro​uting lar​ge clumps of aca​cia, which ma​de dre​ad​ful ras​ping no​ises aga​inst the un​der​si​de of the car as it pas​sed over them. Gre​yish fo​li​age enc​ro​ac​hed on both si​des, all of it he​avily ar​mo​ured with spiny le​aves and jag​ged twigs. The scrit​ch-scrat​ch-scritch of thorns on me​tal was as ir​ri​ta​ting as the scre​ech of fin​ger​na​ils on a black​bo​ard. Ver​lie tri​ed to shut it out by fil​ling her mind with ple​asant ima​ges: the clim​bing ro​se in her be​a​uti​ful Sydney gar​den; the fa​ce of her grand​da​ugh​ter Lily; ho​me-ma​de but​terfly ca​kes on Wed​ge​wo​od Qu​e​en’s wa​re.

    ‘This isn’t the blo​ody ro​ad,’ John sud​denly snap​ped. ‘It’s di​sap​pe​arin!’

    ‘Well you’ve got the map,’ Ross snar​led in re​turn. ‘You tell me whe​re we are.’

    ‘How sho​uld I know?’

    ‘We sho​uld ha​ve bro​ught along so​me​one fa​mi​li​ar with the area,’ Amb​ro​se opi​ned, in slightly ac​cu​sa​tory to​nes. They we​re now pus​hing thro​ugh a scre​en of branc​hes, which slap​ped aga​inst the bon​net and drag​ged along the si​de of the car. The track was hu​gely overg​rown. The scrub was as den​se as brush​wo​od fen​cing.

    ‘Perhaps we sho​uld turn aro​und,’ sa​id Ver​lie.

    ‘We co​uldn’t if we tri​ed,’ her hus​band res​pon​ded, and Ge​or​gie re​mar​ked, in a vo​ice te​ete​ring on the ed​ge of hyste​ri​cal la​ugh​ter: ‘We’re re​al​ly not sup​po​sed to get out of he​re, are we?’

    ‘Don’t be ri​di​cu​lo​us!’ Ross spo​ke so sharply that his wi​fe glan​ced at him, kno​wing he was af​ra​id. ‘It’s just a thic​ket! Lo​ok, it’s thin​ning al​re​ady.’

    ‘There’s not​hing mar​ked on the map,’ John comp​la​ined.

    ‘I told you, it’s all right,’ sa​id Ross, and Ver​lie saw what he me​ant. The scrub was pul​ling back, li​ke a cur​ta​in. Up ahe​ad it stop​ped ab​ruptly whe​re the earth fell away a lit​tle, as if cut by a kni​fe. The​re was a shal​low dep​res​si​on, qu​ite wi​de, and then mo​re clay​pans, scat​te​red bet​we​en low and ma​na​ge​ab​le clumps of salt​bush. The car be​gan to bu​ild up spe​ed as it bro​ke free of the clutc​hing fo​li​age. ‘We’re get​ting so​mew​he​re - that’s the im​por​tant thing,’ Ross con​ti​nu​ed. ‘The​re are chan​ges in the ter​ra​in. I’d be wor​ri​ed if the​re we​ren’t any -’

    ‘Aaah!’ 
    Verlie’s scre​am was in​vo​lun​tary - she co​uldn’t help it, tho​ugh she knew that Ross wo​uld be an​no​yed. The car had drop​ped, smo​othly and sud​denly, as if Ross had dri​ven stra​ight off a cliff. The​re was a bump (not a bad one) and then a stran​ge sen​sa​ti​on which Ver​lie co​uldn’t qu​ite pla​ce. Ross, who had cont​rol of the ve​hic​le, iden​ti​fi​ed the prob​lem al​most ins​tantly.

    ‘Oh, Christ!’ he exc​la​imed. ‘It’s a blo​ody bog!’

    Verlie sta​red at him. ‘What?’

    ‘It can’t be.’ Amb​ro​se be​gan to wind down his win​dow. Ver​lie did the sa​me, and re​ali​sed that Ross was cor​rect. They had dri​ven stra​ight down in​to a muddy cre​ek bed, which smel​led ap​pal​ling.

    ‘Oh! Oh de​ar!’ Ver​lie gas​ped, fran​ti​cal​ly win​ding her win​dow up aga​in - and just in ti​me too. Be​ca​use at that ins​tant Ross rev​ved the en​gi​ne, and red mud splat​te​red aga​inst the glass be​si​de Ver​lie’s sho​ul​der.

    ‘Oh!’ she cri​ed.

    ‘Shh!’ Ross scow​led at her. ‘Calm down, will you?’

    As the whe​els spun im​po​tently, cas​ting up sprays of mud, Ver​lie scan​ned the im​me​di​ate area. She won​de​red: Is this Pi​ne Cre​ek? It didn’t lo​ok li​ke Pi​ne Cre​ek - not li​ke the Pi​ne Cre​ek they had cros​sed back ne​ar the rid​ge. It was nar​ro​wer, with very few eucalypts clin​ging to its bank. It was al​so less cle​arly de​fi​ned, with only in​ter​mit​tent growth and shal​low slo​pes li​ning its ed​ges. And most no​ti​ce​ably, it wasn’t dry.

    On the cont​rary, tho​ugh it wasn’t run​ning, the cre​ek was very damp in​de​ed, its bed co​ve​red in an oozing mess of thick, red-and-yel​low muck. Ver​lie co​uldn’t be​li​eve it. All aro​und, the earth was as dry as chalk, but he​re the​re was mo​is​tu​re to spa​re. Why? Why he​re, and not back whe​re they had ori​gi​nal​ly cros​sed Pi​ne Cre​ek? Be​ca​use back the​re the cre​ek bed had be​en sandy, and he​re it was clay?

    ‘We’ve got to get out,’ sa​id Amb​ro​se. ‘We’re sin​king.’

    ‘Hang on.’ Ross flo​ored the ac​ce​le​ra​tor aga​in.

    ‘Stop it, ya mo​ron!’ John sho​uted. ‘You’re ma​kin it wor​se!’

    The fact that Ross didn’t ta​ke ex​cep​ti​on to his pas​sen​ger’s abu​se, but ins​te​ad drop​ped his fo​re​he​ad on​to the ste​ering whe​el, ma​de Ver​lie catch her bre​ath in dis​may. Be​fo​re she co​uld say anyt​hing, ho​we​ver, her hus​band had stra​igh​te​ned and pus​hed open his do​or. A fo​ul mi​as​ma im​me​di​ately fil​led the car’s in​te​ri​or.

    Georgie mo​aned.

    ‘Get out​ta the car,’ John sa​id ro​ughly, his own do​or now stan​ding aj​ar, and gin​gerly pla​ced one fo​ot on the mud. When he shif​ted his we​ight, the fo​ot sank qu​ickly.

    He pul​led it out of the slop with a cur​se.

    ‘The lon​ger we sit he​re, the wor​se it’s go​ing to get,’ Ross dec​la​red. His cho​ice of words was com​man​ding - re​as​su​ring - but his vo​ice was slightly tre​mu​lo​us. ‘Co​me on,’ he or​de​red. ‘Every​body sha​ke a leg.’

    ‘I told you,’ Ge​or​gie whim​pe​red. ‘I told you we’re not sup​po​sed to get out of he​re!’

    ‘Oh, shut up!’ her boyf​ri​end his​sed.

    Gingerly, Ver​lie clim​bed out of her se​at, and ne​arly fell as her fe​et slip​ped from un​der her. She ma​na​ged to grab the do​or hand​le and right her​self, hor​ri​fi​ed to dis​co​ver the for​ce of the bog’s suc​ti​on. It was qu​ite an ef​fort to mo​ve each fo​ot; the mud was li​ke glue. What’s mo​re, it was de​ep. She co​uldn’t bra​ce her​self on any kind of hard sur​fa​ce, alt​ho​ugh the mo​rass grew den​ser as it went de​eper, al​lo​wing her so​met​hing of a fo​ot​hold be​fo​re it slowly be​gan to yi​eld.

    She flo​un​de​red abo​ut, co​ug​hing pi​ti​ful​ly. The smell was ob​no​xi​o​us.

    ‘Back to the bank!’ Ross pan​ted. ‘Go on!’

    ‘You got a sho​vel?’ John de​man​ded. ‘A jack?’

    Then Ge​or​gie scre​amed.

    She had be​en stag​ge​ring north​wards, arms fla​iling, drag​ging each na​ked, sli​me-ca​ked fo​ot out of the qu​ag​mi​re with con​si​de​rab​le ef​fort. Sud​denly she fell, ha​uled her​self up​right, and strug​gled to mo​ve mo​re qu​ickly, wit​ho​ut much suc​cess. She kept fal​ling as the top half of her body outst​rip​ped the bot​tom half.

    ‘Something to​uc​hed me!’ she shri​eked. ‘So​met​hing to​uc​hed my fo​ot!’ 
    ‘Georgie.’ Amb​ro​se stumb​led to her si​de; he grab​bed her arm. ‘You’re up to yo​ur kne​es in mud -’

    ‘It slit​he​red!’ 
    ‘It was pro​bably a stick, or so​met​hing. The​re must be all kinds of crap in the​re -’

    ‘Let GO!’ 
    She was sob​bing now, and her pa​le, silky dress was sme​ared with gre​eny-yel​low slud​ge the co​lo​ur of pus. Even in the midst of her own dre​ad and dis​gust, Ver​lie felt sorry for the girl. Af​ter all, she was very yo​ung. No won​der she was lo​sing cont​rol.

    ‘It’s past the hub​caps al​re​ady,’ sa​id Ross, who was swe​ating and red-fa​ced. ‘We ne​ed wo​od - may​be so​me she​ets of iron -’

    ‘Won’t work,’ John grow​led. ‘Not if the springs are in it. Un​less the dif​fe​ren​ti​al’s cle​ar, ya won’t get any trac​ti​on. SHIT!’

    Verlie, who was he​ading for the cre​ek bank, didn’t see what had ca​used John’s yelp. By the ti​me she tur​ned, he was blun​de​ring back​wards, his arms ra​ised, an exp​res​si​on of ter​ror suf​fu​sing his fa​ce.

    ‘What?’ as​ked Ross. ‘What is it?’

    But John’s mo​uth flap​ped. He was spe​ech​less.

    ‘There’s so​met​hing in the​re!’ Ge​or​gie yel​led. She had re​ac​hed dry land, and col​lap​sed on​to it. Amb​ro​se, brin​ging up the re​ar, stum​ped along with his legs wi​de apart, grun​ting as he yan​ked each mud-co​ve​red moc​ca​sin out of the ooze. His be​a​uti​ful tro​users we​re ru​ined, Ver​lie saw.

    ‘There can’t be anyt​hing in this,’ he obj​ec​ted. ‘Not​hing ali​ve.’

    ‘An eel?’ Amb​ro​se sug​ges​ted.

    ‘In this?’ sa​id Ross. ‘Co​me on. Let’s get so​me tim​ber.’

    But John was stag​ge​ring out of the mud, bre​at​hing he​avily.

    ‘Quick, John!’ The​re was an un​der​to​ne of pa​nic in Ross’s plea. ‘For God’s sa​ke, it’s sin​king!’

    ‘I’ll get branc​hes!’ Ver​lie of​fe​red. She be​gan to walk aga​in, stra​ining aga​inst the gre​edy mud and cal​ling to Amb​ro​se, who was now at Ge​or​gie’s si​de. ‘Get so​me tim​ber!’ she inst​ruc​ted, ges​ti​cu​la​ting. ‘Branc​hes! Anyt​hing to put un​der the whe​els!’ And then she saw it.

    The mud he​aved slightly bet​we​en her​self and the bank. It rol​led li​ke a wa​ve, twi​ce, as if so​met​hing had mo​ved slug​gishly be​ne​ath it.

    Verlie stop​ped.

    ‘Wait!’ Ross cri​ed. ‘The​re’s a plas​tic she​et in the back! John, help me!’

    John didn’t reply. He had re​ac​hed dry land and was catc​hing his bre​ath, his hands prop​ped on his kne​es.

    ‘John!’ Ross cri​ed.

    Verlie he​ard so​met​hing to her right - a slur​ping so​und. Anot​her rip​ple in the sur​fa​ce of the mud ca​ught her eye.

    ‘Ross . . .’ she cro​aked.

    ‘We’ll ha​ve to walk back,’ Amb​ro​se dec​la​red. Sa​fe now on the cre​ek bank, he sat with his arm aro​und Ge​or​gie, his sung​las​ses pus​hed up in​to his ha​ir. ‘We’ll ne​ver get the car out of that stuff - it lo​oks li​ke it’s three fo​ot de​ep.’

    Verlie to​ok a step for​ward, and her shoe ca​me off. Her to​es hit warm slud​ge. Sto​oping to ret​ri​eve the po​or, filthy pump (Di​ana Fer​ra​ri, it was a sha​me), Ver​lie lost her ba​lan​ce, so that her fin​gers plun​ged in​to the ghastly, pus-li​ke stuff in which her shoe was ca​ught. When her dri​ving fin​ger​tips met with so​me re​sis​tan​ce, she bra​ced her​self aga​inst it in or​der to thrust her​self up​right aga​in.

    But wha​te​ver she was le​aning on sud​denly slip​ped away. It wrig​gled from be​ne​ath her hand li​ke a li​zard’s ta​il.

    ‘Ross!’ Dep​ri​ved of sup​port, she fell for​ward, and fo​und her​self half sub​mer​ged, with the slush up to her bre​ast​bo​ne. ‘ROSS!’ 
    ‘Verlie!’

    She was va​gu​ely awa​re of Amb​ro​se sprin​ging to his fe​et - per​haps mo​ving to​wards her with a vi​ew to hel​ping her up. But she only ca​ught a glimp​se of him, be​ca​use she wan​ted her hus​band, she was lo​oking to her hus​band for as​sis​tan​ce, re​ac​hing for him as he ma​de his way clum​sily in her di​rec​ti​on. He left a choppy wa​ke - fa​int hol​lows in the vis​cid sur​fa​ce - and drag​ged stre​aks of red-tin​ted sli​me thro​ugh patc​hes of whi​te and brown and yel​low. At first, Ver​lie tho​ught that he had ca​used the dis​tur​ban​ce, chur​ning up lumps in his eager​ness to re​ach her. But the lumps didn’t sli​de back in​to the flu​id dep​res​si​ons that he had sco​red thro​ugh the mud. The furt​her be​hind he left them, the lar​ger they grew. He was al​most wit​hin arm’s length of Ver​lie when one of the lumps to​ok a de​fi​ni​te form, re​aring up to a kind of po​int be​fo​re sub​si​ding aga​in. Un​li​ke a bre​ac​hing wha​le, ho​we​ver, it ma​de no splash.

    Verlie ga​ped.

    It was Ge​or​gie who fo​und the bre​ath to scre​am.

    ‘There! Oh my GOD!’ 
    A flurry of mo​ve​ment. Even Ross saw this, be​ca​use he tur​ned just in ti​me. The dis​tur​ban​ce re​min​ded Ver​lie of tro​ut fe​eding on a fish farm: the​re was the sa​me sur​ge of thras​hing, tightly pac​ked bo​di​es; the sa​me sud​den frenzy that was over so so​on; the sa​me sort of writ​hing, in​dis​tinct sha​pe, which at a fish farm was in​va​ri​ably for​med by a mas​sed scho​ol ri​sing up, en​gul​fing the scat​te​red fo​od pel​lets, and sin​king aga​in, le​aving only a slight dis​tur​ban​ce on top of the wa​ter.

    ‘Get out,’ Amb​ro​se pan​ted. ‘Ross! Ver​lie! Get out!’

    ‘What-?’

    ‘There!’ 
    Another glu​ti​no​us sha​pe - hu​ge, amorp​ho​us - thrust it​self in​to vi​ew, la​bo​uring aga​inst the elas​tic pull of the mud. It was as

    big as a dog; no, as big as a dolp​hin.

    ‘A croc!’ sho​uted Amb​ro​se. ‘Get out!’

    ‘No,’ John gas​ped. ‘It can’t be . . .’

    Ross ha​uled Ver​lie up​right with a strength that wo​uld ha​ve surp​ri​sed her, had she be​en con​cent​ra​ting on it. Ins​te​ad, all her tho​ughts and ener​gi​es we​re fo​cu​sed on the cre​ek bank. Her des​ti​na​ti​on. Her re​fu​ge.

    She and her hus​band drag​ged each ot​her to​wards Amb​ro​se, who was flap​ping his hands wildly.

    ‘Come on! Co​me on!’ he cri​ed.

    Verlie felt so​met​hing curl aro​und her ank​le be​fo​re it flic​ked away, and all at on​ce she was on so​lid gro​und. She drop​ped to one knee, gro​aning. She was plas​te​red with filth - stin​king of it. Peb​bles bit in​to her palms. Kne​eling on all fo​urs, li​ke a dog, she tri​ed to get her bre​ath back, cons​ci​o​us of her ra​cing he​art​be​at.

    This can’t be go​od for me, she tho​ught da​zedly. This can’t be go​od for me at all.

    Georgie’s howl ne​arly burst her eard​rums.

    ‘OH MY GOD!’

    ‘Look out!’ yel​led Ross.

    Verlie was slow off the mark. Strug​gling to turn, she saw anot​her muddy form ri​se up from the slo​ugh be​hind her.

    And then, be​ca​use her blo​od pres​su​re was al​re​ady thro​ugh the ro​of, she lost cons​ci​o​us​ness.

    At first, Amb​ro​se tho​ught that so​me​one had shot the thing. One mi​nu​te it was the​re - a Mor​lock, a night​ma​re, a half-for​med mud cre​atu​re. The next, it had exp​lo​ded. It had blown apart. A sho​wer of mud ra​ined down on John Carr with such for​ce that he fell to his kne​es. Splat-splat-splat! Se​mi-li​qu​id chunks of mat​ter, no​ne lar​ger than a ten​nis ball, hit the dirt li​ke soggy ha​ils​to​nes.

    After that, the​re was not​hing. Si​len​ce. And Amb​ro​se re​ali​sed that he hadn’t he​ard any gun​fi​re - that the mud cre​atu​re had simply va​nis​hed. Li​ke the Man of Fli​es. Even the bog lo​oked ut​terly unc​han​ged. It lay un​mo​ving in the af​ter​no​on sun, whi​le a thin clo​ud of fli​es dan​ced over its sticky sur​fa​ce.

    Ambrose, ho​we​ver, had chan​ged pro​fo​undly. In that ins​tant of hor​ror, he had ex​pe​ri​en​ced a trans​for​ma​ti​on that top​pled his va​lu​es and crac​ked the thin shell of his scep​ti​cism.

    He was re​du​ced, con​ver​ted and comp​le​tely overw​hel​med.

    ‘Christ. Oh Christ.’ John was on his hands and kne​es, sha​king. Ross was cro​uc​hed over Ver​lie, who was lying still. Amb​ro​se was on his fe​et, po​ised for flight. He didn’t re​ali​se it at first. He didn’t even know he was stan​ding. But as he scru​ti​ni​sed the cre​ek bed for furt​her signs of tro​ub​le, he be​ca​me awa​re of an ir​ri​ta​ting, high-pitc​hed ke​ening - li​ke the whi​ne of a po​wer to​ol - and lo​oked down, and saw that Ge​or​gie was clin​ging to his leg. Clin​ging and scre​aming, her eyes scre​wed shut.

    She had him trap​ped li​ke a ball and cha​in.

    ‘Let go!’ he cri​ed ho​ar​sely. ‘Get off!’

    ‘Fuck this,’ John was sa​ying. His legs still sho​ok as he ha​uled him​self up on one knee, then sto​od erect. He tur​ned to check the car. ‘Fuck,’ he gro​aned, his vo​ice crac​king.

    The car was up to its wing-mir​rors in mud. Ross hadn’t no​ti​ced; he was slap​ping his wi​fe’s che​ek, very gently.

    ‘Verl!’ he imp​lo​red. ‘Swe​et​he​art!’ His ple​as we​re al​most ina​udib​le be​ne​ath Ge​or​gie’s wa​iling.

    ‘Shut the fuck up, you slag!’ John ro​ared at Ge​or​gie, who burst in​to te​ars. Amb​ro​se’s only re​ac​ti​on was: thank God for that. He hadn’t be​en ab​le to think for the no​ise.

    ‘We ha​ve to go back,’ he cro​aked. ‘Now. Qu​ickly.’ He wag​gled his leg, trying to de​tach his girlf​ri​end. ‘Co​me on,’ he sa​id, yan​king him​self out of her grip.

    She craw​led af​ter him, sob​bing. Amb​ro​se was still con​fu​sed - con​fu​sed and ter​ri​fi​ed. He wan​ted to get back to Del, and the gun. He was af​ra​id that so​met​hing was go​ing to le​ap out of the bus​hes at him, so​met​hing ma​de of fi​re or wasps or ani​mal guts . . . so​met​hing aw​ful. A gun wo​uld at le​ast pro​vi​de pro​tec​ti​on. And wha​te​ver was hap​pe​ning, they we​ren’t sup​po​sed to go on. That much was cle​ar. They we​ren’t sup​po​sed to le​ave.

    ‘We ha​ve to get back,’ he sa​id ro​ughly, tal​king al​most to him​self. ‘The​re’s fo​od back the​re. Wa​ter.’

    ‘Wait!’ It was Ross’s vo​ice, cal​ling to him. But Amb​ro​se didn’t stop or lo​ok aro​und. He was he​ading down the track, to​wards the ot​hers. How long wo​uld it ta​ke to walk back? An ho​ur? May​be less - they hadn’t exactly be​en ra​cing along in that car.

    He wo​uld ma​ke it back be​fo​re night fell; that was the im​por​tant thing. He didn’t want to get stuck out he​re in the dark.

    ‘Ambrose!’ Ge​or​gie cri​ed. He felt her snatch at his arm, and he tur​ned. She was wal​king now, tho​ugh not with any com​fort. She kept hop​ping, win​cing, be​ca​use her fe​et we​re ba​re and soft. Stu​pid fuc​king bitch, he tho​ught sa​va​gely.

    ‘Why didn’t you bring any sho​es?’ he snap​ped.

    ‘Wait! Stop!’ Down by the bog, Ross was wa​ving at him - at him and John and Ge​or​gie. But John was fol​lo​wing Amb​ro​se’s le​ad, marc​hing grimly down the track, wi​ping thick mud off his fa​ce and neck. He didn’t even slow when he he​ard Ross’s cry.

    ‘Give me a piggy back!’ Ge​or​gie ple​aded. ‘Ple​ase, Amb​ro​se!’

    ‘Oh, for Chris​sa​ke!’ If only she wo​uld stop tal​king! To shut her up, Amb​ro​se ho​is​ted her on​to his back. (She wasn’t very he​avy, be​ing so small and brit​tle-bo​ned.) As he did so, he saw that Ver​lie was mo​ving. Go​od. No prob​lems the​re.

    He hur​ri​ed af​ter John, who had al​re​ady pas​sed him. The brush on eit​her si​de was slightly hig​her than both of them, den​se, im​pe​net​rab​le. No birds chir​ru​ped in its thorny depths. The sun be​at down, the fli​es buz​zed, the peb​bles skit​te​red be​fo​re Amb​ro​se’s mud-ca​ked sho​es. He kept step​ping over dol​lops of red​dish goo that had drop​ped off John Carr. The guy was le​aving a tra​il of mud. As Amb​ro​se trud​ged along, he co​un​ted the clumps. One, two ...se​ven, eight . . . thir​te​en, fo​ur​te​en. Ge​or​gie’s fo​ot thum​ped aga​inst his thigh, mar​king ti​me. He had lost his sung​las​ses - in the bog so​mew​he​re, pro​bably. A brand new pa​ir of sung​las​ses, swal​lo​wed up by the bot​tom​less ooze. And he co​uldn’t check his watch, be​ca​use his arms we​re twi​ned aro​und Ge​or​gie’s kne​es.

    He co​uldn’t flap the fli​es from his lip, eit​her. So he puf​fed at them, and jer​ked his he​ad.

    On and on he wal​ked, Ross’s cri​es fa​ding to si​len​ce be​hind him. Swe​at trick​led down his ribs. The​re was no bre​eze down bet​we​en the hed​ges of scrub, and he was star​ting to ba​ke; he co​uld fe​el the tips of his ears bur​ning. (Why hadn’t he bro​ught a hat?) His he​ad ac​hed. His mo​uth was dry. Tho​ugh his tho​ughts we​re slug​gish - still af​fec​ted by shock, per​haps - it oc​cur​red to him that he co​uld easily die of thirst out he​re. They all co​uld. Had Ver​lie bro​ught the wa​ter with her, when she left the car? He co​uldn’t re​mem​ber. The​re had be​en so much no​ise and mo​ve​ment . . .

    Ahead, the track twis​ted and tur​ned, of​ten con​ce​aling John from sight. A gap was ope​ning bet​we​en them; Amb​ro​se co​uld see that. John wasn’t lug​ging fifty-odd ki​los of dro​oping girlf​ri​end with him, the lucky bas​tard. He co​uld af​ford to pick up the pa​ce. How long had it be​en, now? Fi​ve mi​nu​tes, sin​ce they left the cre​ek? Six? Se​ven? Ten, per​haps. (It se​emed li​ke a cen​tury.) And not​hing of an alar​ming na​tu​re had over​ta​ken them, tho​ugh the track did se​em to be get​ting nar​ro​wer. Or was that just a fig​ment of his overw​ro​ught ima​gi​na​ti​on?

    ‘What’s hap​pe​ning?’ Ge​or​gie blub​be​red. She was get​ting spit and snot all over his col​lar.

    ‘I don’t know,’ he gas​ped.

    ‘What ha​ve we do​ne? Why can’t we get out?’

    Breathing he​avily, Amb​ro​se sa​id not​hing. What was the​re to say? He was be​gin​ning to fe​el her we​ight now; he didn’t ha​ve the energy to talk. His so​les slap​ped aga​inst the dry earth, hot air whist​led thro​ugh his nost​rils, fli​es bob​bed and we​aved aro​und his he​ad. What was he do​ing he​re? He​re, in the mid​dle of now​he​re, with this so​ci​opat​hic girl? He co​uldn’t be​li​eve it. He co​uldn’t be​li​eve that he had ever fo​und Ge​or​gie even re​mo​tely at​trac​ti​ve. It was li​ke awa​ke​ning from a dre​am, and fin​ding him​self in a night​ma​re. For Christ’s sa​ke, if it hadn’t be​en for her, he ne​ver wo​uld ha​ve go​ne to Bro​ken Hill.

    But he stumb​led for​ward, in a da​ze, be​ca​use he didn’t know what el​se to do. The salt​bush and de​ad fi​nish se​emed to be clo​sing in on him. He co​uld see red drops trick​ling from so​me of the re​ac​hing branc​hes, and ca​ught his bre​ath be​fo​re re​ali​sing that the​se omi​no​us lit​tle glo​bes we​re ac​tu​al​ly ber​ri​es. Red ber​ri​es.

    ‘What if we get back, and they’ve di​sap​pe​ared?’ Ge​or​gie sud​denly whim​pe​red. ‘We won’t ha​ve any sup​pli​es.’

    ‘Shut up.’

    ‘What if we can’t ever get out? What are we go​ing to do, li​ve li​ke the Abo​ri​gi​nes?’

    ‘Shut up, will you?’

    ‘What if the rest of the world’s go​ne now,’ Ge​or​gie wa​iled, ‘and we’re the last ones left?’

    Ambrose drop​ped her, so that she slid to the gro​und. He whir​led aro​und and cri​ed, ‘Shut up, or you can walk!’

    Her fa​ce was a mess, co​ve​red in sme​ared mud and mas​ca​ra. She ga​zed up at him with swim​ming eyes.

    ‘What’s the mat​ter with you?’ she sni​vel​led ac​cu​singly. ‘Why are you so me​an?’

    ‘I’ll le​ave you he​re!’ he thre​ate​ned.

    ‘Why? Be​ca​use you’re af​ra​id of the truth?’

    ‘Shut up!’

    ‘Can’t you see we’re in a hor​ror mo​vie? A fuc​king hor​ror mo​vie, Amb​ro​se, we’re all go​ing to die!’ She be​gan to we​ep aga​in, aban​do​ning her​self to des​pa​ir. Amb​ro​se ga​zed down at her. He felt li​ke crying him​self. He tho​ught: What am I do​ing? What am I go​ing to do?

    ‘I don’t even know what it is!’ she mo​aned. ‘What is it, a cur​se? A mons​ter?’

    ‘Shh.’

    ‘Is it so​met​hing Abo​ri​gi​nal? Li​ke a Ka​da​itja man, or so​met​hing?’

    ‘For God’s sa​ke, Ge​or​gie!’ Amb​ro​se’s vo​ice bro​ke. ‘How the fuck sho​uld I know?’

    ‘Do you think we’re li​ke tho​se pe​op​le? The ones who di​sap​pe​ar and ne​ver turn up aga​in? Mis​sing per​sons?’ Her qu​es​ti​ons be​ca​me shril​ler, mo​re pa​nic-stric​ken. ‘Li​ke the Ber​mu​da Tri​ang​le? Li​ke Pic​nic at Han​ging Rock? Li​ke tho​se bo​di​es they find, af​ter ye​ars and ye​ars, and no one knows what hap​pe​ned, and ever​yo​ne thinks so​me​one kil​led them?’ She be​gan to wring her hands, her ga​ze tur​ned in​wards. ‘It’s so​met​hing li​ke that, I just know it! Oh my God! Oh my God!’ Her fa​ce con​tor​ted, as ugly as a mon​key’s. ‘What are we go​ing to do?’

    ‘The right thing.’

    It wasn’t Amb​ro​se who spo​ke. He ne​arly di​ed of fright, be​fo​re swin​ging aro​und to see that John was be​hind him. Right be​hind him. How long had the man be​en stan​ding the​re, lis​te​ning?

    Ambrose hadn’t no​ti​ced. He had be​en too dist​ra​ught.

    ‘We sho​uld​na left tho​se two,’ John con​ti​nu​ed. His fa​ce was un​re​adab​le, be​ca​use it was so ca​ked with dri​ed muck and dust. His eyes we​re scre​wed up aga​inst the gla​re. ‘That po​or old lady - she lo​oked li​ke she had a stro​ke.’

    Ambrose just sta​red at him, mu​tely.

    ‘I’m go​in back,’ sa​id John. ‘You two wa​it he​re.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘We sho​uldn’t se​pa​ra​te, if we can help it. You two wa​it un​til I bring the ot​hers, and we’ll all go on to​get​her.’

    Ambrose was torn. On the one hand, he dre​aded fa​cing that bog aga​in. On the ot​her, his cons​ci​en​ce was be​gin​ning to prick him. Fright had cha​sed it in​to the de​ep re​ces​ses of his cons​ci​o​us​ness, but now it was stir​ring.

    ‘I...I can’t co​me with you,’ he stam​me​red. ‘I can’t le​ave Ge​or​gie he​re.’ And John frow​ned.

    ‘No one’s as​kin you to,’ he re​j​o​ined. ‘Just stay. Don’t mo​ve.’

    ‘Hurry.’

    ‘I will.’

    Ambrose watc​hed John Carr ret​re​at. John’s le​an fi​gu​re grew smal​ler and smal​ler, un​til it re​ac​hed a cur​ve in the track and di​sap​pe​ared be​hind a scre​en of enc​ro​ac​hing ve​ge​ta​ti​on.

    Nothing el​se mo​ved.

    Del had dri​ven her car down to the ed​ge of the cre​ek, par​king it un​der a big old gum tree. With No​el’s help, she had set up the Har​wo​ods’ camp sto​ve, and pla​ced be​si​de it two fold-out sto​ols, a blue plas​tic esky, a pic​nic rug and a card​bo​ard box. She had ti​ed Mong​rel to the tree with a long le​ad, and ar​ran​ged a few items (a ket​tle, a bot​tle of wa​ter, a pac​ket of tea bags) ne​ar the sto​ve. She had do​ne all this whi​le Alec kept watch, nur​sing her gun, and the Fer​gu​son kids co​we​red in​si​de the sta​ti​on wa​gon.

    ‘Might as well gi​ve it a go,’ she had in​sis​ted. ‘See what hap​pens. If anyt​hing do​es, we can al​ways pack the stuff up aga​in.’

    Much to ever​yo​ne’s surp​ri​se, not​hing had hap​pe​ned. Lin​da and her child​ren had wa​ited in​si​de the car for half an ho​ur - an ho​ur - an ho​ur and twenty mi​nu​tes, wit​ho​ut wit​nes​sing any unex​pec​ted or un​wel​co​me events. A light bre​eze had blown up, rust​ling the dry le​aves han​ging abo​ve them. A li​zard had cros​sed from one ne​igh​bo​uring tree to anot​her, mo​ving with such lack of ur​gency that Del had be​en ab​le to iden​tify it as a shing​le​back. Mong​rel had set​tled down for a rest, pan​ting in the he​at, as if he hadn’t a ca​re in the world.

    He had stop​ped bar​king. Alec no​ti​ced this wit​ho​ut re​al​ly gi​ving it much tho​ught. Only la​ter did it stri​ke him as sig​ni​fi​cant.

    At first, his at​ten​ti​on was fo​cu​sed al​most en​ti​rely on his sur​ro​un​dings. He was as twitchy as hell, all ke​yed up for ac​ti​on, be​ca​use he ex​pec​ted the worst: a sho​wer of blo​od, may​be, or a gi​ant sna​ke, or a car​ni​vo​ro​us tree. Not​hing wo​uld ha​ve surp​ri​sed him. The world, he’d de​ci​ded, had be​en tur​ned on its he​ad. He re​al​ly had stra​yed in​to the Twi​light Zo​ne, and the​re​fo​re had to be re​ady for anyt​hing. The cre​ek bed might open up and en​gulf him, li​ke qu​ick​sand, if he so much as set fo​ot on it. The tre​es might le​an down and pluck the gun from his hands. If anyt​hing li​ke that hap​pe​ned, Alec wo​uldn’t be surp​ri​sed. He wo​uldn’t even be ta​ken by surp​ri​se. He was ex​pec​ting the worst - pre​pa​red for it - and he wo​uld go down figh​ting.

    Gradually, ho​we​ver, his strung-out ner​ves be​gan to re​lax. It was very pe​ace​ful, down by the cre​ek. Even the ga​lahs that set​tled on​to a ne​arby gum tree didn’t qu​ar​rel and scold; they sat qu​i​etly fluf​fing the​ir fe​at​hers and nib​bling at the​ir wing​pits for a whi​le, be​fo​re flying off aga​in. Fli​es buz​zed la​zily - not with the ter​rif​ying, cha​in​saw ag​gres​si​ve​ness of the re​cent swarm - and a si​lent trio of emus cros​sed the cre​ek bed, li​ke three grey ghosts, so​me dis​tan​ce away. Mong​rel lo​we​red his he​ad on​to his paws, one ear and one eyeb​row twitc​hing. Oc​ca​si​onal​ly he wo​uld even yawn.

    Del pot​te​red aro​und bo​iling up wa​ter, so that they co​uld all ha​ve tea; even​tu​al​ly she even star​ted sin​ging to her​self. That was when Lin​da got out of the sta​ti​on wa​gon, jo​ining her hus​band as he ro​oted aro​und in its re​ar end for the last of Ver​lie’s long-li​fe milk. ‘It’ll ha​ve to be used so​on, now that it’s ope​ned,’ he sa​id. ‘No po​int let​ting it go to was​te.’

    When the tea was re​ady, Alec felt ab​le to ac​cept a cup. He ac​tu​al​ly sat down to drink it, the Lee En​fi​eld prop​ped bet​we​en his kne​es. The warm, swe​et li​qu​id did mar​vel​lo​us things to his ner​vo​us system. Al​most ins​tantly he felt stron​ger, shar​per, mo​re li​vely and op​ti​mis​tic. When Ro​sie dec​la​red that she was ‘bus​ting’, he even sur​ren​de​red the rif​le to Del, who ac​com​pa​ni​ed Lin​da and her da​ugh​ter in​to the bush. They we​re back wit​hin fi​ve mi​nu​tes, ha​ving suf​fe​red no grisly set​backs.

    From then on, the child​ren we​re per​mit​ted to wa​it out​si​de the car, tho​ugh they we​re not al​lo​wed to stray far from it. Lin​da wo​uldn’t let Ro​sie dig in the sandy cre​ek bed - not at first. So Ro​sie dug a ho​le in the dirt un​der a tree, ‘for the li​zard’, and Lo​u​ise ex​pe​ri​men​ted half-he​ar​tedly with her mot​her’s lips​tick (lo​oking up rest​les​sly at re​gu​lar in​ter​vals to check the sky), and Pe​ter wan​de​red over to Alec, who was on​ce aga​in in pos​ses​si​on of the Lee En​fi​eld.

    ‘Can I ha​ve a lo​ok at that?’ the kid in​qu​ired.

    Alec he​si​ta​ted. ‘I dun​no,’ was his res​pon​se. ‘What do​es yo​ur mum say?’

    ‘She says I can.’

    ‘Really?’

    ‘Yeah. As long as I don’t to​uch it.’

    ‘Right.’ Alec glan​ced at Lin​da, who ga​ve a bri​ef nod. He then scan​ned the im​me​di​ate vi​ci​nity be​fo​re thrus​ting his pre​ci​o​us bur​den un​der Pe​ter’s no​se, for the boy to ins​pect.

    ‘Where are all the bul​lets?’ Pe​ter as​ked.

    ‘In the​re.’ Alec tap​ped the ma​ga​zi​ne. ‘It’s spring-lo​aded.’

    ‘What do​es that me​an?’

    ‘It me​ans that when you pull back this bolt, one of the bul​lets will pop up, and you can push it in​to the bre​ech.’

    ‘How many bul​lets are the​re?’

    Alec lo​oked at Del, who​se mo​uth was full of tea. She swal​lo​wed it be​fo​re repl​ying. ‘Six,’ she sa​id.

    ‘Is that all?’ Pe​ter frow​ned.

    ‘That’s all.’

    ‘Oh.’

    ‘Six is all we ne​ed,’ Del in​sis​ted. ‘They’re soft-no​sed, them - ma​ke a hell of a mess. Not li​ke cop​per tips. Ever se​en a .303 ca​lib​re? They’re big.’

    ‘Oh, ple​ase.’ Lin​da so​un​ded we​ary. ‘Not in front of the child​ren. It’s be​en bad eno​ugh.’

    ‘Just tryin to ma​ke ’em fe​el bet​ter,’ sa​id Del, and Lin​da snap​ped, ‘Well don’t!’

    ‘Mum? Can I hold it?’

    ‘No, Pe​ter.’

    ‘Please? If I po​int it away?’

    ‘No, Pe​ter!’

    ‘You he​ard what yo​ur mot​her sa​id, Pe​te,’ No​el bro​ke in, whe​re​upon Alec, fe​eling so​me​how res​pon​sib​le for this fa​mily rift, has​te​ned to re​mark, ‘It’s he​avy, you know. It’s re​al​ly he​avy. You might drop it.’

    ‘I wo​uldn’t!’ Pe​ter pro​tes​ted.

    ‘Can’t ta​ke the risk, tho​ugh. Not with a lo​aded gun.’ Se​e​ing the kid’s grubby, di​sap​po​in​ted fa​ce, Alec fo​und him​self ad​ding, ‘Sorry.’

    Peter grun​ted. Lin​da of​fe​red him a mu​es​li bar. Ro​se im​me​di​ately as​ked for one too; then Lo​u​ise po​in​ted out that she didn’t li​ke mu​es​li bars, and Lin​da ga​ve her a pi​ece of che​wing gum ins​te​ad; and Ro​sie wan​ted che​wing gum, and Lin​da re​min​ded her that she wasn’t al​lo​wed to ha​ve che​wing gum, and sud​denly Alec felt the world shift. It se​emed to click back in​to pla​ce, as the Twi​light Zo​ne ret​re​ated. Not​hing se​emed in​ves​ted with me​na​ce, any mo​re: the sky was just sky, the cre​ek just a cre​ek. Be​wil​de​red, Alec fo​und him​self thin​king of Jani​ne for the first ti​me in ho​urs. Was the​re a chan​ce that he might see her aga​in? Talk to her aga​in? All at on​ce, he felt ho​pe​ful.

    It was the kids, of co​ur​se. The kids of​ten had that ef​fect on him: they ar​gu​ed and whi​ned and pretty so​on everyt​hing was nor​mal - at le​ast for a whi​le. At le​ast un​til the next un​na​tu​ral oc​cur​ren​ce.

    Looking aro​und, ho​we​ver, Alec won​de​red if the​re was go​ing to be anot​her un​na​tu​ral oc​cur​ren​ce.

    He re​ali​sed, with a start, that not​hing bad had hap​pe​ned sin​ce the de​par​tu​re of the Har​wo​ods’ se​dan.

    

    

CHAPTER 17 
    

    No,’ sa​id Ge​or​gie. Amb​ro​se to​ok a de​ep bre​ath. He had an​ti​ci​pa​ted this res​pon​se, and be​ne​ath his we​ari​ness and im​pa​ti​en​ce he felt a cer​ta​in sen​se of sa​tis​fac​ti​on. Not only had he be​en right; he had be​en right in re​gar​ding her as a sel​fish pi​ece of whi​te trash. Of co​ur​se she didn’t want to help Ver​lie. Of co​ur​se she ex​pec​ted Amb​ro​se to bend to her will - he ge​ne​ral​ly had in the past. But the si​tu​ati​on had chan​ged. Amb​ro​se was no lon​ger in thrall to Ge​or​gie. (He co​uldn’t be​li​eve, now, that he ever had be​en.) Amb​ro​se was de​ter​mi​ned to do what was right, be​ca​use he had wo​ken up to him​self, and he re​ali​sed that this was one of tho​se mo​ments in li​fe when you eit​her de​monst​ra​ted that you we​re a worthw​hi​le hu​man be​ing, or dis​co​ve​red that you we​re a was​te of spa​ce.

     Georgie, he re​ali​sed, was a was​te of spa​ce. And the mo​re she pro​tes​ted, the mo​re ple​asu​re he de​ri​ved from in​sis​ting that he had to go and see what had hap​pe​ned to John and Ross and Ver​lie. It had be​en ne​arly half an ho​ur sin​ce John’s de​par​tu​re. If he wasn’t on his way back by now (with or wit​ho​ut the Har​wo​ods) then he must be in so​me kind of tro​ub​le. Amb​ro​se and Ge​or​gie co​uldn’t just aban​don him. That, at le​ast, was what Amb​ro​se told his girlf​ri​end - tho​ugh the truth, he grud​gingly ack​now​led​ged to him​self, was a lit​tle mo​re comp​li​ca​ted.

    The fact was, he to​ok a fi​er​ce de​light in pro​ving that he was bet​ter than Ge​or​gie, mo​re self​less than Ge​or​gie - a su​pe​ri​or form of li​fe, in ot​her words. His dis​li​ke of this whi​ning de​ad we​ight, and her hyste​ri​cal de​mands, and her ina​de​qu​ate cos​tu​me, and her lack of com​pas​si​on, had sud​denly be​co​me qu​ite pro​fo​und. He had re​ali​sed that, whi​le an​ti​so​ci​al be​ha​vi​o​ur might be amu​sing and int​ri​gu​ing when the world was func​ti​oning as it sho​uld (which is to say, in an or​derly man​ner) such con​duct was dan​ge​ro​us and un​lo​vely when one was a cas​ta​way, de​pen​dent on co​ope​ra​ti​on and in​tu​iti​ve thin​king for one’s very sur​vi​val.

    Georgie didn’t un​ders​tand that. Tho​ugh she ex​pec​ted Amb​ro​se to lo​ok af​ter her, she re​fu​sed to con​si​der the ne​eds of ot​her pe​op​le. On ref​lec​ti​on, it had al​ways be​en li​ke this. How on earth had he ever put up with it?

    What a joy it now was to pu​nish her for that una​bas​hed nar​cis​sism he had on​ce fo​und so fas​ci​na​ting.

    ‘I’m go​ing,’ he dec​la​red. ‘Wa​it he​re.’

    ‘You can’t!’ she scre​ec​hed. ‘You can’t go! You can’t le​ave me!’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘You bas​tard!’ She was crying. ‘You prick! You’ll get kil​led! It’ll kill you! That thing’ll kill you!’

    The pos​si​bi​lity had cros​sed Amb​ro​se’s mind mo​re than on​ce; it was why he had wa​ited so long to fol​low John. If he hadn’t be​co​me so re​vol​ted by Ge​or​gie, and everyt​hing she sto​od for, his fe​ar of what awa​ited him back at the bog might ha​ve pre​ven​ted him from do​ing his duty. As it was, ho​we​ver, he was com​pel​led by his an​ger and dis​li​ke to do the exact op​po​si​te of what Ge​or​gie wan​ted.

    Apart from anyt​hing el​se, he was des​pe​ra​te to get away from her. And he knew that, if he wal​ked off down the track to​wards Pi​ne Cre​ek, she wo​uld try to hob​ble af​ter him, griz​zling and whim​pe​ring. Whe​re​as, if he ret​ra​ced his steps, she wo​uld un​qu​es​ti​onably stay put. Not​hing on earth wo​uld per​su​ade her to fol​low him back to the bog.

    ‘If it was go​ing to kill us, it wo​uld ha​ve kil​led us al​re​ady,’ Amb​ro​se in​for​med her, with a fi​ne to​uch of in​so​uci​an​ce that he didn’t re​al​ly fe​el. ‘It had plenty of ti​me.’

    ‘Don’t le​ave me, ple​ase!’

    ‘You can al​ways co​me too.’

    ‘Fuck that! Are you crazy? I don’t wan​na die!’

    Ambrose shrug​ged, and smi​led a ta​un​ting lit​tle smi​le. Then he left her. He ret​re​ated down one of the tyre tracks, lis​te​ning to her scre​am and cur​se be​hind him. Alt​ho​ugh they we​re pro​fo​undly ir​ri​ta​ting - li​ke the skull-pi​er​cing so​unds of a den​tist’s drill - Ge​or​gie’s sob​bing imp​re​ca​ti​ons we​re al​so de​eply gra​tif​ying. They kept Amb​ro​se marc​hing ste​adily, chin up, for as long as they we​re audib​le.

    Only af​ter they had fa​ded in​to the su​sur​rus of the wind did his pa​ce be​gin to slow. That was when he fo​und him​self glan​cing ner​vo​usly from si​de to si​de, stra​ining to he​ar, cas​ting qu​ick lo​oks over his sho​ul​der. As his fe​ar grew, it overw​hel​med his an​ger. He be​gan to won​der why he had al​lo​wed this an​ger to dri​ve him in such a stu​pid di​rec​ti​on. That blo​ody wo​man was still in char​ge. She was still dic​ta​ting his ac​ti​ons, tho​ugh in an in​di​rect way. The prob​lem was, he co​uldn’t exactly turn ta​il now. Not if he wan​ted to re​ta​in any dig​nity. No; if he went scur​rying back to Ge​or​gie she might la​ugh or sne​er at him, and if that hap​pe​ned he wo​uld . . . well, he didn’t know what he wo​uld do. So​met​hing chil​dish and sha​me​ful, per​haps. May​be even so​met​hing ext​re​me. Sin​ce the in​ci​dent at the bog, Ge​or​gie’s vo​ice had set his te​eth on ed​ge. Her scorn​ful la​ugh might dri​ve him to vi​olen​ce - es​pe​ci​al​ly in vi​ew of the fact that his ner​ves we​re on ed​ge.

    He didn’t know what to do. Aro​und him, the thick scrub rust​led be​ne​ath the light ca​ress of a pas​sing bre​eze. Its long sha​dow rip​pled ac​ross the track in front of him. Then everyt​hing be​ca​me still aga​in, so still that Amb​ro​se tho​ught he co​uld he​ar Ge​or​gie’s sobs. He stop​ped, and lis​te​ned. No. Yes. No, it was a bird. No, the​re was so​met​hing el​se.

    Footsteps.

    They we​re brisk - even hur​ri​ed - and it was for​tu​na​te that John ap​pe​ared wit​hin se​conds of his fo​ots​teps’ rhythmic crun​ch-crun​ch-crunch re​ac​hing Amb​ro​se’s ears, or Amb​ro​se might ha​ve run away. As it was, he still got a fright. The first flash of mo​ve​ment had sent his he​art flut​te​ring wildly aro​und in​si​de his rib​ca​ge (or that, at le​ast, was how it had felt).

    When John wa​ved, Amb​ro​se le​aned for​ward, his hands on his kne​es. The re​li​ef, fol​lo​wing hard on the shock, had we​ake​ned him.

    ‘Bloody hell,’ he gas​ped.

    ‘Hey! Ma​te!’

    ‘Fuck, you ga​ve me a fright!’

    ‘What’s up? Whe​re’s the girl?’

    ‘Back the​re.’ Amb​ro​se stra​igh​te​ned, coc​king his thumb. ‘You we​re so long, I star​ted to get wor​ri​ed. What hap​pe​ned? Whe​re are the ot​her two?’

    John ad​van​ced, clo​sing the gap bet​we​en them. If Amb​ro​se hadn’t be​en in such a fra​gi​le sta​te, he might ha​ve la​ug​hed at the ot​her man’s ap​pe​aran​ce, which was be​co​ming mo​re and mo​re bed​rag​gled. Por​ti​ons of his ha​ir sto​od up stiffly, whi​le the rest was plas​te​red down, held in pla​ce by dri​ed mud. His clot​hes we​re filthy, with fresh sta​ins over​la​ying the old; he shed clo​uds of dust and grit with each step. It oc​cur​red to Amb​ro​se that John now bo​re mo​re than a pas​sing re​semb​lan​ce to Pig Pen, the dirty lit​tle boy in the Char​lie Brown car​to​ons, who was ac​com​pa​ni​ed by a kind of small tor​na​do of gri​me whe​re​ver he went.

    Ambrose didn’t re​al​ly pay clo​se at​ten​ti​on to the fresh sta​ins on John’s clot​hes. He no​ted, wit​ho​ut ge​nu​inely pro​ces​sing the fact, that the new mud lo​oked red​der than the old. But he was too pre​oc​cu​pi​ed to draw any conc​lu​si​ons.

    ‘Is Ver​lie all right?’ he as​ked. ‘Is she co​ming?’

    ‘I dun​no.’

    ‘You don’t know?’

    John stop​ped in front of Amb​ro​se. ‘I co​uldn’t find ’em,’ he sa​id.

    ‘What?’ 
    ‘They we​ren’t the​re.’ John rub​bed his fo​re​he​ad with one dirt-encrus​ted fist. ‘Ne​it​her was the car. I don’t know whet​her they just dro​ve off, or -’

    ‘Drove off?’ Am​b​ro​se co​uldn’t be​li​eve his ears. ‘How co​uld they do that? We we​re bog​ged, for Chris​sa​ke.’

    John shrug​ged.

    ‘Are you su​re they we​ren’t hi​ding? We​re the​re any tracks?’

    ‘Nup.’

    ‘Did you call out?’

    ‘What do you think?’

    ‘So...so...’ Amb​ro​se felt as if he’d had the bre​ath knoc​ked out of him. He co​uldn’t be​li​eve . . . my God, it was im​pos​sib​le. ‘Are you su​re? I me​an - do you think - you don’t think they we​re drag​ged in​to the bog?’ sa​id Amb​ro​se.

    Again John shrug​ged. He se​emed sin​gu​larly un​con​cer​ned. As Amb​ro​se sto​od ro​oted to the spot with hor​ror and dis​be​li​ef, John brus​hed past him, ob​vi​o​usly un​wil​ling to was​te any mo​re ti​me on Ross and Ver​lie.

    Ambrose he​si​ta​ted. He sta​red down the re​ce​ding track, kno​wing that if he tur​ned away aga​in, it wo​uld be for go​od - that he wo​uld be aban​do​ning the Har​wo​ods to the​ir fa​te. It oc​cur​red to him that so​met​hing lo​oked stran​ge, down the​re. He co​uldn’t qu​ite put his fin​ger on what it might be. The pers​pec​ti​ve, per​haps? The sha​dows?

    Then so​met​hing flas​hed past his eyes. An arm - John’s arm. Amb​ro​se was jer​ked back​wards, cho​king and gas​ping for air, cla​wing at the limb that was clam​ped aro​und his neck. Then he saw a flash of bril​li​ant me​tal, chop​ping down.

    The pa​in was as​to​nis​hing.

    There wasn’t ti​me for his out​ra​ge to be​co​me fe​ar. The​re wasn’t ti​me for anyt​hing.

    At fo​ur o’clock, Del star​ted to ma​ke pre​pa​ra​ti​ons. She put Lin​da and No​el in char​ge of din​ner. She ga​ve Alec and Col the job of col​lec​ting wo​od. She drew up a watch bill, le​aving her​self the nas​ti​est watch, bet​we​en twel​ve and fo​ur. ‘I know I can trust me not to fall as​le​ep,’ she sa​id. ‘I dun​no abo​ut an​yo​ne el​se.’

    Alec was gi​ven the eve​ning watch, and Col the mor​ning one. No​el was ex​cu​sed be​ca​use he co​uldn’t fi​re a gun, and Lin​da be​ca​use the child​ren wo​uld ne​ed her. Del even de​sig​na​ted one scrubby area (so​me dis​tan​ce from the camp) as the of​fi​ci​al lat​ri​ne, and in​sis​ted that an​yo​ne using it sho​uld be ac​com​pa​ni​ed by an ar​med gu​ard. Mong​rel, she sa​id, wo​uld ta​ke ca​re of the camp whi​le the gun was re​qu​ired for lat​ri​ne duty.

    ‘It’s all in the de​ta​ils,’ she dec​la​red. ‘If we’re ca​re​ful, we sho​uld be right.’

    Peter put his hand up. He co​uldn’t help it. Stan​ding aro​und li​ke this, be​ing told what to do, he felt as if he we​re at scho​ol aga​in. (It wasn’t a bad fe​eling, in the cir​cums​tan​ces. Qu​ite com​for​ting re​al​ly.)

    ‘Yeah?’ sa​id Del.

    Peter he​si​ta​ted. He sur​ve​yed the circ​le of wa​iting fa​ces, won​de​ring if he sho​uld re​ve​al his tho​ughts.

    ‘What if - ?’ he be​gan, and pa​used.

    Noel la​id a hand on his sho​ul​der. ‘What’s up, Pe​te?’ he as​ked gently, and Pe​ter to​ok a de​ep bre​ath.

    ‘Well - I me​an - what if the gun do​esn’t work?’ he blur​ted out, blin​king back te​ars. ‘What hap​pens then?’

    ‘Oh, it works.’ Del spo​ke with con​fi​den​ce. ‘Be​li​eve me, I used it the ot​her day. It works.’

    ‘No, I me​an . . .’ Pe​ter tri​ed to find the words. How sho​uld he put it? For​tu​na​tely, Alec did the job for him.

    ‘He me​ans, what if bul​lets won’t work?’ Alec sa​id. He glan​ced at Pe​ter, his gre​en eyes somb​re in his dusty fa​ce. ‘That’s what you me​an, isn’t it? What if bul​lets won’t work aga​inst . . . well, aga​inst wha​te​ver co​mes along?’

    Peter nod​ded. He felt his fat​her’s grip tigh​ten on his sho​ul​der. Del cle​ared her thro​at.

    ‘Well,’ she con​ce​ded, ‘that is a pos​si​bi​lity -’

    ‘Oh, su​rely not!’ Lin​da exc​la​imed.

    ‘- but the​re’s ot​her things we can do.’ Del went on as if Lin​da hadn’t spo​ken. ‘The​re’s the fi​re. We’re gun​na bu​ild a big fi​re, just in ca​se so​me​one spots the smo​ke. I me​an, they’re bo​und to, out he​re, we’re on so​me​one’s pro​perty. Fi​re on the pro​perty? They’ll be co​min from every di​rec​ti​on. And even if they don’t, we’ll still ha​ve fi​re. Hell, fi​re’ll dri​ve off ever​y​t​hing. And the​re’s Mong​rel, too. You sho​uld see Mong​rel get ’is te​eth in​to a blo​ody rat, I’m tel​lin ya. He’s a blo​ody mac​hi​ne.’

    Everyone lo​oked at Mong​rel, who yaw​ned. The​re we​re fli​es craw​ling aro​und his eyes; tho​ugh his eyeb​rows twitc​hed, he ob​vi​o​usly co​uldn’t be bot​he​red to cha​se them off with a mo​re ener​ge​tic mo​ve​ment.

    Peter’s he​art sank. He wasn’t too con​fi​dent abo​ut Mong​rel’s strength or agi​lity.

    ‘Look,’ sa​id Alec, and the​re was an in​ten​sity in his to​ne that ma​de Pe​ter squ​int up at him. Alec didn’t of​ten vo​lun​te​er anyt​hing, and when he did, it was usu​al​ly for a go​od re​ason. Over the past twenty-fo​ur ho​urs, Pe​ter had co​me to re​gard Alec’s ins​tincts as in​fal​lib​le.

    ‘Look,’ Alec re​pe​ated - and for on​ce, ever​yo​ne was lis​te​ning to him. ‘I dun​no if you’ve no​ti​ced, but ...well... for the past co​up​le of ho​urs the​re’s be​en not​hing. Not​hing bad I me​an.’ A bri​ef si​len​ce, as his ga​ze swept the as​semb​led com​pany. ‘We’re still stuck, but the fli​es ...I me​an, they’re ac​tin nor​mal. Ants are the sa​me. No de​ad ani​mals anyw​he​re. You know?’

    Peter knew. Sud​denly, he knew what Alec was tal​king abo​ut.

    ‘Since the car left!’ he cri​ed.

    Alec fi​xed him with a sharp, slightly surp​ri​sed lo​ok. No​el sa​id: ‘Sin​ce the car left?’ He so​un​ded puz​zled.

    ‘With the ot​hers, Dad!’ Pe​ter tri​ed to exp​la​in. ‘Sin​ce they left, everyt​hing’s be​en nor​mal!’

    ‘Oh, but su​rely -’

    ‘And the swarm of fli​es!’ Pe​ter was ex​ci​ted now; he be​gan to jig​gle up and down. ‘It at​tac​ked them, not us! It at​tac​ked the​ir car!’

    Noel blin​ked. Lin​da was frow​ning. Alec sa​id: ‘Ye​ah, but hang on. Think. Was it al​ways that car? What abo​ut Col’s ute, and the bird on the windsc​re​en?’

    ‘Oh. Ye​ah,’ Pe​ter grun​ted. He tri​ed to con​cent​ra​te. Was the​re a pat​tern he had fa​iled to see? Del was thin​king too. One hand was pres​sed to her fo​re​he​ad, as the ot​her clutc​hed her Lee En​fi​eld.

    ‘Yiz got​ta lo​ok at the big pic​tu​re,’ she sud​denly ob​ser​ved. ‘When did all this start? This we​ird stuff? Not the pet​rol bu​si​ness. Not the sho​oting. I me​an the nasty stuff.’

    ‘It star​ted this mor​ning,’ Lo​u​ise in​te​rj​ec​ted. ‘On the high​way. With that goo in the dirt.’

    ‘Right,’ sa​id Del. ‘When Col ca​me along.’

    All eyes swi​vel​led in Col’s di​rec​ti​on. His fa​ce con​tor​ted.

    ‘What?’ he yel​ped. ‘What are you tal​king abo​ut? This has not​hing to do with me! I was vi​si​ting me sis​ter! Min​ding me own bu​si​ness!’

    ‘No one’s bla​ming you, Col,’ No​el has​te​ned to as​su​re him.

    ‘Yes they are! She is!’ Col po​in​ted. ‘Li​ke I’ve got the fa​in​test blo​ody idea what’s go​ing on, he​re! I got me blo​ody ute tras​hed, in ca​se you didn’t no​ti​ce!’

    ‘Yeah.’ This ti​me Alec’s vo​ice was so cle​ar and hard and ur​gent that even Ro​sie lo​oked up from her le​af-and-twig but​terf​li​es. ‘Ye​ah, that’s right, and who el​se was in the​re with you?’

    It was what pe​op​le cal​led a rhe​to​ri​cal qu​es​ti​on, Pe​ter tho​ught. Ever​yo​ne knew who had be​en in the ute with Col. Ever​yo​ne al​so knew that the sa​me per​son had be​en in the sa​me ute when it had en​co​un​te​red the ro​ad kill. And in the Har​wo​ods’ car when the swarm had at​tac​ked it.

    For a whi​le, no​body spo​ke. At last Lin​da sa​id: ‘So what do​es that me​an? Exactly?’

    ‘It me​ans we’re pro​bably sa​fe as long as John’s not aro​und,’ Alec dec​la​red.

    Peter to​ok a de​ep bre​ath. Spo​ken alo​ud, it did se​em li​ke a stran​ge thing to say. No​el frow​ned.

    ‘What do you me​an?’ he as​ked slowly. ‘Are you sa​ying that John ca​used all that ro​ad kill? Is that what you’re sa​ying? That he ca​used the swarm of fli​es?’

    Alec shif​ted un​com​for​tably. ‘All I’m sa​yin is, it star​ted when John sho​wed up,’ he mumb​led. ‘And it stop​ped when he left. You work it out.’

    ‘But that ma​kes no sen​se,’ No​el obj​ec​ted. ‘How co​uld he ha​ve do​ne it?’

    ‘Maybe he’s evil.’ Pe​ter felt highly qu​ali​fi​ed to ma​ke this de​duc​ti​on. He had re​ad eno​ugh fan​tasy no​vels to know that the​re are dark po​wers which can be har​nes​sed by sha​dowy so​uls. With a tight thro​at, he ad​ded: ‘May​be he’s a spi​rit of dark​ness, or so​met​hing. So​me​one who can call up the Ot​her World.’

    ‘Oh, Pe​ter,’ Lin​da pro​tes​ted. But Del, to Pe​ter’s surp​ri​se, jum​ped in to de​fend him.

    ‘Boy might be right,’ she sa​id. ‘How do we know? The De​vil’s a wily enemy, and his works are everyw​he​re.’ Pe​ter felt, rat​her than saw, his pa​rents exc​han​ge glan​ces as Del fi​nis​hed. ‘God will pro​tect us, tho​ugh. We just ha​ve to pray, and ha​ve strength in the Lord.’

    Then Lo​u​ise spo​ke. In a small vo​ice, she qu​ave​red: ‘What abo​ut the ot​hers? Will they be all right, if Mr Carr’s with them?’

    Peter flinc​hed. He didn’t want to he​ar that qu​es​ti​on. No one el​se did, eit​her; Alec suc​ked in his bre​ath, Del scow​led, Lin​da mur​mu​red a pro​test. ‘We sho​uldn’t be tal​king li​ke this in front of the kids,’ she sa​id. ‘We’re sca​ring them.’

    ‘The ot​hers will be all right,’ No​el in​for​med Lo​u​ise. ‘They’ve go​ne to get help, and they’ll be fi​ne.’

    ‘Oh, Dad! ’ Pe​ter co​uldn’t be​li​eve his ears. Was his fat​her for re​al? ‘We know that’s not true! They pro​bably can’t even get anyw​he​re! So​met​hing’s pro​bably stop​ped them, li​ke it al​ways do​es!’

    ‘Peter -’ No​el war​ned.

    ‘We know we’re in tro​ub​le! We know that!’

    ‘All right, get in the car.’ No​el was firm. ‘Go on.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘Get in the car, Pe​ter.’ Pe​ter re​cog​ni​sed the stif​fness in his fat​her’s to​ne. It was a ra​re and dan​ge​ro​us sig​nal. ‘Off you go.’

    With a drag​ging step, Pe​ter obe​yed. He clim​bed in​to the back se​at of Del’s sta​ti​on wa​gon, but didn’t slam the do​or be​hind him. He wo​uld ha​ve li​ked to - a no​ise li​ke that wo​uld ha​ve con​ve​yed his an​ger very well - but he wan​ted to he​ar what the ot​hers we​re sa​ying. Alec, par​ti​cu​larly.

    Whenever Alec tal​ked, he was worth lis​te​ning to.

    ‘The lit​tle girl’s right,’ Del was ad​mit​ting. ‘If John Carr’s the prob​lem . . . well, who knows what’s gun​na hap​pen to the ot​hers? I don’t rec​kon they’ll re​ach Oak​da​le, or anyw​he​re el​se. Not with him on bo​ard.’

    ‘We can’t be su​re of that,’ Lin​da pro​tes​ted, and Del rep​li​ed: ‘No, we can’t. Wo​uldn’t wan​na lay odds, but.’

    ‘Either way, we’d bet​ter get crac​king.’ Sin​ce his out​burst, Col se​emed to ha​ve pul​led him​self to​get​her. ‘Bu​ild the fi​re. Co​ok the din​ner. Find so​me wa​ter.’

    ‘That’s right,’ sa​id Del. ‘Get plenty of gre​en stuff too, as well as the wo​od. Stuff to ma​ke smo​ke. Go​od job I’ve got matc​hes. Matc​hes and ke​ro​se​ne.’

    ‘But isn’t the​re a fi​re ban?’ Lin​da wan​ted to know. ‘Be​ca​use of the dro​ught?’

    ‘Could be,’ Del re​tor​ted, in the man​ner of one who had ne​ver had much ti​me for ru​les and re​gu​la​ti​ons. ‘Per​so​nal​ly, if they wan​na co​me down he​re and fi​ne me, I co​uldn’t be hap​pi​er. Whad​da​ya rec​kon?’

    Linda tur​ned away. So did No​el. The gro​up had star​ted to bre​ak up, each per​son at​ten​ding to his or her duty. Alec, ho​we​ver, re​ma​ined whe​re he was, ap​pa​rently lost in tho​ught. He sto​od with his hands on his hips, sta​ring at the gro​und.

    Del to​uc​hed his el​bow.

    ‘Let’s go, Alec. Ti​me’s marc​hin on.’

    Alec’s he​ad jer​ked up. Del ga​ve him a slap on the arm and be​gan to fol​low the ot​hers. But Alec cal​led her back.

    ‘Del!’

    ‘What?’ She spun aro​und.

    ‘I was thin​kin . . .’

    ‘What? Spit it out.’

    Alec he​si​ta​ted. Le​aning for​ward, Pe​ter stra​ined to he​ar what he sa​id. It ca​me out slowly, hal​tingly, as Alec’s at​ten​ti​on shif​ted from Del’s fa​ce to the dis​tant skyli​ne to the la​ces on his own bo​ots.

    ‘If John was the​re for the ro​ad kill, and for the de​ad bird, and for the swarm...’

    ‘Yeah? What abo​ut it?’

    ‘Well...’ Alec to​ok a de​ep bre​ath. ‘Well, what if he was the​re for that ot​her mess? At Thorn​da​le?’

    He and Del blin​ked at each ot​her. Then they lo​oked aro​und, ner​vo​usly, as if af​ra​id that so​me​one might ha​ve over​he​ard. That was when Del spot​ted Pe​ter, who was ob​vi​o​usly lis​te​ning.

    She didn’t say anyt​hing, tho​ugh. She just flas​hed him a cro​oked lit​tle half-smi​le.

    ‘Well,’ she sig​hed, and all the strength se​emed to dra​in from her with that sing​le word. Her sho​ul​ders dro​oped; her gun sag​ged.

    ‘What do you think?’ Alec mur​mu​red.

    ‘I dun​no. What do you think?’

    ‘Could be a co​in​ci​den​ce.’

    ‘I s’po​se.’

    ‘Bit of a stretch, tho​ugh.’

    ‘Bit.’

    ‘They we​re shot,’ sa​id Alec. Pe​ter co​uld hardly he​ar him by now; he had lo​we​red his vo​ice to a whis​per. ‘You saw’em. Shot and left. Whe​re’d the gun go?’

    ‘In ’is car?’

    ‘Right. And he had to le​ave that be​ca​use -’

    ‘His tank was empty.’

    Their ga​zes loc​ked. Del fi​nal​ly re​mar​ked: ‘Ven​ge​an​ce is mi​ne. I will re​pay, sa​ith the Lord.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘It’s in the Bib​le. It ma​kes sen​se.’ Her exp​res​si​on brigh​te​ned, sud​denly. ‘Think abo​ut Judas, and the way ’is bo​wels gus​hed out on​to the fi​eld that he bo​ught with them pi​eces of sil​ver. And how He​rod was eaten by worms. And the prop​hets of Ba​al - they we​re kil​led, too. It hap​pens. O wic​ked man, thou shalt su​rely die.’

    As Alec ope​ned his mo​uth, Col cal​led to them both. ‘Hey!’he yel​led. ‘What are we do​ing, he​re? I tho​ught we we​re on fi​re​wo​od duty, me and him!’ 
    ‘Uh - ye​ah. Ye​ah. That’s right,’ sa​id Del. She se​emed to sha​ke her​self, li​ke a dog af​ter a bath. ‘Sorry.’

    ‘Sorry,’ Alec ec​ho​ed. He re​ac​hed for the gun, which Del pla​ced in his hands. Ne​it​her wo​uld lo​ok at the ot​her.

    ‘You ta​ke ca​re,’ Del inst​ruc​ted. ‘Don’t go too far.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘Watch yo​ur back.’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘And - Alec?’

    ‘What?’

    With a lun​ge that ma​de him start, Del grab​bed a hand​ful of Alec’s T-shirt. She ga​ve it a tug, so that he was sto​oping, and sho​ved an ad​mo​ni​tory fin​ger in​to his fa​ce. ‘Just re​mem​ber,’ she war​ned, ‘The hor​se is pre​pa​red aga​inst the day of bat​tle: but sa​fety is of the Lord.’

    Alec was cle​arly ta​ken aback - and comp​le​tely at sea. ‘Ri-i-ght,’ he fal​te​red.

    He was still scratc​hing his he​ad when he jo​ined Col.

    A hor​se is pre​pa​red aga​inst the day of bat​tle. What was that sup​po​sed to me​an? Alec was di​sap​po​in​ted in Del; every so of​ten she wo​uld de​monst​ra​te that she had half a bra​in in her he​ad - that she had guts, and ins​tinct, and a re​al grasp of the im​por​tant is​su​es. Then all at on​ce she wo​uld turn aro​und and start spo​uting gib​be​rish. A hor​se is pre​pa​red aga​inst the day of bat​tle. It wor​ri​ed Alec that Del had ta​ken char​ge. It un​ner​ved him that they’d pla​ced the​ir li​ves in the hands of a wo​man who ob​vi​o​usly had a blown fu​se so​mew​he​re.

    She al​so had a gun tho​ugh. That was the im​por​tant thing. Now that he was back in pos​ses​si​on of the .303, Alec won​de​red if he wo​uld ever be ab​le to let it go. It felt so so​lid (fi​ve or six ki​los at le​ast), and its stock was so warm and glossy and re​as​su​ring. Be​a​uti​ful fi​nish on that stock. And six le​ad-tip​ped bul​lets in the ma​ga​zi​ne. Six li​nes of de​fen​ce aga​inst wha​te​ver might jump out from be​hind a tree and go for him.

    Not that Alec re​al​ly ex​pec​ted anyt​hing li​ke that to hap​pen. Mo​re and mo​re, as the ho​urs pas​sed, he had be​co​me con​vin​ced that he was right abo​ut the ab​sen​ce of a cer​ta​in ve​hic​le, and its con​nec​ti​on with cer​ta​in events. The idea that the​se events we​re ac​tu​al​ly as​so​ci​ated with a par​ti​cu​lar per​son ma​de even bet​ter sen​se, as far as Alec was con​cer​ned. When you tho​ught abo​ut it, everyt​hing fit​ted to​get​her. And if John was res​pon​sib​le for the man of fli​es, and the Ka​mi​ka​ze crow, and the ki​lo​met​res of mu​ti​la​ted flesh (for wha​te​ver re​ason), then he was pro​bably res​pon​sib​le for the bu​si​ness at Thorn​da​le as well. Why not? It was all part of the pic​tu​re.

    In the cir​cums​tan​ces, Alec didn’t want to think abo​ut what might ha​ve hap​pe​ned to the Har​wo​ods, or that stu​pid girl and her boyf​ri​end. Every ti​me his tho​ughts even to​uc​hed on the su​bj​ect, they ve​ered away aga​in. He wo​uld ha​ve li​ked to be​li​eve that they had re​ac​hed Oak​da​le, or even the high​way, but he had a nasty, sne​aking sus​pi​ci​on that they hadn’t. Af​ter all - he chec​ked his watch - it was ne​arly fi​ve, and they had left be​fo​re two. Three ho​urs ago. If the map had be​en right, they sho​uld ha​ve got to Oak​da​le by now, and sent so​me​one back.

    He cong​ra​tu​la​ted him​self for sta​ying. It had be​en the right thing to do. The kids too - they we​re lucky. Tho​ugh if they had left in the Har​wo​ods’ car, then John wo​uld ha​ve re​ma​ined at Pi​ne Cre​ek. With the rest of them.

    Thank God, tho​ught Alec. Thank God he’s not he​re.

    ‘Ahoy,’ Col sud​denly ob​ser​ved. ‘I’m go​ing to ne​ed so​me help he​re, son.’

    Son. How Alec ha​ted be​ing cal​led ‘son’. But he stop​ped scru​ti​ni​sing the ne​arby bush for a mo​ment and glan​ced over to whe​re Col was fil​ling a gym bag with fi​re​wo​od. They had bro​ught a gym bag and an esky with them on the​ir fi​re​wo​od pat​rol; both re​cep​tac​les had be​en fil​led and emp​ti​ed three ti​mes al​re​ady. They we​re now on the​ir fo​urth swe​ep of the im​me​di​ate area, col​lec​ting dry bark and so​me sprays of gre​enery, as well as sticks and bro​ken bo​ughs, which Alec wo​uld carry back un​der his arm if they we​re too lar​ge for the esky.

    ‘You’re not ta​kin that?’ he sa​id, for Col had lo​ca​ted a blo​ody gre​at log. ‘We can’t mo​ve that!’

    ‘We co​uld bre​ak it up. It’s eaten by ants, lo​ok. It’s hol​low.’

    ‘Yeah, that’s right. So​me sna​ke’s hi​de​away, pro​bably.’

    ‘Doesn’t mat​ter. Gi​ve it a few go​od whacks, we’ll sca​re ’em away.’

    ‘You rec​kon?’ Alec was do​ubt​ful. He had an al​most pat​ho​lo​gi​cal fe​ar of sna​kes.

    ‘Yeah! Gorn. Few go​od thumps with the butt of that thing sho​uld do it.’

    Alec lo​oked aro​und. The sky was blus​hing and the sha​dows we​re long. Birds cal​led to each ot​her in the tre​etops. Al​re​ady the air had co​oled, just a lit​tle, and the pa​le trunks of the eucalypts had ta​ken on a war​mer hue in pre​pa​ra​ti​on for the​ir ra​pidly ap​pro​ac​hing plun​ge in​to dark​ness.

    It wo​uld be eve​ning so​on, and then night​fall. Alec wasn’t lo​oking for​ward to it. He knew, with a kind of glum re​sig​na​ti​on, that he’d be the very last to bag a pla​ce in the sta​ti​on wa​gon. The kids wo​uld ta​ke pre​ce​den​ce, and the​ir mum, and may​be the​ir dad. Col was so old, you co​uldn’t ma​ke him sle​ep on the gro​und - he might bre​ak a hip. Del had her sle​eping bag and Mong​rel his bas​ket.

    Probably only po​or Alec wo​uld find him​self sle​eping on a dog’s blan​ket un​der the stars. He’d ne​ver be​en much in​to cam​ping at the best of ti​mes, and this wasn’t the best of ti​mes. If anyt​hing we​re to hap​pen (and he rep​res​sed his men​tal ima​ges of what that ‘anything’ might be) it wo​uld hap​pen to Alec first.

    Unless he was on gu​ard, of co​ur​se. It oc​cur​red to him, sud​denly, that he might cop the sle​eping bag du​ring Del’s watch, and may​be a pla​ce in the car du​ring Col’s. That was a mo​re che​er​ful pros​pect. He’d for​got​ten abo​ut the watch bill.

    ‘Hey! Dozy!’ Col was ad​dres​sing him. ‘We go​ing to do this, or not?’

    ‘Nah.’

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘It’s get​tin la​te. I don’t wan​na be ta​kin the ma​ga​zi​ne out​ta this gun -’

    ‘Isn’t the sa​fety on?’

    Alec shot his com​pa​ni​on a wit​he​ring glan​ce. As if you co​uld bash a fully lo​aded, eighty-ye​ar-old rif​le aga​inst a log and ex​pect the sa​fety to pro​tect you! Be​si​des, Alec obj​ec​ted to be​ing cal​led ‘dozy’ by so​me​one who wasn’t a ma​te.

    ‘We’ve got eno​ugh,’ he sa​id.

    ‘Del’s got an axe, hasn’t she? A hatc​het? We co​uld bring it back he​re.’

    ‘What’s the po​int? We’ve got eno​ugh.’

    ‘I dun​no.’ Col sho​ok his he​ad. ‘It has to burn all night, son.’

    ‘Son’ aga​in. Alec sig​hed. Cle​arly the​re was no po​int trying to ar​gue with the stub​born old bas​tard. ‘All right,’ Alec sa​id. ‘But I’ve got​ta ta​ke a pee, first. Co​uld you hold on to this whi​le I do it?’

    ‘Oh. Right.’

    ‘Won’t be a se​cond.’

    Though he was re​luc​tant to hand over his pre​ci​o​us .303, Alec didn’t ha​ve a cho​ice. He was burs​ting. But he cho​se his spot ca​re​ful​ly, ma​king su​re that he co​uld see over the scre​en of high grass aro​und him, and that Col was watc​hing his back. He was so in​tent on his sur​ro​un​dings, in fact, that at first he didn’t no​ti​ce what was hap​pe​ning at his fe​et.

    It was the no​ise that aler​ted him. Not the pat​ter of flu​id on dry sand but a his​sing, splut​te​ring so​und that ma​de him think of a frying pan. That was the ima​ge that pop​ped in​to his he​ad:

    Janine frying ba​con.

    Frowning, he drop​ped his ga​ze.

    And yel​led.

    ‘Shit!’ 
    The earth was ste​aming. It was ac​tu​al​ly ste​aming whe​re his uri​ne had hit it. Not only that, but the​re we​re bub​bles of uri​ne dan​cing on its sur​fa​ce, li​ke but​ter fiz​zing on a grid​dle.

    ‘Shit!’ he cri​ed aga​in, stumb​ling back​wards. He re​ali​sed, then, that Col must ha​ve drop​ped the gun. The old man was bent over, ret​ri​eving it, as Alec fumb​led with his fly.

    ‘What?’ sa​id Col. ‘What?!’

    ‘Gimme that!’

    ‘What hap​pe​ned?’ Col was so shoc​ked and con​fu​sed that he sur​ren​de​red the rif​le wit​ho​ut a sing​le pro​test, tho​ugh Alec snatc​hed at it ru​dely.

    ‘Let’s get out of he​re,’ sa​id Alec.

    ‘Why?’

    ‘Something hap​pe​ned.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Let’s just go, okay?’ Alec’s he​art​be​at was ra​cing. He knew,in his guts, that it was star​ting aga​in. Okay, it hadn’t be​en much. Okay, it might ha​ve be​en so​me sort of pe​cu​li​ar na​tu​ral phe​no​me​non. But Alec didn’t think so. He had a fe​el for the​se things now. ‘Co​me on!’ he cri​ed. ‘Let’s go, eh? Pick up the pa​ce.’

    ‘I wish you’d exp​la​in . . .’

    ‘Later.’

    Alec wasn’t su​re exactly what he was trying to es​ca​pe from. He co​uld see not​hing unu​su​al, tho​ugh it was hard to ke​ep yo​ur eyes pe​eled when you we​re on the run. Bus​hes dan​ced, the earth whe​eled, branc​hes slap​ped at his fa​ce. He was ma​king too much no​ise - he re​ali​sed that - but he co​uldn’t help him​self. Only by slo​wing down wo​uld he stop kic​king sto​nes and cras​hing thro​ugh de​ad sticks, and he didn’t want to slow down.

    Col pan​ted along be​hind, bur​de​ned by the gym bag and the esky,unab​le to mo​ve too fast wit​ho​ut lo​sing half his lo​ad.Tho​ugh Alec’s rif​le was a he​avy en​cumb​ran​ce, it wasn’t ne​arly as awk​ward to hand​le as the esky. Alec had to ke​ep stop​ping or he wo​uld ha​ve lost sight of Col.

    ‘You watch whe​re you’re go​ing,’ the old man co​ug​hed. ‘Do you know whe​re you’re go​ing?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘You got the sa​fety on the​re?’

    Alec didn’t bot​her to reply. They we​re get​ting clo​ser now; al​re​ady he co​uld he​ar vo​ices. Kids’ vo​ices. As he drew ne​arer, pus​hing his way north​ward along the wo​oded bank of Pi​ne Cre​ek, he re​ali​sed that the vo​ices con​ta​ined an ed​ge of hyste​ria - a kind of shrill, dis​ma​yed qu​ality. His stri​de qu​ic​ke​ned.

    When he fi​nal​ly ca​ught sight of the ot​hers (from a dis​tan​ce, thro​ugh the tre​es) he auto​ma​ti​cal​ly co​un​ted them - one, two, three, fo​ur, fi​ve. And six. The lit​tle kid was in the car, thank God. The red T-shirt was Lin​da’s, and she was cro​uc​hed next to the boy, Pe​ter. He se​emed to be the cent​re of at​ten​ti​on, from what Alec co​uld see. Even Del had her hand on his arm.

    They all lo​oked up when they he​ard Alec, the​ir ta​ut exp​res​si​ons re​la​xing on​ce they ca​ught sight of him.

    ‘You right?’ he gas​ped.

    ‘Alec.’ No​el he​aved a sigh. He sa​id to Lo​u​ise: ‘It’s only Alec.’

    ‘What’s wrong?’ Puf​fing and blo​wing, Alec sen​sed that he was pro​bably red in the fa​ce. He cer​ta​inly felt hot aro​und the gills. ‘Is so​met​hing wrong?’

    ‘Where’s Col?’ Lin​da wan​ted to know, and Alec po​in​ted.

    ‘Back the​re. See?’

    ‘Oh.’

    ‘It so​un​ded li​ke so​me​one . . . li​ke so​me​one was up​set,’ Alec whe​ezed, and ca​ught the si​de​long glan​ces. Pe​ter rub​bed his no​se, his he​ad lo​we​red. No​el sa​id: ‘Pe​ter got a bit of a fright.’

    ‘He saw bo​nes!’ Lo​u​ise blur​ted out. ‘In the gro​und!’

    ‘They we​re ro​ots, dar​ling,’ her mot​her cor​rec​ted. ‘He tho​ught they we​re bo​nes, but they we​re just ro​ots.’

    ‘No.’ Pe​ter’s vo​ice wob​bled. He ra​ised his he​ad aga​in, and Alec no​ti​ced that his eyes we​re blo​ods​hot, his eye​lids inf​la​med. ‘They we​re ro​ots, but they lo​oked li​ke bo​nes. Li​ke the bo​nes you see in arc​ha​e​olo​gi​cal ex​ca​va​ti​ons. Just for a se​cond I tho​ught they we​re bo​nes, so I stop​ped and lo​oked -’

    ‘But they we​re re​al​ly ro​ots,’ Lin​da fi​nis​hed in firm, re​as​su​ring ac​cents. ‘I saw them. That’s all they we​re.’

    ‘But they mo​ved!’

    ‘They co​uldn’t ha​ve.’

    ‘They did! ’

    ‘It’s all right, pet.’ Lin​da twi​ned her arms aro​und his neck and pres​sed her temp​le aga​inst his. ‘You’re ti​red. It’s get​ting dark. I’m su​re it was not​hing.’

    ‘But they writ​hed,’ Pe​ter mo​aned, his vo​ice crac​king. ‘They writ​hed in the dirt, li​ke worms or so​met​hing!’

    ‘Hang on,’ sa​id Alec. He didn’t li​ke the so​und of this. ‘Whe​re we​re they? The​se ro​ots?’

    ‘Just over the​re.’ It was No​el who ans​we​red, ges​tu​ring to​wards the cre​ek. ‘See whe​re that tree’s gro​wing, on the ed​ge of the drop?’

    ‘It was not​hing.’ Lin​da fi​xed Alec with a me​na​cing glo​wer. Don’t you da​re, it se​emed to say. Don’t you da​re ma​ke a thing out of this.

    But she was lo​oking at the wrong per​son.

    ‘Well that’s funny,’ Col sud​denly dec​la​red. He had jo​ined them at last, af​ter drop​ping the esky and the gym bag with a re​so​un​ding thud. ‘We ca​me te​aring back he​re li​ke rab​bits be​ca​use this blo​ke rec​ko​ned he saw so​met​hing. Wo​uldn’t tell me what it was, tho​ugh.’

    Everyone ex​cept Lin​da tur​ned to pe​er at Alec. (Lin​da was scow​ling at Col.) Alec fo​und him​self flus​hing be​ca​use he didn’t want to talk abo​ut his uri​ne. ‘It was just we​ird,’ he mumb​led. ‘So​met​hing we​ird hap​pe​ned.’

    ‘When he stop​ped for a pee,’ Col ap​pen​ded.

    ‘Look, it do​esn’t mat​ter what it was!’ Alec exc​la​imed, fu​ri​o​us with the old bug​ger. (They’d be thin​king it was all abo​ut his dick now.) ‘Just ta​ke my word, it wasn’t nor​mal! Okay? Which me​ans we sho​uld all get in the blo​ody car!’

    ‘Oh no.’ No​el grab​bed his son’s sho​ul​ders as Lin​da stra​igh​te​ned, his​sing thro​ugh her te​eth. ‘You don’t think this is anyt​hing to do with ...with what hap​pe​ned be​fo​re . . .?’

    ‘You wan​na ta​ke a chan​ce?’ Alec re​tor​ted. ‘Be​ca​use I don’t.’

    ‘But din​ner’s al​most re​ady . . .’

    Alec rol​led his eyes. He co​uldn’t be​li​eve the​se pe​op​le, so​me​ti​mes - they we​re li​ke ost​ric​hes. Sud​denly Del se​emed to snap out of her tran​ce.

    ‘I’ll ta​ke ca​re of the fo​od,’ she sa​id briskly to No​el. ‘Yiz can put them kids in the car.’

    ‘But -’

    ‘Gorn. You too, Col. In the car. Alec, watch me back.’

    ‘Right.’

    ‘I’m gun​na sto​ke up that fi​re. Re​al​ly pi​le it on. Ni​ce big bon​fi​re sho​uld help sca​re away the nas​ti​es.’

    Alec ag​re​ed; it co​uldn’t pos​sibly hurt. Re​mem​be​ring the hund​reds of war mo​vi​es he’d se​en, he po​si​ti​oned him​self ap​prop​ri​ately (gun-butt wed​ged un​der his arm​pit, legs apart, kne​es slightly bent) and scan​ned the pe​rip​hery of the​ir lit​tle cle​aring. Out of the cor​ner of his eye, he ca​ught a glimp​se of Pe​ter, who​se pa​rents we​re bund​ling him in​to the old Ford. The kid was lo​oking back, trying to at​tract Alec’s at​ten​ti​on.

    But Alec was busy. He had a job to do. Whi​le Del grab​bed gre​at lumps of wo​od and he​aved them in​to the fi​re, Alec had to -

    Whoomp!

    He spun aro​und just in ti​me to see the fla​mes le​ap up, ro​aring. It was as if Del had do​used them with a tank of ke​ro​se​ne. They al​most sin​ged the le​aves that dang​led high abo​ve them; they did sin​ge the ha​ir that tumb​led over Del’s fo​re​he​ad.

    She stag​ge​red back​wards, shi​el​ding her fa​ce.

    ‘Aaagh! Christ!’

    ‘Del! What - ?’

    ‘One pi​ece of wo​od!’ she cri​ed. ‘It was just one pi​ece of wo​od!’

    

    

CHAPTER 18 
    

    He was flat on his belly, and pi​ning for a drink. He co​uld he​ar the ot​hers, but he co​uldn’t see them. This ti​me the vo​ices we​re qu​ite cle​ar and un​mis​ta​kab​le - not li​ke tho​se ot​her no​ises he’d he​ard on the way. The wind, they must ha​ve be​en, or dis​tant bird calls; his he​art had be​en in his thro​at at le​ast a do​zen ti​mes, be​ca​use his ears we​re ac​ting up. Per​haps he was a bit dehyd​ra​ted. Per​haps he had a to​uch of sunst​ro​ke. What ever the re​ason, he had be​en tor​men​ted by the be​li​ef that he was be​ing pur​su​ed by fa​int cri​es and pla​in​ti​ve mur​murs, car​ri​ed on a fit​ful bre​eze.

    It had slo​wed him down a lot.

    At first he’d be​en af​ra​id that he had mes​sed up, so​mew​he​re - that so​me​one was still ali​ve. Not​hing wo​uld ha​ve surp​ri​sed him, af​ter that mud cre​atu​re. And he had to ad​mit that his he​ad wasn’t as cle​ar as it sho​uld ha​ve be​en; he co​uld easily ha​ve mis​sed a vi​tal sign. Li​ke the old man’s pul​se, for ins​tan​ce, tho​ugh he had po​un​ded that sil​very he​ad to pulp with a rock as, be​si​de them, the wo​man lay mo​aning.That had be​en a stro​ke of luck,the way she’d still be​en on her back li​ke that. It had ma​de things ni​ce and easy. The old man had sent him off to find wo​od for a stretc​her, and he’d re​tur​ned with the rock. Thump, thump! A pi​ece of piss, with the old man han​ging over his wi​fe, his back to the cre​ek, li​ke he was as​king to be at​tac​ked. Li​ke the mud cre​atu​re had ne​ver ap​pe​ared.

    The wi​fe had be​en simp​le too. A few sharp thrusts with his kni​fe, and the job was do​ne. Then the rock aga​in, just to ma​ke su​re. But he’d be​en in a hurry, glan​cing over his sho​ul​der, watc​hing for any signs of dis​tur​ban​ce in the bog. May​be, for that re​ason, he hadn’t be​en as tho​ro​ugh as he sho​uld ha​ve be​en. May​be he hadn’t do​ne it right.

    That was un​li​kely, tho​ugh. It was mo​re li​kely that tho​se twit​te​ring, wind​born vo​ices hadn’t be​lon​ged to the he​re and now. Per​haps Gra​ce was trying to get in​si​de his he​ad aga​in. She was cer​ta​inly clo​sing in. Had she tho​ught him de​fen​ce​less? He had left his gun be​hind, but not his kni​fe. The kni​fe was strap​ped to his calf, even now. He wasn’t stu​pid. He had be​en ca​re​ful - al​ways ca​re​ful. It was the only way. She had tri​ed to pa​nic him, down in that bog, but she hadn’t suc​ce​eded. Not to the po​int whe​re he’d lost his po​wers of re​ason.

    He had even tho​ught abo​ut drag​ging the bo​di​es in​to the mud af​ter​wards. The car had al​most di​sap​pe​ared. Why not two bo​di​es? The tro​ub​le was, he had wan​ted to get away. And the yup​pie and the slag - what if they had es​ca​ped in the me​an​ti​me? It had be​en vi​tal to catch up with them. To get rid of them.

    Besides, no one wo​uld ever find the bo​di​es. That bitch on whe​els had na​iled it down. She had sus​sed it so​me​how; she had ar​ti​cu​la​ted his fe​elings al​most be​fo​re they’d ta​ken sha​pe. What if we can’t ever get out? That was what she had sa​id. What if we can’t ever get out? What are we go​ing to do, li​ve li​ke Abo​ri​gi​nes? 
    The words had hit him li​ke a blin​ding flash, hur​ting his eyes. God, he had se​en it all! The days un​fol​ding, the fo​od supply dwind​ling, the fru​it​less ligh​ting of sig​nal fi​res, the se​arch for wa​ter, the fa​iled at​tempts at catc​hing and co​oking a red kan​ga​roo. And the kids wo​uld get first pick of everyt​hing, and a se​arch party wo​uld be sent out full of ab​le-bo​di​ed men - li​ke him​self - and me​anw​hi​le Gra​ce wo​uld se​arch him out, pin him down, tor​tu​re and tor​ment him and fi​nal​ly star​ve him to de​ath. Un​less he ate them all, one by one? But that wo​uldn’t work. They wo​uld-n’t ke​ep. Un​less the me​at was dri​ed, and he didn’t know how to do that.

    Still, he was on top of the si​tu​ati​on. He un​ders​to​od that he had to mo​ve be​fo​re an​yo​ne el​se did. If he to​ok ad​van​ta​ge of the​ir be​wil​der​ment and dis​be​li​ef now, be​fo​re they wo​ke up to them​sel​ves, he’d ha​ve the ad​van​ta​ge.

    He wo​uld al​so ha​ve the gun, the fo​od, the wa​ter - even the sle​eping bag. And his chan​ces of sur​vi​val wo​uld imp​ro​ve im​me​asu​rably as a re​sult.

    That was why he had kil​led the Har​wo​ods. And the yup​pie too, and the slag. He had be​en wan​ting to kill the slag sin​ce he had first la​id eyes on her, so that had be​en no prob​lem. He’d wal​ked right up to her and gi​ven her a belt ac​ross the no​se, the way he of​ten had with Gra​ce. He’d be​en ab​le to ta​ke his ti​me, be​ca​use she was ba​re​fo​ot, and shoc​ked, and didn’t know what day it was, the stu​pid cunt. The yup​pie too, tho​ugh the yup​pie had be​en hard work. Stron​ger than you’d ha​ve tho​ught - even af​ter his thro​at was cut. Blo​od gus​hing out, all over everyt​hing. And no wa​ter to cle​an up with af​ter​wards.

    So how to get rid of the rest?

    It wo​uld be hard. The​re we​re so many of them, and they had a gun. They al​so had a dog; he co​uld he​ar it bar​king as he lay in the dirt, with ants craw​ling up in​to his col​lar and fli​es samp​ling his swe​at. The dog ma​de him think of Mul​let, and his bre​at​hing qu​ic​ke​ned. He clo​sed his eyes, for an ins​tant. Fuc​king Mul​let. Fuc​king dog. He wo​uld ta​ke gre​at de​light in throt​tling that no​isy dog up ahe​ad, and it wo​uld ha​ve to be do​ne first. First the dog, be​ca​use dogs pay at​ten​ti​on. They we​re easi​er to in​ha​bit too. (Gra​ce had a grip on every dog ever born.) Then who​ever had the gun. If he co​uld get hold of the gun, it wo​uld be easy. He co​uld po​lish off the rest in a few mi​nu​tes, pro​vi​ded he had the am​mu​ni​ti​on to do it. And if he didn’t ha​ve the am​mu​ni​ti​on . . . well, the​re was al​ways the kni​fe. His kni​fe. He was itc​hing to get his hands on that mad old cunt who ow​ned the gun. As for the rest, they we​re de​ad al​re​ady. They wo​uld ne​ver sur​vi​ve; he wo​uld be do​ing them a fa​vo​ur. Es​pe​ci​al​ly if they we​re the only ones left in this world.

    It lo​oked as if they might all be in Gra​ce’s world now.

    He win​ced be​ca​use of the pa​in in his he​ad. He was so ti​red - he hadn’t slept in two nights. Last night he had dri​ven and dri​ven, wit​ho​ut get​ting anyw​he​re. The night be​fo​re had be​en even wor​se. No sle​ep, and Gra​ce was still ali​ve then. He had skul​ked abo​ut in the dark, drag​ging de​ad dogs aro​und. Dogs. It al​ways ca​me down to dogs.

    He had bro​ught ba​it for this dog, all wrap​ped up in the yup​pie’s jac​ket. The fli​es had fo​und it, of co​ur​se; they we​re ma​king so much no​ise that he was al​most af​ra​id the dog wo​uld he​ar them. One go​od thing, tho​ugh; the fli​es we​re so busy with his ba​it that they we​ren’t too fus​sed abo​ut him. He wasn’t the ma​in tar​get, for on​ce, so that was anot​her bo​nus. He was ple​ased with him​self, re​al​ly - ple​ased with his own fo​ret​ho​ught. Des​pi​te everyt​hing, he co​uld still think. Still plan. His muzzy bra​in was still wor​king, al​be​it in fits and starts. It was his de​fen​ce aga​inst the dark re​alm, alt​ho​ugh he didn’t qu​ite know what he was go​ing to do next. Ex​cept wa​it un​til dark, of co​ur​se. Dark​ness wo​uld shi​eld him. Un​less she was hol​ding back the night as well.

    He co​uld smell smo​ke, and so​met​hing el​se. Fo​od. The spicy aro​ma bro​ught te​ars to his eyes. They we​re fuc​king eating, the bas​tards! Eating co​oked fo​od! Whi​le he lay in the dirt li​ke a fuc​king go​an​na, be​ing de​vo​ured by in​sects! It was so wrong. So wrong. It was li​ke they wan​ted to tor​ment him, the way Gra​ce had. She must ha​ve spent all day thin​king up ways of tor​tu​ring him: his boss, his ha​emor​rho​ids, even his he​adac​hes. For all he knew, she had fed him tho​se he​adac​hes. Every night, lo​vingly, as she ser​ved him up his mas​hed po​ta​to. (His te​eth too. His dodgy te​eth.) He wo​uld be swe​ating when he wal​ked thro​ugh the do​or of an eve​ning, kno​wing that she wo​uld be the​re, ar​med and re​ady

    - ready to push his but​tons. She did it every ti​me. It had got to the po​int whe​re she only had to open her mo​uth and it was li​ke a hot wi​re in his guts.

    She’d ha​ted him, and tri​ed to dest​roy him. That was what no one co​uld pos​sibly un​ders​tand. Everyt​hing go​od abo​ut his li​fe, she had ta​ken away. Every trip to the pub - ru​ined. Every Sun​day night mo​vie - ru​ined. She had ru​ined everyt​hing, de​li​be​ra​tely, with ma​li​ce. (An age-old hat​red?) He’d had to get rid of his dogs, be​ca​use of her kid. All of them ex​cept Mul​let, who’d be​en a was​te of fuc​king spa​ce in the end. And when he’d tri​ed to fight back, the witch-doc​tor stuff had star​ted. She had bent the who​le world to her will.

    Then the ap​pal​ling truth hit him. He had re​le​ased her. He had fre​ed her po​wer. Only now, un​fet​te​red by flesh, co​uld she com​mand the for​ces of na​tu​re. She had ma​de him do it, de​li​be​ra​tely. She had cal​led down the hatc​het, the bul​let, the kni​fe upon her​self. It had be​en her plan all along.

    He fo​und him​self bi​ting the dust as he tho​ught abo​ut it. Bi​ting down hard, and le​aving to​oth marks in the crac​ked so​il. His mo​uth was full of dirt. He spat, and his no​se ran. Te​ars spur​ted from his eyes.

    She’s not go​ing to win, he tho​ught. Wha​te​ver this is that she’s co​oked up, she and her fuc​king an​ces​tor spi​rits (he re​mem​be​red them; they had ha​un​ted her dre​ams, or so she sa​id) well, he wasn’t go​ing to buck​le. She ex​pec​ted him to be we​ak, but he wasn’t we​ak. He wo​uld fight. He wo​uld win. He wo​uld not be held hos​ta​ge by the we​ak​ness of ot​hers - if it re​al​ly was we​ak​ness. Tho​se ot​hers might just be lu​res. Ba​its. She might be trying to get un​der his skin, with lit​tle girls in pretty dres​ses.

    She tho​ught she had him, but she didn’t. He co​uld be just as to​ugh as she was. He didn’t ha​ve a cho​ice.

    Somehow, he wo​uld smash her. Be​at her. Sha​ke her lo​ose.

    The qu​es​ti​on was, How?

    They we​re eating tin​ned Irish stew, tin​ned pe​as, and the last of the wa​ter bis​cu​its. The​re wasn’t a lot to go aro​und. As dusk set​tled and the stars ca​me out, they stuf​fed the me​al down the​ir thro​ats une​asily, so​me sit​ting hud​dled in the car, so​me squ​at​ting by the fi​re.

    Though bri​efly dist​rac​ted by the smell of sa​vo​ury be​ef - and an of​fer of dog bis​cu​its - Mong​rel had be​gun to bark aga​in. It wasn’t a fran​tic or con​ti​nu​o​us so​und. It was the so​und of a dog not en​ti​rely happy abo​ut so​met​hing, who was spas​mo​di​cal​ly vo​icing his qu​alms. Pe​ter fo​und him​self pa​ying clo​se at​ten​ti​on to Mong​rel. In fact ever​yo​ne sat very qu​i​etly, mo​ni​to​ring the dog’s to​ne and pitch. Sho​uld his yaps be​co​me shor​ter, shar​per and hig​her, it wo​uld be an in​di​ca​ti​on of ap​pro​ac​hing pe​ril.

    That, at le​ast, was the uns​po​ken ag​re​ement.

    Peter was sit​ting in the back se​at of the sta​ti​on wa​gon. He had be​en or​de​red to stay the​re sin​ce the in​ci​dent of the le​aping fla​mes; he and his sis​ters had all be​en con​fi​ned to the car. They wo​uld be sle​eping in the car too, squ​as​hed to​get​her in the back, whi​le the​ir pa​rents bed​ded down on the se​ats. If an​yo​ne had to go to the to​ilet, he or she wo​uld be do​ing it wit​hin sight of the car.

    Del wasn’t ta​king any chan​ces.

    ‘Maybe we’re all mad,’ she’d sa​id. ‘May​be we’re ha​vin hal​lu​ci​na​ti​ons. But as far as I’m con​cer​ned, we’re bet​ter off sa​fe than sorry.’

    Peter won​de​red if he had be​en hal​lu​ci​na​ting. No one el​se had se​en the ro​ots mo​ve. No one el​se had be​en lo​oking, of co​ur​se, but the fact is that when his mot​her ran up - drawn by Pe​ter’s scre​ams - the ro​ots had re​ver​ted to the​ir nor​mal ap​pe​aran​ce. Whi​te ro​ots po​king thro​ugh red so​il. Not bo​nes. Not ser​pents. Ro​ots.

    Could he ha​ve se​en so​met​hing that wasn’t re​al​ly the​re?

    It didn’t se​em li​kely. Pe​op​le suf​fe​ring from ex​po​su​re, from hun​ger and thirst and ex​ha​us​ti​on, of​ten hal​lu​ci​na​ted. He knew that. But so far, he wasn’t all that hungry or thirsty, and he hadn’t be​en for​ced to en​du​re any ext​re​me tem​pe​ra​tu​res. He hadn’t even be​en par​ti​cu​larly sca​red, be​fo​re he saw tho​se ro​ots twis​ting and wrig​gling, be​ca​use things se​emed to ha​ve be​co​me nor​mal aga​in. He had be​en an​xi​o​us, yes - not sca​red.

    He was sca​red now, tho​ugh. Very, very sca​red. He fo​und it hard to chew and swal​low be​ca​use his jaw musc​les we​re stiff and his mo​uth was dry. Even Ro​sie was unc​ha​rac​te​ris​ti​cal​ly qu​i​et, sen​sing the ten​si​on aro​und her. Grim-fa​ced, Lin​da and No​el cle​aned the dis​hes with Lin​da’s Wet Wi​pes, be​ca​use they didn’t want to was​te wa​ter. Col kept sho​vel​ling wo​od and bark on​to the fi​re, which be​ha​ved er​ra​ti​cal​ly, so​me​ti​mes fla​ring up for no ap​pa​rent re​ason. Alec was crad​ling Del’s lit​tle hatc​het, Del ha​ving de​man​ded cus​tody of her gun. He lo​oked so​me​how in​comp​le​te wit​ho​ut the rif​le, and ext​re​mely ner​vo​us. He kept stan​ding up and sit​ting down aga​in.

    ‘What’ll we do with the​se empty tins?’ Lin​da in​qu​ired, spe​aking softly. ‘Will we ne​ed them? Shall I cle​an them, or chuck them?’

    ‘Hang on to ’em,’ Del mur​mu​red. ‘Just in ca​se it ra​ins.’

    ‘Same with this bot​tle, I s’po​se?’

    ‘Yeah.’

    ‘Wait.’ Alec was on his fe​et, hatc​het dang​ling from his fist. ‘Is it a glass bot​tle?’

    ‘No,’ Lin​da rep​li​ed. ‘It’s plas​tic. A wa​ter bot​tle. Why?’

    Alec sur​ve​yed the sur​ro​un​ding bush, which was be​co​ming lost in sha​dow as night fell. Then, lo​we​ring his he​ad and his vo​ice, he ad​dres​sed Del.

    ‘Molotov cock​ta​ils,’ he ras​ped.

    ‘Eh?’

    ‘Molotov cock​ta​ils. You know. We co​uld use the ke​ro​se​ne. Pet​rol, may​be.’

    ‘Ya rec​kon?’ sa​id Del, lo​oking do​ubt​ful, and Col as​ked scep​ti​cal​ly if Alec had ever ma​de one of ‘them things’.

    ‘Well no, but -’

    ‘You don’t mess aro​und with pet​rol and ligh​ted rags,’ Col his​sed. ‘Not un​less you know what you’re do​ing.’

    ‘Still,’ Del sa​id tho​ught​ful​ly, ‘may​be a co​up​la cans of ke​ro​se​ne wit​hin re​ach wo​uldn’t hurt . . .’

    Then Mong​rel bar​ked, three ti​mes. Ever​yo​ne fell si​lent. The​re was a long pa​use.

    Peter won​de​red if ke​ro​se​ne - or even bul​lets - wo​uld ha​ve any ef​fect on wha​te​ver it was that thre​ate​ned them. If it was John, well, may​be. (Unless he was a sor​ce​rer, ab​le to re​pel bul​lets?) If it was so​met​hing el​se, so​met​hing spaw​ned by the Net​her World, the​ir only ho​pe was the kind of po​wer in​ves​ted in amu​lets, crystals, sac​red obj​ects ...cros​ses, may​be? It oc​cur​red to him that Del might be we​aring a cross, but he co​uldn’t bring him​self to ra​ise the su​bj​ect.

    He simply co​uldn’t push the words out of his mo​uth.

    He watc​hed his mot​her walk over to the camp-sto​ve, pick up the bot​tle of ke​ro​se​ne, and start po​uring its con​tents in​to one of her empty tins. No​el jo​ined her, and they struck up a con​ver​sa​ti​on that was pitc​hed far too low for an​yo​ne el​se to he​ar. They se​emed to be ar​gu​ing.

    Alec and Del we​re al​so ar​gu​ing, mut​te​ring to​get​her abo​ut sip​ho​ning pet​rol for pet​rol bombs. Alec wan​ted to do it. Del didn’t - she po​in​ted out that the few drops left in the tank might trans​port them a short dis​tan​ce if the ne​ed aro​se. (‘And it might, you know,’ she grow​led. ‘It blo​ody might.’) Alec was trying to exp​la​in his stra​tegy, and Del was over​ri​ding him by po​in​ting out that it was her car, her pet​rol, when Mong​rel be​gan to bark aga​in.

    This ti​me the dog sprang to his fe​et. His vol​ley of yelps was ur​gent, and full of alarm; he pad​ded for​ward, his eyes ap​pa​rently fi​xed on a dis​tant spot in the dark​ness. Pe​ter co​uld only see the back of him - a ta​il and hind​qu​ar​ters in the flic​ke​ring fi​re​light - but no​ti​ced even from a dis​tan​ce that his hack​les had ri​sen.

    Del ro​se too.

    ‘Get in the car,’ she sa​id. ‘Lin​da? Get in the car. Who’s the​re? Hey! Who is it?’ 
    Cowering in his se​at, Pe​ter was as​to​nis​hed at Del’s bra​very. She ac​tu​al​ly ad​van​ced, ra​ising her gun un​til the butt was nest​led aga​inst her arm​pit, drop​ping her he​ad un​til she was squ​in​ting in​to the te​les​co​pic sight. Mong​rel’s who​le body sho​ok with every

    bark.

    ‘Get me a torch!’ Del snap​ped. ‘Col! Get me a torch!’

    ‘You’re not go​ing out the​re?’ Lin​da squ​e​aked. By this ti​me she was in the car, tho​ugh No​el was still ho​ve​ring out​si​de, as if he wan​ted to be use​ful. Pe​ter wis​hed he wo​uld jump in and shut the do​or.

    ‘Dad!’ cri​ed Lo​u​ise. ‘Co​me on!’

    Col was scrab​bling aro​und in the pi​le of rags and pots and plas​tic ne​ar the fi​re. From the tang​led folds of a swe​ats​hirt he pro​du​ced Del’s big oran​ge torch, which he im​me​di​ately tur​ned on. The be​am wasn’t too bright, not even af​ter he’d sha​ken it. ‘Bat​te​ri​es must be low,’ No​el mut​te​red.

    ‘Noel! Will you get in?’ Lin​da cri​ed, but ins​te​ad No​el cal​led to Del.

    ‘Del! The keys!’ he exc​la​imed.

    ‘Alec. Car keys,’ sa​id Del, wit​ho​ut mo​ving a musc​le. ‘They’re in me poc​ket.’

    Peter re​ali​sed what his fat​her was trying to do. If anyt​hing hap​pe​ned, and No​el had the keys, he wo​uld be ab​le to dri​ve them away - at le​ast for as long as the pet​rol held out. Both Alec and Col we​re now be​si​de Del, Col stan​ding with the torch, Alec on one knee, fumb​ling in the poc​ket of Del’s baggy old pants.

    He withd​rew a jang​ling set of keys and tos​sed it at No​el, clim​bing to his fe​et as he did so. The keys flas​hed in the fi​re​light.

    Noel ca​ught them.

    ‘Okay,’ he sa​id, sli​ding in​to the dri​ver’s se​at. His do​or slam​med. It was very dark in​si​de the car; Pe​ter co​uld see only the glit​ter of a mo​ist eye he​re, the she​en of a gre​asy no​se the​re. He co​uld fe​el Lo​u​ise sha​king be​si​de him. He co​uld he​ar his fa​mily bre​at​hing. He co​uld smell body odo​ur.

    Outside, in the circ​le of fi​re​light, everyt​hing was cle​arly vi​sib​le: Mong​rel’s qu​ive​ring ta​il, the swe​at patc​hes on Alec’s T-shirt, the dust on the se​at of Del’s pants.

    ‘Whoever you are,’ she yel​led, ‘you’d bet​ter co​me out he​re with yo​ur hands up!’

    ‘Oh my God,’ Lin​da whis​pe​red, co​ve​ring her ears.

    ‘I’ll co​unt to three! ’ The bar​rel of Del’s gun mo​ved, swe​eping slowly ac​ross her fi​eld of fi​re. ‘One!’ 
    Col cast her a wor​ri​ed lo​ok. His hands must ha​ve be​en sha​king, be​ca​use the be​am of the oran​ge torch bo​un​ced up and down.

    ‘Two!’ 
    They all he​ard it now: a dis​tant snap, which ca​used Mong​rel to yap fre​ne​ti​cal​ly, his front paws pus​hing him off the gro​und. Then he sur​ged for​ward.

    ‘Three!’ 
    The bar​rel of the Lee En​fi​eld swung to​wards the sky, and the​re was a sharp, de​afe​ning re​tort. The Fer​gu​sons jum​ped. They scre​amed. Alec cri​ed: ‘You’re was​tin the fuc​kin am​mo!’

    ‘Warnin shot.’

    ‘Fuck that! We can’t spa​re it!’

    ‘Watch the dog!’ Col exc​la​imed. Mong​rel was le​aping away from them on stif​fe​ned legs, chur​ning up dust, bar​king li​ke a mac​hi​ne.

    ‘Mongrel!’ Del baw​led. ‘He​el! Mong​rel!’ 
    Mongrel ig​no​red her. The dog was skip​ping si​de​ways, as if plot​ting the pas​sa​ge of so​met​hing that was on the mo​ve. Pe​ter co​uldn’t he​ar any fo​ots​teps or rust​ling, be​ca​use the bar​king was so lo​ud. Be​si​des, he was too far away from the ac​ti​on, shut up as he was in Del’s car, be​hind clo​sed win​dows. But wha​te​ver was out the​re, among the tre​es, it had to be co​ming clo​ser. You co​uld tell that, just from the timb​re of Mong​rel’s yelps. The dis​tan​ce

    between the dog and his mas​ter was wi​de​ning.

    ‘Shit,’ No​el bre​at​hed.

    Click, click. Ins​tinc​ti​vely, Pe​ter knew what that so​und was. Tho​ugh he hadn’t be​en lo​oking at Del (his at​ten​ti​on had be​en fo​cu​sed on Mong​rel) he knew that he had just he​ard her re​lo​ad. She was stri​ding for​ward, ta​king aim.

    ‘Bring the torch,’ she inst​ruc​ted.

    ‘Eh?’ Col sta​red at her, blankly.

    ‘Alec, stay he​re. Ke​ep an eye out.’

    ‘What?’ 
    ‘Mongrel! Git​tim!’ 
    ‘Del, fuck it, are you crazy?’ Alec pro​tes​ted. No​el gro​aned ‘Oh no’ as Mong​rel bo​un​ded off in​to the night, still bar​king.

    ‘I can get ’im!’ Del in​sis​ted. ‘It’s so​me blo​ke out the​re!’

    ‘Del -’

    ‘It’s all right! Mong​rel’s got ’im na​iled, lis​ten!’

    ‘Del!’ 
    But with a firm ‘Torch, Col!’ she marc​hed off, for​cing Col to pur​sue her. Pe​ter re​ali​sed that he was whim​pe​ring, and swal​lo​wed to ma​ke him​self stop. Mong​rel’s no​isy war​nings we​re still audib​le; the be​am of Del’s torch was ret​re​ating from the camp​si​te, wa​ve​ring and flas​hing as it ra​ked the bush for fo​otp​rints, scuff marks, bro​ken branc​hes - even the flash of a buck​le or the gle​am of an eye. Col him​self was no lon​ger vi​sib​le.

    ‘She’s mad! Mad!’ No​el sa​id bro​kenly.

    ‘Shhh!’ Lin​da was stra​ining to he​ar. Alec had bac​ked up, step by step, un​til he was le​vel with the camp-sto​ve. Pe​ter saw him sto​op and pick up Del’s hatc​het, wrenc​hing his ga​ze from Mong​rel’s lo​ca​ti​on. (The dog’s ear-split​ting yelps hel​ped ever​yo​ne to pin​po​int that with so​me ac​cu​racy.)

    ‘Turn on the he​ad​lights!’ Lin​da scre​ec​hed, and No​el obe​yed. A clus​ter of tree-trunks le​apt out of the dark​ness, each shred of bark and hard-edged le​af cle​arly il​lu​mi​na​ted aga​inst the murk be​yond. But it didn’t help much. Del’s car was fa​cing in the wrong di​rec​ti​on.

    ‘Mummy! Mummy! Mummy!’ It was Lo​u​ise spe​aking, not Ro​sie. Alec ban​ged on Lo​u​ise’s win​dow, ca​using her to jump.

    ‘Let me in!’ His vo​ice was muf​fled by glass. ‘Let me in!’ 
    ‘But -’

    ‘MOVE OVER!’ 
    Then they he​ard the ot​her no​ise - a cras​hing thud,so​me dis​tan​ce away from the bob​bing light and bar​king dog.

    Col he​ard the no​ise too. It frigh​te​ned him so much that he ne​arly drop​ped the torch; spot​lit sand and fo​li​age dan​ced cra​zily as he ca​ught the damn thing be​fo​re it hit the gro​und.

    ‘What the hell...?’

    ‘I dun​no.’ Col tra​ined his pa​le be​am (which was ste​adi​er now, tho​ugh not rock-ste​ady) at a patch of swa​ying hop​bush. He pic​ked out Mong​rel’s ta​il thras​hing abo​ut.

    ‘No,’ Del ras​ped. ‘It was furt​her up. To​wards the cre​ek.’

    ‘Wait,’ sa​id Col. Mong​rel was ma​king cu​ri​o​us no​ises, snuf​fling and whi​ning, snif​fing aro​und the ro​ots of a tree. He ra​ised his he​ad, yap​ped sharply, and star​ted no​sing abo​ut aga​in. ‘That dog’s fo​und so​met​hing.’

    ‘Where?’

    ‘There.’ Col po​in​ted his wa​ve​ring be​am at Mong​rel, who se​emed antsy and dis​tur​bed. ‘It’s not very big . . .’

    ‘Take a lo​ok,’ sa​id Del. ‘I’ll watch yo​ur back.’

    Col he​si​ta​ted.

    ‘Go on! I’ll ke​ep an eye out!’

    But Col’s ma​in con​cern was Del and her gun. He didn’t al​to​get​her trust Del, and he didn’t want to walk ahe​ad of her, in ca​se she got jumpy and star​ted fi​ring at sha​dows. (His sha​dow, to be pre​ci​se.) In his opi​ni​on, the​re we​re a lot of pe​op​le in the world who sho​uldn’t be al​lo​wed anyw​he​re ne​ar a gun, and Del was one of them.

    In cir​cums​tan​ces li​ke this, she was do​ubly dan​ge​ro​us.

    ‘Just turn that thing away from me!’ he in​sis​ted.

    ‘I know what I’m do​in, Col!’

    ‘Yeah, but I don’t! So do me a fa​vo​ur, all right?’

    Then, ha​ving sa​tis​fi​ed him​self that the .303 wasn’t aimed anyw​he​re ne​ar him, Col ad​van​ced ca​uti​o​usly to​wards Mong​rel, who re​al​ly was a mong​rel, in Col’s opi​ni​on: part kel​pie, part set​ter, part so​met​hing el​se. One of tho​se sloppy, wild-eyed dogs that Col didn’t trust any mo​re than he trus​ted Del. One of tho​se mangy, of​fal-fed, bad-smel​ling . . .

    ‘Aaah!’ 
    In the torch​light, every de​ta​il sprang out at him with cru​el cla​rity. He swung away al​most at on​ce, but it was too la​te; in less than two se​conds the ter​rib​le ima​ge had be​co​me bran​ded in his mind’s eye. The stre​aks and gobs of black blo​od. The bits of dirt and dry grass ad​he​ring to it. The gle​am of a mot​tled eye​ball. The slack purp​le lips. The bul​ging blue ton​gue.

    ‘Aaah! Aa​ah!’ He didn’t know if he was scre​aming or retc​hing. He had drop​ped the torch.

    ‘What is it? What hap​pe​ned?’ Del cri​ed.

    Col co​uldn’t ans​wer. He co​uld hardly bre​at​he. Te​ars blin​ded him, and his sto​mach re​bel​led. He had to swal​low re​pe​atedly to stop him​self from vo​mi​ting.

    ‘Is it a sna​ke? Did it bi​te you? Col? Whe​re do​es it - oh my CHRIST!’

    She must ha​ve se​en it, Col tho​ught. The fal​len torch must be shi​ning right on it.

    ‘Oh God. Oh God.’ Del so​un​ded just li​ke a lit​tle girl. Her vo​ice was high and frigh​te​ned, and it crac​ked on a sob. ‘Oh God in he​aven pre​ser​ve us!’

    She col​lap​sed aga​inst the tree, her rif​le slack in her arms. Col co​uld see her out of the cor​ner of his eye. But he wasn’t abo​ut to turn aro​und. Not yet.

    ‘All right,’ Del gas​ped. ‘All right. Now - now we got​ta - we got​ta -’

    ‘It’s her,’ Col squ​aw​ked. The​re had be​en a sil​ver thing in its no​se; he had se​en it glint. ‘It’s that girl.’

    ‘Wha-?’

    ‘The - the Mar​ti​an.’ His mind was a blank. What had her na​me be​en? ‘The one I pic​ked up. It’s her.’

    ‘No...’

    ‘There’s a blo​ody thing in her no​se!’

    Col bit down on his tremb​ling bot​tom lip. He blin​ked back his te​ars and wi​ped his mo​uth. He didn’t know what Del was do​ing; he co​uld he​ar her mo​ving, but still didn’t want to turn aro​und.

    ‘It is,’ she cro​aked sud​denly. ‘Christ Jesus. It’s her he​ad. So​me​one threw it.’

    ‘What - what are we go​ing to do?’

    ‘I didn’t re​cog​ni​se -’

    ‘What are we go​ing to do, dam​mit?’

    ‘I - I dun​no.’ A pa​use. ‘Whe​re’s Mong​rel?’

    Col blin​ked. He lo​oked at her. He lo​oked at the torch - at the tree - at the tang​le of swel​ling ro​ots. His ga​ze skir​ted the ro​und, dark blot in its nest of grass.

    He co​uldn’t see any dog.

    ‘Mongrel!’ Del’s sum​mons was shrill. An​xi​o​us. ‘Mon​g​rel! Cum​me​er!’ 
    ‘Where’d he go?’

    ‘MONGREL!’ 
    ‘Shh! Lis​ten!’

    They fell si​lent. Col co​uld he​ar only the so​und of Del’s harsh bre​at​hing, and the thud-thud-thud of his own he​art.

    As he sto​oped to pick up the torch, Del ho​is​ted her gun back in​to po​si​ti​on.

    ‘Mongrel!’ she cri​ed.

    ‘We’ve got to get back.’

    ‘And le​ave my dog?’

    ‘We’ve got to get back, Del!’

    ‘Just shi​ne that thing aro​und, will you?’

    ‘No.’ Col was fran​tic. So​me​one had kil​led the girl. So​me​one had chop​ped off her blo​ody he​ad, and Del was wor​ri​ed abo​ut her blo​ody dog? ‘You’re crazy, co​me back he​re!’

    ‘Gimme the torch.’

    ‘No!’

    ‘Gimme the torch!’ 
    Col was wil​ling to fight for it. He wo​uld ha​ve, if they hadn’t both, at that ins​tant, he​ard a swis​hing no​ise.

    They fro​ze.

    ‘Mongrel?’ Del squ​e​aked.

    Col swung the be​am of his torch from si​de to si​de. Del step​ped for​ward.

    ‘Del -’

    ‘Shh!’

    She to​ok anot​her step, and anot​her. Col was unab​le to mo​ve. His spot​light did, tho​ugh, sli​ding up a tree trunk, ac​ross a bo​ugh, drop​ping aga​in to a stun​ted,fe​at​hery mul​ga.The smo​oth,gra​ce​ful limbs of the eucalypts - starkly whi​te aga​inst a black backd​rop - se​emed to re​ach for him li​ke pa​le arms. They we​re re​ac​hing! They had el​bows - fin​gers

    Col ope​ned his mo​uth to scre​am. To warn Del. But she had drawn le​vel with the wi​de ba​se of an old red gum, and so​met​hing le​apt out from be​hind it, stri​king her, jol​ting her.

    Mongrel.

    In the split se​cond it to​ok Col to re​ali​se that the dog had be​en thrown - that it was limp and li​fe​less and spil​ling blo​od - Del was tric​ked in​to hol​ding her fi​re. She he​si​ta​ted, just for an ins​tant, and by the ti​me she un​ders​to​od, it was too la​te.

    The man had jum​ped her.

    He knoc​ked her si​de​ways and se​ized her gun. She shri​eked. Col star​ted for​ward, but the man had kic​ked Del sharply, and wrenc​hed the rif​le from her hands. She fell to her kne​es, la​unc​hed her​self at him. He swung the butt at her he​ad. Crack!

    Col re​ali​sed his mis​ta​ke. He was al​most upon them, but sud​denly he was lo​oking down a bar​rel.

    He tur​ned.

    The man fi​red.

    

    

CHAPTER 19 
    

    Alec was half​way out of the car when the first shot so​un​ded. They had all he​ard the vo​ices, even from be​hind clo​sed win​dows. The​re was a sort of ro​ugh cry, fol​lo​wed by a pa​use, fol​lo​wed by a shri​ek. In the dis​tan​ce, a fa​int circ​le of light had ve​ered wildly in​to the tre​etops, va​nis​hed, and ap​pe​ared aga​in.

    Alec had mo​ved ins​tinc​ti​vely, be​fo​re even stop​ping to con​si​der his op​ti​ons.

    ‘Wait!’ No​el exc​la​imed. ‘Hang on! Don’t -’

    Crack! The shot. Alec stop​ped de​ad, every musc​le ri​gid with fright. His he​art se​emed to shrink in his chest.

    ‘Oh my God!’ Lin​da cri​ed. ‘Oh my God!’

    Alec didn’t know what to do. Had Del fi​red that shot? Had it even is​su​ed from Del’s gun? It had so​un​ded li​ke her gun, but Alec was no ex​pert.

    Then the se​cond shot rang out.

    ‘What’s hap​pe​ning?’ Lin​da whim​pe​red. ‘No​el? Can you see?’

    ‘I - I can’t -’ ‘Can you see? Alec?’

    It was a ri​di​cu​lo​us thing to ask. What did she think he had, he​at-sen​si​ti​ve vi​si​on? He co​uld see no mo​re than she co​uld - and that was lit​tle eno​ugh: one patch of bush cle​arly il​lu​mi​na​ted by the he​ad​lights, to​get​her with a lar​ger, in​dis​tinct por​ti​on ap​pe​aring and di​sap​pe​aring in the flic​ke​ring glow of the fi​re, which ca​used the sha​dows to le​ap and fall back in a dis​con​cer​ting man​ner.

    When the so​und of a third shot split the air, Alec ma​de his de​ci​si​on.

    ‘Del?’ he sho​uted. ‘D-E-L-L-L!’

    No reply.

    Noel wo​und down his win​dow. ‘Del!’ he baw​led. ‘Col!’ 
    Still no reply.That wasn’t go​od.Alec got back in the car be​hind No​el, slam​ming the do​or shut. He was still crad​ling his hatc​het.

    ‘What are we go​ing to do?’ Lin​da whis​pe​red.

    ‘Wait,’ sa​id No​el ho​ar​sely.

    ‘Have you got -’

    ‘I’ve got the keys. They’re in the ig​ni​ti​on.’

    ‘Should we turn off the he​ad​lights? What abo​ut the bat​te​ri​es? What if they run down?’

    Noel he​si​ta​ted. Be​hind him, Alec was thin​king. Fo​ur shots fi​red - that me​ant the​re we​re two bul​lets left.

    If it was Del’s gun be​ing used.

    ‘Alec?’ sa​id No​el. ‘Sho​uld we try to sa​ve the bat​te​ri​es? Sup​po​se they run down, and we can’t start the car . . .?’

    ‘Yeah,’ Alec rep​li​ed. ‘Ye​ah, turn ’em off.’ But when the hard, bright gla​re was ex​tin​gu​is​hed, and the dark​ness se​emed to flow to​wards them, Alec be​gan to ha​ve se​cond tho​ughts. How we​re they go​ing to pro​tect them​sel​ves if they co​uldn’t see what was co​ming?

    ‘The torch,’ sa​id No​el. ‘Can an​yo​ne spot the torch?’

    It sho​uld ha​ve be​en vi​sib​le, be​ca​use the fi​re​light was so dim and red by the ti​me it re​ac​hed the outer circ​le of tre​es. Alec, ho​we​ver, co​uld dis​cern no we​aving whi​te dot amidst the si​lent stands of eucalypts.

    ‘Why wo​uld they turn off the torch?’ he as​ked une​asily.

    ‘Could they be out of ran​ge?’ Lin​da sug​ges​ted. ‘May​be they can’t he​ar us, and we can’t see them . . .’

    ‘Shh!’ Alec had wo​und down his win​dow a frac​ti​on. ‘Ke​ep qu​i​et!’

    ‘I can he​ar so​met​hing,’ Pe​ter sud​denly qu​ave​red. ‘Can you he​ar so​met​hing?’

    It was a soft whist​le, which grew lo​uder as they lis​te​ned. A bre​athy, mo​aning, hol​low whist​le. A whist​le that eb​bed and sur​ged, but ne​ver qu​ite stop​ped.

    ‘It’s the wind,’ No​el dec​la​red.

    ‘But Dad . . .’ This ti​me, Alec co​uld he​ar the sup​pres​sed sobs in Pe​ter’s whim​per. ‘Dad, the branc​hes aren’t mo​ving! Not​hing’s mo​ving!’

    Alec swal​lo​wed. The kid was right. Every rud​dy-co​lo​ured le​af hung still from a mo​ti​on​less twig. Every bla​de of grass thro​wing a spe​ar-li​ke sha​dow aga​inst the earth sto​od as stiff as a gu​ards​man.

    Yet still the whist​le con​ti​nu​ed, ri​sing in vo​lu​me and ur​gency, li​ke the so​und of a 70 km gust pus​hing its way thro​ugh a key​ho​le.

    Beside Alec, Lo​u​ise was cur​led up in a ball. He co​uld fe​el her tremb​ling. He him​self was swe​ating, tho​ugh the tem​pe​ra​tu​re had drop​ped sin​ce night​fall.

    ‘It’s hap​pe​ning,’ he pan​ted. ‘It’s hap​pe​ning aga​in.’ He pres​sed his no​se to the glass, but co​uld see al​most not​hing, be​ca​use his si​de of the car was fa​cing away from the fi​re. So​met​hing drif​ted over​he​ad, but - no, it was smo​ke. It dis​si​pa​ted qu​ickly.

    He le​aned for​ward, pe​ering over No​el’s sho​ul​der, thro​ugh the windsc​re​en. The windsc​re​en was so filthy, ho​we​ver - so co​ve​red with dust and squ​as​hed fli​es - that the sha​pes be​yond it we​re in​dis​tinct; he co​uld va​gu​ely ma​ke out tree-trunks, bus​hes, sto​nes, all of them ut​terly im​mo​bi​le.

    The shrill, dro​ning whist​le was now hur​ting his ears.

    ‘What’s hap​pe​ning?’ Lin​da cri​ed. ‘What is it?’

    Alec knew. It was a war​ning. Li​ke the ro​ad kill, li​ke the swarm of fli​es, this no​ise was a sig​nal. He knew it in his gut, the gut that had ne​ver fa​iled him, no mat​ter how much he’d tri​ed to ig​no​re it.

    And his gut was tel​ling him to mo​ve.

    ‘Get out!’ he bar​ked, slap​ping the back of No​el’s se​at. No​el’s res​pon​se was so fast that he must ha​ve be​en ac​ting on the sa​me im​pul​se; the old Ford sput​te​red to li​fe ins​tantly, its en​gi​ne ro​aring.

    Then three things hap​pe​ned, in the blink of an eye.

    There was a flash - a gre​at flash - si​lent and all-encom​pas​sing. It had the in​ten​sity, the bril​li​an​ce, the blue-whi​te cla​rity of she​et light​ning, ex​cept that the​re was no thun​der or ra​in to ac​com​pany it.

    The ima​ge that it left se​ared on Alec’s re​ti​na was that of a man’s he​ad and sho​ul​ders, just in front to his right, be​low No​el’s win​dow: a craggy pro​fi​le, a bent arm, an upth​rust rif​le, its bar​rel aimed at No​el’s he​ad. Alec was still pro​ces​sing this pic​tu​re as his own hand shot out. He was still thin​king: That bas​tard must ha​ve craw​led up to us on his belly, li​ke a sna​ke, as he dro​ve his do​or open, to​wards the now un​se​en fi​gu​re, a split se​cond be​fo​re the gun went off.

    He felt the im​pact of the man’s body along his arm, then saw the qu​ick, hot bla​ze and he​ard the re​tort. The​re was a shri​ek, and a spark​ling sho​wer of glass. It ra​ined down on the sho​oter, who was strug​gling to re​ga​in his ba​lan​ce; Alec co​uld see this be​ca​use his eyes had re​co​ve​red from the blin​ding ef​fect of the light​ning flash. He co​uld just dis​tin​gu​ish the sho​oter’s den​se sil​ho​u​et​te from the glo​om be​yond. He spi​ed the swa​ying gun bar​rel.

    Leaping from the car, he swung his hatc​het.

    The bla​de struck ho​me. A ter​rib​le howl as​sa​ul​ted his ears, as if the par​ted flesh it​self had cri​ed out. Jar​ring aga​inst bo​ne, the we​apon was knoc​ked asi​de with the mo​ve​ment of a whir​ling back and sho​ul​der. Alec went for the gun. He co​uld fe​el him​self top​pling, thrust off his fe​et by the for​ce of his op​po​nent’s lun​ge, and la​unc​hed him​self at the rif​le. He grab​bed it. He pul​led it. So​met​hing smas​hed in​to his chin but he didn’t let go. He hit the gro​und, rol​ling.

    There was a de​afe​ning exp​lo​si​on.

    For an ins​tant, ti​me se​emed to stand still. The blast had blown every tho​ught cle​ar out of Alec’s bra​in; it to​ok a mo​ment for him to gat​her them up aga​in. His op​po​nent too had fro​zen in shock.

    The gun. It had fi​red.

    Fired its sixth bul​let.

    Alec’s hands re​cog​ni​sed its sle​ek sha​pe and gle​aming at​tach​ment even as it was yan​ked, con​vul​si​vely, from his grip.

    He saw the muz​zle whip to​wards him, he​ard the ratc​het of the trig​ger, smel​led ke​ro​se​ne. It was a sen​sory ava​lanc​he, swam​ping him; his hands jer​ked up to fend off the swin​ging bar​rel. Crump! The pa​in shot from his wrist, ra​di​ating out​ward. But the no​ise that he he​ard was so​me​one el​se scre​aming. He rol​led aga​in, away from the man with the gun, who was lurc​hing up, who was hur​ling the we​apon at - whom?

    Noel?

    It had to be No​el. Alec ca​ught the gle​am of his glas​ses. Thrown in​to dark re​li​ef aga​inst a glo​wing, red​dish backd​rop, No​el duc​ked to avo​id the rif​le, which tra​ced a jag​ged arc thro​ugh the air be​fo​re stri​king the gro​und, bo​un​cing, co​ming to rest. No​el threw so​met​hing el​se in res​pon​se - an empty bot​tle - but it ne​ver hit the fle​e​ing sho​oter, ri​coc​he​ting off a tree ins​te​ad.

    Noel. Ali​ve af​ter all. The first shot must ha​ve mis​sed him.

    By this ti​me Alec was on his fe​et aga​in, gro​aning from the pa​in in his wrist and his knee. He saw the man swer​ve aro​und the back of the sta​ti​on wa​gon, his lanky out​li​ne bloc​king the fi​re​light. John Carr. He was un​mis​ta​kab​le, tho​ugh one arm hung limp.

    ‘You fuc​ker!’ Alec scre​ec​hed, em​bol​de​ned by a sud​den and ut​terly trans​for​ming ac​cess of ra​ge. He dar​ted for​ward.

    But Lin​da re​ac​hed the man first. She ca​me aro​und the ot​her si​de of the car and surp​ri​sed him.

    It se​emed to Alec that everyt​hing slo​wed to a crawl - that the very gush of flu​id it​self lost so much mo​men​tum that every drop flo​ated thro​ugh the air li​ke a bub​ble. An eter​nity se​emed to pass be​fo​re the ke​ro​se​ne col​li​ded with John Carr’s swi​vel​ling he​ad and sho​ul​ders. Alec knew it was ke​ro​se​ne be​ca​use he’d had amp​le ti​me (or that was his imp​res​si​on, any​way) to pick out the glint of ste​el in Lin​da’s hand; to re​cog​ni​se the sha​pe of the tin; to smell the clutc​hing, che​mi​cal smell. And any do​ubts that he may ha​ve had we​re la​id to rest when John Carr, pro​pel​led si​de​ways by this surp​ri​se at​tack, trip​ped and fell in​to the fi​re.

    It con​su​med him.

    In a gre​at bil​low of blue and whi​te and oran​ge fla​me, it en​ve​lo​ped him li​ke wa​ter. Alec co​uld ha​ve sworn that, for an ins​tant, he was swal​lo​wed up en​ti​rely. Then black arms ap​pe​ared, thras​hing, and a bla​zing body stag​ge​red out of the conf​lag​ra​ti​on, drag​ging it with him, stumb​ling, fal​ling. Lin​da scre​amed. Alec scre​amed. No​el was sho​uting so​met​hing - Alec didn’t know what - and the fla​mes lic​ked over the rol​ling body, jum​ping off on​to dry tufts of grass whe​re it writ​hed over them. No​el ran to​wards it, a blan​ket in his hands. (The dog’s blan​ket?) As he cast this wo​ol​len shro​ud over the cro​aking, shud​de​ring sha​pe at his fe​et, so​met​hing hap​pe​ned that told Alec all he ne​eded to know.

    A blast of wind, ga​le-for​ce and fo​cu​sed li​ke a la​ser, twe​aked the fra​yed blan​ket out of No​el’s hand and cast it, with an ab​rupt and fu​ri​o​us ro​ar, in​to the top​most branc​hes of a ne​arby tree.

    Alec didn’t even fe​el a bre​eze on his fa​ce.

    Noel fell back. He was for​ced to, at that po​int, be​ca​use the chan​nel​led wind was blo​wing fla​mes in his di​rec​ti​on. It fan​ned them, so that they le​apt up exul​tantly, thro​wing sparks li​ke fi​re​works in​to the sky - and it con​ti​nu​ed to do so un​til the jer​king, ca​wing, bur​ning thing on the gro​und be​ca​me still.

    Still and si​lent.

    The smell hit No​el first, be​ca​use he was the clo​sest. He stag​ge​red back​wards, co​ug​hing. Then Lin​da, who was crying, her hands over her mo​uth, be​gan to co​ugh too. When Alec ca​ught a whiff, he tho​ught he was go​ing to pu​ke; the stench was ap​pal​ling, wor​se than anyt​hing he’d ever smel​led, wor​se than the stench of all the ro​ad kill that he’d se​en on the high​way. Gag​ging, he ret​re​ated.

    ‘Come on!’ he cho​ked. ‘Co​me on!’ The​re was smo​ke everyw​he​re. Lin​da and No​el we​re clutc​hing each ot​her, the​ir bo​di​es sha​ken by spas​mo​dic tre​mors. So​me​one in the car was wa​iling.

    ‘Come on!’ Alec scre​ec​hed.

    His wrist was sen​ding flas​hes of in​ten​se pa​in up his arm, li​ke mol​ten me​tal thro​ugh the ve​ins. He re​ali​sed this only as he lim​ped to​wards the car; he had be​en he​ading for the dri​ver’s se​at be​fo​re it oc​cur​red to him that he wasn’t in any con​di​ti​on to dri​ve. So he scre​amed at No​el aga​in.

    ‘Come on, you thick bas​tard!’ 
    He wan​ted to get out. Out and away. He was so af​ra​id that John Carr wo​uld climb to his fe​et, char​red flesh drop​ping from se​ared bo​nes. He was af​ra​id that the fi​re might cha​se them, li​ke glo​wing mag​ma, or that the smo​ke might suf​fo​ca​te them, or the ter​rib​le smell di​sab​le them.

    ‘Wait! Alec!’ No​el’s cry was bro​ken up by hac​king co​ughs. ‘What abo​ut Del? We ha​ve to find Del and Col!’

    ‘We can’t!’

    ‘Alec -’

    ‘We can’t!’ Jesus! Alec co​uldn’t be​li​eve his ears. ‘We ha​ven’t got a torch!’ 
    ‘But -’

    ‘How we gun​na find her in the fuc​kin dark, with no torch?’ 
    Finally, Alec’s fumb​ling fin​gers (the ones on his right hand, which didn’t fe​el as if they be​lon​ged to so​me​one el​se) ma​na​ged to re​le​ase the catch on the Ford’s front pas​sen​ger do​or. Alec flung him​self in​si​de. He felt sa​fer in​si​de, alt​ho​ugh the ve​hic​le’s in​te​ri​or was fil​led with the so​und of sni​vel​ling child​ren. Glan​cing back at them, Alec sa​id: ‘It’s all right. It’s gun​na be all right.’

    Tap, tap! No​el was now drum​ming one knuck​le aga​inst Alec’s win​dow. Back​lit by the fi​re, he pre​sen​ted a grisly spec​tac​le; Alec co​uld just ma​ke out blo​od gle​aming in his ha​ir and on his right che​ek - which se​emed to be pep​pe​red with oozing so​res.

    Not shot​gun pel​lets, tho​ught Alec. Bits of glass. The glass got him.

    ‘What?’ Alec wo​und down his win​dow, so frigh​te​ned and fu​ri​o​us that the​re we​re te​ars in his eyes. ‘Get in the car!’

    ‘We’ve got to find them, Alec.’

    ‘We can’t! I told you!’

    ‘We can. If we get a big branch, put the tip in the fi​re, it’ll act as a torch -’

    ‘And set the who​le pla​ce alight!’

    ‘Noel.’ It was Lin​da who spo​ke. She had clim​bed in​to the back se​at, to be with her child​ren. ‘No​el, you’re not go​ing out the​re. Not alo​ne.’

    ‘Alec can co​me with me.’

    ‘And le​ave us he​re?’

    There was a long, long si​len​ce, bro​ken only by muf​fled sob​bing. The ter​rib​le smell of rot, slurry, burnt flesh - wha​te​ver it was - had be​gun to pe​net​ra​te the car. The child​ren we​re co​ug​hing, now. Red smo​ke en​circ​led them li​ke fog, ve​iling the tre​es, the bus​hes, the night sky.

    Noel stra​igh​te​ned. He lo​oked back over his sho​ul​der, he​si​ta​ting. Alec co​uld see be​yond him, in the fi​re​light, the smo​ul​de​ring corp​se on the gro​und, from which most of the smo​ke that en​com​pas​sed them se​emed to be is​su​ing. John Carr’s body had be​en re​du​ced to a blac​ke​ned ske​le​ton by an in​ten​se - per​haps un​na​tu​ral - he​at.

    Alec tur​ned his eyes away.

    ‘Please. No​el,’ Lin​da ple​aded. ‘Let’s get out of he​re. We can’t stay he​re. Not with ...with...’

    ‘With that,’ Alec fi​nis​hed.

    ‘But the fi​re . . .?’

    ‘It’ll burn out! It’s now​he​re ne​ar anyt​hing!’

    Still No​el he​si​ta​ted, even as the smo​ke be​gan to drift bet​we​en them and the ghastly ca​da​ver, bloc​king the​ir vi​ew of it. Alec ope​ned his mo​uth aga​in. He was abo​ut to po​int out that if they didn’t le​ave so​on, they wo​uldn’t be ab​le to see a blo​ody thing, fla​ming torch or no fla​ming torch.

    But he didn’t ha​ve to.

    Instead, he was fo​res​tal​led by the ha​un​ting, me​lanc​holy, drawn-out cry of a crow. Sud​denly, in the night, a crow ca​wed in so​me un​se​en tree, and was jo​ined by anot​her, and anot​her. A cho​rus of crows, mo​aning and squ​aw​king. The​ir harsh vo​ices drif​ted down thro​ugh the smo​ke - pla​in​ti​ve, pi​er​cing, in​hu​man.

    For a mo​ment every​body lis​te​ned with ba​ted bre​ath. Then No​el scur​ri​ed aro​und to the dri​ver’s se​at and hop​ped in.

    When his fo​ot hit the ac​ce​le​ra​tor and the he​ad​lights fla​red, the cla​mo​ur of crows was su​per​se​ded by a cu​ri​o​us rus​hing no​ise, li​ke the wind, or the sea, or the be​ating of ten tho​usand wings. It di​ed away qu​ickly.

    And the smo​ke par​ted be​fo​re Del’s sput​te​ring Ford, which craw​led clum​sily to​wards the Oak​da​le track, le​aving fi​re and blo​od be​hind it.

    When Pe​ter wo​ke up, he knew whe​re he was ins​tantly. He was in the car - Del’s car - and he was stuck in the bush, on a track, exactly whe​re they had en​ded up the night be​fo​re when the pet​rol ran out. It was mor​ning now, tho​ugh. It was light. He co​uld see thro​ugh the win​dow, tho​ugh it was ca​ked with dust and ash. Out the​re was a stretch of stony gro​und, top​ped by a frin​ge of yel​low grass, and a swa​ying mul​ga, and a clo​udy sky, and - what was that?

    He ne​arly jum​ped out of his skin when he he​ard the blast of sta​tic, and the chat​ter of an elect​ro​ni​cal​ly pro​ces​sed vo​ice.

    A grim-fa​ced man in a po​li​ce uni​form was le​aning to​wards the dri​ver’s win​dow, knoc​king at the glass with one end of a big, black torch.

    

    

EPILOGUE 
    

    Ngurunderi bu​ilt a fi​re and pla​ced the body of the Evil One on top of it. As the body was con​su​med, many in​sects and birds we​re re​le​ased. Only then did he fe​el free.
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