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Part One: Australia Listening

––––––––
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PINE GAP HAD A WAY of making time feel poured out of a drum and left to settle. Same beige corridors. Same dry air that sanded the back of your throat if you talked too much. Similar hum in the walls — the quiet, constant vibration of a place built to listen.

The listening floor was always cold. Not cold, not Alice Springs winter cold, just air-conditioned-to-death cold. They kept it that way for the machines and for the people who had to pretend the machines didn’t run them.

I sat down at my console with my coffee and my second coffee and tried not to think about the fact I’d already been awake since before dawn. Half the staff did it the same way: up in the dark, drive in with the road empty, badge in, swallow your personality, and become a pair of hands and a set of eyes.

The screen lit my face with that pale-blue glow. I’d been called Scotty-Blue since the Air Force days. I couldn’t tell you why. Maybe because of my red hair and freckles. Maybe because I was stubborn enough to keep showing up. Maybe because ‘Scott’ alone didn’t stick. Names in places like this were less about what your mum wrote on your birth certificate and more about what your mates decided you looked like when you were knackered and half alive.

Across from me, Simon was already on shift, rolling his shoulders like he’d slept in a car.

“Mate, you look like death warmed up, eh?”

“Yeah, cheers,” he replied without looking away from his display. “If that’s the case I reckon you look like death’s older brother.”

The first ten minutes of a shift were always a ritual. Not the ceremonial sort. The practical kind. Check the inbound streams. Confirm the clocks. Make sure the last shift didn’t leave you a mess. In a place like Pine Gap you didn’t ‘turn it off and on again’ unless you wanted a visit from someone with a badge you’d mostly didn’t recognise, only heard about.

I started where I always started: baseline. Noise floor. The normal chatter of the planet. Military comms, civilian comms, the constant wash of ‘nothing’ that your brain learned to ignore. The way you stopped hearing the fridge at home. Except this fridge contained the world. 

I skimmed. I tagged. I flagged. It was work you did mostly with your gut and your eyes, like sorting fish at a wharf. Most of it was rubbish. Some of it was important. The trick was not to get bored and let the important stuff slide past.

The first hint came in as a burst that didn’t feel right. Not the content, not yet, the shape of it. Timing, cadence, the little tells you couldn’t teach in a classroom. I leaned in, letting my brew cool. It was routed through a channel that sat under layers of routine noise. Low-power, consistent. The sort of thing you saw a hundred times a day. Except this one was... urgent. Tight. Like a bloke speaking through his teeth. I pulled up the translation assist, but I didn’t trust it. I never did. I trusted patterns. I trusted the human ear. Then the words hit me, and my stomach did a slow turn.

Launch. 

Confirm. 

Sequence.

I blinked, ran it again.

Launch. 

Confirm. 

Sequence.

It referenced a target vector that made no sense in the context of normal drills. Russia. Ukraine.

I sat back and stared at the screen like it’d crossed a line.

“Hey Simon,” I said, keeping my voice level. “You seeing anything odd on your end?”

He angled his head. “Odd like what? Odd like the coffee machine’s broken again? Cause I’ll riot if it has.”

“Odd like... a burst that’s too clean for the channel it’s riding.”

He finally looked over, squinting at my display. “That doesn’t look like much.”

“That’s the point, mate. It’s bloody pretending to be not much.”

He leaned closer. “You reckon it’s exercise chatter?”

“Just smells wrong, eh?”

Simon snorted. “Mate, it’s a signal. It doesn’t smell.”

“Struth Simon, you know what I mean.”

He watched for a moment and then his expression shifted slightly — just enough that I knew he’d felt it too. People thought this job was all computers and clever acronyms. It wasn’t. The computers did the lifting, but the ‘that’s not right’ part still sat behind your ribs.

“Could be a glitch,” he said, and you could hear him wanting it to be that.

I relaxed a bit. “Yeah could be, I s’pose.”

I didn’t like how fast my mind tried to build a story around it. I forced myself back into procedure. Tag. Timestamp. Trace. Cross-check. I opened the metadata. Source route. Packet integrity. Timing drift. It held together. Too well. When a system glitched, it usually did it in a messy way. It spilled. It stuttered. It doubled itself or dropped pieces. This was clean. This was deliberate.

I logged it as ANOMALY and added a note: possible spoof / artefact; requires correlation.

There were rules for everything. Even for being frightened. You didn’t write ‘this is terrifying.’ You wrote ‘requires correlation.’

I ran it against archived patterns. Drills. Exercises. Training rotations. It didn’t match anything I could pull up quickly. The room kept breathing around me. Keyboards. Soft voices. The murmur of aircon. That hum behind the walls. Life continuing as though the planet wasn’t doing a handstand somewhere beyond the desert. I took a sip of my brew. It tasted like burnt military regret.

On a second monitor, I pulled up other channels, looking for supporting chatter. Nothing obvious. Nothing screaming. That was almost worse. If it was real, it was early — still in the phase where the people making the decisions were whispering. Still in the phase where a warning looked like a mistake.

I leaned over and picked up the phone to the duty officer. There were different kinds of phones in Pine Gap. This was one of the quiet ones, the ones that didn’t ring with that cheerful civilian tone. It just lit up and waited.

“Ops, Col. Banks,” came the voice. Female. American accent softened by too many years here.

“Yeah, g’day, Ma’am,” I said. “It’s Scotty on Signals, Sector B. Got a burst that doesn’t fit the channel. Looks like launch sequence comms out of Russia. Vector suggests Ukraine.”

There was a pause — not long, but long enough to tell me she’d sat up straighter.

“Confidence level?” she asked.

“I’m calling it low-to-medium. Clean packet integrity, consistent cadence. Doesn’t match archived drills. Could be spoof.”

“Log it and push it through correlation,” she said. “We’ll watch.”

“Copy.”

That was it. No alarms. No drama. Just the machine of protocol turning another notch.

I hung up and stared at the screen again. The words still sat there like a splinter you couldn’t work out of your skin.
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