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‘We don’t own the land. The land owns us.’


Aboriginal belief
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CHAPTER ONE


AUSTRALIA


Life doesn’t get better than this, Hal thought as he gazed out of the window at ox-blood earth sprouting with wiry shrubs pointing to a cobalt sky. He was sitting in a leather armchair, opposite his favourite uncle, in the Outback Explorer Lounge of The Ghan. He had a sketchbook on his lap and a pencil in his hand. He didn’t need a mystery to solve. This trip was crime free, and he was having the best summer holiday ever.


They’d arrived in Australia four days ago, exploring the city of Adelaide while recovering from jet lag. Hal was surprised that the weather wasn’t much warmer than it was back in Crewe, until Uncle Nat had explained that in Australia August was a winter month. They had a packed schedule of sightseeing and train excursions filling all three weeks of their trip. ‘You’ll be so busy having your mind blown by the beauty of Australia,’ Uncle Nat had said, ‘that there’ll be no time for detecting.’


The day before they’d boarded The Ghan, Uncle Nat had taken Hal on a ferry to Kangaroo Island. They had spotted dolphins and seals from the boat. The first page of Hal’s sketchbook was covered with pictures of the koalas and kangaroos he had seen in the wildlife park, rescue animals saved from the recent bushfires.


Contrary to his dad’s joke about everything in Australia being upside down and that Hal would have to walk on his hands to get about, the only thing that he’d found to be topsy-turvy was a pie floater, a delicious meat pie served face down in pea soup.


Yesterday, when they’d arrived on platform one of Adelaide’s Parklands Terminal, they’d been met by a welcoming committee. The train crew of The Ghan, smartly turned out in Australian Akubra hats, were lined up in front of the impressively long silver train, waiting for their passengers. Emblazoned on each carriage was the train’s name and the red insignia of a man riding a camel.


‘Why a camel?’ Hal had asked. ‘Shouldn’t it be a kangaroo?’


‘The railway was built using camels,’ Uncle Nat had replied. ‘The name and insignia honours the Afghan camel drivers who first crossed Australia’s scorching heartland.’


‘Are you ready for adventure?’ one of the crew had cried. They each introduced themselves, explaining what they did, so everyone knew who was looking after them and who was driving the train. The staff were proud to work on one of Australia’s famous trains and their enthusiasm was infectious. One of them blew a whistle. ‘All aboard The Ghan!’ they all shouted, before dispersing along the platform. It had made Hal feel like an intrepid explorer about to set off on an epic journey.


Because The Ghan was the longest passenger train in the world, Hal and Uncle Nat hadn’t had time to visit the twin scarlet locomotives before departure. The train was over three-quarters of a kilometre long, with more than thirty carriages, including a motorail carriage for cars being transported across Australia. Uncle Nat had reassured Hal that they’d see the locomotives when they arrived in Alice Springs, the next day.


Once on board the train, Hal found it was divided into areas. Their Gold Service tickets gave them access to the Outback Explorer Lounge, the Queen Adelaide Restaurant, and their compartment with two fold-away bunks.


As The Ghan trundled out of Adelaide, buildings became spaced out. Hal spotted some sheep, but then they were gone. The trees thinned, then disappeared altogether. Foliage faded and eventually there were more rocks than plants, and greater and greater expanses of rust-coloured earth. It looks like Mars, Hal thought as he drew the view.


As the train travelled north, Hal found it increasingly hard to contain his excitement. He’d barely slept last night in his bunk, despite the soothing motion of the train. He was journeying towards a momentous experience. The day after they arrived in Alice Springs, he and Uncle Nat would be some of the very first passengers ever to travel on the Solar Express.


The Solar Express was the winner of a global competition to create a futuristic train, for a planet facing the challenges of climate change. Famous tech entrepreneur August Reza had offered a big cash prize and the opportunity to work with his company, Reza Technologies, to build a prototype of the winning locomotive. The successful train designer was an Australian called Boaz Tudawali, who’d entered a hydrogen-and solar-powered hybrid engine. The Solar Express was his design. Hal had read about it in his dad’s newspaper, then yelped with excitement when Uncle Nat had rung to tell him that August Reza had invited them to be guests on the maiden voyage of the Solar Express.


Hal chewed the end of his pencil, remembering his trip across America on the California Comet, when he’d first met August Reza and his daughter, Marianne. To begin with, Hal had got on well with Marianne. She drew comics and was good at it, but he came to realize that drawing was the only thing they had in common. Marianne told lies easily and was used to getting her own way. Hal didn’t trust her. But August hadn’t mentioned his daughter in his invitation. Hal hoped that meant she wouldn’t be coming on the Solar Express.


Taking his ruler from his pencil case, Hal drew a box around the picture he’d sketched of himself and Uncle Nat, sitting in front of the window of the carriage. He put a thought bubble above Uncle Nat, and inside he wrote: Finally, a train journey with no crime. He smiled as he added a vertical box to the left of the picture and inserted the caption: The railway detectives were on The Ghan, travelling to Alice Springs.


It was funny how drawing a box around a picture and adding a few words made it look like the beginning of a story. He decided that if Marianne was coming on the Solar Express, he’d draw comics with her. He certainly didn’t want to talk about what had happened the last time they’d met.
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‘Vast, isn’t it?’ said Uncle Nat, taking a sip from his coffee cup as he stared out of the window at the intensely blue sky. ‘Do you know, Australia is wider than the moon.’


Hal’s uncle was a travel writer and always had an interesting fact to share.


‘Look, it’s Iron Man.’ He pointed to a sculpture beside the tracks.


The train manager’s voice came through the speakers, telling them the Iron Man was created by the people who laid the one-millionth sleeper of this track, and Hal stared at the giant stick man carrying a concrete sleeper as they passed.


‘Are you going to write about the Solar Express?’ he asked his uncle.


‘Of course! The Solar Express could revolutionize rail travel forever. What kind of a journalist would I be if I didn’t write about it?’


‘I don’t believe it!’ a woman exclaimed from a booth across the aisle. ‘No one can be that lucky!’


Hal turned and saw a woman with red lipstick and cropped bleach-blonde hair sitting opposite a man in an open-necked, short-sleeved shirt. His tangled blond mop was scraped up in a top knot. A deck of cards lay on the table between them. The woman threw down her hand of cards, exclaiming loudly, ‘Kenny Sparks, are you cheating?’


Kenny laughed, holding up his hands, displaying tattooed biceps, as his female companion playfully grabbed at his shirt, searching for hidden cards. ‘What can I say, Karleen? Lady Luck loves me.’ A roguish grin spread across his stubbly face. ‘Drinks are on you.’


Part of a neck tattoo was visible above Kenny’s collar, and around his neck Hal noticed a gold necklace with a tiny pair of dangling dice. Without thinking, he started sketching the couple.


‘One day your luck will run out,’ Karleen said, shaking her head. Her hair was fixed with so much product it didn’t move. ‘One more hand.’ She had an impish glint in her blue eyes as she gathered up the cards. ‘Double or quits. Winner takes all.’


‘Winner gets a steak dinner?’ Kenny leaned forward with a questioning look.


‘Deal,’ Karleen replied, shuffling the cards.


Picking up his ruler, Hal drew a box around his sketch and, in a speech bubble above Kenny’s head, he wrote: Lady Luck loves me.


‘Hal,’ Uncle Nat said. ‘I think those are the MacDonnell Ranges.’ He pointed.


On the horizon, Hal saw that the baked earth, peppered with pale, scrappy shrubs, rose into lumpen rock formations.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, if you look out your windows,’ said the train manager over the tannoy, ‘you’ll see we are about to cross the Finke River on a fifteen-span bridge.’


Hal stared down at the custard-coloured water as The Ghan rolled over the narrow bridge. Most of the river was dry silt bed. On the far side, telegraph poles rose out of the ground and a road curved to meet the track, running alongside it.
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‘We are now approaching Alice Springs.’


‘We’re here!’ Hal said to Uncle Nat, who looked just as excited as he was.
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CHAPTER TWO


ARRIVAL


The Ghan rolled into Alice Springs at a walking pace. Two open-topped people carriers scooted out from beside the hangar-like station, one driving towards the front of the train, and the other heading for the rear. A statue of an Afghan driver on a camel stood on the station concourse. A sign beside it read Welcome to Alice Springs. The Heart. The Soul. The Centre.


Hal descended the steps to the platform, thanking the attendant Nancy for taking care of them. Leaving the air-conditioned train was like sinking into a bath of hot air. As the powerful midday heat enveloped him, he winced, adjusting to the dazzling sunlight. ‘Can we look at the locomotives now?’ he asked Uncle Nat. ‘I want to draw them in my sketchbook.’


‘Yes. We’ll grab our bags on the way back. The hotel isn’t far from the station.’


They walked briskly beside the train for a long time, eventually passing a car park full of coaches, to reach the spot where the sturdy red locomotives had finally halted.
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Hal dropped to the ground, sitting cross-legged in the dust, and set about drawing the face of the train.


He was finishing the outline of the insignia of the camel on the nose of the engine when he heard Uncle Nat suck in a breath of surprise. A black limousine, a Mercedes-Maybach, had stopped several metres away. The number plate said REZA.


The rear tinted window lowered, revealing the familiar, haughty face of a girl with a wavy blonde bob. She was wearing sunglasses. ‘Playing in the dirt, Harrison?’ she called out in her mid-Atlantic accent with a French twang. She chuckled. ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’


Hal jumped to his feet, brushing the dust from his legs. He wanted to reply with a cutting retort, but the heat of the Outback had scorched all clever words from his brain. To his frustration, he found himself giving a half-hearted wave and saying, ‘Hi, Marianne.’


A familiar tall man, whose muscles threatened to bulge out of his grey suit, got out of the passenger seat and checked the area, before nodding and opening the rear door. Hal recognized him as Woody, the Rezas’ bodyguard.


August Reza emerged from the vehicle. He was a wiry man with a bald head and a hint of stubble. He wore clear-framed glasses, which darkened as he stood in the sunlight, an expensive-looking black T-shirt, and steel-blue suit trousers.


Uncle Nat walked towards the tech billionaire with his hand outstretched in greeting. ‘August, what a pleasure! We weren’t expecting to see you until tomorrow.’


The men greeted each other like old friends.


‘We’re going to meet with the designer of the Solar Express this afternoon,’ said August. ‘When you messaged ahead to say you were arriving today, I thought you might like to join us?’ He looked at Hal. ‘I’m excited for you to meet Boaz Tudawali, Harrison. I think you’ll like him.’
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‘But our bags . . .’ Uncle Nat looked up the platform. ‘We need to check into the hotel.’


‘All taken care of.’ August’s fingers made ripples in the air, as if brushing these inconveniences away.


Uncle Nat gave Hal a questioning look, and Hal nodded. He could put up with Marianne’s digs if it meant he got to meet the person who designed the Solar Express.


Clambering into the limousine, Hal found that the back of the car was a lounge with four luxury leather armchairs in pairs, facing each other, a miniature drinks tray between them. Marianne, dressed in knee-length shorts and a pale blue T-shirt, was sat in one of the rear chairs. She patted the seat beside her. Reluctantly Hal went and sat down next to her. Her hair had grown since the last time he’d seen her, but she didn’t seem to have changed.


Lowering her sunglasses, so he could see her blue eyes, she whispered conspiratorially, ‘There’s something I need to talk to you about.’


‘Me too,’ Hal replied brightly, holding up his sketchbook. ‘I’ve been drawing comics.’


‘Is Mr Tudawali staying at the hotel?’ Uncle Nat asked as he and August climbed in, sitting opposite them.


‘No. He lives here,’ August replied. ‘Outside Alice Springs.’


Woody closed the doors, dropped into the passenger seat, and the limousine moved noiselessly away from the station.


‘Is that why you’re testing the Solar Express here?’ Hal asked, joining in with the adult conversation to avoid talking to Marianne.


‘We built most of it here. Mr Tudawali is keen that the train serve the people of Australia, as well as America.’


The car turned on to the Stuart Highway, heading south, and the low rooftops of Alice Springs disappeared behind them.


‘You must have had a lot of interesting entries to the competition,’ Uncle Nat said.


‘The prize was large enough to have got the whole world designing trains.’ August shot him a mischievous smile.


‘Any outlandish proposals?’ Uncle Nat asked.


‘Ha! Yes. Abu Dhabi University wanted to make a train with giant solar panels shaped like the sails of a ship. That was surprising. There was a wildly problematic entry from one of your fellow countrymen, a physics professor called Gregory Vulpes, who submitted a design for a nuclear-powered train. And – get this – there was an entry from a team in Denver led by one Gardenia Harmony-Chime that proposed we build a train from hemp and power it with vegetable oil!’


Marianne nudged Hal, trying to get his attention.


‘What made you choose Mr Tudawali’s design?’ Hal asked, leaning forward.


‘He was the obvious winner,’ August replied. ‘When you meet him, you’ll understand why.’


‘Is his train powered by sunlight?’


‘Not quite.’ August’s eyes twinkled. ‘His fuel system is ingenious. I think you’re all going to be impressed.’


Marianne sighed loudly, letting them all know she was bored by their conversation.


‘If you’re not interested,’ Hal said, quietly but curtly, ‘why did you come?’


‘I am interested,’ Marianne whispered angrily, pulling off her sunglasses. ‘It’s just that Pop’s being so secretive about this dumb train, and he won’t listen to me.’


‘About what?’


Marianne kept her voice low. ‘Yesterday I landed at Alice Springs Airport, with Woody, and went straight to the hotel. Pop’s got a suite of rooms. Mine is opposite the one he uses for business meetings . . .’ She paused and frowned.


‘What?’


‘Forget it. I can see you’re not interested.’


‘Interested in what?’


She shook her head and looked out the window. ‘It was probably nothing.’


‘If it’s nothing, then just tell me.’


‘If I tell you,’ Marianne said, glancing nervously at her dad and Uncle Nat, who were deep in conversation, ‘you’ve got to hear me out.’


‘OK.’ Hal nodded.


‘Yesterday I was coming out of my hotel room and I saw a hotel porter delivering a package for Pop. He knocked on the door opposite mine. There was no answer because Pop was down in the restaurant waiting for me. The porter put the package on the ground, slipped a card under the door and turned to leave. When he saw me standing in the corridor, he went stiff. He nodded at me, then hurried away.’


‘What was in the package?’


‘I brought it down to dinner. Pop opened it at the table. Inside was a detailed model of Stephenson’s Rocket made from silver and gold, set on a wooden base with brass rail tracks, and sealed inside a glass case. People at the tables around us gasped at the sight of it. They were all staring. Hal, it’s beautiful, like jewellery.’


‘Who sent it?’


‘That is the mystery.’ Marianne leaned closer. ‘When we got back to the rooms, Pop opened the card. It said: Please accept this model of Stephenson’s Rocket – the first locomotive – to commemorate your greatest venture, Reza’s Rocket, creating the train of the future!’ She glanced at her father. ‘He loves it. He did a press conference this morning sitting beside it. He even used the line from the card: From the first locomotive to the train of the future.’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


‘Don’t you think it’s strange to give a valuable present to someone and not sign the card?’ She didn’t wait for his reply. ‘I do. I wanted to know who the gift was from. I went looking for the hotel porter, the one I saw delivering it. When I asked in reception, they said no one matching his description worked for the hotel.’ She widened her eyes meaningfully. ‘And they said they hadn’t received any packages for Mr Reza.’


‘What did the porter look like?’ Hal asked.


‘He was taller than me, but not by much. He was slim, with a beard and there was silver in his hair. I only saw him for a minute, but I’d say he was about the same age as Pop. He was wearing a maroon porter’s jacket.’


‘Then he must work for the hotel.’


She gave him a scathing look. ‘None of the porters has a beard. I’ve checked, and they’re all much younger.’


‘Did you tell your dad?’


‘He didn’t listen.’ Marianne looked down at her hands. ‘He loves the Rocket model. He said he didn’t have time for my nonsense on this trip.’


Hal turned to look out of the car window, staring at a lone white cloud hovering in the azure sky like a spaceship. He knew Marianne made up stories to get attention. He reminded himself that he was not in Australia to play her games, but to ride on the Solar Express. ‘It does sound odd,’ he replied. ‘But is it possible there’s an explanation? Maybe the person who sent it forgot to sign the card and will get in touch.’


Marianne huffed, put her sunglasses back on and folded her arms across her chest.


Occasionally their limousine passed a lorry or a dusty pickup truck, but as crooked trees and weathered rocks came, then slipped by, the road became emptier. Eventually they turned off the highway on to a bumpy track. The car jerked and bounced as it rolled along over the potholes and stones. August put his hand on the drinks tray to stop the glasses rattling. ‘We’re approaching the Uterne Homestead – where Boaz lives.’


Hal saw a cluster of farm buildings, framed by clumps of twisted trees in the shadow of a high outcrop of rock. Beyond it was a sweeping plain on which cattle shifted in the distance.


The car pulled up in front of the single-storey house with a wide porch. A boy was sitting on the steps. He stood up. He was taller than Hal, probably a year or two older. He had broad shoulders and a forest of curly black hair fanning out around his brown face. He studied the limo with unreadable chestnut eyes, greeting them with a wry smile as they got out.


‘Hi,’ he said, lifting his chin, as if this visit was utterly unsurprising. Descending the steps, he wiped his palm on his torn blue jeans and extended it to shake August’s hand. ‘Nice to see you again, Mr Reza. Couldn’t wait till tomorrow, eh?’


‘I told your father I’d be dropping by. I hope that’s OK?’ August reached his arm out, indicating Hal and Marianne should come to him. ‘I wanted to introduce you to my daughter, Marianne, and her friend Harrison Beck.’


‘Great to meet ya.’ The boy nodded at each of them.


Marianne replied with a condescending look.


‘Hi.’ Hal smiled, to make it clear that he wasn’t like Marianne.


‘Everyone, this is Boaz Tudawali,’ said August Reza. ‘The inventor of the Solar Express.’
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CHAPTER THREE


HEAT


‘You invented the Solar Express?’ Marianne’s mouth dropped open.


‘Yup,’ replied Boaz lazily.


‘How old are you?’ she demanded.


‘Fourteen.’


‘I’m thirteen,’ she fired back.


‘Good for you,’ Boaz said, unblinking.


They stared at each other. Marianne broke the stare to scowl at her father. She obviously didn’t like this surprise. She was an only child, and used to being the apple of her father’s eye. For a second, Hal thought she was going to storm off back to the car.


To break the tension, he stepped forward, smiling warmly and extending his hand. ‘It’s great to meet you, Boaz.’


‘Harrison, is it?’


‘Hal – that’s what my friends call me.’ They shook hands. ‘It must be amazing to design a train and then see it built. I can’t wait to ride on it tomorrow.’


‘Yeah.’ Boaz chuckled at Hal’s enthusiasm. ‘I keep having to pinch myself. I didn’t believe it at first, but it’s real all right.’


‘You are the three smartest children I’ve ever met,’ August said proudly, ignoring Marianne’s sulk. ‘Together, you make quite a team. The future’s in good hands, don’t you think, Nathaniel?’


Boaz raised his eyebrows at this comment, and Hal blushed, but Marianne’s expression was angry enough to have sunk ships.
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A woman peeped round the doorway behind Boaz, then disappeared. Hal heard her call out, in a loud whisper, ‘He’s here!’


‘Already?’ a girl’s voice replied. ‘Where’s JJ?’


‘I thought you were looking after her! Vince! Vince? Have you got JJ?’


‘What’s going on?’ rumbled a deep voice.


‘He’s here!’


‘There you are, JJ!’ said the girl. ‘Put that down!’


‘Come on. We mustn’t keep him waiting.’


The Tudawali family came out of the house wearing polite smiles. A stocky man wearing a sandy-coloured, cotton rancher’s jacket was carrying a little girl over his shoulders like a sack of potatoes. She was happily banging a toy digger against his head. Hal guessed this was JJ. A full-figured woman, with glowing brown skin and a centre parting in her hair, plucked the digger from JJ. She passed it to a shy-looking teenage girl with red-framed glasses, and hair scraped into a bun.


‘Meet my family,’ Boaz said. ‘Ma, Pa, my sisters Allira and Jedda – we call her JJ.’ He shielded his eyes from the sun, looking out across the land. ‘Somewhere out there is my brother Koen.’


‘I’m Vincent,’ Boaz’s dad said, putting JJ down. She immediately tottered away like a wind-up toy. Vincent had a salt-and-pepper beard and curly black hair like his son. Reaching out, he shook August and Uncle Nat’s hand. ‘Nice to see you again, Mr Reza.’


‘I’m Marlee.’ Boaz’s mother greeted each of them warmly, encouraging them onto the porch. ‘Proud mother to this genius.’ She pinched Boaz’s cheek.


‘Cut it out, Ma!’ Boaz winced.


‘Allira’s a genius too,’ Marlee said. ‘She just hasn’t found her thing yet – have you, Allira?’


‘Ma!’ Allira protested, rolling her eyes.


‘Who’s thirsty?’ Marlee asked. ‘Come inside. Get out of this heat.’ She ushered them into an airy living room with high beams and weathered furniture. Jugs of iced water and fruit juice were waiting on the table, beside a tray of empty glasses.


‘Tell me,’ Uncle Nat said, sitting beside Vincent, ‘is a homestead the same as a ranch?’


‘Yes. We raise cattle and manage the land. Uterne Homestead is about a million acres.’


‘A million acres!’ Hal exclaimed.


‘Australia is big,’ Vincent said to Hal, ‘The largest cattle station here is the size of Belgium.’


Marianne was clutching her glass of fruit juice and surveying the place like a detective studies a crime scene. ‘Where did you design the Solar Express?’ she asked Boaz. ‘Your bedroom?’


‘Nah. I share with Koen. He won’t let me do my experiments in there. Says he doesn’t want to get blown up in his sleep.’


‘Your experiments?’


‘Boaz’s workshop is outside the house,’ Marlee explained.


Boaz looked at Hal. ‘Wanna see my lab?’


‘Yes, please.’ Hal stood up eagerly.


‘It’s just a shed,’ Allira said. ‘He burned it down last year.’


‘I fixed it,’ Boaz replied, getting to his feet.


‘With help from Koen.’ Allira looked at Marianne. ‘Dad insists he have a fire extinguisher when he’s doing experiments now.’


‘It wasn’t hard to make one,’ Boaz said to Hal. ‘They’re just compressed air and water.’


Hal noticed Boaz’s forearms were marked with scars.


Marianne stood up. ‘I want to see it.’ Her chin was jutting forward, challenging anyone to refuse her.


‘Cool,’ Boaz replied with a nod.


‘Would you mind if I came?’ Uncle Nat asked. ‘I must admit to being curious about where the Solar Express was invented.’


‘It’s this way.’


Woody peeled away from the wall, walking closely behind Marianne. Her shoulders slumped as she realized he was going to follow her outside.


‘You have a bodyguard?’ Boaz asked Marianne, glancing over his shoulder at Woody as they passed through the kitchen and out of the back door.


Marianne nodded miserably. ‘Pop’s very protective.’


‘That’s awful, never being able to go for a walk on your own.’


‘Yes. It is.’ Marianne blinked, looking at Boaz as if seeing him for the first time.


‘A person needs to walk.’ He glanced sideways at her, a hint of a kindness in his eyes. ‘You know. Under the sky, with trees and birds. In nature. Alone.’


‘Yes.’ Marianne nodded vehemently.


They all followed Boaz across the yard, passing a tall barn filled with farm vehicles. Hal spotted a pair of quad bikes. ‘Can you drive, Boaz?’


‘Of course,’ Boaz replied. ‘We all pitch in, feeding and looking after the animals. Sometimes you have to drive miles to find them. Ma is a pilot so when she’s in the air, she keeps an eye out for the herd and radios back their position if they’ve gone walkabout.’


Hal saw they were approaching a long, low shack with wooden double doors at the edge of the outbuildings. Solar panels were bolted to the corrugated iron roof, and pipes fed in and out of the chipped and scratched exterior walls, blackened in places by burns. He noticed a gaggle of metal cylinders standing in a shady lean-to outside.


‘That’s it.’ Boaz pointed at the shack. ‘That’s my lab.’


JJ came tottering round the corner of the lab, dragging a lump-hammer behind her and giggling.


‘JJ! Give it back!’ A young man with arms like tree trunks appeared, running after her. He retrieved the hammer and tucked it into the belt of his shorts. ‘Not a toy,’ he said, waggling his finger.


‘JJ make bang-bang,’ she replied.


‘No, JJ. No bang-bang.’


‘Koen,’ Boaz called his brother over. ‘Come meet Marianne Reza, Hal and . . .’ He paused, frowning at Uncle Nat.


‘Nathaniel,’ Uncle Nat said. ‘I’m Hal’s uncle, and this –’ he gestured to the bodyguard – ‘is Woody.’


JJ hugged Woody’s leg in greeting. The bodyguard smiled awkwardly, patting her head.


‘They’re coming on the Solar Express tomorrow,’ Boaz said to his older brother. ‘I’m showing them the lab.’


‘We’re very proud of Boaz,’ Koen said sombrely. ‘But we’re also very worried about the size of his head.’ He tried to suppress a smile. ‘It’s growing alarmingly big, from all this attention. Dunking it in the water trough is the only way to shrink it.’ Marianne giggled. ‘If you notice . . .’ He put his hands behind Boaz’s head and motioned as if it were ballooning.


Boaz slapped his brother’s hands away with a grunt, and Koen laughed.


‘Mama has made lunch,’ Boaz said gruffly. ‘Go eat it.’


‘Come on, little bilby.’ Koen scooped JJ up with one arm. ‘Nice to meet you all.’ As he walked away, he called out, ‘Remember – if Boaz gets a big head, you tell me, and I’ll dunk it in the trough!’


‘Brothers!’ Boaz exclaimed as he yanked one of the double doors open. The lab was flooded with sunlight, and Hal saw that a trestle table had been pushed up against one of the walls, serving as a workbench. It was covered with scrap metal, plastic tubing, coils of wire and interesting-looking boxes. The walls had tools hanging from them, and beneath the workbench were canisters and shelves stuffed with chunks of wood, bricks and bits of machinery.


‘You built this place yourself?’ Hal said, stepping inside.


‘Pa gave it to me for my tenth birthday, after I accidentally smashed the kitchen window. It’s taken years to kit it out and turn it into a proper lab.’


‘It’s messy,’ said Marianne, looking about.


‘I know where everything is,’ Boaz replied.


Hal pulled out his sketchbook and leaned it on the table-top. There was no way he was going to miss capturing a sketch of the place where a new train had been invented.


‘Have you always wanted to be an inventor?’ Marianne asked, running her finger along a hosepipe that fed into a tank full of bubbling liquid.


Boaz shrugged, as if he’d never thought about it. ‘Guess so. I’ve always wanted to know more – stuff that goes beyond where the school books stop, you know?’
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‘Where do you go to school?’ Hal asked. They’d seen hardly any buildings on the two-hour drive to the Uterne Homestead.


‘School of the Air,’ Boaz replied.


‘That’s not a real school,’ Marianne said disbelievingly.


‘It’s online schooling,’ said Boaz. ‘We’re too far from Alice for me to go there and back every day. I get my lessons online. Thousands of kids living in remote parts of Australia do the same as me.’ He picked up a spanner. ‘And like I said, I taught myself the rest, using books and . . . trial and error.’


‘Are your mum and dad good at science?’ Hal asked.


‘Ma is good with engines,’ Boaz reflected. ‘Pa’s better with animals.’ He shrugged. ‘They’re always telling us –’ his voice became high as he impersonated his mother – ‘when you find your thing – the thing that makes you happy and forget that time is passing – then you must do it, until the thing becomes your life’s work.’ He smiled. ‘My thing is science.’


Uncle Nat drifted towards a metal structure that looked like a scuba diver’s oxygen tank connected to a bubbling vat of liquid with tubes and cylinders. ‘What’s this?’ he asked.
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