The billabong wasn’t supposed to be this quiet.
Daniel sat at the edge of the wooden jetty, his bare feet dangling just above the inky black water. Even the frogs were silent. The air, usually thick with the buzz of dragonflies and creaking trees, felt hollowed out, like something ancient had recoiled beneath the skin of the land. The river wasn’t poisoned, or clogged. It was something deeper. Like its memory was fading. Forgotten.
He hadn’t meant to come this far in the dark. But something had drawn him here, a pull he couldn’t name. Not fear. Not curiosity, exactly. Just... weight. A feeling that if he didn’t come, he might miss something important. Something he was meant to hear.
It had started with the dreams—the flickers of water moving backwards, of roots reaching up instead of down, of voices rumbling beneath the surface. He hadn’t told anyone. Not even Jirra. He didn’t know how. But this place—this stillness—felt like part of the answer.
A rustle behind him.
Uncle Jirra stepped from the trees, his frame weathered and lined with shadow. He didn’t speak—he hadn’t for as long as Daniel could remember. Not because he couldn’t, but because he chose not to. Jirra was deaf, and the world had often demanded he bend toward it, speak for its comfort. He never did. He listened in other ways. He spoke with his hands, his eyes, his silences. And when he signed, it was like watching the wind move bark—slow, intentional, unshakeable.
Now, he raised one hand. Fingers curled slowly into shape, stiff from age but certain.
 You feel it too?
Daniel nodded.
Jirra reached beneath his shirt and pulled out the river stone. Smooth and flat, worn with age, it was etched with dots and lines that shimmered faintly when tilted toward the moonlight. They formed a shape Daniel knew by heart: the Emu in the Sky—not made of stars, but the dark spaces between them. A guardian of waterholes, a keeper of stories, a marker in the Dreaming. Not just a bird, Jirra had said, but a path across land and sky. A memory.
As the wind shifted, the stone pulsed like it remembered.
Daniel felt the change before he saw them. The clearing hushed. The air thickened. At the edge of the trees, tall figures shimmered into view—bodies stretched like smoke, traced in ochre outlines and fading reds. Their hollow eyes flickered. They weren’t ghosts. They weren’t alive. They were older than both. The Watchers.
They stood like cave paintings peeled from stone and set upright. Spirits of the land, witnesses to its memory. They bore no weapons, no warning, only stillness. Jirra raised the stone. The Watchers tilted their heads as if listening to a language older than sound.
Then Jirra turned to Daniel, placed the stone in his hand, and without a sound—without even a ripple—stepped into the billabong and was gone.
“Uncle!”
Daniel scrambled forward, heart pounding. The surface was smooth. Too smooth. No splash. No breath. No movement. As if the water had swallowed him whole.
Behind him, the Watchers remained. Silent. Expectant.
The stone in his palm pulsed. Not hot—alive.
Daniel stood at the edge.
He could run. Back to the track, back to the house, back to pretending none of this belonged to him. He could tell himself it was a dream, a mistake, something for someone else braver, older, wiser. He could walk away and no one would know.
But the land would.
And so would he.
The Watchers didn’t speak, but their silence pressed against his skin like a question he couldn’t ignore. The trees didn’t sway. The insects didn’t sing. Even the stars above seemed to hold their breath.
He looked down at the stone. It was warm—not with heat, but with memory. With expectation. With everything Jirra hadn’t said and somehow still passed on.
His hands trembled.
I don’t know enough, he thought, chest tightening. I’m not ready. I don’t even understand what I’m being asked to carry.
The weight of the water. The gaze of the Watchers. The silence of the land. It was all too much.
But what if I don’t go? What if I’m the only one left to listen?
The stone pulsed once.
Maybe I’ll learn.
His bare feet shifted to the edge. And he stepped in.

He slid into the water.
It closed around him like night. Cold surged up his spine, curling against his ribs like fingers of ice. The world above vanished in a blur of silver. Water pressed in from all sides—thick, heavy, endless. His torch cut only short, trembling beams through the murk, swallowed almost instantly by the dark.
His lungs tightened.
Then—something moved.
A shape, slow and massive, slid just beyond the light. A shadow, vast and ancient. A tail curled like a root twisting through soil. Its back rose in ridges, gnarled like old bark weathered by centuries.
Daniel froze.
His body locked, muscles rigid. His pulse hammered in his ears. Every part of him screamed to surface, to run, to get out. He hovered in the water, suspended between flight and awe, the cold gnawing at his limbs.
It turned.
The Bunyip.
Its eyes glowed—not yellow. Not red. Just… deep. Dark and ancient, like still water that remembers everything that’s touched it. It didn’t move to attack. Didn’t bare teeth. It simply watched.
And the fear—slowly—unfolded inside him into something else.
Recognition.
The creature didn’t feel like death. It felt like time. Like land and water and sky rolled into one breath. A voice followed—not sound, but pressure. Not spoken, but pressed gently against his thoughts like a current.
Why have you come?
Daniel trembled. Not from cold now, but from something older. He didn’t answer with words. His mind reached.
Because I care. Because I need to know. Even if I’m afraid.
The Bunyip blinked slowly. No threat. No hunger. Just a presence. A question looking for truth.
Why have you come?
Daniel’s thoughts rose like bubbles. Because I care. Because I need to know. Even if I’m afraid.
Silence.
Then the voice again—measured, steady.
You say you want to protect the land. But you fear it.
“I never asked for this,” Daniel thought, his chest aching. “You disappeared. You never told me what this meant. I’m not him.”
You chase shadows without learning their names.
Daniel’s breath caught. “Because no one taught me! You sat in silence and expected me to just know. I was a kid, Jirra. You could’ve said something. Anything.”
And then—he saw it.
Not clearly, not fully. But in the curve of the creature’s brow, in the set of its heavy jaw, in the familiar patience of its gaze—Jirra.
Daniel’s heart stilled.
The stone on his chest pulsed in time with something deeper. Something old.
He hadn’t left. Jirra was here, not trapped—but returned. To where he’d always belonged. Of the river. Of the land. Too old now to walk its edges. Too tired to speak its warnings, But not gone.
Daniel’s eyes burned.
He wasn’t being tested.
He was being trusted.
And for the first time, he understood what silence could carry. What stillness could teach.
Jirra hadn’t vanished. He had aged into myth. Into story. Into the breath between reeds, the pulse beneath water, the shape that rose only when the river remembered pain.
The Bunyip wasn’t just guardian. It was continuity. And Daniel wasn’t here to replace him. He was here to join the song.
He wasn’t testing me, Daniel thought.
 He was trusting me.
The water around him shimmered—not with light, but meaning. Songlines began to unfold, not spoken, but felt. Etched into water and stone and memory.
The land was whispering, and it was whispering his name.
“Long before settlers built fences, this water carved its own. It fed the land, mirrored the sky, whispered stories into reeds. The Bunyip was no monster, but the land’s breath. Its balance keeper. And the Watchers? Elders, now woven into bark and cloud and earth. When the land aches, they stir. When it’s forgotten, they remember.”
His skin crawled. His breath came shallow. This wasn’t belonging, it was binding.
The water around him shimmered, not with light, but with meaning. It shifted, thickened, as if the world itself had exhaled beneath the surface. The Dreaming stirred.
Not vision. Not sound. Something deeper. Older. A knowing uncoiled inside him, slow and vast, like the first memory of the land rising through his blood. His body tensed. The cold didn’t sting now, it crawled.
He didn’t see a map. He felt a net.
Threads of story wove themselves through bark, wind, stone, and bone. They rose from the dark like veins surfacing beneath skin, weaving around his limbs, his breath, his heart. They pulsed—not in rhythm, but in call. The land was whispering, and it was whispering his name.
His skin crawled. His breath came shallow. This wasn’t belonging—it was binding.
The web stretched in every direction—etched in fire-scars and root-lines, in the shape of clouds and the bend of tree limbs. What he had once called coincidence or erosion now stared back at him as deliberate design. Everything was marked. Everything remembered.
The silence around him cracked—not with noise, but with recognition.
He blinked hard.
A stone that used to seem jagged now curved into a spiral. The scorch on a branch curved like the curl of a shell. The tree roots beneath his feet shifted—not moved, remembered. They pulsed faintly beneath him. Not with noise. With story.
He realised: the stories had always been there. They had just been waiting for him to listen.
His heart pounded, not from fear now—but from weight. He was standing inside memory. And it was settling into him.
Above him, a flock of cockatoos wheeled in a tight arc, pale wings blazing through the sky. Their flight traced the shape of the Emu—dark, powerful, silent—in the sky’s negative space. A shape not made of stars, but the shadows between them.
The Dreaming didn’t want him to understand it.
 It wanted him to carry it.
He felt it thread through his spine, knotting behind his ribs, anchoring in his throat like a story half-spoken.
The songlines weren’t just in the land. They were alive. They were moving. They had found him.
Woven in.
Not as a visitor.
As a thread.
Stitched into the land itself.
“I’m scared,” he whispered into the dark.
Good.
 That means you’re listening.
The voice didn’t scold or soothe. It simply held him there—still, breathless, open.
You have a choice.
The weight of those words sank into his chest like river stone.
You can leave. Return to the surface. Forget this. Walk with dry feet and clean hands. The land will go on. For a while. But the silence will spread. The Watchers will return to waiting. And the water, already forgetting itself, will grow still.
Daniel’s throat tightened. The thought of walking away—the relief of it—crashed against something deeper. A grief that hadn’t yet happened. A world that wouldn’t miss him because it wouldn’t remember what had been lost.
Or...
The Bunyip moved closer, ancient eyes steady.
You stay. You carry what was handed to you. You learn the stories, even when they hurt. You listen when the river speaks. You remember when others forget. You become the thread that holds the pattern.
It will cost you. You will never walk this land the same. You will see what others miss. Feel what others silence. The land will mark you. But you will belong. Truly.
Daniel’s heart pounded like war drums in the deep.
The voice softened.
The river remembers.
 And now, it remembers you.

He walked barefoot through the bush, clothes heavy with river water, heart swollen with something he didn’t yet know how to carry. The stone still hung from his neck, now warm with a different kind of weight.
He stopped beneath a tall gum, dawn just beginning to touch the world with colour.
And sat.
The land breathed.
He wasn’t testing me, Daniel thought again. He was trusting me.
He looked up.
The stars were fading, but one part of the sky still held: the Emu. Not made of stars, but the spaces between. The path through the unknown.
Daniel closed his eyes.
And for the first time, he didn’t just feel ready—he wanted this.
 To belong. To listen. To remember.
The stone on his chest pulsed once, slow and steady, like the heartbeat of something ancient.
A flutter on the breeze.
He turned.
An emu feather drifted down beside him, spiralling through the air like it knew exactly where to land.
He reached for it.
Beneath it, nestled in the leaves, lay another stone. Smooth. Etched. Its surface shimmered with soft lines that, when turned to the light, formed the Emu in the Sky. Not Jirra’s.
His.
Daniel held both stones in his hands. One old. One new.
Two stories. One echoing in the past. One just beginning.
A hush settled over the bush.
Then—movement.
At the edge of the trees, the Watchers shimmered faintly in the rising light. Shapes tall and still, ochre-lined, neither shadow nor solid. They stood between bark and mist, between now and always.
Their eyes—hollow, endless—reflected not judgment, but recognition.
They had seen him enter the silence. They had seen him choose.
And now, they bore witness to what the land had claimed.
Daniel’s breath caught. He didn’t move. He didn’t need to.
The Watchers did not speak. They never had. But something in the tilt of their heads, the way the trees bent slightly inward, told him all he needed.
He had been seen.
 He had been remembered.
 He would not walk unseen again.
One by one, the Watchers began to fade, their forms bleeding gently into bark and root and wind—returning to the places they had always lived.
But Daniel knew: they were still watching.
They always would be.
He looked at the second stone, humming faintly with a heat that wasn’t fire but memory, and knew what he had to do. He knelt beside the gum tree and pressed his fingers into the soil.
Gently, he buried the old stone beneath root and leaf and time itself.
When it touched the earth, the hum deepened. Not louder—older. Like something returning to where it had always belonged. A signal, pulsing beneath the surface.
A circle closed.
Daniel placed the emu feather over the spot and stood.
A guardian rests.
Another rises.
Another will come.
The river would know when they were ready.
Daniel looked down at the old stone.
He knelt by the roots of the gum, fingers sinking into cool soil. Carefully, he buried Jirra’s stone beneath bark and earth and memory.
The moment it touched the ground, the air shifted. The hum deepened. Not louder—older. Like something returning to where it had always belonged.
Daniel closed his eyes.
And for the first time, he didn’t just feel ready—
 he wanted this.
To belong.
 To listen.
 To remember.
The river stirred.
 The watchers faded.
 And somewhere beneath the roots, a story waited.




