

— Amy’s journal —

Here are two things I learnt today:

	1.	My brothers and sisters were all saved from the world outside.


	2.	I have a meanness in me, something black and rotten that swells like a lymph node. That’s how I imagine it, as a growth you could cut out.


I don’t know why, but I wanted the girl to feel pain – I wanted to see her vulnerable but only so I could comfort and soothe her. People can be kind and mean at the same time.

Adam shared the plan with us this morning. It sounded so simple; all we had to do was stop the van by the edge of the road, pull her into the back, then fly away with her to the Clearing.

Riding in the jolting van, I was so giddy that I couldn’t keep my hands still. Adam, sitting up front with Susan, was opening and closing his blade. It’s about an inch long and when he punches it between your ribs it sucks all the air out of you and replaces it with a burning.

Twenty metres from the bus shelter we waited under the shade of the big eucalyptus until we heard the school bus groaning along the road. The bus was nothing like I’d imagined. It was longer, with windows all along the sides. Adam folded his blade away and picked up the stopwatch. He knew exactly where the girl sat, up towards the front. Even if the rest of the bus was empty, she would always be there on the left side, looking out at the trees whirling by.

Adam knew that most days she had a ponytail swinging down over her pink backpack. Adam had what he calls a ‘watcher’. Someone out there studying the movements of the people around the child.

That’s how he knew that today, and every Wednesday over summer, the girl’s grandfather had a tournament at the bowls club that didn’t finish until three-thirty, so he wouldn’t be home for another twenty minutes.

Their neighbour, Roger, was out in the paddock most days feeding the calves on his farm. Roger normally waved, and the girl waved back. Adam knew that today Roger was meeting with his accountant in the city.

Adam knew everything. He always knows everything. He made us recite the distance she had to walk once she got off the bus: one hundred and sixty-one metres. There were three straights and two corners. The first straight, where trees hang over the road, was seventy metres, ending in a gentle hill. We couldn’t grab her there because you could see it from the main road. The next straight was forty-eight metres. That was where it needed to happen.

I was nervous at first to see the world outside; it was all so strange and new. On the drive out there, we passed through towns and I got to see all the cars and the houses. Then we were driving beside endless plains of pale grass. It reminded me of the story about Freya in the woods.

Adrienne told me about the woman who calls herself Freya. She is free, she cares for nothing but her family. Freya has a secret. Adrienne said her secret is so sharp it could cut her. Adrienne wants me to understand something about Freya, but I don’t know what it is yet.

Adrienne knows everything, too. Adrienne makes things happen just by thinking them. I love my mother.

We were ready in the back of the van. I knew the plan by heart, and I could repeat it back to Adam in his words. Our sister was coming home to us. Susan started the engine again as the bus lurched around the bend towards the shelter. I was squeezed in between two of the minders, Tamsin and Indigo. Tamsin is small and wiry; she has strong arms and a mole with a single hair poking out beside her nose. I could smell her sweat. Indigo is shaped like the fridge in the Great Hall but with rounded shoulders. She was so calm, like she had done this many times before. Tamsin and Indigo were nurses at the hospital where Adam used to work. That was before Adrienne changed their lives.

Adam turned around to face us. I knew he was the same age as Adrienne but he looked older. He had two wrinkles running up from between his eyes when he said, ‘The first impression is the most important. We don’t want the child to fear us. Her caveman instincts will be flight or fight. We cannot calm her down out here and we do not want her to develop any associations with us, negative or otherwise. Not yet.’ He turned back to face the front, still speaking. ‘Capture a child’s trust and you will have its mind.’ I have heard that before at the Clearing. If she didn’t remember us or the collection, the child would simply wake up in her new home as if placed there by the hand of God. Which, now that I think about it, is true.

Her grandfather hurt her. She was my sister, and someone was hurting her, so I had a duty to help. It was my duty to Adrienne and to God.

The bus shuddered to a stop on the side of the road, the door hissed open. The weather was hot and the wind pressed the side of the van. We’re in drought, Adam had told us, and today was hotter than I can remember it being. Sweat trickled down my forehead and into my eyes. I swept it away with the back of my hand. I needed to be able to see the child.

She was big for a seven-year-old; even bigger than Annabelle, who is eight. She shrugged her schoolbag onto her back and started walking up the road towards her house.

In the front seat, Adam had his eyes fixed on the girl. I wasn’t breathing at all in that moment. I had to tell myself to inhale, to focus. Adam looked at the stopwatch, then at the girl. When I gripped the brown bottle in between my thighs, I could barely turn the cap. My hands were too sweaty.

When she was around the first corner, the van moved forwards.

‘Wait,’ Adam said. He raised his hand, his eyes still shifting between the watch and the girl.

My heart was thunder, but my breath was an ocean tide.

‘Now,’ he said, and the van moved again.

The road was all shimmering with heat but there were no other cars. I opened the bottle as we started up the hill. Liquid spilt over my knuckle and the pungent sweet smell filled the van. It stung my eyes.

Adam said my name. ‘Amy.’

The van hummed along. I held the bottle up to see how much of the liquid was left. It was half full.

‘There’s still enough,’ Adam said. ‘If she remembers the collection, it will take longer.’

The van engine was humming like it wanted to give up. I tipped the remaining liquid over the cloth, bunching it up in my hand like Adam had showed me.

Hold it against her mouth until her eyes have been closed for two seconds, no more, no less.

My own eyes began to water from the vapour, but I blinked the tears away and focused on the world outside.

The van turned. We were close. It was magical; I knew the engine and the wheels were loud, but it seemed silent inside, as if even the van was holding its breath.

I could see her. A smudge of blonde and pink, a yellow skirt, walking in the dappled shade of the trees on the side of the road.

The van was moving slowly, but it still squealed when we stopped. She turned. I saw her eyes. Did she know what was about to happen? Was she afraid? Did she realise her life was about to become so much happier, safer, better? Was her heart thumping in her chest like mine?

Her blue eyes widened, her mouth became an O. The door scraped open. Hot air rushed in. It was over quick. Quicker than I thought possible. Tamsin and Indigo tore her from the road’s edge into the van, wrestling her like a lamb. Her head rested on my lap with Tamsin’s dirty fingers covering her mouth, just how we had planned. It was perfect, everything in place.

She looked up into my eyes. I hesitated.

‘Go!’ Adam screamed at me.

I pressed the cloth down hard over her nose. She began jerking. It was taking longer than it should; there wasn’t enough liquid on the fabric, I wasn’t pressing hard enough.

Everyone was watching me, except Susan, who was driving again. The world outside blurred by. I looked down into those gas-flame blue eyes, disappearing and reappearing as the girl’s eyelids fluttered. I was jealous of her long lashes. She looked so much like Adrienne then. So beautiful.

Her blinks slowed. Eyes closed for a second. Open again. Closed for two seconds. Barely opening. Then she was gone.

The liquid had spilt beneath me and the van was full of the fumes. Adam wound the window down to let in a gust of fresh air. The girl’s body was limp now. Lashes long and thick, cheeks pink. I peeled the cloth away, and leant back to ease the tension from my fingers, my arms, my neck and back. It was done. Our sister was coming home.

PROTECT THE QUEEN.





Amy

 

‘Take it easy, both hands on the wheel, eyes ahead. Don’t speed. Indicate. Everything is on your shoulders now, Susan.’

I can feel the warmth of my new sister in my lap as she sleeps the deepest sleep. I cradle her head, thumbing her tangled hair back behind her ears.

‘Forty-eight hours, then we’re in the clear.’

Forty-eight hours.

I feel so warm and happy. We have her. The van eases back onto the main road, merging into traffic. We all stay low in the back, holding the girl still, while Indigo takes the needle and syringe. She holds it up as the van jigs from side to side, eyeing the liquid in the light before plugging the needle into the girl’s arm.

‘The hard part is over, Susan. Eyes on the road. Deliver us home.’

We stay flat against the floor of the van for an hour or more. All the while I stroke the girl’s face, holding her against me, making sure her head is cushioned and her body is comfortable.

As we drive along the gravel track towards the Clearing I sit up. The entry is well disguised. A barred steel gate crawling with blackberry bushes. On the other side of the gate, the grass is flattened where the wheels roll over it. Branches squeal against the sides of the van. The trees are tinder-dry with curled leaves. I miss Autumn, when the bush is cooled and green, when mushrooms ladder up the sides of fallen trees.

We keep driving.

Tamsin climbs out and opens the last gate, and we drive through, crossing the expanse of grass where the bush has been cleared away. As we near the Great Hall, where the kitchen and our classroom are, I see my brothers and sisters and the other minders burst from the building and rush towards us. Everyone knows the precious cargo we are carrying and their palms bang on the windows as we pass. My chest fills with pride. The enthusiasm of the others is infectious. Susan honks the horn, waving to the children outside, and then we are heading around the Great Tree, then beyond the Burrow, where we sleep and bathe, making our way to the Shed at the south-east corner of the property.

We pass the child through the door of the van and into the waiting hands as though delivering a baby. Her small body seems to float into the Shed. We lay her down on the stained cotton cloth covering the bench. Adam has rigged a square in the sheet-metal roof on a pulley so when my brother Anton – the only child older than me – turns the wheel near the door a perfect diamond of light falls through the ceiling and across the girl. We circle her, to be close, to look at her.

‘That’s enough,’ Adrienne says. ‘We need to get to work.’

I know that soon the child will wake and when she does she will be hungry and thirsty. I know we have chores to do, but it is so hard to walk away.

•

I know that when we liberate a child from the world outside, the minders become tense and agitated. Susan was chewing her nails today and now, as I’m peeling potatoes, looking out the kitchen window, I watch Tamsin in the yard with the young girls. She is near the vegetable garden, squatting down and pointing at something in the earth. The children stand and watch. The peeler catches on my knuckle and a pearl of blood seeps from the flap of skin, distracting me momentarily. When I look back up I see Tamsin rise and strike one of the younger girls. It’s so sudden, like a cat’s paw. The girl clutches her cheek as Tamsin stands over her. Tamsin slaps the child once more, then shoves her to the ground. The other children remain completely still. I know the heat of those slaps.

I turn my gaze towards the Shed. Adam is there with our newest sister, Asha. Anton is in there, too, and Adrienne.

How different will Asha’s life be here with us in the Clearing? I think about the road she was walking along to her old house. If it was so bad there, why would she keep walking back?

But I chase the thought out of my head. That is a deviant thought, something evil. It is my duty to confess thoughts like this, to be purged, or they might burn me up inside. We only have room for the Truth. Deviant thoughts will bring about the apocalypse for our little world.

I wonder if Asha will remember the collection when she wakes. I hope she doesn’t remember me putting her to sleep. I think about the journal Adrienne gave me to write in. I will return to it tonight.





Amy

 

She was screaming all through the night, stopping for hours then starting again. With all my brothers and sisters in the same room lying in their bunks, no one spoke. We just laid there listening to her while we waited for sleep. That’s where I sit now, daylight warming my skin through the window of the Burrow, on the edge of my bed brushing Annette’s hair – one stroke with my fingers, one stroke with the brush. I hear Asha’s screams start again out in the Shed. The sound rises off and on.

I wonder if the realignment would happen quicker if I had put her to sleep faster. Maybe if I hadn’t hesitated it would be over by now. If she remembers the collection, it will take longer.

I wince again as another cry comes from the Shed. Asha will come out of this healthier and happier. It will all be worth it. It’s about the ends, not the means.

•

I’m in the classroom at the back of the Great Hall that afternoon when, gazing out the window across the Clearing, I see Asha emerge from the Shed. We have been studying geography, learning about the world, the wars and violence. Ozone depletion and melting ice sheets. Our education is not to be taken lightly, Adrienne says. Jonathan, our teacher, is preparing us for the new age. Under Adrienne’s instruction, he is preparing us to lead. When our brother arrives, we will be twelve, and we will be complete. We will be ready for the new age when it comes.

Asha steps out tentatively into the glare of the sun. She looks pale; her eyes are fixed on the ground. Her entire body rocks. She balls her new dress in her fists at her sides and, when she stumbles, Adam bends over to lift her back up. We all watch as she crosses the Clearing towards us.

When the door opens, Jonathan, who is standing at the front of the room, stops talking.

Adrienne enters. ‘Amy,’ she says, ‘come with me, please.’

I follow her out of the classroom, closing the door behind me. She pauses and turns to face me.

‘The full moon is coming. This year it aligns with a leap day. What a special time.’

‘Yes, Mother.’

‘You still haven’t bled. You’re too skinny. You need more protein; you need more fat.’

I swallow. She steps closer. Her face is beautiful, her blue eyes shining down on me. ‘That means extra food at dinnertime. Soon enough, you might be ready for your own child. One you can keep and raise here with us in the Clearing.’

‘My own?’

‘Would you like that?’

‘Yes, Mother.’ I feel myself smiling, listing towards her. ‘I would love that.’ I imagine holding a baby, feeding it, carrying it against my shoulder.

‘But before that happens, I want you to make Asha appreciate what she has. You must help to raise her, even if that means correcting her behaviour at times. Can you do that?’

‘Yes, Mother.’

‘Come on then, this way.’ She leads me out into the Great Hall. Asha has been moved inside and is sitting on a knitted beanbag. I can hear Jonathan begin to speak again in the classroom.

‘Show her your deepest love. Obliterate any fear or doubt she has with love.’

Asha’s fingers clutch her jaw, nails chewed to the quick. Her eyes don’t seem to fully open. I can imagine what it must be like, this great cavernous room, all the plain wood, and all the new smiling faces.

‘Protect the Queen,’ Adrienne says.

‘Protect the Queen,’ I repeat, smiling up into her eyes.

I lower myself to sit beside Asha on the beanbag. When my arm touches hers she retracts with a small gasp, as if I’ve burnt her.

‘It’s okay,’ I say softly. ‘No one is going to hurt you anymore.’

I wrap my arm around her and she pulls away again, a slow twisting struggle, but she has no strength. When she speaks I can barely hear her.

‘I want to go home.’

‘Shh,’ I say. ‘You are home.’

The other children must be scorching with jealousy. I am the one who gets to hold Asha first. I squeeze her against me, leaning forwards to kiss her head. I bury my nose in her hair and can smell something clean and sweet. It’s blonde enough already, I












— Amy’s journal —

Three facts about my mother:

	1.	She is the reincarnation of Jesus Christ.


	2.	She will do anything to protect her family.


	3.	She believes education and discipline are the most necessary virtues when preparing for the new age.


That’s what our six school days of the week are designed around: education and discipline.

This is what normally happens:

	6.00:	Wash, clean teeth, make beds.


	6.25:	Put tracksuits on.


	6.30:	Hatha yoga and meditation.


	7.30:	Listen to one of Adrienne’s sermons.


	7.45:	Chanting, then meditation.


	8.00:	Sprints to the front gate and back (short bursts of exercise are healthier than endurance exercise).


	8.15:	Breakfast (usually a piece of fruit or a single slice of bread).


	8.35:	Get changed again, this time into our regular clothes. (If outsiders are coming to the Clearing, we wear our best clothes: matching dresses for us girls and matching shirts and pants for the boys.)


	8.40:	Set up our classroom at the back of the Great Hall.


	8.55:	First bell, school begins.


	10.45:	Recess.


	11.00:	Schoolwork.


	12.15:	Exercise. (Badminton, usually, or foot races. Occasionally we are instructed on self-defence with rubber knives or rubber bats. Or sometimes Adam hangs wallaby carcasses up for us to practise with real knives.)


	12.30:	Lunch.


	1.00:	Schoolwork.


	2.30:	Recess.


	2.45:	Schoolwork.


	4.00:	Pack up classroom, tidy Great Hall for dinner, sweep bedrooms, clean showers and bathroom.


	5.00:	Meditation. (Each day a different child will meditate alone in the blue room – a small alcove off the Great Hall, where the walls are painted sky blue and a single image of Adrienne’s face hangs to the west. We are not allowed to close our eyes but must stare at Adrienne’s face.)


	5.15:	The servers for the day begin cooking dinner while the rest of us do chores such as chopping wood, collecting eggs from the chickens or working in the vegetable garden.


	6.00:	Dinner. Portions are determined according to our weight. Younger children receive much smaller meals than us teenagers.


	6.30:	Clean teeth, occasionally listen to a sermon from Adrienne.






— Amy’s journal —

Clouds of tiny flies.

The sting of the sun where my hair parts.

Shreds of eucalyptus bark.

Hard dusty earth.

This is what I think of when I think of the bush. We were out there today.

A low branch opened a red scratch across my cheek. It still stings. Adam wanted us to witness a miracle, and we did.

We all wore our brown boots. It was even hotter in the bush. Adam says the humidity makes the air thicker, like you’re wading through it, and that’s what it felt like to me. I could feel all the crawling bugs and spiders. I can still feel the dust clinging to my calves.

Adam was talking about the natural world. He talked about our pure blood and God’s slow vibration of energy. He talked about Adrienne and how she can control the energy.

My earliest memory is from before my brothers and sisters arrived, when it was just me, Anton and Adrienne. I was nude in the shallows; Adrienne’s hands were holding my hips, keeping me afloat. I remember cucumber sandwiches and my hat with the neck flap. I remember the path through the bush. I’ve walked it so many times over the years. I know it like the back of my hand. I know the trees and the rocks, I know the parts where you can find blackberries and other edible plants.

Mind where you tread. Snakes don’t care for your boots and they might snap at your ankles. That was what Adam told us.

He had these big yellow rings of sweat under his arms, and his shirt had faded and stained like an old sail. His blue jeans were cinched with a brown leather belt. He must be so different from when he was a doctor.

We reached a fork in the track; a big gum tree divided the path. We stopped for a moment to drink from the canteen. Then we continued up an incline. It’s all sticky and crusty out there. My foot sunk into a rotten tree trunk and filled my sock with wood crumbs. The heat got into my clothes and settled against my skin like a warm hug.

Adam had warned us so many times about snakes. Every summer we see a few of them at the Clearing, weaving between the diamonds of the chain fences or up our windows. If they ever get too close Adam or Anton crush the snakes’ heads with the back of the axe or a spade. Today Adam wanted me to show leadership. He told me there was a snake that had been killing the chickens and we were going to find it.

We hadn’t walked far when, near the path, a snake rose, S-shaped and hissing.

Adrienne says sometimes our bodies do things our mind doesn’t want them to do. She says we meditate to understand and control this better. I know at that moment I lost control of my body, just for a second. I froze dead still, and even though I wanted to move I couldn’t.

‘Children,’ Adam said, his voice even, ‘that is an eastern brown.’ He said that if the snake bites someone their kidneys will fail and they will die within hours.

The snake watched me, tongue flicking.

Why was I so scared? Adrienne would protect me, I knew. Adrienne can control all the snakes and all the spiders. But still I was scared, staring the snake in the eye. I felt something pushed into my hand and looked down to see Adam had handed me the machete.

I said, ‘No.’

I said, ‘Please, no.’

Adam stepped in behind me, holding me in place. I could have cried, but I knew it wouldn’t help.

He asked if I trusted him, except he whispered it all breathy in my ear.

I was so nervous that my jaw was shaking, I could barely speak. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘Kill it,’ he said.

There is a line in the Bible about how, when the snake deceives Eve, God punishes all snakes.

The Lord God said to the serpent, ‘Because you have done this, Cursed are you more than all cattle, And more than every beast of the field; On your belly you will go, And dust you will eat all the days of your life.’

I’ve been thinking about that line a lot. Whenever one person does something bad at the Clearing, we are all punished. If I disobeyed Adam now, not only I but all my brothers and sisters would be punished.

The snake coiled tighter. Adam pushed me towards it. The snake reared back. I saw its fangs. I held the machete. Then it struck.

My breath was trapped in my throat but as the snake lunged towards me I swung the machete. The blade went through it, cutting it clean in two. It fell to the ground and I could see all the pink inside its head. It twitched on the path right in front of us. The trapped breath inside of me came out and I was shaking all over. I had done it. I was so proud and still so scared of the dead snake. Asha was there close by, and on the way back I walked with my arm around her.

Then Adam came up to me. This is what he said, right into my ear: ‘Now do you see how it feels to have that power over another creature?’





— Amy’s journal —

I am back in my own bed now but I still can’t sleep. Adam had come for me in the night, careful not to wake the others. He gently nudged my shoulder. Come.

He led me out across the Clearing. I walked without my shoes, half expecting a bull ant to light a fire on the underside of my foot.

He turned to me and instructed me to stick out my tongue, dropping a little of the magic bullet on it.

‘Once a caterpillar becomes a butterfly, there is no turning back,’ he said, looking up. ‘You’re beautiful, Amy. And you are only going to get more beautiful as you get older.’

No one had ever said anything like that to me before. I followed his gaze up to the stars. They looked brighter than ever.

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I’m going to show you one of life’s great pleasures. I’m going to help you purge the feelings you’ve been developing inside.’

As we approached the Great Hall my heart rose in my chest. I looked across the Clearing to the squat wooden shacks where the minders live.

I climbed up the ladder to the loft. Adam followed.

‘If we are all going to die, Amy, what would be the problem with hastening another’s death?’ The question caught me off guard.

‘I don’t know.’

‘If someone is suffering, let’s say, what then?’

‘It depends.’

‘Right and wrong are not fixed points on a compass. Sometimes we do things just because they are necessary. Do you understand?’

‘Yes.’

I felt his hands on the front of my nightgown.

‘It is important that you do not tell anyone what we are about to do, not even Adrienne. She can never find out. She would hurt us both.’

A candle spilled cooling wax onto the wooden boards. The flame made the spiders’ shadows huge.

‘Stay still, Amy,’ Adam said. ‘Stay still, child.’

He unbuttoned the front of my nightgown, and it fell from my shoulders. Next he unthreaded my underwear – carefully, so his hands did not touch my skin. The cotton slid against my legs, prickling the hairs. His breath was thick and loud. I stepped from my underwear, leaving it pooled on the wooden boards.

‘Just like that,’ he said. ‘Be still.’ His face was inches from the dark hair that has begun to sprout between my legs. His breath changed, not concentrated but flowing like warm water. ‘This is natural,’ he said. ‘To purge.’

I drew in a breath, he leaned forwards and, wet and warm, his mouth touched me.





— Amy’s journal —

Which is worse?

A – Keeping a secret from your mother.

B – Looking away when someone does something wrong.

C – Causing pain to another human and enjoying it.

D – Doing something horrible because someone told you to.

E – All of the above.

No one noticed Asha missing at first. She was there when we started the meditation and gone when we finished, but it wasn’t until we were doing chores that Indigo realised that there were only ten children. Asha was supposed to collect the eggs and then help in the garden, but there was no sign of her.

Indigo rang the bell and we formed two lines out the front of the Great Hall. Jonathan came over from the minders’ quarters. Indigo counted us off then asked Jonathan if he recalled Asha being in class. He did. I did too. We all remembered her at the beginning of the meditation. We were talking about it when we heard the sound of the van returning. Adam climbed out, all smiles at first, but when Tamsin approached him and told him what had happened he stormed over towards us.

‘Where is she?’ he screamed at me.

I told him I didn’t know.

He struck my cheek, so swift and hard it almost knocked me over.

He asked me again. ‘Where is she?’

‘She must have run away,’ I said.

He turned to Indigo. ‘Have you checked everywhere? The Hole? The Shed? The minders’ quarters?’

She nodded. I could see a vein pulsing in Adam’s temple. I was so scared. I knew he was going to hurt us all.

The cicadas screamed. The sun was so hot I could feel it burning my arms but he made us stand there.

‘Why is it no one noticed Asha was missing?’ Adam demanded.

Silence.

‘Someone knows. One of you let evil invade your brain. Your thoughts are evil and Adrienne will be very disappointed. I’m going to find out who let this happen, but we don’t have time now – first we have to find Asha.’

Adam made us crawl under the Great Hall and the minders’ quarters. He made us check the perimeter of the Clearing.

By the time we had finished searching, trucks had rolled down into the Clearing with dogs in their trays. Tamsin and Indigo were there along with others – men I had seen before.

Adam pointed at me and Anton. He told us that we were the eldest and were responsible for our brothers and sisters. He gave us three hours in which to find her. For every hour beyond that, he said, we would spend a day in the Shed being realigned. I couldn’t suppress a gasp. A single day in the Shed is enough to break anyone. When we are locked in that room with him it’s as close to hell as anyone will find on earth.

Adam took his keys from his belt. He placed the inch-long knife between his fingers and held it up. I braced for the blow to the ribs, but it didn’t come.

‘Three hours,’ he said.

As the men with the trucks unloaded their dogs, Adam told us all that the Devil had our sister now. The Devil is everywhere that God is not. The Devil had entered her mind and he was controlling her.

We filed into the bush following Adam in the lead, tracking Asha’s boot prints through the scrub. Then we spread out in a line; we must never lose sight of those to our left and right, Adam told us. Indigo was close to me, a white dog pulling her along as though it was stronger than her, even though Indigo is bigger than Adam and almost as big as my brother Anton. I could see that the dog made her nervous. She was watching it, rather than looking out into the bush like the rest of us.

We lost the trail early on, but then the dogs caught hold of Asha’s scent and they led us deeper into the bush until we found more boot prints.

I scanned the bush desperately; I wanted to be the one to find her. Maybe I could protect her from Adam. Maybe I could stop what was coming.

Before he found Adrienne, Adam was a surgeon, a powerful doctor with incredible healing powers. Adrienne showed us a newspaper clipping about him once; about how he’d saved a girl. He was the first doctor in Australia to successfully transplant a liver in a child. Then he left his job and went travelling, and he started to take the magic bullets. When he returned, he was different. He met Adrienne, his spiritual leader. Together they were touched by God and they learnt their gifts. They learnt of their mission on earth.

I wonder what it would be like to be a surgeon; to cut someone open, repair them, then sew them back together again, healed.

We walked for hours. After a while out there, everything always ends up looking the same, but there are small landmarks that make it easier to remember where you are. Like the river.

It’s all brown and low right now, but sometimes when it has rained a lot it grows stronger and higher. I could hear it trickling. I looked down below the rock face, through the trees, to the opposite riverbank. I wondered what was over there. Then I saw something. A building. A house.

A house . . . just like the one Asha once lived in. A house across the river, out there in the bush. I thought about the story from the Bible about Eve’s apple. How she plucked it. The original sin.

In the Bible, God is crafty, he tests people, he surprises them, he changes his mind. That house could be my test. I could fixate on it or block it out, pretend I didn’t see it.

Adam yelled and it ripped through the bush. The noise startled a flock of galahs into flight. It almost sounded like he was in pain, like he was being attacked.

I knew then that someone had found her. We ran, drawing together around her. God had returned the child. The punishment was yet to come. A washy grey feeling filled my chest.

I was angry like the other children at what Asha had put us through. It was her fault we had spent hours out there in the bush, in the heat. Part of me wanted to hurt her. That meanness inside was swelling, all angry red and full of pus. The meanness was hot in my chest.

One of the men carried Asha back to the Clearing. She was hardly moving at all.

Annabelle told me Asha had been caught because God plucked her up and turned her around. She was walking the wrong way. She was walking back towards us.

As the sun began to set they took Asha directly to the Shed while the rest of us lined up. I could barely stand and my mouth was as dry as dust. When we heard the splash come from the steps of the Great Hall, we all knew what was coming.

Question: If the world outside is so awful, why was Asha trying to return to it?

A – The Devil had her, and the Devil was using her to fool me.

B – She was sent to bring about our end.

C – It’s not so bad out there.

The Cooler floated between Indigo and Tamsin towards us. They set it down, water splashing over the edge.

Anton moved closer, so our shoulders touched. He was scared, I think. He was always so tall and strong, so brave, but now he seemed fearful. A scream came from the Shed. Cockatoos rose from a tree, first just one beating across the Clearing, crying out like it was on fire, then two, three, four others flew over us. They looked like white petals floating in the sea.

Blisters had filled my boots with sticky pus. My head was all hot and my face was burnt from the sun. I had insect bites up my arms and on my legs.

The men left with the dogs. Then Adam brought Asha out. She was kicking like a demon.

He set her down right in front of the Cooler. It was clear the Devil had her by the way she kicked and screamed. Adam told us that we had let this happen, so we must be the ones to exorcise her.

The younger children were excused, and they went back to the Great Hall. There were just five of us left.

Adam pointed at Alice and then at Asha, kneeling in front of the Cooler with Tamsin and Indigo holding her in place.

Alice stepped forwards, as stiff as the scarecrow in our garden.

This part hurts the most to remember. This part is hardest for me to write.

‘Now,’ Adam said.

Alice pressed Asha’s face into the water. Asha squirmed and twisted her head. Alice was not pressing firmly enough.

Adam told her to press harder.

Alice bit her lip then pushed until Asha’s head was under the water. I could see that Alice was crying, but she didn’t stop.

At first Asha became still. She was faking unconsciousness. Then she began to fight. Water churning, splashing. The girl’s head slamming against the steel base of the Cooler.

‘Enough,’ Adam said.

Alice released her grip. Asha sucked in a few long breaths then collapsed in the hard dirt.

‘Thank you, Alice, for doing God’s work,’ Adam said. ‘Dry off and go to class now. Alex, you’re next.’

Alex is pale and small-boned. He had recovered from fainting but looked exhausted. He swallowed and did not lift his eyes up from the dirt as he walked over to the Cooler. He was always the fastest at morning sprints. He also once had his hand crushed in a doorframe for disobedience but it has mostly healed now.

Asha lay wet and still on the ground. Adam gave the command and Alex did not hesitate. Cathy and Indigo lifted Asha into place and he pushed her head under.

As the realignment continued, Adam changed. He seemed happier. He was in control. He stood up tall and proud like a soldier. By the time it was Anton’s turn, Asha was exhausted. Anton stepped forwards, but instead of squatting down and putting his big hands on the back of the girl’s head, he dropped to his knees.

Adam’s voice was as hard and sharp as a broken bottle. He asked what Anton was doing. Anton just rolled up his sleeves, held his arms behind his back and lowered his face to the water.

‘Adrienne would not want this; this is not her teaching,’ Anton said.

Adam strode over, drew his foot back and swung it so hard his boot hit the side of Anton’s head with a crack that echoed across the Clearing. Anton fell, knocking over the Cooler, and the water ran out.

Indigo rushed off to refill it. While she was gone Adam kept kicking Anton, in the chest, the stomach, the back.

This was the first time I had seen someone openly defy Adam. I was scared for Anton. I knew it would be bad. I didn’t know if I should be angry or proud or scared. I know what he did was wrong, but it was also brave. It was brave to stand up to Adam.

Indigo returned.

The three minders positioned Anton’s head over the water, with his arms behind his back. Anton was drowsy now; strings of blood and snot hung from his face. Adam plunged Anton’s head into the water with both hands. Anton revived briefly, but there was no point in fighting. Four adults held him in place.

When they were done, they dragged Anton off to the Shed for further realignment.

On their return, the minders hauled Asha back into place over the Cooler. It was my turn.

My stomach was turning inside me and my arms and legs felt numb with fatigue. I couldn’t do it. I knew I couldn’t. But Adam was watching closely. It was either me or her.

How had they found Asha?

How did they know she was one of us?

If she was sent by God, why did she want to leave?

Deviant thoughts flooded me. I stepped closer. Then I did what he told me to do. It felt righteous. It felt necessary. But, still, it hurt to do. I pressed her under. Then, when Adam told me to stop, I stepped back so he could come forwards and dunk her again. She had no time to catch her breath. He made me watch as he dunked her again and again until she stopped moving altogether.

So, back to my question: which is worse?

A – Keeping a secret from your mother.

B – Looking away when someone does something wrong.

C – Causing pain to another human and enjoying it.

D – Doing something horrible because someone told you to.

I’ve done them all in the last few weeks. But at least I can make one right. I can tell Adrienne what Adam did to me that night. Has he purged any of my sisters? I think about Asha again now.

What would have happened if we didn’t find her in the bush? Would she have ended up at the house? I wonder who lives there. I wonder if they know how close we are.





— Amy’s journal —

This will be short.

I am going tonight. I will step out to discover the world outside. I want to go to that house in the woods to peer inside and see what Asha saw before we brought her home to the Clearing. I’m taking my journal, to document what I find. I need to know, I need to see for myself. Asha hated Adam, she loved the world outside.

Adam’s punishments and cruelty have increased in frequency and severity. He is hurting us for fun now. He blames me for what happened with Asha and if I don’t leave I’m worried he might take it too far.

Even Adrienne seems afraid of him now. She hasn’t been at the Clearing much but I know she only wants us to be safe and happy and she can’t control him.

It’s getting dark outside and I plan on waiting until everyone is sleeping before I go. I know I need to be brave. I can always come back before dawn if I change my mind. I’m so scared and excited that my hand is shaking. I know there is a chance I will encounter the Blue Devils.

I know not to trust them.

They hate us.

They were sent by the Devil to stop Adrienne’s plans.

They will kill me if they get a chance.

But if I can somehow stop Adam from hurting us, then it will be worth it.
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