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For Tysyn, Grace, Maddi & Aria

For Josie and Tarin

Melaleuca   

Pronounced “Mel – la – luke – ka” 

Leader of the cousins and the decision maker.

––––––––
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Ari 

Pronounced “Ah – ree” 

Strongest of the cousins. Holds them together. Has an affinity with the land.
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Lexington

Pronounced “Lex-zing-tin”

Likes to think she is the brains of the cousins. Constantly needs to know why.

––––––––
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Quixote 

Pronounced “Qwee – Oh – tay” 

Can never be serious. Is constantly up to no good.
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Chapter 1 - The Raid
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Present Day

The valley fell quiet, yanking Melaleuca Arrnor from her sleep. She flicked her torch on and peered around the balcony. Her cousins slumbered away impervious to the silence — Quixote sprawled in careless abandon, Ari solid and unmoving, and Lexington curled tight around her ever-present notebook.

The valley below lay silent beneath her. She sliced the moonless night with the torch’s thin beam. The lack of sound and movement was eerie. No insect noises. No bird song. No movement. No wind, not even the far-off rustle of an animal. Even the great fig tree which stretched above the house seemed frozen in place, its vast limbs unmoving against the night sky.

A burst of light at the end of the valley spat out into the darkness and seconds later a tremendous explosion erupted in front of the balcony. It echoed around the valley and a roaring noise rushed toward Melaleuca. Instinct kicked in and she ducked. An explosion in front of the house shook the floor, spilling dust from the ceiling. Intense heat and plant debris swirled past her face, scattering twigs and leaves around the balcony.

In an instant Ari appeared at her side, brushing bits of debris from his hair.

‘What the hell was that?’

Cheeks singed, Melaleuca peered down the valley again, shaking. A cry of victorious people shouted from the valley and the whiffs of spent gunpowder teased the air. 

‘What’s that smell?’ Ari asked. 

‘Don’t know, but wake the others. Fast.’

Jerked awake, Quixote wedged his skinny body between them, trying to hog their spot, tackling it with his typical frivolity. 

‘What is it? Lightning? Volcanoes? Rockets? Maybe balls of fire from the sky?’

Guttural war chants from the valley answered his question, and another explosion thundered in the distance. An ominous whistling sound taunted the night, getting higher in pitch the closer it got. A second larger explosion knocked them off their feet, sprawling them backwards. 

“Advance. Attack,” yelled a faint cry from the valley. 

Quixote laughed. Melaleuca thrust herself up and kicked Quixote.

‘Enough. Listen.’

In her torchlight, she saw a decision flash in his eyes, whether to listen or carry on being his normal fool self. Couldn’t be serious to save his life. He rolled away, hitting Lexington. Lexington cried out.

‘Ow...Get off Quixote. Give it back.’

Melaleuca shone the torch in her direction. Quixote froze, grinning. He held Lexington’s notebook and pen in his hand. Ari cuffed him around the head and he dropped it. Melaleuca put on her sternest voice.

‘We are being attacked. No time for this.’

The door to the balcony flew open, bashing against the wall. Their identical mothers rushed in, flickering candles in hand and faces bursting with panic. Sweating and panting, they struggled to talk. Lexington demanded to know what happened. Quixote made jokes. Melaleuca commanded them to let their mothers speak.

Lexington’s mother yelled at the top of her voice.

‘Listen...not a drill...this is real.’

The mothers exchanged chilling glances. Melaleuca held her hand up to her cousins to silence them, and locked eyes with her mother. Her mother flashed a weak smile at Melaleuca, though her frightened eyes belied the truth. Another far-away explosion, this time louder, shook the house and jarred her back to the urgent present.

Melaleuca’s mother produced a backpack, shoved it at Melaleuca, shook a piece of clothing and pushed it onto Melaleuca’s body, zipping up the sides and enveloping her in a green camouflage suit. Her cousins were also zipped into similar suits by their mothers, though their pockets bulged with objects.

Her mother faced Melaleuca square on.

‘You are going to be in charge from now on.’

Her cousins fidgeted with their pockets. Ari’s mother shouted at them. 

‘Explore them later. Follow us. Now.’ 

She darted out the door and descended the stairs. Melaleuca followed her candlelight with her cousins and their mothers in tow. 

What did she mean, “From now on?”

Another explosion rocked the house. Their mothers blew the candles out, plunging them into total blackness. Drifts of acrid smoke wafted inside and the voices of attacking men converged on their house.

Lexington squinted into the darkness.

‘I can’t see.’

‘Shhh,’ said one of the mothers.

Ari stumbled over an object.

‘Neither can I.’ 

Melaleuca’s mother latched on to Melaleuca’s hand, dragging her up front with her. She whispered instructions loud enough for all to hear.

‘Everyone, hold on and keep up.’ 

Melaleuca’s mother launched them into the darkness. Through the labyrinth of corridors, twisting and turning with uncanny accuracy, they fled, somehow missing objects in the dark. Melaleuca fought the urge to duck and shield her eyes. Each time she slowed down her mother yanked her forward.

Soon the many voices, the shouting, and the smell of smoke no longer penetrated deep into the house and they halted.

The noise of Lexington’s pencil scribbled in the dark.

‘Can someone explain —’ 

‘Wait,’ Melaleuca’s mother said.

Anger replaced Melaleuca’s fear. 

‘Who is attacking us? I want —’

‘I said wait.’

A creaking sound clawed into the silence and the sound of a body throwing itself against the wall accosted their ears, and a large “flump” burst forth. Cool night air dispelled the stuffiness. As their eyes adjusted, the black and gray shapes of distant hills and nearby trees came into focus. The mothers tugged them through the secret escape door one by one. 

In the moonless night, the four mothers stood there checking their children. Quixote’s mother turned back to the opening.

‘Where’s Quixote? Quixote? Get out here.’

No reply came.

‘Quixote?’ 

The other mothers herded the remaining cousins back, away from the house, and beheld a sight above it. Orange light danced around with rapid motion, licking the trees and the hillside, casting raw moving shadows - the sort created by a raging fire. Tendrils of smoke plumed into the air and particles as if burnt wood and paper drifted up amongst tiny incandescent cinders.

Quixote’s mother squinted into the black opening. 

‘I can't see him I...’

Lexington strained her eyesight, trying to see into the black as tar dark.

‘How can you see anything? It’s too dark.’

Quixote’s mother leaped back inside.

‘Go. I will find him and meet you.’ 

Melaleuca followed behind her.

‘I’m coming too.’

The darkness swallowed them.

Melaleuca clamped tight onto Quixote’s mother’s hand. If Melaleuca was to lead, she needed to take responsibility for Quixote’s actions. With no time to protest, Quixote’s mother hurtled them again through the ink black darkness. After many queasy twists and turns, flickering light from a fire through a doorway illuminated the corridor’s walls. 

Quixote stood in the doorway, entranced by the sight. Quixote’s mother halted close to him and Melaleuca banged into her. The front hall of their house lay crumpled in shattered ruins. Flames raged amongst billowing smoke, and clumps of broken wood and strewn stonework told of the impending destruction of the rest of their house. The mattresses from their balcony lay burning amongst the rubble and several of Lexington’s treasured notebooks burned with it. Heat singed her face and she raised her hands though it did little to abate it.

Quixote’s mother wrenched her son back from the burning hall. A blood-curdling scream shattered its way through the fiery spectacle and the sight of their fathers beyond the flames fighting their attackers rooted them to the spot. Melaleuca shook, fearful yet fascinated as she watched her father and uncles fight with blurring speed as if possessed of superpowers. She knew they needed to run but how were her father and uncles able to fight like that.

More and more men poured onto their fathers, slowing them down.

Quixote’s mother gripped both of their hands, pulling them about.

‘Don’t let go,’ she said.

Melaleuca pulled back.

‘But, they need our help.’

‘I’ll fight them,’ Quixote said

Quixote’s mother bellowed.

‘Move!’

More screaming shook Melaleuca, and her instinct was to run but how could she leave her father and uncles.

‘I said move. They will be fine,’ Quixote’s mother yelled.

An explosion showered them with embers and the house started to creak as if it were about to collapse. Quixote’s mother ran, dragging them behind her and soon they stood at the back of the house again, clear of the building.

She dropped to her knees and gripped the ground with her hands as if out of breath.

‘Where are you?’ she asked.

Melaleuca and Quixote both answered, ‘Here,’ confused why she asked.

‘Okay. We are on our way,’ Quixote’s mother said.

‘Who are you talking to?’ Melaleuca asked.

‘Your aunties.’

Melaleuca scanned the area, as did Quixote pretending to use binoculars.

‘I don’t hear them or see them,’ Melaleuca said.

Quixote’s mother pulled herself up.

‘One day, soon, you will.’

She faced uphill.

‘Let’s go. No questions.’

They dodged and weaved amongst the massive roots of the Moreton Bay Fig trees around their homestead, fleeing at a fast pace. By the time they emerged from the forest and entered the small clearing where her other aunts and cousins stopped to wait for them; Melaleuca’s demand for answers grew.  What happened to their safe, secure, isolated valley?

‘I want to know what is going on. Who attacked us? How did my father and uncles fight like that?’

Ari picked up on this.

‘How were they fighting?’

Melaleuca held up a hand to silence him and Ari snorted back at her.

‘Who do you think you are Mel? Our mother?’

‘Ssssshhhhh,’ she snapped and again demanded answers from her mother.

‘Well? What is going on?’

Quixote opened his mouth to talk — no doubt to say something stupid. Melaleuca shone her torch in his face as if a threat. If she was to be in charge, he needed to stop.

The mothers huddled together whispering and discussing, ignoring her demands. Quixote’s mother dropped to her knees letting out a muffled cry though her sisters helped her back up. They faced the cousins’ torchlight in unison. An eerie silence emanated from their mothers. As if wanting to hide their true feelings, they hesitated.

Another explosion, this time bigger, boomed from way below in the valley, followed by a victorious cry, shouting, screaming and hooting. Quixote spoke but his mother put her hand over his mouth, shushing him into silence. His mother’s grave face puzzled him. 

Ari’s mother wheeled about; faced down the valley.

‘Okay, will be there.’ 

Ari’s mother grasped her son’s thick shoulders and felt his muscles underneath his camouflage suit. Admiration filled her voice.

‘Your father and I have never been prouder. Not in all the years could we have foreseen a lad like you, strong as an ox, unfaltering and brave. You might all yet fall apart, but you must hold them together no matter what happens.’ 

‘We...we will see you again...won’t we...Mum?’

She hugged him and fled back they way they came. Ari wanted to know more but could find no words.

Lexington’s mother took Lexington to one side and ran her hand through Lexington’s long hair. 

‘Be careful not to over analyze.  Find a way to make your gentleness your strength. Pay heed it does not dominate you. You know what I mean.’

Lexington pushed her mother’s hand away.

Why is she talking to me like this?

‘When shall I  —’

‘Shhhh — you’ll know when.’

As Lexington’s mother stood, she thrust an object into Lexington’s hand, and closed her fingers around it. Her mother said no more; walked to the edge of the clearing as if her tenure as her mother was over. Lexington put the object in one of her pockets, confused, and tried swallowing but a lump of dread moved up her throat.

Melaleuca locked eyes on her mother and she gazed into an older version of her own face, though the eyes differed — a blue fog over the irises and a subtle undertone staining the whites purple. 

Tears welled in her mother’s eyes — filling them.

‘Melaleuca. Unite them — the other option is not worth considering. Trust your instincts. Lean on your upbringing.’

‘But, that was just playing.’

Her mother hugged her tight — tight enough to make Melaleuca fear she would never see her again.

‘Please...what is going on?’

Her mother answered her with a kiss and walked away.

Melaleuca fumed. She did not want to listen to her instincts. If her feelings were right, they were about to be separated from their parents and then she would be in charge, totally in charge. Dread grew inside her and she questioned whether she was ready for this.

Quixote’s mother lifted her hand to her ear as if trying to hear through a muffled earpiece.

‘Hurry, it’s time.’

A stifled cry came from one of the mothers. 

‘Please tell them.’

‘No. We agreed. It must be this way,’ one of the other mothers said.

Fed up, Melaleuca marched closer to them.

‘Tell us now. Intolerable. What is going on? Is this a test or what?’

Through the dark, the mothers could all feel Melaleuca’s sharp eyes bore into them — challenging and demanding a reason for their actions. It is what Melaleuca did best: cut away the untruths.

None of the mothers answered. 

Two of them dashed off through the bush back the way they came, leaving behind Quixote’s mother. Melaleuca listened after them — to the bushes and branches being pushed aside. A deep stillness descended. In the seconds which ticked by, it seemed forever filled up the space where their mothers had been.

Melaleuca examined her cousins one by one. 

They will have to listen to me now.

Quixote’s mother snapped about, treading uphill a few paces.

‘Follow me. Not a word, not a sound.’

Melaleuca needed her cousins to understand she was in charge as well. She added her own instructions.

‘Let’s go. Ari, take the rear.’ 

She led them after Quixote’s mother, and they entered the cover of the forest once again and headed uphill along a ridge. Thirty minutes later, Melaleuca reached a second clearing behind Quixote’s mother and turned to make sure her cousins arrived as well. Quixote’s mother tapped each of the cousins’ shoulders.

‘On the right shoulder strap is a white light. On the left, is a red light. Turn the red one on.’

One by one, they located the lights and pressed them. Four dim red lights came on, bathing the ground around them for a few feet in a ruby color. 

Quixote’s mother searched around on the ground, as Lexington studied her light. Quixote’s mother reached down and tugged up hard. With a slight metallic click, a section of the ground lifted up. Three more lids were opened in quick succession, until before them, four underground foxholes gaped wide. A tree stump sat on the top of each lid, and a few bushes were spread around the base, making it appear less obvious.

Quixote’s mother tapped one of the lids.

‘Listen carefully.’

The red lights cast a hazy glow across her face. Dirt and soot sat smudged into her cheeks, and lines of sweat trickled out from underneath her mussed up hair. 

‘You are to hide in these ‘til one of us comes back to get you. It may be two days...It may be a week. But we will come back. In case...in case we...don’t, don't come back...’

Both Ari and Lexington opened their mouths to speak, but she shushed them and carried on talking.

‘...these are your last instructions. Heed them well. Melaleuca is to make all decisions when a decision cannot be made. Melaleuca, take good counsel of the others, especially Lexington. Ari, look after Lexington, protect her and the others, but especially Lexington. Melaleuca do not be afraid to use Ari's strength, it is more than he realizes. Lexington, follow your mind but with your heart learn from Quixote.’ 

As she said her son’s name, she stopped.

She faced him and with a gentle touch, grabbed him with both hands. 

‘And you little one, a true imp spirit if there ever was one, never stop being you for anyone or anything, ever.’ 

She paused as if more words would be forthcoming though only silence and choked emotion filled the air. Squeezing her eyes together, she fought back tears and jumped up.

‘What,’ she cried out to the darkness and said in a softer voice, ‘I will be there soon.’

She up and ran leaving the cousins stunned by everything.

She turned back to them. 

‘Well, hide,’ she shouted and disappeared into the bushes.
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Chapter 2 – Friend or Foe
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​Argus North had one mission — get to the cousins before dawn. They must not be allowed to return home.

Morning light bled through the forest. He tripped and slid down the hill, smashing into a tree. Air burned in his lungs and his knees creaked; sweat blurred his vision. He surged forward, ignoring the pain. 

Why did the strange-eyed people need him now? 

With a distance to go, he crashed through a maze of trees toward their homestead, smelling spent gunpowder in the breeze. Where the forest finally ended dozens of massive Moreton Bay Fig trees spread out before him. Tortured roots erupted out of their base as if twisted elephant legs frozen in time.  Gargantuan branches formed gnarled bridges between each of their massive trunks. A replica of a pirate ship sat under one, and a mini stone castle reached high into the branches of another. Rope gangways were slung between huts in the trees, and flying foxes, slides, swings, monkey bars and toys lay scattered around.

A half destroyed sign lay strewn on the ground, most of the handwritten words missing: 

“Play is....ver ends. True.....and ends with.....is the key.”

Stunned — he did not know what to make of it. He broke into a pensive trot. Why would they need this? He had seen similar training grounds for soldiers and terrorists hidden deep in jungles though without the toys. 

Ask them no questions, he was instructed, tell them nothing — follow this strictly. Why? What was so special about them? An uneasy feeling curdled in him.

Gun smoke curled into his nostrils and he dreaded the worst. He picked up his pace and dashed out of the trees spying an unwelcome sight. Across a small open valley — the house was gone. Blackened rubble smoldered where it should have stood. 

*** 
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Lexington pushed her auburn hair back, squinting through the slits on the fake tree stump, checking the coast was clear. Movement near the edge of the clearing alarmed her. The bushes shook back and forth as if someone pushed them from beneath.

What if it was one of the attackers from last night? She glanced at her notes and knew, even now, they might be scouring the hillside for them.

She whispered through a connecting pipe.

‘Ari?’

No reply came.

‘Quixote?’

No reply came.

‘Mel?’

Still nothing.

She whispered Ari’s name a second time, but still no reply came.

What if they have already been...

She peered once more through the slit and the bushes no longer moved.  She steadied her breathing, wishing Ari were here to give her courage as he normally would. It did not make sense the attackers would shake a bush and give away their position so carelessly. She needed to see for herself.

Thin shafts of light shone on a camouflage net lying beside some tinned food. She threw it around her shoulders and opened the lid, listening to its creaking. Quixote lay on the ground spread out between the bushes surrounded by toy men and toy soldiers, his body pushed part way under his camouflage net. His normal messy hair was even messier.

‘Hey, Lexington. Come and play.’

‘Oh Quixote, you’re supposed to be in your foxhole. I thought you were someone else.’

He laughed and pretended to shoot her. Lexington eyed his toy soldiers with suspicion.

‘Where’d you get those?’

‘In my pockets.’

‘Of course.’

She slunk over to Melaleuca’s foxhole and placed her head close to the fake bark.

‘Mel, you realize that Quixote is out of his foxhole.’

With a muffled voice, she answered.

‘Yes, hang on...I told Ari to make sure he is hidden.’

‘I can’t see Ari anywhere. And he did not answer me nor did you.’ 

Melaleuca opened her lid.

‘It’s all right. He’s at one of his lookouts. Why are you so worried?’ 

Lexington shoved the notebook at Melaleuca.

‘Something does not add up.’

‘Lex. We wait.’

Melaleuca pulled back her raven-dark, neck-length hair into a pony tail, a gesture she always did when digging her toes in — her so-called gut instincts. With naturally larger eyes than Melaleuca, Lexington opened them wide – her non-verbal gesture telling Melaleuca she was wrong.

‘You might think you are in charge but you need to listen to me as well.’

Melaleuca pulled several slips of paper from the many pockets on her camouflage suit and handed them to Lexington. They all had the word, “Trust” written on them except the last one which read — “Keep moving forward.”

‘What was in your pockets, Lex?’ 

Lexington patted them.

‘My...? Exactly what I’d need for something like this. More proof that —’

‘Pens and papers?’

‘Yes, so I can make notes.’

Melaleuca clambered out, huffy, inspecting where Quixote had been playing. Quixote fashioned a small valley out of sticks and stones in the dirt, complete with a poor replica of their house and their foxholes. Three small figures stood around the foxholes while a lone figure faced oodles of small sticks. Bearded faces were drawn on the sticks in a haphazard fashion. 

‘He’s gone back,’ Melaleuca said. ‘Come on, we have to get Ari and stop Quixote.’ 

Melaleuca lifted her camouflage net out of her foxhole, bundling it around her shoulders. She hauled out a length of rope and a stout, pointed stick. Lexington felt the sharp end of it.

‘Wait...why a stick? Why rope? How come I don’t have one?’

Melaleuca brandished the stick at Lexington.

‘Take it. Go on. When we play, you detest such things.’

Lexington screwed her face up.

‘What has got into you?’

Melaleuca tapped one of the cards in Lexington’s hand.

‘I saw the rope and felt I needed it. Now, come on.’ 

Melaleuca headed into the forest. Muttering, Lexington trotted after her. 

‘Always Quixote.’

Melaleuca stopped. 

‘On second thought, stay here in case Quixote or Ari comes back, so you can tell them where I have gone.’

***
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Argus stood amongst the small bomb craters, dead bodies scattered all around him. He slipped his hand inside his jacket and touched the hilt of his pistol, though he knew it would be of little use against whatever destroyed the house. He waved off the smoldering smoke, and crouched, listened, settled his breathing. What should have been a simple extraction now became complicated. He would have to sift through the rubble and check the cousins were not dead.

He turned one of the bodies over. A caveman figure with messy hair and a wild beard stared back at him. Pockmarks and scratched-in tattoos embellished his skin and his clothing consisted of furs. 

One by one Argus checked them and found nothing different until he reached the last six bodies. An attractive woman’s ashen-white face panged him with sadness.  Something deep in her death repose suggested a life-long struggle. He checked the other bodies; discovered two more identical women and some well-dressed men with short hair and clean-shaven faces. He opened their eyelids. A purple haze spread across the white portion of their eyes. He pulled back their sleeves. Old burn marks where the flesh was melted and healed over marred each wrist leaving folded, smooth skin as if cooled wax on a table.

Their parents.

The cousins were not here so either they escaped or were kidnapped. Weariness hit him and his legs buckled. He sat, producing a bar of chocolate and chewed it. The sugar flooded his empty stomach, surging warmth into his aching legs. He flicked caked dirt off his camouflage fatigues, calculating a small army was sent here. 

How did they find this place? 

The journey by foot would take at least a week. As it was his flight in and the subsequent parachute jump took many hours. And something about the dead attackers was familiar. 

Too old for this.

No longer able to fight off sleep, he nodded off.  After a while the sound of snapping twigs yanked him awake. He checked his watch and cursed.

SNAP. 

Something trod behind him.

Argus rolled forward, leaping to his feet ready for action. A man, identical to the dead attackers, brandishing a meat cleaver growled at him from six feet away. 

Quixote ran toward their smoldering homestead, shocked — though two men about to fight caused him to hide behind a tree.

The wild-haired, bearded man swung a meat cleaver for Argus. Argus ducked, unclipped his pack and swung it hard at the man, knocking him sideways. Argus dropped the pack, drove a fist up into the man’s jaw, then slammed him into the ground. Argus wrapped his arms around his neck, choking him out. He used the meat cleaver to finish him off. 

Excitement and fear ripped through Quixote. Perhaps this new person was here to avenge them. He sucked a breath in to call out to him but the appearance of a second man halted him, and again he expected another fight. The second man held Quixote’s fascination. As if a character from the Middle Ages, a cloak draped off his shoulder and the clothes under it appeared leather and ornate.

The men spoke though they were inaudible. They quarreled, raising their voices. Wanting a closer view, he shimmied up the nearest tree in silence. The caped man’s back faced Quixote and he shouted at Argus.

‘Have you gone mad? He is dead.’

Argus bent over and played with the dead body.

‘Yeah. Died for your so called lord and master, I bet.’ 

‘He is from the southern wasteland, a man of Ori. Death is all they are good for.’

Argus pointed to all the dead bodies. 

‘Just cannon fodder, aren’t they.’

‘Thirty years ago these people stole from my master. I AM HERE TO COLLECT.’ 

The words echoed around the hills and they both whipped out pistols. Quixote’s heart leaped into his mouth. A gunshot boom rang out across the valley and Quixote lost his footing and fell. He scrambled to his feet and spun around a few times to orient himself, catching a blur of someone dashing past up the hill.

Quixote ran to the dead bodies though failed to see his parents. An object of greater interest caught his eye. With caution, he scooped up the pistol and felt the heaviness of it. He had played with toy guns before but this was different. He needed to show it off to his cousins.

He scampered back up the hill brandishing the pistol feeling potent. By the time he caught sight of Argus, his arm tired with the weight of it.

***
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Melaleuca chased after Ari. His stronger legs ran faster through the forest toward their house and she needed to keep up. The gunshot made her think their attackers were back, and maybe Lexington was right, though with Quixote on the loose it wouldn’t have surprised her if he was behind it. She hurried after him.

Ari crouched behind a tree — spooked.

‘Someone is ahead of us. Listen.’ 

Noises of someone pushing through the bushes came from in front of them. Melaleuca peered around the tree.

‘Quixote?’

‘Not unless he is carrying an elephant.’

Melaleuca took command.

‘Move forward more. Quiet and observe.’

She inched forward with Ari in front until the person heading toward them sounded close by. She gave a signal, crouched and threw her camouflage net over her, stepping two paces to her left. Ari did likewise, taking two paces to the right. They held a rope slack between them. The man stopped short of Melaleuca. A bush obscured him though she could see his hand. Blood dripped from it and in it he held a pistol. The man ran straight toward her, passing her by. She yanked hard on the rope and Ari pulled back on it. The rope snapped taut across the man's shins and he nose-dived into the dirt.

The ground slammed into Argus. Ari and Melaleuca charged at him and he rolled over to defend himself though pain flashed through his pistol hand. He tried to lift it but Ari’s foot pinned it to the ground.  Something sharp jabbed into his throat and through blurred vision Ari’s hulking form loomed over him — stick in hand rammed into him. He swatted at it though another stick jabbed into his throat. Melaleuca pressed her stick into Argus’s skin.

‘Who are you? Where are our parents?’

Relief flashed across his gnarled face and he groaned, blinking at her with bloodshot eyes. His gray-stubbled jaw opened and shut as he tried to speak. At first no words came out, and after swallowing a few times he spoke with a hoarse sound.

‘Get the hell off me.’

Melaleuca sharpened her gaze at him.

‘Where are our parents?’

He tilted his head back, closed his eyes; settled his breathing. 

‘Let me up or else.’

He pushed up and Melaleuca and Ari jabbed their sticks harder into his neck. Ari uttered a growling sound.

‘You’re one of the attackers,’ Ari said. 

‘Stay down,’ Melaleuca said. ‘What happened down there?’

Argus pushed and the sharp ends of their stick pricked deep into his flesh. A small trickle of blood oozed down Argus’s neck and Melaleuca considered backing off though her instincts told her otherwise. Tiredness and pain registered on Argus’s face but an underlying steel will let the sticks draw blood.  He pushed himself up, unnaturally calm

‘Ask me that again when we’re not about to die.’

He clenched Ari’s stick in his hand. Ari gripped back and Argus yanked it hard though he struggled to budge it an inch. Surprise formed on Argus’s face. Ari wrenched the stick back, and in a clean move, spun around, smashed the stick against Argus’s thigh, threaded it through his legs and slammed him to the ground again. Argus cried out in pain and his back made a cracking noise as his pack dug into his back.

Ari raised his eyebrows.

‘I am Ari Hillary Shackleton Arrnor. I have an explorer’s heart and the grit of a soldier. If I decide you go no further, you go no further.’

Melaleuca grabbed the rope and threw it to Ari.

‘Tie him up.’

Argus struggled and screwed his face up in pain but Ari’s unnatural strength subdued him and soon he stood against a tree with his hands tied behind his back. He squirmed, trying to find a position of least pain.

‘Idiots,’ he said through clenched teeth.

Melaleuca edged closer to Argus as if to show she was in charge. 

‘Prove what you say. Who are you?’ 

Melaleuca’s crisp, blue, eyes met with Argus’s and she felt herself push into his mind. Despite his pain, Argus dropped to his knees and a strange enchantment fell across his face.

‘I am Melaleuca Willimena Enigma Arrnor. I am in charge. Nothing happens without my command. You better tell us who you are?’ 

Even before he answered, she saw he did not understand his kneeling reflex.

‘What the hell are you? Get out of my mind – witch. And as for you.’

Argus shoved Ari in revenge, dropping his shoulder into him. Pain blasted across his leg where Ari hit him and his back cramped up. He stumbled, crying out and leaned back against the tree.

He swore.

‘Bloody fools.’

Ari raised his voice.

‘What’s happened to our parents?’

‘You making enough noise to get us all killed.’

Ari threatened him again with the stick.

‘Who sent you then?’

‘Does it matter?’

Melaleuca sensed Argus’s crinkled eyes reflected deeper knowledge — lots more, but he held his tongue. Argus averted his eyes. 

‘Stop that.’

Melaleuca touched her pocket where the instructions to “trust” were left and made a decision.

‘We will go and see for ourselves.’

Argus thrust himself off the tree, pained and bound, blocking them from leaving.

‘You don’t move unless I say so.’

From downhill, all Quixote saw was Argus throwing himself against his cousins. Using two hands he tried to point the pistol uphill though it kept on wobbling. He jabbed the pistol in Argus’s direction and tried to aim it. The end of the barrel bounced between Argus and all the trees. He yanked hard on the trigger.

BLAM

The recoil threw Quixote backwards and the pistol flew out of his hand, snapping his fingers back in pain.

A blast thundered toward Melaleuca and a small object zipped by, leaving a trail of splintered wood and leaf shards. She dropped to the ground surprised and Ari dived beside her. Argus hit the forest floor hard and groaned. He winced as he thrashed about and unthreaded the ropes with ease. He dropped his pack and whipped his pistol out.

‘Now will you bloody listen? Get behind that tree. Gonna outflank them.’

Argus limped to the right and Ari bolted to the left.

‘I’ll take the left flank,’ Ari said.

Ari disappeared with ease into the undergrowth, astonishing Argus with his speed. These kids had no clue what they were up against. Melaleuca cocked her head to one side.

‘We are more than you think.’

‘Idiots,’ he replied and crawled to the right.

Quixote cradled his hand in his armpit, wincing. Despite the pain, he reveled in the sound it made, and the smell of spent gunpowder was strange yet pleasing as well. He struggled to lift the pistol up in his other hand, heard someone approaching and ducked down.

Ari spied the faint outline of a body through a small bush. Lagging behind, Argus caught up and together they charged toward Quixote from different angles. Quixote leaped up and charged back. Like wielding an anchor, he swung the pistol around with while his other hand hung limp with pain. 

Argus drew a bead on Quixote; prepared to fire. 

‘Quixote,’ Ari cried out and dived on him.

Hearing Quixote’s name Melaleuca rushed toward them, arriving to see Argus lower his own pistol. A cheeky smile creased Quixote’s face - the corners of his mouth hitched up imp-like. Eyes hell-bent on mirth flashed up at Argus. Even in the darkest dank hole on earth, he would find something to laugh at.

A tired, unimpressed Argus holstered his pistol.

‘Get him up.’

Ari helped Quixote to his feet and Quixote tried to suppress the pain in his hand with a grimace. Ari took the pistol from him, eyeing the end of it, focusing on an imaginary target. His aim wavered little.

‘You could have been hurt,’ Ari said.

Argus whacked Quixote’s hand and Quixote yelped, following it with a strained giggle.

‘He was,’ Argus said. ‘The recoil on that could have knocked you out.’

Melaleuca confiscated the pistol.

‘Where’d you get this?’ 

‘Back at the house. It was lying on the ground.’

‘Were you supposed to go back there alone?’ 

A sheepish grin crossed his face.

‘I have to always follow my heart,’ he said with fake modesty. ‘Mum said so. Anyway, the house is all smashed to pieces and the men that attacked us are all dead, laying everywhere.’ 

‘Did you see our parents?’

‘Not there.’ 

Argus sneered, taking the pistol off Melaleuca.

‘Just follow me, for God’s sake.’

Melaleuca squared off with Argus.

‘I lead us. No one else.’ 

‘You are a little girl. Shut your mouth and follow me or you will all die.’

Melaleuca thought on her mother’s instructions, bade herself to be strong.

‘We do not fear,’ she said, refusing to concede.

‘Except Lexington,’ Quixote said.

Ari let out a little chuckle.

‘Only because she thinks about things too much.’

‘ENOUGH.’ Argus roared. ‘There is no time for this. Get moving. You are in danger.’ 

Argus’s pain was obvious to Melaleuca — how his head, back and leg hurt, and how exhausted he was though wondered what more he could reveal. 

‘I will look for myself,’ she said.

She pushed through the bushes toward the valley floor with Ari and Quixote in tow.

Argus plonked himself down. 

They aren’t normal. He had pictured them scared and glad to be rescued. So far they hardly seemed the rescuing sort. And one more still needed to be found. 

Unable to fight off sleep any longer, the quiet of the forest seeped into his worn out muscles, crying out to be put back into retirement again. He nodded off. Visions of a long lost land where the men of Ori came from washed over him and the words, “thirty years ago,” accompanied his thoughts into sleep. 

Shouting woke him and Melaleuca stood over him red-faced, puffing and panting.

‘They’re coming across the valley, scores of them.’

Ari reached down to pull Argus onto his feet.

‘They look mean. Come.’

A line of men stretched across the valley.

And they kept coming.
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Chapter 3 – What’s Beyond
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The Harbinger stood before a partially open granite door, lost in thought. He wondered how many years he came to check the room. 

Twenty maybe, or had it been thirty?

The exact number eluded him.

As tar-black darkness taunted him, he sensed something wrong. Hours ago, the objects unnatural glow shone so bright it meant the last users were in imminent danger. Argus had been dispatched and so far nothing was heard.

Like a man staring far out to sea he scanned deep into the darkness and squinted, scratching his head confused until he realized the darkness was the answer. Either the objects were gone or worse, those who last used them were dead.

He stepped into the room and groped for the objects. He knew this day would come — the death of the cousins’ parents — but the cousins were too young and not ready. 
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The gunshot rang out over thirty minutes ago yet no one returned. Lexington paced back and forth; thrust her hands into her pockets to warm them. She touched the object her mother gave her the night before. She pulled it out — a medallion with strange patterns on each side. A tiny note was attached to it. It read: “If you find this come back and get us.”

She hung it around her neck and tucked it in under her clothes. She pulled out a notebook, opened it and wrote: “Why?”

She sat on the lid of her foxhole and waited.

‘Yes I know I should be in the foxhole,’ she said to herself, ‘but I think better out here.’

‘Do you?’

Lexington’s jaw tightened. 

‘Not now.’

‘You need me now.’

‘No. I need answers.’

‘Same thing.’

She did not need her mind rebelling. She pressed the notebook shut against her knees. Nothing in the last twenty-four hours made sense. Their parents were gone. Melaleuca had taken charge. Something had changed. Something had been building long before the gunshot, and she hated that she could feel the edges of it without being able to name it.

‘STOP THAT...’

‘Stop what?’ 

‘Stop doing that feeling thing, it hurts me.’

Lexington grabbed her notebook. Wrote: “That’s Why.”

Her mind’s voice went silent.

Pen and notebook down, she rubbed her temples and pulled her hair back, resting her hands on her head.

Why attack us? Who could possibly want us and for what? She thought of their library and how questions were answered. She knew the drill. One of the parents would take them somewhere, to a book, a piece of land, hand them an object or draw a diagram. Work it out for yourself. 

But they were not here. 

She activated her internal voice again. Far off, branches cracked. Voices. Fast. Coming toward the clearing. She fell to the ground and threw her camouflage net over top of her.

Melaleuca burst into the clearing followed by Ari, Quixote and Argus. Ignoring Lexington, the cousins jumped into their foxholes and stuffed their gear into their backpacks.
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