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        The Timethreader Chronicles is a tantalising blend of fantasy, YA, sci-fi, and the supernatural and a fresh canvas that stands out from most typical genre conventions.

        Arthur Templar’s personal journey to save Elderberry Valley from an elite gang of Nibiruan criminals and bring his parents home in part one, is intertwined with family secrets and ancient powers.

        In part two Arthur and his friends combine their powers to uncover secret hidden destiny parchments. These deep mysteries position him as both a victim and a chosen one, adding depth to his character.

        The unexpected twist revealing Arthur's ancestry in the final part infuses the narrative with a captivating duality in motivations.

        This element of family legacy, paired with advanced Pleiadian technology, like dimension jumping, creates an intriguing intersection of old magic and new science.
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      These wonderful people live in my memories. I value their thoughts and support. They whisk me back to the days of my Gaelic ancestors.

      For hundreds of years, generation after generation gathered around a fire somewhere, shared wonderful conversations and humour, and invented stories that tickled the brain, tugged at the heartstrings or were rich in symbolism and mystery.

      The ‘Craik’ still lives on in those ancient, mystical lands to this day.

      

      Stories are forever.
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      Editorial Observations

      Flesch Reading Ease 82.7

      Flesch-Kincaid Grade 4.2

      Coleman-Liau 6.2

      Automated Readability Index 3.7

      

      The Collection

      A revised, edited collection of the Arthur Templar Timethreader trilogy. Significant extra material includes a full cast list. Comprehensive study guides requested by readers, parents and teachers have been reset into new versions of the individual books.

      Sung versions of ‘The Garvey and The Leprechaun’ in the first part and ‘By Elderberry’s Ways’ in part three are recorded and may be released in the recorded versions or online.

      

      World-building

      The world-building effectively mixes contemporary fantasy elements with science fiction, supernatural mystery, and young adult themes—creating a multifaceted environment ripe for exploration. The narrative successfully employs the mystery of lineage and the involvement of a powerful villain to set up intense confrontations between good and evil.

      

      Novelty

      The Timethreader Chronicles intrigues the reader with a tantalising blend of fantasy, YA, sci-fi, and the supernatural and a fresh canvas that stands out from most typical genre conventions. Arthur Templar’s personal journey to save Elderberry Valley from an elite gang of Nibiruan criminals bring his parents home, is intertwined with family secrets and ancient powers. In part two Arthur and his friends combine their powers to uncover secret hidden destiny parchments. These deep mysteries position him as both a victim and a chosen one, adding depth to his character. The unexpected twist revealing Arthur's ancestry in part three infuses the narrative with a captivating duality in motivations. This element of family legacy, paired with advanced Pleiadian technology, like dimension jumping, creates an intriguing intersection of old magic and new science.

      

      Genre:

      The overall genre of the book is Speculative SF Fantasy for Young Adult readers.

      

      Sub-genres:

      Young Adult (YA)

      The story focuses on young characters navigating challenges and personal growth.

      Adventure

      The plot involves quests, exploration, and confrontations with various adversaries.

      Science Fiction (Sci-Fi)

      Elements include extraterrestrial beings, advanced technology, and intergalactic themes.

      Mystery

      There are unresolved questions about family histories, hidden secrets, and conspiracies that drive the narrative forward.

      Supernatural

      Includes ghosts, psychic abilities, and otherworldly phenomena affecting characters’ lives.

      These genres combine to create a rich narrative filled with magic, adventure, and self-discovery in a fantastical setting.

      

      Tropes:

      Found Family: Characters form strong bonds and relationships that acknowledge family ties. This trope highlights the importance of chosen connections and support systems.

      Coming-of-Age Journey: The protagonists undergo personal growth and self-discovery as they navigate challenges, learn about themselves, and transition from childhood to young adulthood.

      The Quest for Knowledge: Characters are driven by a desire to uncover secrets or gain understanding about their world, often leading them on adventures or into dangerous situations in pursuit of truth.

      Good vs. Evil: A classic conflict where characters must confront malevolent forces (such as Zardaq) while embodying themes of justice, morality, and resistance against oppression.

      Supernatural Abilities: Several characters possess unique skills or powers (like psychic abilities), which play crucial roles in the plot as they use these gifts to achieve their goals and face adversaries.

      

      Story World Summary:

      The setting primarily takes place in Elderberry Valley and on the planet Serpo.

      Elderberry Valley:

      The valley features lush landscapes with rolling hills, dense forests, and a quaint village atmosphere.

      Distinctive landmarks include Elderberry Village, where Arthur and his friends live, as well as various shops like The Watering Hole.

      The presence of natural resources plays a significant role in the community’s culture.

      Serpo:

      Serpo is characterised by its unique terrain consisting of sand dunes, rocky formations, and diverse flora because of its three suns.

      Key features include Vieke, a town which suffers under Zardaq’s oppressive rule; the quicksand lake that symolises the consequences of lies: the Mother Tree that symbolises ancient wisdom; and underground towns connected by hidden tunnels and pathways.
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        Arthur Templar and the Curse of the Nibiru

      

      

      
        
        Arthur Templar and his close-knit group of psychic twelve-year-olds primary school friends must defeat a gang of evil Nibiruan agents attempting to mine ‘the core’- a quantum power source.
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        The gang of evil Nibiruan agents and their leader bombard the children with one challenge and deception after another.

        The children must grow and develop their psychic abilities while they try to protect Elderberry Valley and the star people who live there.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            No Ordinary Asteroid

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In a long-ago world, an asteroid fell to Earth.

        It formed a crater near the ocean and created Elderberry Valley.

        But this was no ordinary asteroid.
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      The night held Elderberry Valley in its inky stillness.

      Arthur dressed, went downstairs and rummaged around in Aunt Dotty’s walk-in pantry.

      He put his little hoard into his backpack and swung it over his shoulders.

      Arthur left the house like a mouse and headed for the old stone bridge across the river.

      Little Apple Down slept as he made his way through the village.

      His dad’s voice floated out of the sea of Arthur’s memories. ‘It’s always darkest before the dawn, Arthur.’ Exactly, Arthur thought, - like swimming in a bottle of black India ink.

      The aroma of hot bread danced its yeasty bouquet around him on a zephyr, teasing his senses.

      As he climbed higher up the valley, he looked down and spotted the baker’s delivery cart trundling along the streets of Elderberry Village. Dolly, his favourite chestnut mare, ambled from door to door on a route she learned as a foal trotting beside her mother.

      He entered the musty mouth of the abandoned railway tunnel and grabbed a handful of mushrooms as he passed the hanging grow bags. They went into his backpack.

      Arthur sensed his way along the tunnel toward the dim light at the far end and emerged in the half-light. Oddly, the darkness helped him see with his mind. Years ago, he mastered the skill while navigating his aunt’s dark passageway, eyes shut. He practiced sensing the walls and not bumping against them. The skill he developed was working now when he needed it.

      Arthur emerged from the tunnel into soft starlight. The dimpsy light cast no shadows, but he could see the path ahead as it meandered down by the cemetery where his twin sister, Atheria, was buried.

      Nobody’s mine was invisible. The steady beat of the pump in the mine got louder. Arthur guessed Nobody must already be already in his diggings.

      Arthur threaded past Nobody’s man traps on the path to his gold mine. He knew from experience that a braided leather strap would whip you across the legs. Another trap would tip a bucket of freezing water over you. One would explode a cartridge about an arm’s length away from you. Another one would rattle a string of tin cans with stones inside them.

      No one ever got close to Nobody’s mine shaft at night, except Arthur.

      Silence.

      Arthur shouted down the shaft, and his voice echoed into its depth. ‘You home?’

      It sounded like his voice went to the other side of the world and back again.

      Silence, for what seemed forever.

      ‘Buzz off, nobody here.’ An old, dry-throated voice called back.

      ‘Got fresh fruit scones. Got some oranges and a cinnamon bun, Nobody.’

      A long silence.

      Nobody’s dry, croaky voice came up the shaft.

      ‘Is that Arthur?’

      ‘Course it is!’

      ‘Arthur Templar, head chef.’

      ‘Dunno about that.’ Arthur called back.

      Laughter echoed up the shaft from the depths of the mine.

      ‘Lower them down, then nick off.’

      Arthur added, ‘Scones have got raisins and cinnamon and apples, and real butter’.

      More silence.

      ‘See you later, Nobody.’

      ‘Oi, not so fast. OK. Come on down. Watch the fifth rung. It ain’t there.’
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        Nobody

      

      Nobody kept his eyes on the ladder as Arthur climbed down, as if he had done it a hundred times. He entered a large void and sat at a small table. He put the bag of mushrooms from the tunnel on the table. The soft light of the Core washed the entire space. A formless radiance cloaked everything, eliminating shadows.

      Nobody had the kettle boiling, and he made two mugs of bush tea.

      ‘Any news?’ Arthur asked.

      ‘Nothin’ ever happens down here–reason I work here. Why’d yer ask?’

      ‘Something’s not right topside,’ Arthur said.

      ‘Are they still goin’ ahead with that stupid shopping centre? We don’t need a shopping centre.’

      ‘Yes, but something stranger is going on, and I can’t figure it out. Things are not right.’

      ‘Now you mention it, caught sight of what looked like a bunch o’ blokes wearin’ trekking gear. I asked ‘em what they was doin.’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘They was doin’ a survey,’ they said.

      ‘They didn’t look like they was diggin’ down, more sideways. Drillin’ into the side of the hill near the cemetery. They was, takin’ samples, like. They had lots of ground penetrating stuff, radar. Passed over a couple o’ gold deposits I’ve got in mind. Ignored it, they did. So, whatever they’re lookin’ for is worth more than gold.’

      Arthur suggested, ‘The Core, maybe.’

      Nobody gasped. ‘If they hit the Core with drilling equipment, they’re in for a heck of a surprise. It’ll blow ‘em all to Andromeda. It’s almost pure 114 and 115. Touch that stuff, and you don’t know what yer doin’; it’ll split your atoms into stardust. The Elders dropped the Core into place thousands of years ago. Turned a desert into a habitable green valley. They would be on to it if the Core was threatened.’

      ‘Maybe. You think the Eders care about us? How many were there? What did they look like?’

      ‘There was four of them, three blokes, looked strange to me. A tall fella with a weird voice—sounded like he was talking into a drain pipe. He seemed to be the brains – directin’ the others what to do and where to search. They wanted to try on Thunder Mountain. The tall fella told ‘em that were a waste of time. ‘Nothin’ there,’ he said.

      Arthur was getting more worried by the minute. ‘Did they find what they were looking for, do you think?’

      ‘Yeah, reckon they might’ve. One of them followed me home. He stopped when he caught sight of the man-traps.’

      ‘You reckon they were looking for the Core? That’s not good.’

      ‘Not good at all. If they dig into that lot, we’ll all be blown to smithereens.’

      Arthur had a lot to think about. Maybe he now had the story for the Article he had to write.

      ‘You know the lightning rod yer uncle put up on yer tree house? Is it still there?

      ‘Ugly looking thing.’

      ‘It’s not the antenna that’s important - it’s the copper plate buried deep in the ground that matters.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘If ever things go bad, get yerself’n yer friends into yer tree house. It’ll protect yer.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘It’s a direct link from the Core to the Pleiadean system. Think of it as a force field protecting the island, Little Apple Down, and Elderberry Valley. If they damage the link, we’re all in trouble.’

      ‘What if it gets struck by lightning?’

      ‘It helps to recharge the Core. But, yer better off not being in yer tree house, any tree, during a lightning storm.’

      Nobody had given Arthur some helpful information, but all it did was raise a million more questions in Arthur’s mind. He sensed Arthur was about to ask more questions. Nobody changed the subject. ‘Gotta get into Elderberry Village and put me miner’s claim on them gold deposits,’ Nobody said. ‘Hate going into the village. Too many people. Counted twenty or thirty last time I was there.’

      ‘I’ll put a blue moon milkshake and a cinnamon bun on tick for you next time you’re there.’

      ‘The Watering Hole?’

      ‘Yes. That’s a promise. I’ll tell Millie to sort it out.’

      ‘Tempting, but going into the village is like suckin’ on sour grapefruit. All of them people staring at yer. Creeps me out.’

      ‘If you’ve got the paperwork for the claims, I’ll ask Uncle Bob to lodge it for you if you like.’

      Nobody dug around in a little box of papers and well-thumbed photographs. ‘Bob Hunter’s alright. Yeah, good bloke, I trust him, even if he is a cop,’ he said as he handed Arthur a few pages of a tattered Miner’s claim document.

      Arthur tucked the paperwork into the inside pocket of his jacket and buttoned the flap.

      ‘They charge for it, and all I’ve got is gold dust and stuff.’

      ‘We can sort it out later, Nobody. Don’t give it a second thought.’

      ‘Get a receipt, young fella.’

      Arthur has no intention of ever collecting the debt. ‘Better be off now.’

      ‘Right-Oh,’ Nobody said. ‘What yer got planned for today?’

      ‘Working on the tree house.’

      ‘Yer cousins?’

      ‘Yes, Erin and Torin are coming over to help. It’s their tree house, too, not just mine. We each had a hand in it.’

      Nobody liked Arthur, and that instinct for giving others credit was only one reason.

      ‘I heard your pump working pretty hard. What do you reckon about this weather?’

      Nobody was quick to come back. ‘It’s got to be one of our lot. Atmokinesis.’

      ‘Who does atmokinesis?

      Nobody thought for a moment.

      ‘I was wonderin’ the same thing. Come to think of it, our lot can do it but it’s mostly a Nibiruan thing.’

      The things you learn, if you ask. Arthur thought.

      Nobody said. ‘Don’t trust them one bit.’

      ‘Well, I’d better be on my way. Left some mushrooms for you in the bag there.’ Arthur said as he hoisted his empty backpack over his shoulders.

      The idea of cooked food inspired Nobody. ‘I could go a decent hot meal, young fella... head chef.’

      Arthur cracked up laughing, and it was contagious. He hadn’t seen Nobody laugh much before. Nobody had the hearty laugh of an old sailor. It warmed Arthur’s heart as he headed for the ladder. ‘Right, one cooked meal, noted.’

      ‘Watch the fifth step.’ He heard Nobody call as he made his way up the ladder.

      Arthur waited for a few seconds. ‘It ain’t there!’ he called back down the shaft with a sense of mock alarm. He was still laughing as he made the surface.

      A sun zephyr danced its way to the west, chased by the rising sun. The gentle breeze set little swirls of red dust running across the flats at the bottom of the Elderberry hills. Thunder Mountain stood above the other hills like a million-year-old pyramid, casting a strange, eerie shadow across the valley and Little Apple Down. A soft pink and purple haze eased itself over the eastern horizon into a perfectly still morning. The sun was on its way to a new day. Arthur took in a deep breath of sweet Elderberry morning air and headed for the tunnel and a bunch of mushrooms for his Uncle Bob.

      He thought, I’d better get a move on. The treehouse is not going to build itself.
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      Arthur had an odd sense of foreboding. What in the world could go wrong? After all, it was a lazy, hot Saturday morning of barefoot happiness. He and his two best friends were adding the finishing touches to their pepper tree treehouse, all felt right with the world.

      They had burned the words Detective Agency onto a weather-bleached board by focusing the sun’s rays with a magnifying glass. It now hung over the doorway. They had no intention of detecting anything. The tree house was their place to relax and hang out, not work.

      The sign over the door was a lark, a prank, a joke. It might as well have read Film Production Studio, Squadron 333, or Academy of Interstellar Sciences. On any day during their games, they had plenty of spare planks for new ideas to emerge.

      Arthur’s best friends, Erin, and Torin, stacked their favourite books on a rustic bookcase they had made from leftover floorboards. Erin had spread plump, coloured cushions over four Scandinavian armchairs, which rocked as they settled into them. The gentle rocking soothed the busiest mind.

      They were all looking forward to having a treehouse topping out ceremony.

      Arthur was drilling holes into the last wall panel.

      Erin called, ‘Be careful with that.’

      The drill jammed into the wall panel. He examined it.

      Arthur put the drill on the floor. ‘Need a new bit’. He said to himself more than to Torin and Erin, and headed for the edge of the veranda. He said, ‘Back in a sec!’

      He stood for a moment on the veranda and looked out at their domain. Perfect, he thought. The treehouse stood on high ground in the corner of the long backyard of Arthur’s aunt and uncle’s farmhouse. The branches spread over the laneway and the next-door neighbour’s chicken pen.

      When Arthur’s uncle helped them install the stairway for the treehouse, he also fixed a lightning rod over the roof, even though they rarely had storms in Elderberry Valley. A thick insulated cable ran from the rod to a large copper plate dug deep into the ground.

      Arthur reckoned people in the city would pay a lot of money for their views across Elderberry Valley. His uncle thought the vista was a ‘corker’. Arthur could see the grassy landing strip where his uncle landed his Tiger Moth when he was on police detective work.

      Aunt Dotty’s two-story farmhouse, with its grapevine-covered patio extending from the wide back veranda, was visible from the tree house.

      Will I use the stairs? Nope!

      He leapt from the deck of the treehouse, grabbed a rope tied to the top of the tree, and swung outward in a wide arc over crazy Pettit’s chicken pen. He made a perfect pendulum as he swung out, then back. Arthur let go of the rope at exactly the right moment and landed on a lower branch like a cat. He had done the same leap dozens of times over the last eight months as they built the tree house. He got better at it every time. It was a perfectly timed action. He always landed on a sturdy branch over his yard.

      He sensed danger.

      A rush of tangy pepper-berry sap filled his nostrils.

      The branch snapped under his feet, and he felt himself toppling toward the corrugated rusty iron fence and Pettit’s chicken pen.

      He looked down between his legs at the sharp, rusty, corrugated fence. One bare foot was over his backyard, and the other was over crazy Pettit’s stinky chicken pen. The part of him right over the rusty corrugated fence was in great danger. The next second would change his voice forever. He thought, Arthur, don’t die on your twelfth birthday.

      Then an image of his twin sister materialised in front of him. It would have been her birthday, too. At that moment, he felt something strange. His entire body tingled as if he had a small electric shock. Everything went into treacly slow motion. Whatever it was, it slowed his fall.

      He snapped both feet together for a two-point landing on the rusty knife edge of the corrugated iron fence.

      A blinding rush of pain exploded in his brain as he toppled into crazy Pettit’s sulphurous, gooey chicken pen. He tried to do a soft parachute landing, but it did not go well. A dozen terrified chickens went berserk as he dropped on top of them. White and black and brown wings slapped his face as they flew and tumbled all over him. The squawking was deafening. They had enormous claws. They scratched him without mercy.

      It was hot enough to fry an egg on a brick, and the chicken pen was a sea of oozing, steaming chook-poo. Arthur’s feet were flooding with blood. But the thought of crazy Pettit rushing at him with an axe scared Arthur more than tetanus or chook-poo bugs.

      Now he was on his knees and knew he had to get out of the locked chicken pen and do it quickly.

      Torin leapt from the fence into the chicken yard. He threw Arthur’s arm around his shoulder and lifted and dragged him across the muck and slime. Arthur focused his mind on the padlock outside the gate. He sensed the combination, 1-2-3-4. The oozing chook poo and screeching chickens made it hard to concentrate. He focused as intensely as he could. The lock clicked open and fell to the ground.

      Erin ran down the circular laneway behind the small group of houses. She opened Crazy Pettit’s back gate and ran across his dusty prickle-covered yard to help. They got Arthur out of the chicken pen and dragged him into the laneway. Erin made no noise when she pulled the gate closed behind her.

      She whispered, ‘Crazy Pettit must still be asleep.’

      They lifted and dragged Arthur down the laneway. Blood was flowing freely from his feet. The pain was beating in his brain and getting worse. He felt himself becoming light-headed and floating. Arthur thought he was about to faint. He felt strange. He recalled the school principal’s first aid lesson, saying, ‘If you cut yourself and lose too much blood, then you might faint. Loss of blood reduces the blood flow to the brain. Reduces, he thought. Reduces?

      Erin and Torin sat Arthur on a bench on the edge of Aunt Dotty’s vegetable garden near the woodpile, where he often sat reading a novel about flying. He had sixty-five of the Biggles books. Now his mind was wandering and losing focus.

      He felt weaker by the minute. The sun sapped the little energy he had left.

      Erin raised his legs to look at his wounds. She saw the bleeding, poo-covered grooves cut into the soles of his feet. ‘Stay calm. Take a deep breath. Don’t move!’ she shouted as she ran down the backyard to the house.

      Arthur gasped, ‘Stop the blood.’

      Torin ripped off his T-shirt. He bound it around both feet near Arthur’s ankles, making a tourniquet.

      Torin grabbed a wheelbarrow leaning against the inside of the back fence and turned it tray side up. Strength came to him from nowhere as he lifted Arthur into it. He knew he had to get Arthur out of the sun.

      He wheeled Arthur down the yard to the cool shade of the grapevine-covered rear patio. ‘You need an anti-gravity belt, mate, he grunted. And not so many custard tarts.’
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      Arthur was sweating, cold and clammy all at once. He felt as if he was about to faint. Torin gently set him down on the paved patio floor so he was lying flat. Their first-aid classes at school kicked in. Keep calm. But blood, actual blood, copious amounts of blood?

      Torin grabbed two plump cushions from a cane chair and put them under Arthur’s ankles.

      Then Arthur’s aunt and uncle came running across the wide veranda in the coolness of the vine-covered patio. Erin was close behind. Aunt Dotty was carrying a silver box. It had a golden symbol on the top. Arthur had seen it before. The box contained Aunt Dotty’s lotions and potions. She had written about them in one of her books on herbal medicines.

      Arthur’s uncle lifted him onto a table on the veranda, and Aunt Dotty applied her creamy herbal ointments to the deep corrugated cuts on his bloody, chook poo-covered feet. The aroma from the lotion was sweet and a little spicy. Arthur couldn’t see what she was doing, but the pain eased a little.

      Arthur’s uncle reached into his coat and took a silver pen-shaped device from his inside coat pocket. He concentrated on Arthur’s wounds, then he pressed a small button on the side of the device. A beam of green light played over the cuts. Then, as it swept over each fence-shaped incision, it changed into a little spray of blinking golden lights. Arthur’s uncle mentally steered and sharpened the beam. Arthur noticed his feet were tingling. Then both feet became completely clean.

      Erin was curious. She thought, it was as if Uncle Bob had bathed Arthur’s feet in warm, soapy water. The blood stopped flowing. Then the deep corrugations closed.

      Arthur could feel his strength returning.

      His uncle held him steady. ‘No, don’t get up for a minute. You have lost a lot of blood.’

      Aunt Dotty dropped a tablet into a glass of water. It fizzed and bubbled and dissolved itself into the water, and the water turned red. When the tablet disappeared, she offered it to Arthur. ‘Drink this.’

      He took the glass and swallowed the cool liquid. ‘It tastes like raspberries.’

      It would look like magic to most humans, Arthur thought.

      Aunt Dotty smiled. ‘Not magic. It’s an electrolyte. Biochemistry, not magic.’

      Did they read his mind?

      Arthur looked up at his Aunt Dotty and Uncle Bob, wanting to know what medical skill was at play here.

      Aunt Dotty sensed his question: ‘Pleiadean healing. Old ways from the old world.’

      His feet were throbbing, but the pain wasn’t as sharp now.

      Erin flicked back her long red hair, reached over, and put her thumbs on Arthur’s temples. ‘Breathe in and hold your breath,’ she cooed in soothing, hypnotic tones. Erin’s voice was soft and musical. She massaged his temples. Arthur found it soothing. ‘Now, breathe out slowly,’ she almost purred as she slowed her own breathing. ‘Once more, breathe in slowly. Imagine you can see the air passing into your nostrils.’ She counted to three. ‘Now breathe out slowly.’ She counted to three again.

      Arthur felt the pain ebbing away. It became nothing more than a dull ache.

      Arthur looked at them all and smiled. ‘Thank you. Friends in need are friends indeed.’

      Torin picked up his bloodied T-shirt and inspected it. ‘Mind if I borrow one of your T-shirts?’

      ‘Take the one with the Antikythera Orrery on it.’

      ‘But it’s your favourite T-shirt.’

      ‘And you saved my life. It’s yours.’

      ‘I’ll get it for you, Torin.’ Aunt Dotty went to fetch it.

      Gratitude overwhelmed Arthur. ‘You all saved my life.’

      ‘I’ll pass on a T-shirt.’ Erin rarely giggled, but this was worth a small giggle, at least.

      Arthur’s uncle sized him up and looked puzzled. He looked like he did when he was solving a crime. He was a real detective and did not need a sign over the door to announce it. ‘Not like my prehensile nephew to fall out of a tree.’

      Arthur tried to capture the experience in his mind. ‘That branch easily took my weight last time.’ He went over the sequence in his mind. ‘It sounds silly, but it snapped without warning.’

      ‘Well, whatever you did worked.’ Arthur’s uncle reflected for a moment and added, ‘If it’s silly but works, it isn’t silly. But we need to find out what happened.’

      Aunt Dotty came back and handed Arthur’s Antikythera T-shirt to Torin. She turned to Arthur. ‘Uncle Bob is right. Your treehouse is in the mother tree. It communicates with all the other trees and the fungi in Elderberry Valley. It would not let such a thing happen. Something is not right.’

      ‘Did you notice anything unusual?’ His uncle asked.

      Arthur paused a moment, trying to recall the experience. ‘The branch is over our yard. I thought I felt a push. I should have fallen inside our yard near the fence. Why did I fall into Pettit’s place instead?’

      ‘Pushed?’ Erin asked. ‘Whoever pushed you would have to be close. There was no one there.’
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      Aunt Dotty tried to lift the mood, ‘Goodness me; you certainly lead interesting lives. You’re like the three musketeers. Trouble finds you even when you are in your treehouse.’ She smiled at Arthur. ‘But today is special, Arthur. Lunch is ready if you can walk.’

      ‘Lunch?’ Arthur exclaimed. ‘Walk? Boy, can I walk!’ Feeling quite shaky, he struggled to his feet. He steadied himself against his uncle.

      ‘Not being pedantic, but weren’t there four musketeers?’ Torin whispered to Arthur.

      Arthur nodded, ‘Yes,’ hoping Aunt Dotty wouldn’t hear and feel Torin had corrected her. ‘First, there were three, and then I think another musketeer joined them,’ Arthur added. At least that’s how I remember it.’

      Aunt Dotty smiled. ‘Right, follow me.’ She guided them into the vast dining room with the long refectory table. It had a magnificent view out through a full-length window. It took in their island, the stone bridge, and the winding path up to the Elderberry Village shops. Arthur thought of it as a control tower.

      The table was groaning under the weight of food. The word ‘festooned’ came to mind as he took in the flowers and decorations.

      Bowls of sliced ripe mangoes reminded Arthur of sitting under the shade of a massive mango tree with his dad and his friend, Manganin. They ended the day soaked in mango juice. It was one of the best memories he had of his time with his dad. Bowls overflowed with fresh pineapple, kiwi fruit, bananas, and apples.

      Aunt Dotty had prepared cucumber slices, tomatoes, carrots, sweetcorn, avocado, sweet peppers, and a fresh green salad. Two loaves of just baked bread were still warm, with a yeasty aroma.

      Pancakes drizzled in maple syrup sat on top of a warming tray, tempting his taste buds. There was a big pot of pasta with an aromatic umami parmesan cheese sauce that made his mouth water. A large bowl of grated pecorino cheese sat next to the pasta. He willed himself to leave enough room to sample the cheeseboard Aunt Dotty had prepared with six new kinds of cheese she had selected from the valley farms.

      She had set up a blender to make delicious smoothies to order. And she had put out three jugs of her delicious homemade lemonade.

      To top it all, Aunt Dotty had dipped six peeled bananas into melted dark chocolate and then rolled them in chopped nuts and dried fruits.

      Arthur thought, there was enough to feed a Lyrian Orb fighter squadron for a month. He conjured a scene in his mind’s eye in which the heroes in his favourite books came to life and joined the feast.

      Aunt Dotty and Uncle Bob were delighted as the children took plates from a stack and made their selections.

      ‘If only Atheria and Mum and Dad could see this. It is perfect.’

      ‘What makes you think they can’t?’ Erin mused.

      Arthur nodded and turned to his aunt. ‘Aunt Dotty, the symbol on the box with your medical stuff in it. Something about it…?’ Arthur tailed off his question, thinking, I know it from somewhere.

      Aunt Dotty smiled. A shadow memory of the old world was deep in the children’s minds. They each stopped eating and waited for her answer. It seemed to be the right time to connect to the old world.

      ‘It’s a trefoil knot,’ she answered. She set the box on the table. They each studied the symbol on the lid.

      Arthur looked hard. ‘It’s a puzzle. I can’t see where it begins … or ends.’

      ‘It’s a Pleiadean symbol for healing, a never-ending dimension. The closest we have to it on Earth is the Rod of Asclepius, a Caduceus, a Red Crescent, or a Red Cross. It means much the same thing–first, do no harm and heal with compassion, dignity, and tenderness’

      Erin perked up. ‘Sounds a bit like the Hippocratic oath.’

      ‘Worked for me,’ Arthur said, full of gratitude.

      ‘Makes sense.’ Erin said. ‘Dozens of healing herbs and medicinal plants from the old world look like trefoils. Means three.’

      It crossed Arthur’s mind. The old ways were still the best.

      Torin was making a mental connection. ‘Euler had a trefoil knot, too.’

      ‘Who?’ Uncle Bob asked.

      ‘He spelled his name E-U-L-E-R but pronounced it Oiler. He showed how to calculate trajectories.’

      Arthur’s friends seemed to know so much about so many things. Arthur respected that, but it sometimes made him feel like a dummy. He knew he knew so little about so much. But asking questions helped. He wondered if his mum and dad had been here. Would he be more knowledgeable? Two years without his parents had caused Arthur many midnight tears. He was almost old enough to be grown up. They’d be back one day. Some other kids he knew at school didn’t have a mum or dad at all.

      Aunt Dotty’s big, blue, loving eyes looked hard into Arthur’s soul. She usually knew how he was feeling. ‘You miss them, don’t you?’

      Arthur felt a big lump stuck in his throat. He ached for his twin sister. She complemented him perfectly.

      ‘Today is Atheria’s birthday too.’

      Uncle Bob sensed what he was feeling. ‘Your parents tried to get off Serpo, but the virus is still raging there, and there aren’t many doctors left. They’re needed.’

      ‘Yeah, I get it. I know Mum and Dad are vaccinated and took an oath to save lives. I know they are safe. But I still miss them. And I miss Atheria. All I’ve got are the pictures and the stories from when we were little. On days like today, I feel like half of me is missing. I want to share times like this with them and all of you, all of us together.’

      He knew Aunt Dotty’s house was not his proper home. It took a mum and dad to made a house a home.

      Aunt Dotty always doubted herself. She never had children of her own and doubted her ability to be a mother. ‘Yes, I miss your mother, too. She’s my little sister. But you’re still OK staying with Uncle Bob and me until they get back?’ Her voice was full of self-doubt.

      Arthur took a moment. She had asked a serious question. His heart almost burst. She might be his aunt, but she was also the best mother anyone could ever have. ‘OK? Much more than OK. This is home. I know how lucky I am.’

      Arthur felt like there was a balloon inside him, and it was going flat.

      Uncle Bob lifted his six-foot-four-inch frame from his favourite rocking chair, stood up and announced, ‘Now it’s time for - birthday presents.’

      Arthur did not know what to expect.

      His uncle made up some Latinate mumbo-jumbo phrases that sounded like magic spells.

      He pointed to different places in the room, and wrapped presents floated out of hidden cavities and spaces in bookshelves and cupboards into the hands of Erin, Torin, Uncle Bob, and Aunt Dotty.

      Arthur had seen his Uncle Bob play with gravity before. To Earth-born humans, it would look like magic. He waved his arms about for dramatic effect. He lowered his voice, making out he was performing magic. Arthur knew his uncle had made it happen using his mind, but he went along with the joke and acted as if he was amazed.

      Aunt Dotty exclaimed, ‘Oh, Bob, you are a tease.’

      Erin gave Arthur her gift. It was wrapped in star-dotted paper. ‘Happy Birthday, Arthur.’ Arthur opened the birthday paper wrapping. He carefully opened the box, thinking good things come in small packages. ‘I know what this is. It can lock atoms in two places at the same moment in time and create exact copies. He got up and reached over to hug Erin. ‘This is amazing. It’s a MUON device. It’s no bigger than a matchbox. these are incredibly powerful, I’d better read the instructions before I use it. Maybe I can send Mum and Dad a chocolate-coated banana.’

      Erin laughed. ‘Why not?’

      The idea grew in Arthur’s mind.

      Uncle Bob and Aunt Dotty sensed Arthur’s would need a mentor to help him understand and control his growing psychic powers. Aunt Dotty was sure Arthur could send a chocolate-coated banana to his parents without using a MUON device. He liked the idea. He would learn how remarkable his powers were one day. But not today. Today was fun and nothing else but fun.

      Then Torin gave Arthur a shiny metal case with an Alpha Omega-Q emblem embossed on the top. He opened the case, and inside was a magnificent golden-coloured Antikythera orrery. It was a brilliant scientific instrument. But it did not depict this solar system. It proved far more intricate. It was a working model of the suns and planets of the Pleiadean system.

      Arthur puzzled over the tiny, silky smooth whirling wheels and cogs. Sometimes his brain felt like that at night. Often, as he tried to sleep, something like this orrery spun and twirled in his brain. It was happening more often lately. He would go into a half-waking, half-sleeping space and fall into a busy world of spinning, jumbled thoughts all whizzing round and round in his head. They were strange, dreamy images from another time and another world, mixed with ghostly images of his twin sister and his parents. Sometimes he heard snatches of old ballads being sung by a pure tenor with a voice quite like his dad’s. He felt he should understand it but couldn’t, and it kept him wide awake, sometimes for hours. Here it was, all wrapped up in a scientific toy, a model he would enjoy and study for hours of nerdy fun. ‘Did you get them from the Arcturian artisans at Little Apple Down?’ He asked.

      ‘Sure did. We remember how impressed you were with their level of skill,’ Erin said.

      Arthur was curious. ‘When?’

      Torin said, ‘Do you remember when we all went to the concert and Uncle Bob sang with Principal Reynard?’

      ‘Yes. The whole place went quiet it was so moving.’

      Arthur remembered how he hardly breathed because it was so good. They were stunned at how brilliant the harmony was. They’d all had the experience of Uncle Bob singing a duet with Principal Reynard, creating soaring harmonies that made your spine tingle.

      ‘Well, when you were backstage with everyone, Torin and I looked at their treasured artefacts. They let us have these two as gifts for you. Uncle Bob picked them up today.’

      Arthur smiled and said, ‘Tricky!’

      The pamphlets that came with each gift had a picture of Arcturus. There were two suns—a big one and a small one. An ancient civilisation still lives on the sixth planet of the big sun. The Arcturian’s primary task was to send rotation crews from Little Apple Down to the Dark Knight observation satellite. He had asked them if they used rockets to get there. They were polite and patient and explained, ‘No, we use inter-dimensional travel.’ That is where he first heard of Quantum Mechanics and MUON devices.

      Erin and Torin were quite pleased with themselves. They had masked the gifts they had chosen for Arthur. Arthur’s brilliant psychic skills presented a formidable challenge.

      ‘You didn’t guess?’ Torin asked Arthur.

      ‘No. Not even a hint?’ Arthur was in awe and didn’t know what to say. He stood up and was about to shake hands with Torin, then caught himself. His heart was more grateful than a handshake could express and he threw his arms around Torin and hugged him. ‘Thanks, Torin, this is amazing.’ Torin was a little embarrassed, but gave Arthur a hug in return.

      Uncle Bob pulled a small item from his pocket. ‘Open your hand, Arthur.’

      Arthur held out his right hand. His Uncle dropped a coin-sized token onto his open palm.

      It was a small tablet of a ruby-red substance. It resembled a cool plastic coin, yet it was not plastic.

      ‘It’s made of two rare earth elements. It’s a guest token for The Watering Hole. You can use it to take your friends there as well. It’s genetically tagged to you, so you must be there for it to work. It won’t work for anyone else.’

      ‘Thank you, Uncle Bob. I’m so grateful.’ Arthur’s uncle, his hero, and his flying instructor hugged Arthur. It was nearly as good as a hug from his dad. How many kids his age had an uncle who was a detective? Not an ordinary one, mind you.

      Arthur didn’t have time to inspect his new ‘credit card’ coin when Aunt Dotty gave Arthur a gift that brought him to tears. It was a gold locket. She had made it herself in her jewellery workshop. It was on a gold chain. It rested in a small ruby-red case. On the front of it was a trefoil knot. He opened the tiny clasp to reveal a picture of Arthur’s twin sister. Arthur vowed to wear it forever over his heart.

      ‘It can resonate with certain Pleiadian substances not just metals.’

      ‘It has a frequency?’ Arthur asked.

      ‘F-sharp,’ she said.

      Arthur had not had such a good day as this, ever. Looking at his best friends, ‘We’ve got the rest of the afternoon, and I’ve lost interest in fixing the tree house.’ He laughed with an ironic tone in his voice. ‘Any ideas?’

      Torin exclaimed, ‘The Watering Hole!’
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      Early afternoon sunshine splashed into the laneway of little shops. The old buildings glowed as Aunt Dotty’s three musketeers passed a hand-scrawled sign outside the ‘Ye Little Dwarf Shoppe.’ It read, ‘Open off and on today. We are short staffed.’ A chalk drawing of a bearded, smiling dwarf winked at passers-by. The little shop sold wonderful gizmos and tricks and mechanical wonders. Legend claims Dwarves craft them using a potent combination of skill and magic, or intergalactic trade.

      Denny McGee’s, a rambling, untamed, disorganised but fascinating news agency, was selling the latest Elderberry Times to eager customers. The headline was about a new shopping centre.

      On the corner, ‘Haw’s Old-Fashioned Everything Store’ was busy selling meat, milk, bread, fruit, and vegetables.

      The Bakery and Ice Works at the end of the street were busy stacking away the harnesses and cleaning two of the delivery sulkies they had designed for their daily deliveries. They were light and roomy. Arthur looked into the stable; his favourite little chestnut mare was munching happily on some bran and pollard and chaff. Fair reward after a night of hard work, Arthur thought. ‘Hi, Dolly.’ She looked up when Arthur called. She whinnied and tossed her head when she recognised him. If horses could smile, she was beaming.

      A pint-sized kid with flaming red hair was riding an oversized bike under-bar, with a rope stretched out behind him, tethered to a scooter. A terrified smaller kid crouched on the scooter running board. They were going too fast down the street. They turned the corner at full speed. The scooter swung out in a wide arc, increased its velocity and disappeared around the corner.

      Arthur held his breath. He focused his mind.

      The air rippled around him.

      Two, three, four, five, six seconds of complete silence passed.

      Silence reigned; no crash, no call for help.

      ‘Whoo! Too close.’ Arthur breathed again.

      ‘Tomorrow’s organ donors,’ Torin said, still holding his breath.

      A baker’s van, pulled by a tired old horse, trundled out of the Farrier’s yard and headed toward the bakery at the other end of the street.

      They crossed the street to The Watering Hole. The sign over the door welcomed them. Aaron, who owned the popular Village Art Shop, had painted ‘The Watering Hole’ in Old English lettering. In every way, it looked like an old-fashioned English country tea house from the Cotswolds countryside.

      Three eager faces pressed up against the window with their hands cupped to their eyes to get a better view of the pies, pasties, cakes, tarts, and sandwiches set out in tummy-tempting rows.

      Arthur’s memories of being pushed out of the mother tree vanished when he caught sight of his favourite Portuguese custard tarts. Erin and Torin spied lamingtons dipped in chocolate syrup and covered with coconut, impossible to resist.

      The old front door hinges creaked and scraped and grated and rasped against the thousandth opening and closing that week. The entire Watering Hole tea house squeaked and groaned. Who cared about a squeaky door hinge or two? Arthur promised himself he would bring a small bottle of natural Plectosaur wool extract lubricant next time he visited.

      Arthur turned to see Chux Akar, the Real Estate Agent, leave with a takeaway mug and a bulging brown paper bag. If only Arthur or anyone else could find something charitable to say about Chux Akar, they would. What’s in the bag? He thought.

      ‘Two custard tarts,’ Torin said. ‘Portuguese custard tarts.’

      ‘What else would you have for lunch?’

      Erin inhaled the taste bud tempting mix of coffee and chocolate aromas that settled over them as they entered. The smell of food cooking and the humming sound of people chatting drew them in. Resistance was futile.

      Arthur high-fived the new chef’s hand as they passed the kitchen. A cloud of flour exploded from Chef’s hand, and a shaft of sunlight from the open door turned it into a magical cinnamon-scented delight.

      ‘The usual?’ the rotund chef asked. He added, ‘You here to cause a stir?’ Then he laughed out loud. ‘Gotcha. A chef joke. You missed it.’

      Arthur laughed too. ‘One to you, chef.’

      ‘By the way, I read your article in the Elderberry Times about infinite energy from the earth. Made me think. You should be a writer, Arthur. Bit of a dark horse, aren’t you?’

      ‘It was a school assignment, Chef. They published mine, but others were as good.’

      The Chef went back into his kitchen, chuckling to himself.

      Millie had placed an enormous vase of aromatic Elderberry flowers in the empty inglenook fireplace. A lazily percolating coffee urn sat on top of a regency chest of drawers next to freshly folded napkins. A simple hand drawn sign said, ‘Pour your own’.

      The coffee simmered, catching the light. It made a perfect counterpoint to an eager lava lamp.

      All around was eccentricity and clutter. Good wishes cards from all over the galaxy were stuck into the door frame and filled two boxes marked ‘memories’. Well-thumbed decorating and food magazines from across the galaxy cascaded across a centre table. Gold brocade wallpaper from long ago covered the walls. Arthur felt safe and at home here.

      Beings from the entire Galaxy had made it a foodie destination to beat all foodie destinations. Arthur looked down the row of six tables along each of the long walls to see who was trying out the delights of The Watering Hole. Scattered tables and chairs seated four or six guests, and six smaller tables were down the middle.

      Two old Phyllanthus Balgooyi Zinc farmers poured tea into their saucers, blew on it to cool it down, and sipped it from the saucer. Millie had piled hot scones and chunks of aromatic fruit cake onto a large plate in the middle of their table.

      Arthur wondered if spending their days working in the hyper-accumulator forest, drawing the rich fluorescent sap of minerals, had affected them. There had to be rare earth minerals in the recovery process. Everyone else in the world drank their tea from cups.

      Then, most folks also did not tuck their shirts into their long underpants, so they were visible above their trouser belts.

      Arthur, Erin, and Torin took a table near the kitchen, where they could monitor what was happening and identify whoever was there. A red-checked tablecloth lent a country ambience. Gold and green checked tablecloths covered the tables. It all harmonised like instruments in an orchestra. Everything was in visual harmony.

      Torin was curious. ‘Did I hear right? Chef read your article?’

      ‘Two months ago? I’d forgotten it. Now, why did that stand out for him?’

      ‘It was an excellent report,’ Erin said. ‘It was the first time I’d read straight answers about the Core. I understand it better now.’

      ‘You and me both,’ Arthur said.

      Spending a few hours in The Watering Hole saw most of the life in Elderberry Valley popping in for lunch or afternoon tea. Arthur loved this world. He invented imaginary stories about everyone.

      They each spotted the tall man dressed in black who sat at the last table near the rear wall. They used a well-practised skill of glancing up now and then and concentrating for a moment. It was like taking a mental photograph and trying to remember every detail. ‘Click’ and put it into memory. They each saw the blue nictitating membrane covering each black almond-shaped eye as he scanned the sunlight that was streaming in behind them. The sun must have silhouetted them in the narrow entranceway as they came in. Arthur guessed the membranes acted like sunglasses as a light filter and protective barrier.

      He clicked a mental picture of the man and then returned to reading the menu.

      Erin wondered out loud, ‘He’s like a black hole. I can’t read him at all. Why is he blocking?’

      Torin tried reading him. ‘He is monitoring us. He’s not Pleiadean. Arcturian maybe? Pale skin, large skull, small mouth, small nose. I can’t place him. He is not who he makes out to be. I’m leaning more toward Lyrian. Yes, he’s from Lyra. I think. But that’s all I can tell you. I’m not that good with different people from the huge number of star systems. I’d make a useless detective. Go with Lyrian.’

      They took this all in.

      Torin added, ‘He’s studying a map of Elderberry and the Valley. The Core is not showing up. No, it’s not on his map.’

      ‘Should it be?’ Arthur asked.

      ‘It’s a mineral survey map, ground penetrating radar and all that.’

      ‘He seems pleased with himself,’ Erin said. ‘Hard to read.’

      Millie brought a tray with three blue moon milkshakes in large silvery fluted containers with long straws. She leaned over and whispered, ‘He’s been sitting in the back for the last two hours. Drinks black coffee.’

      ‘Where is he from?’

      ‘He used a Draconian token to pay for his coffee.’

      Arthur felt Millie was being evasive.

      ‘Not Arcturian?’

      ‘Don’t think so. He might be Arcturian, though. But I wouldn’t put money on it. Maybe Lyrian. Got me beat.’

      Arthur said, ‘It fits. They are supposed to be one of the most advanced civilisations in the galaxy.’

      Millie added, ‘I’m guessing he’s spent time all over, but he’s certainly been on the Proxima Centauri system. They took a lot of migrants from Nibiru when it made its last pass. I thought I saw some Serpo money when he opened his wallet to get out his token. They’re still rebuilding the place after the war and pouring trillions in reparations into the place. He’ll be from one of the old warrior classes. He’s been masking since he got here. Impossible to read. Probably a traveller. I don’t sense any threat from him.’

      ‘Thanks, Millie.’ Arthur said, ‘That helps.’

      They focused on the milkshakes and forgot the man in black. He was another star traveller who was taking a holiday break in Elderberry Village. They eased into the ambience of the soft background music. Blue and gold tapestries and well-worn Persian rugs added to the cosy atmosphere.

      They settled back to enjoy the experience. The Chef appeared, carrying three plates. Two had a large lamington on each one. He also set down a board of Portuguese custard tarts.

      The Chef beamed. ‘Special birthday delivery. I was going to get you a comb, but I reckoned you’d like these better. I made them this morning. Hope they’re up to standard.’

      ‘Up to standard?’ Erin said, fascinated by her giant lamington. ‘You should be a head chef in a five-star restaurant. Up to standard! They are brilliant.’

      Torin stared at the monster lamington in front of him. His mouth was open, and he nodded.

      Arthur said, ‘I’ve seen planets smaller than this Portuguese tart. Yeah, brilliant, Chef.’

      The Chef laughed. He said, ‘Thanks.’ He turned to head back to his kitchen.

      Arthur called, ‘Oh, chef!’

      The Chef turned back.

      ‘Is it true you made the onions cry?’

      The Chef slapped his apron and let out a huge belly laugh. He went back to his kitchen, feeling taller and happier. He enjoyed his little shared moments with his three favourite customers.

      Arthur took all this in and went to a place in his mind. He looked like he was meditating when he did that. Peaceful.

      Millie came up to the table and broke into his thoughts as she put a saucer down with three fudge chocolates sitting on top of the bill. ‘On the house. Chef insisted. What did you say to him?’

      Arthur went to pay the waitress with his birthday token. ‘No charge today, Arthur. Happy Birthday.’ She glanced at the token. ‘You must be special to someone to have that. They are as rare as dragons on Electra. They cost three arms, one leg and two kidneys.’

      A man, dressed in shirtsleeves and wearing a deep green tartan waistcoat, sat alone at a corner table reading a novel. He had a calm, assured military bearing. He looked for all the world like a character from one of Arthur’s favourite reads. Arthur thought he might use him as a character in a story. He reminded Arthur of someone he thought he knew, but Arthur couldn’t place him.

      A couple, a few tables along, caught his eye. ‘Who are the couple over there, Millie?’ Arthur pointed to the fourth table on the street side, near a large window. ‘They seem lost.’

      ‘He’s reading newspaper stories to her.’ Millie said. ‘The newspaper is old. They got stuck in a time vortex. Lovely couple. They always pay with an old Centaurian token - it’s pre-war, long out of date, but we honour it anyway.’

      She smiled and left.

      Black Suitstayed focused as Arthur put away his new token. He wore a strange wrist device. It was not a watch, but it would pass for one. He tapped it twice with a long bony finger.

      Torin said, ‘The thing on his wrist appears to be showing magnetic fields - our magnetic fields.’

      Arthur guessed. ‘Doing a resonance scan. Trying to figure out where we come from.’

      Erin said, ‘Curious, I wonder, why would he want to know that?’

      They became distracted by the treats in front of them and washed them down with blue moon milkshakes. Erin had not finished her lamington. She thought she would burst. She amused herself by imagining the two boys with hollow legs where they stored food.

      Time to go. They still had to help their two pensioner friends who lived on the island down the road from their houses.

      They walked past the kitchen, thanked the Chef, and headed to the door.

      As they left, the man in black stood up to follow them. He was tall. As tall as Uncle Bob.

      An old be-whiskered man dressed in purple trousers and a deep burgundy velvet jacket brushed past them as they opened the door. He greeted the tall man, engaging him in conversation and guiding him to a table at the far end of the cafe. They seemed to be old friends. They heard Millie taking their order for coffee. The tall man had a posh English accent. He sounded like he was talking through a long tube.

      Arthur, Erin, and Torin each looked sideways at them through the shop window and saw their own reflections. Whoops! Arthur had an icing sugar moustache, and Erin and Torin wore coconut lipstick. They held their sides with laughter as they strolled up the village’s main street.

      ‘Maybe your Uncle Bob is an Arcturian, Arthur. They’re known for their advanced healing abilities.’ Erin observed. ‘That was some pretty advanced healing he did today.’

      ‘Yeah, ask him. He’d tell you,’ Torin urged.

      Arthur figured Uncle Bob would tell him if it became necessary. He put it out of his mind. Who cared where his best uncle in the entire world came from? Arthur didn’t. He guessed his uncle’s height in feet and inches and not centimetres. They always called altitude in the Tiger Moth in feet. He relished picturing his uncle with altitude instead of height. Aunt Dotty shared his little joke, and it amused his uncle.

      They turned the corner towards the edge of Elderberry Village. An hour or two of sunlight remained in the day before it set behind the mountains surrounding the valley, and they had work to do. There were a lot of calories to burn off.

      Arthur glanced back at The Watering Hole. Who was the man dressed in black with a posh accent and an echoing voice? Who was the old man with whiskers in the funny purple trousers who was wearing a deep burgundy velvet jacket with oversized cuffs and a black shawl collar? He had tied it in the middle with a sash and had big leather elbow patches. Who was the man with the military bearing in the green tartan waistcoat? Do we ever know who anyone is? He thought, I need to see people, not just look at them.

      Erin broke into his thoughts, ‘Yes, me too. Sometimes I feel like a pumpkin. There’s a big difference between looking and seeing.’

      Arthur glanced up. His mind was going like the wheels and cogs of a
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