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To Mum and Dad: thank you for everything,

but especially for my gentle childhood.





1.

On clear nights, when I’m good, Mum puts her finger in the sky and shows me our home. One, two, three, four up, and one, two, three sideways from the Southern Cross. Little and bright and a billion light-years away.

‘When can I go there?’

‘I’m sorry, darling. We’re never going back.’

Mum knows almost everything, but she doesn’t know that. I’ll go one day. I feel it pull me, from my eyeballs to my fingers and toes.

Or is that just the gravity?



Last night was good for stars and the morning is blue and so cold you could bite it. Drips stayed on our tent and hitting the inside makes them jump off like a dog shaking. I hit three times and the broke pole falls. Mum closes our biology book.

‘Maybe I shouldn’t go today.’

‘No!’

‘I can’t trust you to sit still.’

‘I’ll be good but. Better than last time.’ I have to show I listened, so I open the page again to say all the ants we saw at the creek yesterday. Long skinny black ones. Yellow-middled ones with black heads and bums. And gold almost-see-through ones. ‘See?’

Her mouth scrunches. ‘What will you do while I’m gone?’

‘Sit in Fortress One and do maths.’

‘Sit how?’

‘Sit quiet.’

‘And if you finish your homework, and drawing, and Lego, and you have nothing else to do?’

‘Sit quiet and be bored.’

‘And if someone comes? Iiiiif Peter Pan swoops down and wants to fly you to Never-Never Land for chocolate donuts?’

‘Mum-mee.’

‘Need to hear you say it, kiddo.’

‘Crawl out the secret way and run superfast to Fortress Two.’

Her eyes crinkle, like, Don’t try tricking me, buddy.

I already tricked her but, because she thinks Peter Pan is still my favourite. I never told her it’s Captain America now. Mum hates him because The dude has the methods of a fascist, and the wardrobe of a middle-aged cyclist. You can tell that’s bad by how her voice goes.

Mum crawls around, getting our offerings for the Priestess. The green beanie she knitted. Crystals we grew in jars. Little straw baskets, like mice would use for laundry. Scones she cooked before the sun even woke up.

Our tent goes anywhere but today it’s behind big grey rocks (that came from a volcano but don’t have lava centres) and scratchy saltbush (that probly does taste salty but I shouldn’t try). The rocks and bushes are near cliffs above a beautiful rainforest. In the day all the trees make the hills a million different greens, forever. But at night it’s so black, the only way you can tell where the sky starts is the stars.

‘Pay attention please, Henry.’

‘Kaching!’ That’s our joke that attention costs money. I am paying it but, because Mum’s opening our Magic Backpack. She bestows on me Excalibur.

I don’t know if it’s the real Excalibur, from Camelot. Mum’s magic makes it look like a normal knife, made of wood and bumpy metal. If you stab someone with it they don’t just get cut normally, where their blood and guts fall out like spaghetti, and they slip in them, yelling, Noooooo, my guts are spaghetti! Excalibur makes it worse in ways I don’t even know. Turns them to slime, probly. Or maggots. Or static electricity. Even holding it is dangerous, and a big honour when you’re not even seven, but—

‘Henry.’

‘Kaching!’

‘What did I say?’

I remember really hard.

‘I said be very, very careful with that.’

I nod heaps.

I’m not lying, but Mum’s face scrunches again. ‘I just won’t go this week. We can stretch out the scones and—’

‘I hate scones!’

Her eyebrow goes up.

‘I hate having too many scones.’

‘Good save.’

‘But what if the Priestess has a really important prophecy?’

‘Why do you want me gone so badly? I think you just want a new DVD.’

‘No. But we don’t have Weet-Bix, or rice cakes, or anything. And your tummy was grumbling last night. It was like, Groooaaarrrk, give me some yummy food.’ I tickle her ribs, but it doesn’t do anything.

‘I’ll be fine.’ Mum’s thumb tap-taps her leg. I’m this close to a whole week of no DVD and no practice time.

‘If you don’t have adult conversation soon, you’ll probly go crazy.’

Mum stops tapping and looks at me with her weird-joke smile.



We get to Fortress One and Mum hugs me so hard my bones break in matchsticks and rattle around my body. ‘I love you so, so much. Do you realise that?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ll behave? You won’t leave, even for a second?’

‘Yes.’

I crawl through Fortress One’s entrance hole. Fortress One’s where I go when there’s danger, or emergencies, or Mum does secret meetings with the Priestess. It got made by a big tree growing down over even bigger rocks, like it’s bending to hear all the good rock secrets. Inside is a cave with a floor of old tree bits waiting to be new again.

I’m careful wiggling in so I won’t knock Mum’s twig people that dangle from the roof. Or tip her things of herbs. Or mess her salt squiggles on the ground. Together they make the most powerful charms you could think of. If wolfs attacked they’d bounce off pachingkongbong! and their furs would sizzle with acid.

I accidentally left Clifford and my school stuff in here from the false alarm yesterday, so I scratch his ears and say, ‘Sorry.’ I’m just joking but. He’s stuffed.

I find my maths page, where I’m up to the question 9 + 5. Maths is fun, because you turn it to nine soldiers plus five soldiers in your head, and other people think your answer is just a number when you actually made a army.

Before I even start, Mum pushes our DVD player inside. ‘As a special treat, if you keep the volume very low, you can have one rewatch.’

This is suspicious and I go on my belly to see back out. Mum’s chalking the Fortress tree with little sideways eights. That’s a special letter that means infinity, which means forever. She does three more in the dirt with her finger.

‘Now. I’ve added an extra hidden binding spell this time. For you.’

‘Why?’

‘You know why.’

‘Stop it!’

‘I have to, sorry. If you go exploring again – if you set even your tiniest pinky toe outside – pretty soon your bum will itch so badly you’ll go crazy. Worse than itching powder made from nits! And when I come back, and your finger’s smelly from scratching, I’ll know. And you’ll never be allowed to stay alone again.’

‘Don’t!’

‘My magic’s feeling super strong today, too. I bet I could do a simply astounding Firespire. Wanna see?’

I trace my maths question, but I’m not actually doing it. ‘Firespire’s boring.’

‘Okay, then. How about… Fae Folks’ Flame?’

I look up and Mum smiles like she knew I wanted that one all along. It’s my favourite but, so that’s not psychic.

Mum shakes her fingers and wobbles her head. Her eyes close and her hands make cups on each other. You can feel the magic come up off the dirt and whoosh around you, making the air go thicker. Goosebumps poke out my arms like, Let us see, too!

Mum’s cup hands twist back and forth, back and forth, with one cup pouring into the other. Her mouth whispers the oldest starwords. I can’t understand her, specially with how she says the words, altogether in a traffic jam. Her face lines come out. Lines from laughing at jokes, or scrunching with worries, or Being mum to a cheeky little monkey.

Without stopping whispering even to breathe, she gets her pink lighter out and shrick-shrick-shricks till it flames. Her eyes open huge. She puts the fire on her bottom hand and lifts. ‘Flagranto!’

The absolute millisecond the lighter touches her hand, the Fae Folks’ Flame is there. It’s only for a bit, and not big. But it’s phenomenal. A blue fireball with spiky yellow hairdo. Inside, a thousand million sparks do one twinkle each, then disappear. Like a galaxy going alive then dead, faster than you could blink.

When it’s gone, Mum smiles. She’s puffed, even from that. Before I was born she could do a Fae Folks’ Flame so giant it’d burn this whole rainforest and cook all the animals like furry sausages, woomf. But since her magic got stolen she can only do little ones. Even that’s dangerous, in case the Wolf King’s looking just this way. The magic would be a alarm yelling, HENRY AND MUM ARE HEEEERE! And wolfs would run from everywhere, jumping from trees and digging up from holes underground, with teeth and claws and guns and spells. They’d smash us to chunks and chomp our meat till we’re blood and organs and hairy broken skeletons in the mud.

‘Did you like it?’ Mum says.

‘It was a good one.’ I remember I’m mad at her and go back to 9 + 5.

‘I’m leaving now, kiddo.’

‘Yes.’

‘I love you. To the moon and back.’

‘And the stars!’

‘Absolutely. And to the stars.’





2.

I wait till Mum’s definitely gone then crawl out the secret way. I won’t get to rewatch Singin’ in the Rain, but Mum didn’t charge our player, so it probly wouldn’t even get to the backflips or ‘Moses Supposes’. Plus practising is more important. I tell Clifford, ‘Stay!’

She did infinities in the dirt here, too, and I suck in my belly so I won’t wreck them. Excalibur’s in my pants loop and it’s hard not to stab my leg. That’s really important, too but, so I’m careful.

I run the secret steep way down to the creek, to be quicker. Our rainforest has a million secrets. Logs rotted to tunnels, going underground. Leafs bigger than the whole of me. And coloured mushrooms that could kill you if you ate just one nibble. Even its name is a secret because people call it Gippsland when Mum says it’s really called Gunaikurnai Country. I get that, because I have different names, too.

The hill makes me go too fast, which is why Mum says, Be patient, honey, go round. I’m still doing okay, but then a stupid dumb wattlebird flip-flaps out a bush to scare me. I yell and spin and my hair goes over my mouth and in my eyes, making me blind and suffocated a second. That makes me trip on a stick, then bounce my elbow, bang my knee and skid on my belly.

‘Owwwah!’ My pant-knees already had holes, so now they’re ripped and my real knee is skinned. The sticky red blood gets mixed with black dirt and leafs and rocks, and stings like a burn.

I’m not allowed to talk to other kids anymore, and Clifford’s the only dog we can have, so I sometimes pretend birds are my friends. They look at you more than goannas or deers, and when you’re talking they do noises like, Really, Henry? That is so interesting.

The wattlebird is my first bird enemy.

‘I wish you were still a dinosaur!’ I yell the way it went. Then I sit and cry. But then I imagine it flying back. It’d be looking for juicy worms in the dirt and peck my blood instead. It might remember that being a real carnivore is delicious and go hunting for the rest of me.

I’m busy anyway but that makes me leave faster.



The creek goes shallow here but still wide, like a giant scratched a charm with her finger. The water babbles, which Mum says is all the fish gossiping about what the frogs got up to on land. It sounds nice now, but if I was a creek animal I’d probly yell, Can I just have one second of peace and quiet, please? and take my family to a nice pond. Animals haven’t lived as many places as me but, so maybe they don’t know there are better ones?

When definitely no one’s round I take my shoes and socks off and roll my pants up.

The creek water stabs my feet with ice knives. I close my teeth to catch my yell. My toes get numb, but it doesn’t make them hurt less. I walk to where the big ferns grow half in the water, looping over, long and swishy. They hide stuff underneath. That makes them perfect for practices.

I puff a huge breath, just in case the spells got stuck deep down in my belly. Then I cup my hands and turn them, like Mum. I can’t speak starwords, so hum ‘I’ll Make a Man Out of You’ from Mulan, because it’s about getting tough and doing kung fu. I grab Rockface’s cheeks. She’s a huge rock that’s stuck in the land like a tooth. The lines on her front make a face. That’s why she’s Rockface.

I do two almost-starts, then, ‘Superstrengtho!’ I push with all my muscles at once.

Mum says our story is a fairytale. Only the queen isn’t evil. Mum’s a good Star Queen, I’m a good Star Prince, and we’re being chased by the evil Wolf King. Heaps of fairytales are real, allegedly.

If you know where to look, kiddo, the world is full of magic and monsters.

I think Mum’s mostly right. We’re a story. Not a fairytale but. She only thinks that because she’s old and doesn’t watch Marvel. People who come from space, with powers, and fight baddies aren’t fairytales anymore.

In real life, we’re superheroes.

The rules for being a superhero are you have to be tough, and nice, and know the right thing to do, and do it no matter who says you’re wrong. Plus you have to have superpowers, even if they’re just being really rich.

I don’t know what my powers are yet. Not being rich but, because we can’t even afford Coco Pops.

If I get to choose, I want super strength. I wouldn’t just use it for punching wolfs’ heads off. I could carry stuff so Mum wouldn’t be tired. Carry her even, because it would be like a feather to me. And when the Chariot runs out of petrol we wouldn’t have to walk or wait on scary roads. I’d give a giant push and we’d take off, schoom!, only I’d be tied to the back on a skateboard so it pulled me, too. I could even fire us on a giant catapult over the ocean to Antarctica. We’d be safe there because it’s mostly scientists and penguins.

Thinking how I’ll save Mum makes me push Rockface even harder. I scream, ‘You’re really true, Henry!’ because sometimes superheroes get powers from finally believing they’re super.

Rockface isn’t moving but, and my muscles get tired.

There’s still heaps more powers to experiment with. Super speed, shapeshifting, lightning fingers, ice-making, invisibility, impervious skin, quick healing, flying, and more I don’t even know yet.

I won’t do quick healing or impervious skin, actually, because my knee isn’t even scabbed yet, so that’s definitely wrong. I am impervious to spells but. Mum told me by accident last week. And now it’s for sure because her spell didn’t itch my bum at all.

The only power I never try is fire-making, because if I ask Mum when I’ll get my magic she always says, We’ll just have to wait and see, but the one time I asked if I’d be a fire-maker, too, she was so sure she grabbed my shoulders. Star children never get the same magic as their parents, so don’t even try burning things. Are you listening, Henry?

My arms are basically broken spaghetti now but I keep pushing, being tough. Giving super strength one very last go, I close my teeth and whisper, focusing all my powers. I squash my magic up with the words, and mash in Mum’s sadness and worries, too, then whisper them down at the creek, only aiming through the water. Past dirt, rocks, oils, diamonds, dinosaur bones and Atlantis, plopping in lava then erupting back up through Portugal, zooming out to the sky. Right to space, to where our home star goes in the daytime. I push the hardest I ever pushed.

‘For… Mummy… Please…’

And, actually, I think I can feel it. No, I definitely can. My hands are getting hotter. The magic is working! It’s electrically sparking me to be super strong and tough and—

My hand slips and I fall off, donking my chin on Rockface. I bite my tongue, then splash my arms and knees in the creek. Water goes in my mouth, tasting like slime mixed with tongue blood.

I get back up and punch the creek. ‘I hate you!’

It makes a big splash, but not a super splash.

A grey-brown thing moves in my eye corners. My peripheries. A rabbit hops from under a fern bush and watches me. For a break, I experiment mind-controlling it. I’m too sad to think of stuff to do but, so I just make it eat more grass.

The rabbit’s ears go pointy, which I didn’t say to do. It looks away and, quick as lightning, runs back in the forest. I look the way it looked.

Under the trees, on the mud, a giant brown boot stomps. The other boot stomps next to it, squelching sideways. The branches open and there’s a man in trackie dacks and a blue T-shirt. His hair sticks out everywhere and his beard is a giant bottlebrush upside down on his face.

Mostly I look at his gun. It’s shiny wood and long black metal. And even though guns aren’t alive and don’t think things, you can tell it’s mean. My whole body gets a numb-toes feeling.

Beard Man looks at me and his eyes go small.

‘Henry?’





STAR QUEEN VS THE WOLF KING

‘Once upon a time, on a small and distant star, there lived a young queen.’

‘A beautiful young queen.’

‘If we must. This was no ordinary star – it was forged from the raw magic that birthed our galaxy. Echoes of this nurturing force flowed through it still, granting the queen and her people powers over rain and crops and fire—’

‘And super-duper strength!’

‘Lie down please, darling.’

‘Keep going!’

‘Shh, I’m just zipping the door properly, it’s chilly. Now, the Star Queen was happy, and she loved her people, but gazing out into the universe, she craved more. She imagined all the adventures possible in a place so big, it could only be measured in light. One night, a handsome Earth King looked up, at the precise star the queen lived on, at the exact time she was looking down. By magic, the distance between them shrunk to a single, shared breath—’

‘How was it night but?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘How was it night? Stars are suns, you said.’

‘Starpeople tell time differently, it doesn’t translate into human… So the queen and king began meeting every chance they got. Soon she felt herself falling in love. The king was funny and charming, and he worshipped the Star Queen, showering her with gifts. The way he gazed at her soothed her ache for adventure. He treated her as if she was the adventure worth having. She loved his dreams – such big dreams. And his confidence to lead. For the king’s part, he marvelled at the queen’s free spirit and open heart. He’d grown up in a world full of strict rules, with stricter punishments for disobedience. He coaxed her down—’

‘What’s coked?’

‘Coaxed. Lured. He convinced her to join him on Earth. Her people warned her against it, but she assured them this was a good thing. The king talked so often of the good he’d do. The good they’d do together.’

‘The king was a liar, wasn’t he?’

‘He was. Very much so. In truth, he envied the queen her magic and plotted to steal it from her. From the instant they were married, he began sawing the cords of light connecting her to her people. His true character emerged. The queen saw that his will to lead was a will to dominate. That he dreamed big because he hated his small reality. And that he loved the queen’s open heart not as a marvel – but as a trophy, to rip from her chest and lock in a box. In truth, the man she’d fallen for was nothing more than a mask. Behind it hid a cruel, bloodthirsty creature. The Wolf King.’

‘I hate the Wolf King.’

‘That’s okay.’

‘But lucky the queen had a secret weapon, didn’t she?’

‘She did. A tiny ember of starlight, twinkling in her belly.’

‘Uterus, not belly.’

‘True. Twinkling in her uterus.’

‘It was Henry!’

‘It was you.’

‘Was she happy it got there?’

‘She was over the mooooon. Ha. Ha. Ha.’

‘That’s stupid.’

‘Don’t say stupid. But, yes, the queen was happy. She truly believed the child’s goodness could cure the Wolf King. Draw the cruelty out of him, like poison pulled. And those first few weeks, she was right. She watched the Wolf King laugh and play with the baby, as if made anew. Cuddle him so close, whispering, “I’d die for you. I would die for you” into that tiny, perfect ear. He softened so much, in fact, that the queen began to question if the wolf had been the mask all along. Had she turned him evil?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘The queen believed it, though. Even as the monster poked its head out once more. Late-night feeds reigniting the King’s fury. His jealousy erupting at the pure love between queen and prince. What got to the Wolf King worst of all, though – what he truly hated – was that the prince saw through his mask. Saw the monster. The baby prince refused to settle in the Wolf King’s arms anymore. To smile or giggle for him. ‘Fix it!’ the Wolf King screamed. But what could the queen do? The prince was impervious to his spells—’

‘I didn’t know I was impervious.’

‘Lie back, please.’

‘That means I could beat him but. His magic wouldn’t hit me!’

‘Shh, we don’t yell at night. Sound carries.’

‘You’re not listening.’

‘Do you want to hear the rest or go to sleep?’

‘But—’

‘Henry?’

‘Hear the rest, please.’

‘One day – the worst day – the queen heard the baby prince screaming. She ran to the bedchamber and was horrified to find the Wolf King shaking the prince as the child wailed. She flew at the Wolf King, hitting with all her strength. Kicking, scratching with her nails. Outraged at this insolence, the Wolf King dashed the queen against the wall, trying to shatter her into a thousand pieces. He struck her, again and again, hoping to crack her bones and draw the magic from her marrow with his furry, bloodied—’

‘You should have got back up and fireballed him, boom! Then he’d go, “Nuh-uh, I’ll chomp you for breakfast,” and shoot his evil spells. But you’d jump out of the way and then pew-pew, nooooo, help meeeee, kabooojjj—’

‘Calm down, please—’

‘—And you’d be the greatest master forever!’

‘Henry, shh. Bedtime story, remember? Now, to punish the queen, the Wolf King locked her in the dungeon. Trapped in there, the truth dawned on her. If she stayed, one of two things would happen. Either the Wolf King would kill them both, or his evil would turn the Star Prince’s beautiful inner light to dark. So the queen gathered her courage, took the prince and fled… When the Wolf King discovered their escape, his rage was terrible. He hunted them everywhere—’

‘Because he was scared the prince would grow up strong and fight him to death to be the true, true master.’

‘That’s not part of it, Henry!’

‘You’re yelling now!’

‘Because you know this story. There’s no fighting to the death.’

‘You don’t know. You’re not a wolf.’

‘The queen and prince sought refuge throughout the land. It was hard, and scary. And tiring. They were so tired. Exhausted, right down to their bones. But they were together. And they ate delicious chicken nuggets, and caramel-swirl ice cream. Swam in the cold ocean and caught warm rain on their tongues. And they met wonderful people. Though they were always careful to keep their true identities hidden.’

‘Because wolfs can look like anyone, can’t they?’

‘Anyone.’

‘So you think someone’s your friend but they rip off their face-skin and have fangs and claws and jump on you, saying, “I’m going to munch your bones to peanut butter with blood jam, raaar!” ’

‘Henry—’

‘And the queen and Star Prince have to keep running, forever and ever. And be really smart, and never trust strangers, or friends even—’

‘Henry, please.’

‘And never, ever stop guarding. Not once.’

‘Yep… That’s right.’

‘Mummy, why are you crying?’





3.

Me and Mum do Self-defence every day. We learn about not trusting, and phone spying, and amazing kung-fu moves. But every class Mum says, What’s the best move of all? And I have to say, To move my little bum to safety.

Beard Man saying my name makes me forget every move. His heavy boots take heavy steps in the creek and, stupid dumb Henry, I scream.

Beard Man pushes his hands down, trying to drown my noise in the water. ‘Shut up!’

I scream again. Then I run.

My shoes are on Beard Man’s side of the creek, but they wouldn’t help anyway because I’m slow with laces. I splosh the other way. My ice-block feet trip and I swallow more water.

Beard Man splashes closer.

I crawl to shore and the dirt turns to rocks, then bigger rocks, then slippery cliff. My legs scrape off tiny bits of skin, like a baby lizard who’s still bad at shedding. My feet are defrosting in bits, so the pointy rocks hurt different in different places. My big toe bangs and I’m bleeding.

I roll up to the top and run along Brontosaurus Spine Hill. Me and Mum call it that because it’s steep on both sides with the spine bit in the middle. We go here when we want to be greedy tourists, getting two views at once.

‘Fucken get back here!’

I’m the fastest I’ve ever been. But Beard Man is faster, chasing me through tree trunks. The gun in his hand bobs and pokes, bobs and pokes. Birds screech at me like, Be faster, Henry!

I get to the spine top, where the brontosaurus head would go. All the bushes grow together here, so it looks like a bush wall. But I know if you cover your eyes you can get through the ferny bit. Leafs slap my face then close behind. I imagine Beard Man stopping and scratching his head, saying, Where’d Henry go? I’m puffed from running but still laugh at that. That’s probly why I forget about the sticking-up root.

I play Archaeologist here sometimes and the root is a dead alien arm I dug up. Today the alien grabs my foot and trips me, making me thump down and oof. The ferns open, because the bush wall didn’t fool Beard Man one second. He crashes after me.

I crawl into the next bush. Beard Man never played Archaeologist here but he jumps the alien arm easy. I crawl faster. Dead leafs swish and fly and the wet ones make my hands slip. The next bush’s trunk has a million hard branches spearing at me. It’s only clear at the very bottom, so that’s where I wriggle under. But I get trapped. The branches go lower this side and they’d squash me right down in the ground.

Beard Man slides closer. His gun plop-swish, plop-swishes. I scream and he puts his finger on his lips. ‘Shut the fuck up, would you?’ My heart does kung fu in my chest. That reminds me that a power I definitely have is kicking, so I kick his face.

Beard Man’s nose squishes under my bare foot and his head knocks back. He half-picks his nose to check it. Blood’s on his finger. I kick again, but miss. Beard Man tries to get up on his knee. The branches make his neck bend. He looks behind to see if anyone’s watching him murder me. ‘Just tell me where your mum—’

I stab Excalibur through the tongue on Beard Man’s boot.

In Self-defence you’re meant to aim for eyes, throat, groin. Because no matter how many push-ups people do, they can’t grow muscles there.

That’s for punches but. Magic knives can stab anywhere.

Beard Man roars, ‘Fuuuuck!’ The gun bangs and a bullet fwings past my ear.

Excalibur maybe needed extra spells to work, because Beard Man doesn’t turn to electricity. Or maggots. He just falls over, grabbing his foot. The blood goes through his fingers like his boot is a blood-sponge he squeezed. He’s yelling without opening his mouth and the words might melt his teeth they’re so sweary. The wolf inside him tries to jump through his eyes to kill me. ‘Little fucking shiiiiit!’

Foamy spit goes in his beard. He’s got rabies, too!

I wriggle past him. Twigs scratch my face and stick my ears.

Beard Man catches my leg. I swing Excalibur and he lets go. I get outside. The sun’s real squinty and I’m on the wrong side of the creek. I don’t even care there’s a billion rocks and thorny bits to cross. I just run and run.

I hear the bush swish behind me and I stop to look back. Beard Man is crawling out. His face is stuck with dirt, leafs and blood and he’s limping and his boot has turned black with wetness. I’m a tiny bit glad to see him, because I don’t want to be a murderer.

I run through the swamp-gum maze and past the family of grumpy old banksias. My back itches because I keeping thinking a bullet will shoot me there.

‘Get the fuck back here!’

Beard Man wants to eat me right here. His blood drips off Excalibur, down my wrist, like I was too slow licking a raspberry ice block. I hold it away so I won’t mix rabies blood with my knee or toe blood.

I get to Fortress One and basically fall in the hole. But I remember the infinities too late. ‘No!’ Me coming in swished the dirt around and the charms definitely got broken. I try to squiggle new ones, but I’m scared, so keep drawing too many loops.

Beard Man’s head pops in.

I yell and throw the twig men at him. Then the herbs, and salt. They bounce off without burning him at all. I crawl to a corner and hug Clifford tight.

Beard Man burrows inside. Any second he’ll open his jaws with his knife-sharp teeth and gobble me up.

I remember the secret exit and go for it. Beard Man catches my foot. I swing Excalibur. He grabs that arm. Then my other one, too. He holds both and he’s wolf-strong. His teeth are chomping. He drags me to the entrance hole. I scream, and scream, and—

A tornado crashes into Beard Man, tackling him. The tornado is Mum-shaped and it screams with her voice. ‘GETOFFHIMYOUFUCKINGANIMAL!’

Mum punches Beard Man again and again in eyes, throat, groin. He falls on the dirt and the gun drops. He lets me go to cover his face for protecting. Mum keeps hitting. Beard Man is yelling and coughing and rolling.

After punches or stabs, the next Self-defence move is you excape as far away as possible. Mum doesn’t run but. She picks up the gun and points.

Beard Man says, ‘Fuck!’ and rolls away.

Mum presses the trigger.

Click.

She presses again. Click.

She pulls the knobby lever on the side, up and back. A bullet’s bum pops out. She puts the lever forward and down and—

‘Lex! Lex! Lexi, fucken stop, it’s me!’

Beard Man’s hands are up. Bark bits stick all over his face. His eyes went so big.

Mum looks at him proply and, all in one go, the tornado blows out of her. The only bits left of it are little puffs from her mouth that push her hair.

She drops the gun and sits on the dirt. She’s shaking and crying, saying, ‘Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry,’ over and over. And even though Beard Man can’t be a wolf, and so she didn’t mean to kill him almost, she’s not saying it to him.

‘I’m sorry I left you, Henry. I’m so sorry I left.’
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The grey rocks behind Fortress One look like a elephant herd that slept so long they grew moss. They’re warm with sunlight, and the wet spots my clothes make dry quick. I practised getting up here heaps before, so even though Mum thinks I’m still inside I can listen. I cross a line of ants marching, being extra careful not to squash any, because we’re both on missions. Then I slither to the edge like a snake taught by ninjas.

Mum and Beard Man are at the tall thistle. He’s hugging her and she’s crying. Not mad tears, like before. These are big fat sad tears that plop on the ground and make oceans for worms. I go backwards till I’m just listening, not watching, because Mum gets worried I see her sad too much.

‘Lex, I’m sorry. I knew it was risky coming, but—’

‘You had to come. It’s good you did.’ Even Mum’s voice has tears in it.

Beard Man puffs out like, Phew. ‘Yeah.’

‘How long did they, like, give her?’

‘Weeks. Couple of months, tops. Dunno how they tell.’

‘There’s nothing they can do? Nothing?’

Beard Man goes quiet, but a loud quiet.

‘It’s my fault,’ Mum says.

‘Don’t start that bullshit. She’d do it all again tomorrow, you know that. Should hear her cack herself about how you beat the smug prick. Specially after a skinful.’

‘Yeah, look at me, revelling in victory.’

You can hear twigs and leafs crunch. ‘Sorry. Need to sit down a sec.’

‘Oh my God! Your foot.’

‘He stabbed me with a fucking steak knife, Lex.’

‘He’s six. He was scared.’

‘I can relate.’

‘Gawd. Sorry.’

I want to listen more, because I’m the ‘he’ they’re talking about. But my ankle tickles. A ant chose a new mission, going up my leg. I scratch it on the rock.

Mum and Beard Man stop talking.

‘Henry?’

I put hands round my mouth. ‘Yeeesss… Muuum…’

‘That’s not how people sound in caves, kiddo.’



I climb down and go round to the thistle. Mum’s still standing but Beard Man sits on a rock. They’re hugging their chests like the creek’s cold got them, too.

‘Henry, this is your Uncle Justin.’

Beard Man holds his hand out for shaking. ‘Awesome to finally meet you, matey. Sorry I scared ya.’

I don’t know if the scaring he’s sorry for is chasing, grabbing, swearing or shooting at me. His face is nice now, but I remember him being a wolf and I’m not going close enough to get eaten, thank you very much.

I go behind Mum and play with the little metal mouse nipple on her jeans pocket. I whisper, because when it’s more than me and Mum I don’t always want to be loud. ‘ “Uncle” means he’s your brother.’

‘We’ll talk about it later, honey.’

‘Why’s he here but?’

She gets down to be as short as me. ‘Honey, I’m so sorry. Your granny… You remember the Movie Lady? She’s sick. She’s—’ Mum puffs air. ‘I think Uncle Justin and I need to chat first. Then you and I can talk, okay?’

It’s not okay, because she’s saying nonsense. Movie Lady is our audience. We do movies for her on my birthday, July 23, at summer for Christmas, and on her birthday, which I don’t know the day. In them Mum has to call her ‘Mum’ and I have to call her ‘Granny’.

That’s acting but, not real life. Mum’s real mum is the Queen-Queen, back on our star.

‘You’re going up to see her,’ she says. ‘Aren’t you?’

Uncle Justin nods.

‘And you want us to come.’

‘I wouldn’t put that on you. Just wanted to let you know—’

‘Fuck me.’

‘Mummy.’

Mum’s meant to say, Sorry for swearing, Henry. But she doesn’t even look, just pulls her hair like she’s lifting herself to the sky. ‘Oh, fuck.’

‘No one’s asking you to go. Mum definitely isn’t. She’d be pissed I even told you.’

‘She lives for him, you know? Absolutely lives for him. And they’ve never really met. I owe her that much.’

‘You can’t think of it that way. She sure as hell doesn’t. I’ll go, represent us both. Be like your, ah… ambassador. Easy for me.’

‘Easy, you reckon? He won’t let it be easy.’

‘Easi-er, then. Worth copping a bit of flack. For me, I mean. You’ve got bigger shit—sorry, little mate. You’ve got bigger stuff to think of.’

‘Going home, though? Now? If he hears she’s sick, he’ll be watching her. Watching you, too. Juss, I dunno.’

‘No one is pushing you. Seriously! I just thought you’d want to know—’

‘Does Movie Lady live on our home star?’

They pay attention, finally. But Uncle Justin’s face went like I’m weird. That normally means someone doesn’t know Our Secret, about being starpeople. How’s that true if he’s Mum’s brother?

‘We’ll talk about this later, Henry, okay?’

That normally means, Shh, Henry, you’re ruining it.

She’s ruining it but, because when we’re acting she’s meant to say ahead so I can practise!

‘Mummy, I’m thirsty.’

She brushes my hair with her fingers. ‘He’s her only grandchild.’

‘Yeah, well. S’pose we can take some stress off your hands there at least. Soon, anyway.’

Mum’s eyes go big. Uncle Justin smiles and nods. Mum does sounds like a dolphin getting asthma. ‘You mean Noni’s…?’

‘Thirty-five weeks. Bout to pop.’

Mum’s face squishes all over and she does a long Awwww.

‘Get out of it,’ Uncle Justin says.

I’m still holding Mum’s pocket, so I almost trip over when she jumps to hug him. He falls off his rock. ‘Watch the foot!’

‘Juss, this is the best news! Oh my God.’

‘Yeah, yeah. We’re pretty stoked.’

Mum wipes her eyes but keeps holding him. ‘These bloody tears.’

‘Mummy, what’s happening?’

She lets Uncle Justin go and holds me. ‘You’re going to be a cousin, Henry. The best big cousin to a gorgeous little baby.’

‘A baby?’

‘Yeah, mate,’ Uncle Justin says. ‘A little boy.’

‘A boy?’ Mum holds her cheeks to stop her head floating off. ‘A darling little boy!’ She hugs Uncle Justin again.

I’ve never seen Mum have this much happiness. Maybe ever. It makes me warm inside, like I peed my organs.

It’s confusing but. How is a baby my cousin when he’s human?
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People maybe heard Uncle Justin’s gun, so we have to go to a whole new part of Gunaikurnai Country. First we get our groceries from where Mum dropped them. A apple and a milk powder packet rolled out of the bag, like they’re excaping. I imagine them rolling through the forest on adventures. They’d get wet and old and smell rotted, but they wouldn’t tell each other, because they’re in love.

Uncle Justin and Mum don’t look like brother and sister. If I’m choosing if it’s true or not, that’s a no bit. Maybe it’s because I never saw Mum wear a beard, though?

Uncle Justin carries our water, clothes and Clifford. I take our tent. It’s heavy and long with the poles, so you have to be good at balancing and not bash things turning. I don’t whinge but, because when I picked it up Uncle Justin said, ‘Jesus, muscles, you on the roids or keeping it natty?’ which I think means I’m real strong.

I haven’t been this way in ages and want to touch all the new flowers that grew. The drips on them look like the freshest water ever. That’s a mirage but, because I drank it once and it made my tongue spin.

‘So what’s your favourite subject at schooo—shit. Dumb question, sorry. What are you into, then? Books? Do you read yet?’

‘You swear lots.’ I’m not totally normal talking to Uncle Justin yet, but I’m getting better. You should be able to talk to family.

‘Sorry. Wash my mouth out first chance I get.’

‘You make Mum swear, too.’

‘You reckon? Dunno that anyone can make your mum do much of anything.’

Mum’s ahead and she says, ‘I can hear you two back there, you know?’

‘You should stop listening, then. Secret men’s business.’ Uncle Justin winks at me, like we’re spies. I try to wink back, but I can’t do them, so it’s a blink.

That’s a other thing to practise.



We get to a spot I never went before. Mum has but, because she already knew where our tent should go, behind thick bushes. Bushes are better for hiding than trees because trees drop ginormous branches that squash you to bolognese.

Uncle Justin finishes making our tent and says, ‘S’pose I should leave you to it.’

‘We could risk a cuppa?’ Mum says.



If I didn’t already know this was a special occasion, I would now. I get hot chocolate, even though it’s only Tuesday! We sit on our foldy chairs, but I give mine to Uncle Justin out of manners. And because I stabbed him. I changed to shorts and the grass tickles my legs.

Mum pulls on her chin. ‘This is new.’

Uncle Justin scratches his beard. ‘Yeah. Couple of years. Couldn’t be arsed shaving at first. Then, I dunno, thought I’d try something.’

‘Bit of an OH and S liability onsite, though, no? Or did you switch careers to be an organic barista slash artisanal leather worker?’

Uncle Justin takes a big coffee sip. ‘Not really workin’ right now.’

Mum’s head leans. ‘He didn’t?’

Uncle Justin shrugs.

‘Surely he can’t have pull way down in Tathra?’

‘Who’s he?’ I say. ‘What are you talking about?’ Their chats are like the time Mum got The Secret Garden at a second-hand bookshop, only chapter two and five were ripped out, but we tried reading anyway.

‘We’re talking about the king, kiddo.’

‘ “The king”?’ Geez.’ Uncle Justin smelled something bad. ‘Is that cos he’s a useless, rich, inbred wanker?’

‘Just a nickname.’

Uncle Justin does know about the Wolf King. That’s a yes that they’re brother and sister. But Mum’s still keeping Our Secret. That’s a no.

Maybe they’re brother and sister but Uncle Justin is adopted? Or Mum is, after she came from our star.

Does that make me adopted, too?

‘It’s not like I’ve seen him swanning around town or anything. Maybe it’s just dickhead cops, keen to suck up to him. They used to show up at sites, asking loud dumb questions. “Sorry to bother you there, sonny. A, ah, quadriplegic, Australian-of-the-Year grandma got bashed for her pension last week. We have reason to believe you could help with our enquiries.” Boss just had enough.’

Mum shakes her head. ‘No, that’d be him, throwing his weight around. Prick.’

‘It’s fine, Lex. Mind games from a mental muppet—’

‘I’m sorry I stabbed you, Uncle Justin.’ I mean this truly, but I also want them to stop talking about bashed grandmas and muppets.

‘Me too, mate. Tough little fella, aren’t ya?’

‘Yep.’

‘We’re really good at kung fu, aren’t we, Henry?’

‘Yep.’

‘How’d you learn all that, then?’

‘I found this hilarious old manual from the eighties, second-hand. Wall-to-wall moustaches and bowl cuts.’

‘Lex, you realise that stuff doesn’t work on anyone who knows what they’re doing? Should train some jujitsu, or Muay Thai for knees and elbows. MMA, ideally.’

Mum gets grumpy. ‘What am I meant to do with that information, Juss?’

They go quiet.

‘Where’s your house?’ I say. I want it happy again, so Uncle Justin will visit more.

‘Can I tell him?’

‘The secrets work the other way, genius.’

‘Right you are. Not far, mate. Three hours. Is that far?’

‘If the Wolf King chases you, too, why don’t you live with us to be protected?’

Mum’s eyebrows go up.

‘Oh, I see,’ Uncle Justin says. ‘ “The Wolf King.” There’s a nickname I can get behind.’

‘Henry loves his stories. Obsessed, aren’t you?’

‘I’m not obsessed!’

‘But you like them, do ya? What’s number one, then? The best story ever?’

‘He likes Little Red Riding Hood, don’t you?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘Yes, you do. Peter Pan is your favourite character, and Little Red Riding Hood’s your favourite story. You like when the Huntsman comes back at the end.’

‘No, it’s not!’ I stand up and yell a bit, because I don’t want Uncle Justin thinking I like stories for babies. ‘Captain America is my favourite for both.’

‘You haven’t even seen Captain America.’

‘I have so!’

‘Marvel movies, is it? I’m a Wolverine man, myself.’ Uncle Justin pulls the sides of his beard and growls. That’s a joke for Mum because I don’t get it.

‘We stayed at this caravan park near Port Lincoln, back in November, right? Some kids let him borrow their DVDs without me knowing, and he sneaks off to charge our little player in the car. While I was asleep. Watched fifteen minutes then nodded off and flattened the bloody car battery, didn’t you?’

‘A hour.’

‘An hour. Sorry.’

‘Of three. Captain America, Avengers and Dark World Thor.’

‘Fine, I apologise. Anyway, I wake up, see he’s missing and work myself halfway to a coronary. Then have the gift of roll-starting the car, alone, while my beautiful sweet boy walks around punching and kicking everything in sight. “Fighting enemy soldiers,” he was.’

‘I was not!’

‘Voice down, please, Henry. You’re getting a bit silly.’

‘You’re lying and being mean!’

‘I’m not being mean. Are you getting overexcited?’

‘Well, geez, Lex. All those kung-fu lessons but no punching baddies? Bit of a mixed message, don’t you reckon?’ Uncle Justin winks at me again. That’s our secret code now and my chest gets bigger.

‘I don’t want him punching anyone, thank you. But if he has to do it, I don’t want him enjoying it.’

‘Didn’t you once tell me Red Riding Hood is about paedophiles?’

‘That’s one reading, yes. They call that an allegory, professor.’ Mum gives Uncle Justin her look that means You’re going the right way for some tent-time, mister.

Uncle Justin’s impervious. ‘So we should learn stories about paedos, but shouldn’t punch them? In your opinion.’

‘This is all very helpful, Juss, thank you.’

‘You’d rather he calls them “Grandma”, maybe? Compliments their eyes.’

‘You done?’

‘ “Ooh, my, what big hands you’ve got, Grandma.” “All the better to fiddle some kids, deary.” ’ Uncle Justin does funny voices and I laugh. That makes him laugh, too.

‘You just wait. I’m giving your kid Schindler’s List for his first birthday, and you can bloody explain that to him.’

Uncle Justin goes quiet.

I think Mum said something mean in a way I don’t get. When she talks again, she’s softer. ‘Juss, we’ll meet your son, I promise. He’ll know me. Know Henry. I’ll make sure of it.’

Uncle Justin’s watching his stabbed boot. ‘Yeah. Be fun as.’

I drink my hot chocolate. A blob didn’t stir proply and I squash it with my tongue. It’s wet outside and a powder explosion inside. ‘Mmm, yum.’

Mum wipes my cheek to clean the chocolate off. ‘Tastes good?’

I nod and she wipes more. She hugs me tight and kisses my head, tipping me side to side.

‘You really think you could get us to Brisbane? Honesty, please? It’s a huge risk… You have no idea.’

Uncle Justin’s eyes kaching. ‘It’s a risk, yeah. But if you want to? Yes. I reckon we can do it.’

‘What about Noni? You can’t abandon her at thirty-five weeks.’

‘She’s the one pushing me to take you. Desperate to get rid of me, you reckon?’

‘You were always batting above your average there.’

‘See, that’s why I’m feeding all her weird cravings and praying she keeps the baby weight.’ He taps his nose. ‘Reduced competition from other fellas.’

‘Wow, Juss – fatphobic, sexist and sleazy in one joke. I take it back, Noni’s a lucky lady.’

‘Aw, don’t be like that. She’s good with the trip, though. She’s mapped the whole thing out. Back roads up the coast. Four stops, at friends’ places, swapping cars each time. A man could be forgiven for believing women were naturally devious.’

‘Watch that talk round my son, would you? I don’t need you corrupting him… It could work, though. Maybe.’

‘Yeah?’

Mum puffs out big. ‘Maybe.’

It’s Uncle Justin’s turn to be happy.

They’re definitely brother and sister. Their biggest smiles look the same, and you can tell they know each other from when they were little, little kids.

I think when I stabbed Uncle Justin under the bush it wasn’t his wolf side coming out, actually. It was star magic. I surprised him, probly, and he was about to use laser eyes. Or mind control. Or exploding me. It could be anything!

‘Uncle Justin?’ I say. ‘What are your superpowers?’

You can tell I did something wrong straight away. Mum’s smile disappears like poof. Uncle Justin still has his smile, but like he doesn’t know why.

‘Superpowers? I dunno, matey. Your mum would tell you I’m super annoying.’

Mum rubs her eyes how she does when we’ve spent all our money. I did something really wrong, actually. Uncle Justin doesn’t know Our Secret. Or about powers. Or wolfs.

I hold my lips closed to stop more stupid words coming out, even though I already ruined everything.

Mum shakes her head. ‘Sorry, Juss. We can’t come to Brisbane. For a second, I was… It’s impossible. Don’t know what I was thinking.’
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Mum and Uncle Justin hug goodbye for ages. Me and him touch fists. He jiggles his hand after, ‘Ease up, mate!’ Joking how tough I am.

I watch him go into the trees and have a billion questions for Mum.

‘Later, darling.’

‘It’s later now.’

She doesn’t care.



We take our tent down. Uncle Justin didn’t do it wrong, but we’re making a special movie and bucket baths aren’t clean enough, allegedly. It has to be showers.

Showers are the only time I get to leave camps as Henry, not Chloe. Mum says if I pretended to be Chloe in the shower, strangers might see my penis and ask tricky questions. But if strangers look in my shower, they’re not the ones who should be asking questions!

Without Uncle Justin it takes two trips to carry everything to the Chariot. The Chariot is yellow with a short car-bum, like someone shut the garage door too fast, and its exhaust pipe got chewed by pollution. It’s parked behind bushes, wearing a giant green tarp for camouflage, because big yellow things don’t happen in nature. Mum had leafs and branches in tricky patterns on top, so we know no one moved it. We still check there aren’t trackers but. They’re like technology spells.

We drive and Mum’s quiet. I bounce my head up and down to make the bird poo on the window jump reflector poles. We’re driving too fast
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