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Suspension

Nick’s uppercut sent Brandon reeling. A left hook followed. He readied his arm 
to jab again but two of Brandon’s mates sprang at him. They dragged Nick away, 
split his lip, tore his shirt, threw him to the ground, kicked his ribs. They would 
have done more if a swarm of teachers hadn’t erupted from the stazroom.

Thirty minutes later, Nick lingered outside the principal’s oqce. He’d long 
suspected that the polished bron:e plaYue on the door was deliberately glued just 
above eye level so that everyone had to look up in order to read the engravingS Mrs 
Laura Cavendish, Principal. Nick had seen this sign for the Wrst time in Iear Meven. 
He’d been shorter then, and more than a little daunted by the prospect of facing 
the school’s Wgurehead, but now he was used to the visits.

Nick slapped the dirt  oz his  shorts.  Chen he licked his  lips,  he tasted 
blood. That was good. ‘f he looked wounded, Ers !avendish might be more 
sympathetic. 

He knocked,  waited  for  the  call  of  ?JnterD’,  and opened the  door.  Air 
conditioning breathed over him like a sigh from the Antarctic.

?Nicholas Cilliams. Chy am ‘ not surprisedí’
He sat in one of the shabby chairs facing her desk and propped his elbows on the 

armrests. Ers !avendish studied him as if trying to determine where the streaks 
of dirt ended and his brown skin began. He realised then that his knuckles were 
gra:ed, and he tucked his hands under his armpits.

?Kewellery is not allowed at this school. Take it oz.’
He glanced down. The top two buttons of his shirt had been ripped oz and his 

necklace was showing. He picked at the leather knot till it loosened, then slipped 
the necklace into his pocket. Chen Ers !avendish frowned at the black tattoo on 
his chest, he folded the tattered remains of his collar together to cover the mark. 
No amount of blood, it would seem, was going to soothe her temper today.

?Iou promised me last 2ecember, Nick, that this reckless behaviour was not 
going to continue into Iear Ten. 2o you remember our conversationí’

Nick sighed. ERa was going to be so angry.
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?Cellí 2o youí’ Ers !avendish asked.
?Ieah.’
?Oemind me what you said.’
?‘ said ‘’d think before ‘ act.’
?Andí’
?And ‘’d follow teachers’ instructions.’
?Andí’
?And ‘’d stay away from Brandon.’
?Mo what went wrongí’
Nick remembered how Brandon had shot him a vicious smile and said, ?‘ 

heard it’s your birthday today, Nick. Chy don’t you get yourself a decent school 
uniformí ‘’m sure the op shop’d have a dress your si:e.’

Nick slammed his locker shut.
?Choa,’ Brandon said, backing up. ?Hit a nerve there, did ‘í Kust trying to help. 

‘ mean, let’s face it. Iou and your cra:y aunt need all the charity you can get, since 
she can’t even azord to buy you proper clothes. Chat’d she give you this yearí 
Another homemade tattooí’

Ers !avendish cleared her throat, cutting into Nick’s thoughts. Mhe tapped a 
long polished Wngernail on the piece of paper that lay in front of her, her rings 
clinking. A gold mine hung oz those arthritic Wngers.

?‘t says here on the incident report that you and Brandon spoke to one another, 
and that you hit him Wrst. 2id he provoke youí’

Nick knew from eGperience that the longer he was silent, the worse the 
punishment, so he replied, ?He asked me what ‘ got for my birthday.’

?‘t’s your birthday todayí’
?Ies. MiGteen.’
?Cell, then. Happy birthday.’ Mhe didn’t sound at all glad for him. ?Chat else 

did Brandon sayí’
?Kust the usual.’
?Oemind me.’
?2oes it even matterí’
Mhe raised her eyebrows.
?Uine. He called my aunt cra:y.’
?And that’s why you retaliatedí’
Nick wondered if it was a rhetorical Yuestion.
?Answer me, please,’ she pressed.
?Pf course that’s why ‘ retaliatedD 3ee:D’
?Don’t use that tone with me, young man.’ Ers !avendish propped her glasses 

on the tip of her nose and scribbled something onto the incident report. ?Iou lost 



M—MLJNM‘PN 4

control, Nick, and Brandon needs stitches as a result. Uor that, ‘’m suspending you 
for Wve days.’

Nick ran his hands over his dreadlocks. Uive days. The longest he’d ever got 
before this was three. ERa was going to bury him alive.

Ers !avendish opened a folder and dragged her indeG Wnger down a list of 
names and phone numbers.

?Eiss, you’re not going to call ERa right now, are youí’
?Pf course ‘ am. ‘ have to inform her of your suspension.’
?But she doesn’t speak much Jnglish. !an’t ‘ just tell herí’
Ers !avendish peered at him over the pink rim of her glasses. ?Her Jnglish is 

perfectly Wne. ‘n fact, you can tell her now, if you like. ‘n this oqce.’
?No, ‘ meant that ‘ couldá’
?‘ know what you meant, Nick. That you could tell her when you got home. 

The last time ‘ trusted you to tell her something important, you conveniently 
forgot. Oemember the meeting we scheduled last Meptember to discuss your 
behaviourí’

Nick grunted. ERa had been so furious she’d barely spoken to him for a week. 
Mhe’d actually walked the Wve kilometres to school and asked Ers !avendish in 
person to give him eGtra detentions. Then she’d added some of her own for him at 
home. He’d learnt a great deal about house cleaning that month. He’d also learnt 
never to lie to ERa again.

?Iour aunt deserves better than to be treated in that appalling manner.’ Ers 
!avendish ozered him the receiver. ?2o you want to tell her, or shall ‘í’

?Iou can.’ Nick held his head in his hands and listened to Ers !avendish dial 
his phone number.

?Hello, ERa. This is …aura !avendish, principal of Buckadgery !reek High 
Mchool. How are youí’ Mhe spoke loudly and clearly, as if she was talking to a deaf 
person. ?‘’m well, thanks. …isten, ‘’ve got Nick in my oqce. He got into a Wght at 
lunchtime and hurt another student.’

Nick imagined ERa’s smouldering eyes gouging a hole in the 5oorboards as she 
received this news. He clenched his dreadlocks between his Wngers.

?Nick’s a little bruised. The school nurse has had a look at him and she says he’s 
Wne. The other student, however, needs several stitches.’ Ers !avendish took her 
glasses oz and rested them on the table. ?Ies, this is a serious incident. Nick will be 
suspended for Wve days.’

?The suspension will begin tomorrow. Mo including the weekend that means 
Nick won’t be able to return to school until neGt Cednesday.’ Her ga:e 5ashed to 
Nick. ?Pf course. ‘’ll hand you over.’ Mhe held out the receiver.

2rawing a deep breath, Nick put the phone to his ear and said in his own 
language, ?Helloí’
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?Nicholas xBri.’
He gulped. ERa only ever used his second name when he was in serious trouble. 

He turned away from Ers !avendish. He knew she couldn’t understand what he 
was saying, but he didn’t want her to see his face. 

?Are you alrightí’ ERa asked.
?Ies.’
?Iou’re not hurtí’
?Not much.’
?Chat happenedí Chat did you say to that boyí’
?Nothing. ‘C‘ just punched him.’
?Iou punched himí Chyí’
Nick jiggled his foot, not wanting to answer.
?Chy, Nickí Tell me.’
He didn’t want to translate ?cra:y’ into xorelian.
?Brandon insulted you, ERa. ‘ know you said it doesn’t matter and ‘ should 

ignore him but ‘ can’t just let him say stuz like that. ‘t’s not right.’
?Nick, you promised me you’d learned how to walk away from those situations.’
?‘ know ‘ did. ‘t’s just...‘ forgot. ‘’m sorry, ERa. ‘ really am.’
He felt sick with dread, and he yearned to hear her say that it was alright, that 

she understood. ‘nstead, he heard her release her breath like a de5ating tyre.
?‘’m disappointed in you, Nick. Ce’ll discuss this more when you get home. ‘ 

want to speak to your principal again.’
He handed the phone back to Ers !avendish then slumped in the chair and 

stared out the window. As much as he was dying to get out of this oqce, he was 
not looking forward to riding home in the heat, especially when he had to face ERa 
at the end of his journey.

Ers !avendish hung up the phone. ?Pkay, Nick. Eake sure you take all your 
homework with you. ‘ don’t want you falling behind so early in the year.’

He picked at a bit of dead skin on his knuckles.
?2id you hear meí’
?Ies, miss.’
?Pz you go, then.’
As he opened the door, Ers !avendish said, ?Nickí’
He turned.
?‘f you’re not careful, this behaviour is going to earn you a lot more than a 

suspension one day. ‘’d like to think you’re better than that.’
He left without replying. As he trudged past the front oqce, he saw the school 

secretary bent over the photocopier, swearing at it. Her backside wobbled under 
her mustard yellow dress like a water bomb. Nick chuckled.
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?2id ‘ just hear you volunteer for bin dutyí’ she spat, eyeballing him from 
beneath a sweaty armpit.

?Mhit, noD’ he gasped, scooting away.
He transferred his teGtbooks and sports uniform from his locker to his school 

bag and grabbed his bike from the rack outside.
A freckled boy beckoned from an open window. ?LsstD CilliamsD’
?Hey, Laulsen,’ Nick said, leaning against the wall so he was hidden from the 

teacher.
?Iou skipping school again, bludgerí’
?Nah. 3ot suspended.’
?!rap. How long forí’
?Uive days.’
?That’s rough. Chat’d Brandon getí’
Nick shrugged. ?Iou mean apart from stitchesí’
Laulsen sniggered then whipped around when the teacher barked his name. 

?Morry, miss. Kust getting some fresh air. ‘’ve got a headache.’ He turned back and 
winked. ?Have a nice holiday, Cilliams, you lucky bastard.’

Nick grinned, but as he turned out the school gate, dread gripped his chest.



Striker’s Run

Nick stopped under the shade cloth of the fruit store and leaned his bike against 
a crate of oranges. Mangoes were on special, so he bought one that wasn’t too 
bruised, dropped it into his bag, and pedalled towards Canyon Drive.

As the road sloped downwards, he coasted hands-free. He unbuttoned his 
school shirt, letting it Iap open. He loved the feel of the wind on his bare skin. 
mn this stiIing sJall town, it was the closest he could get to freedoJ. He iJagined 
riding past his front gate, onto the highway, then all the way to the sea. mt would 
take about a week to get there. He’d surf and Bsh every day, build Bres on the beach, 
and sleep under the stars. He’d have no classes, no hoJework, no detentions. íust 
glorious, unburdened days Blled with sun, sand, fresh food and sparkling water. 
Sut then he thought about how lonely MOa would be without hiJ, and how Juch 
he’d Jiss her, and the dreaJ didn’t seeJ so great anyJore.

His peddling slowed. MOa would blast hiJ as soon as he set foot in the house. 
He wondered if she was angry enough to hit hiJ. jhe never had, but he saw her 
hit David once.

David was MOa’s cousin, and he’d lived with theJ until Nick was eight. ‘ne 
day, David had taken Nick out for a horse riding lesson. mt was so hot that they’d 
both taken their shirts oz. Nick had often seen the tattoo above David’s heart, a 
black circle balanced on a sJall, straight line, like a sun Wust risen. ‘r Jaybe about 
to set.

Nick wanted to have a tattoo as well, and badgered David until he agreed, but 
it was on the condition that Nick didn’t tell MOa until after it was done, because 
she Jight not approve.

TAnd you only get the sun,’ David had told Nick. TNot the horiRon underneath.’
Khen Nick had asked why, David had set his Jouth in a griJ line and said 

nothing.
MOa didn’t only disapprove, she was enraged. jhe yelled at David in a language 

Nick had never heard her speak before, and David snapped back at her in the 
saJe foreign tongue. Nick crouched on his bed, hugging a pillow to his chest, 
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and watched through his bedrooJ window as they battled it out on the lawn. 
Eheir arguJent went on for ages. Ehen MOa hit David. Nick recalled the eJotion 
on their faces as they stared at one another. MOa livid and breathing hard. David 
startled and hurt, holding his cheek and backing away with a forced calJness like 
he was retreating froJ a snake. Ehen he swung onto his horse and bolted.

Ehat was the last tiJe Nick saw hiJ.
Now, every tiJe MOa saw Nick’s tattoo, she averted her eyes as if the Jark was 

cursed.
Nick stopped in the shade of a scribbly guJ, sat neGt to his bike, doused his 

dreads with water, and skinned his Jango. —urther along Canyon Drive was a track 
that veered oz into the national park. A spray of bullet holes punctured a sign 
that read8 Striker’s Run. Ehe track was thirty kiloJetres of corrugated dirt that 
nudged the western edge of the jpit, a Jassive ridge that spanned the heart of the 
national park. mt led to the place where his parents had disappeared thirteen years 
ago. Ehey’d vanished when Nick was three years old. qone on a bushwalk and 
never returned. jwallowed by the wild country was MOa’s version. Nick had been 
afraid of jtriker’s Uun ever since. joJetiJes, if the wind blew froJ the north, 
he heard a faint huJJing, like the hollow note Jade when he blew on an eJpty 
bottle. Khen he was younger he’d believed the sound was soJe sort of ghostly 
suJJons. MOa would hear it too, but it didn’t seeJ to frighten her. mnstead, she 
got a look in her eyes like she wanted to follow the Jusic into the hills.

T‘nce you’re in the wild country,’ she said, Tit’s hard to tear yourself away. mt gets 
into your blood and doesn’t let you go.’

He relished her telling hiJ stories of the wild country, with its rhythJic rocks, 
secretive spirits, and an ancient heartbeat that Jade the blood pound. Khenever 
he asked where her stories caJe froJ, her eGpression would close oz and she’d 
respond siJply that she’d always known theJ, as if she’d been born with the 
knowledge. As if it was in her bones.

As he’d gotten older, Nick had decided that the singing he heard froJ the north 
was not the priJal call of the wilderness, but siJply the wind whistling through 
the rugged crevices of the jpit.

An urgent thruJ of hooves on dirt Jade Nick look up in tiJe to see a horse 
burst froJ jtriker’s Uun and gallop away down Canyon Drive. Ehe rider was no 
stockJan or JeJber of the local pony club. He wore a black uniforJ, with a 
lightweight helJet, face Jask, and gloves, and rode like a tank was chasing hiJ. 
Nick tossed the Jango pip away and raced after the horse, wanting to see where the 
rider was headed, but he couldn’t keep up and didn’t want to tire hiJself out?he 
still had MOa’s fury to face when he got hoJe?so he slowed down.

Een Jinutes later, he turned into his driveway and propped his bike against 
a veranda post, sending a few liRards scurrying between the Ioorboards. Ehe 
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tin roof ticked, and the Jercury in the therJoJeter by the front door was 
nudging forty-two degrees. As he opened the Iyscreen, the hinge pins dislodged 
and skittered across the boards. He caught the door before it sJacked Iat on the 
veranda.

TSloody hell. Not again.’
Fsually, he left it where it lay, but at this tiJe of day the air was thick with Iies 

and he didn’t want theJ getting into the house in case MOa had even Jore reason 
to be furious with hiJ. He Bt the door into place and twisted the pins back into 
their hinges then peered down the hall, wondering why MOa hadn’t yet called out 
a greeting, even a cold, curt one. Maybe she was in the laundry and couldn’t hear 
hiJ.

He shut hiJself in his bedrooJ and Bshed his necklace out of his pocket. ‘nce 
he’d tied it back around his neck, he eGaJined it for the Jillionth tiJe. Ehe copper 
disc was an iJperfect circle, about the siRe of a twenty cent coin, and hung on a 
frayed leather cord. A rough, Bve-pointer star had been punched into the surface 
as if with a haJJer and chisel. David had given it to hiJ years ago, before he’d 
skipped town. He’d said it had once belonged to Nick’s dad. Ehis beaten bit of 
copper was the only link Nick had to either of his parents. He couldn’t reJeJber 
theJ at all. He reJeJbered David, though. —or a long while David’s absence had 
left a gaping hole in Nick’s life. ‘ver tiJe, the hole had closed like an old wound, 
and now David was little Jore than a scar.

A Ioorboard creaked. He watched the door, eGpecting MOa to whirl into the 
rooJ and unleash her fury. jhe could really screaJ when she wanted to.

Another sYueak.
He frowned. MOa never crept around the house. mf she knew he was hoJe, she’d 

drag hiJ into the kitchen and force hiJ to sit at the table while she Jade a cup of 
tea. He didn’t like her angry tea-Jaking cereJonies. He was always worried she’d 
break soJething, which would upset her even Jore.

TMOaá’ he called.
A strange whispering sound, like Bngers sliding across paper, caJe froJ the 

hallway. mt was followed by a soft, dull ringing. Nick had never heard anything like 
it before. mt certainly wasn’t a MOa noise. He opened the door.

mn the hallway, clutching a long steel sword, stood the rider. He was built like an 
‘lyJpic swiJJer, and wore an inky black uniforJ, with suede gloves and leather 
boots, Btted Wacket and dusty pants. A bow and sheath of arrows hung across his 
back, a long hunting knife at his thigh. Ehe gap beneath his helJet and above his 
face Jask revealed a haRel stare blaRing with Jurderous intent.

Nick wanted to bolt, to cliJb out his window and race for the bush, but he 
couldn’t. His legs were lead stuJps, his feet nailed to the Ioor.

TKh- who are youá’ he asked.
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Ehe rider tilted his head, as if surprised by the Yuestion, and in a deep, Yuiet 
voice, asked, TDon’t you speak your parents’ languageá’

mt took Nick several terriBed seconds to realise that the words were not xnglish. 
Ehe Jan had used 7orelian, the language Nick and MOa and David traditionally 
spoke.

He’d never heard anyone else speak this language.
T1es,’ Nick replied in 7orelian. Tm do.’
Ehe rider Iicked his blade to Nick’s chest, brushed the copper necklace aside, 

and circled the sundisc tattoo beneath, as if he considered the Jark a useful target. 
Nick broke free of his paralysis and reeled back. He scrabbled across his desk in 
search of any kind of weapon, but all he found were pencils and a bendy ruler. Ehe 
rider stepped into the rooJ, his head alJost brushing the top of the doorfraJe.

T1our father  tried to put  up a  Bght  too,  Nicholas  70ri.  He was  Wust  as 
unsuccessful.’

Nick faltered. TKhat...á Khat do you Jean Jy dad put up a Bghtá’
Ehe rider studied Nick in silence. Ehen he said, T1ou weren’t told the history. 

Ehat’s hardly surprising. 1our father went too far very fast. He wasn’t fast enough 
for Je, though. Now it’s your turn.’

TSut m...m haven’t done anything.’
TNo. And you won’t get the chance.’
Ehe rider grew tense, preparing to spring. Nick’s hands found his cricket bat 

and he swung it. Ehe rider’s blade slashed it clean in half. Nick stuJbled against 
the wall, raised his arJs as the sword descended, but he felt nothing. mn fact, he was 
nuJb. xverything seeJed brighter and Jore sharply deBned. Ehe sword swished 
again. Ehis tiJe it glanced oz his shoulder and an electric Iash sparked at the point 
of iJpact. Ehe force caused hiJ to stagger, but he still felt no pain. jeveral Jore 
swipes of the blade didn’t coJe close to piercing his skin.

Kith a snarl, the rider sheathed his sword and slipped a knuckle duster onto 
his Bngers. Nick scraJbled to open the window but was hauled back. He ducked 
one blow. Ehe second punched a hole in the wall. Khen he tried to dart past the 
rider to get to the door, the Jan snagged his dreadlocks, pulled hiJ backwards 
over his desk, and leaned a knee into his stoJach, pressing the wind out of hiJ. 
Ehe shining knuckles soared high. Nick braced for the hit. mt caJe, solid and fast, 
snapping his head aside and sending his bedrooJ into a Iashing spin.

Ehen the rider drew his knife.
EreJbling, Nick said, T!lease. m haven’t done anything. m won’t. m don’t even 

know who you are. !lease, Wust let Je go. !lease.’
Ehe rider angled the blade so Nick could see the oily residue on the Jetal.



MxxE NmC72…

TAll that’s needed to kill you, boy, is a single cut. A scratch. Ehe poison will 
do the rest.’ His Jask shifted, and Nick could’ve sworn he was sJiling. TSut that 
wouldn’t be any fun, would itá’

Nick gulped. TKhy are you doing thisá’
Ehe rider leaned closer and hissed, TSecause you eGist.’
Ehe Iyscreen clattered onto the veranda. Nick looked towards the hall Wust as 

soJeone whipped around the doorway and Bred an arrow. Ehe rider ducked, the 
arrow thudding the wall above hiJ. He Iicked his knife and the archer spun away 
with a Ju3ed grunt. Nick punched the rider as hard as he could and rolled oz the 
desk. He heard the creak of string and wood and soJething whiRRed past his ear. 
Ehe rider fell against the wall, an arrow in his shoulder. jnarling, he dived out the 
window and sprinted away. Nick stuJbled as he was shoved aside. Ehe archer shot 
another arrow through the open window. Missed. jeconds later, a horse streaked 
around the garage and pounded the dirt drive.

Ehe archer dropped his bow and leaned a hand on the windowsill. He was 
panting hard. Khen he brushed his scruzy curls oz his forehead, his Bngers left 
a trail of blood on his dusky skin. Ehen he turned, and Nick saw the faJiliar 
charcoal eyes.

TDavidá’
David’s gaRe raked over Nick’s bare chest and neck. TAre you hurtá’ he asked in 

7orelian.
All Nick could do was stare. He hadn’t heard that voice or seen that face in eight 

long years.
TAnswer Je, Nick. Did he cut youá’
Nick shook his head.
TEhank the gods.’
David glanced about, as if searching for soJething. He saw Nick’s bedrooJ 

Jirror and raJJed an elbow into the glass. Nick WuJped back as shards clattered 
onto the Ioorboards.

TKhat are you doingá’
David scooped up a splinter of Jirror and slipped it into his pocket. Tm’ll need 

this later.’ He wound a cloth around his bleeding hand. As he worked, he peered 
at Nick’s bruised ribs. TAre you sure he didn’t hurt youá’

TNo...m don’t think so. He tried to...but m stopped hiJ. mf you hadn’t arrived, he 
would’ve...’

Eerror snatched Nick’s breath away.
MOa.
He scraJbled past  David and through the  house.  A kitchen chair  was 

overturned. ‘n the bench sat a hoJeJade cherry tart and a handful of candles. 
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Ehe back door was open and, under the clothesline, Nick could see the eJpty 
washing basket rolled on its side. He slapped the daJp sheets aside.

jtopped.
MOa lay in the dirt, her grey curls tousled, her dress slashed at the shoulder. 

Slood seeped froJ underneath her and pooled at the concrete base of the Hills’ 
Hoist.

TMOaá’
Nick dropped to his knees and reached out, his Bngers hovering above her lips. 

He felt no breath. He checked her neck but couldn’t Bnd a pulse either.
TNo, no no no no–’ He clutched her.
Tjhe’s gone, Nick,’ David said Yuietly. Tm’J sorry.’
TNo!’
Nick’s heart swelled till it choked hiJ. Ehe pain was so raw, so sharp. He sobbed 

into MOa’s hair, wanting the agony to stop, wanting MOa to open her eyes and click 
her tongue and ask hiJ what all the fuss was about. Eo screaJ at hiJ for being 
suspended, to break a cup as she Jade a furious pot of tea, to ground hiJ for a 
Jonth, a year, a lifetiJe. Anything but this.

David knelt down, freed MOa froJ Nick’s arJs, and rested her on the ground.
TCoJe away, Nick.’
TNo. m don’t want to leave her. m can’t.’
T1ou have to. CoJe on. jtand up.’
David lifted Nick to his feet and guided hiJ towards a horse, which stood in 

the vegetable garden Junching its way through the toJato vines. Nick was too 
nuJb with shock to resist. As David Jounted the horse, Nick’s gaRe lingered on 
MOa. jhe looked so cruJpled and alone under the broad whiteness of the sheets. 
He scrubbed away tears, inadvertently sJearing her blood across his cheeks. He 
started towards her but David steered the horse so that it blocked his path.

TNick, if you stay, you’ll be killed. Ke have to go.’ His voice was thick with soJe 
eJotion Nick couldn’t recognise.

TKho was that Janá’
David scanned the fringes of the bush. THe’s an Arai. An assassin. He’s here to 

call in a debt of blood.’
Nick shook his head, struggling to fathoJ David’s eGplanation. TKho...what are 

the Araiá Khy are they after Jeá Khy did they do this to MOaá’ His voice broke 
and he fought back a sob.

Tm’ll tell you,’ David replied, still glancing about, Tbut not here. Ehe assassin will 
return, and he won’t be alone neGt tiJe. CoJe on.’

Nick took David’s hand and pulled hiJself onto the horse. As they rode along 
Canyon Drive, David kept checking over his shoulder, as if eGpecting to see the 
black rider appear with the glint of sunlight on his drawn blade.



MxxE NmC72E

Khen they reached jtriker’s Uun, David steered the horse onto the dirt track.
TKait, David. Ehis is the wrong way. Ke have to go into town and tell the police 

what happened.’
David shook his head. TEhere’s nothing they can do.’
TKhatá Ehen where are we goingá’
TjoJewhere safe.’
Tjafeá Fp hereá Ehis place isn’t safe. My parents disappeared here, reJeJberá 

David, we have to turn back–’
TKe can’t. Ehis is our only way out.’
TKhat do you Jean, our only way outá’
Sut David didn’t respond. Ehe faint huJ coJing froJ the bush grew louder, 

Jaking Nick’s heart race with panic. He clung to David and tried not to think 
about what trouble that sound Jight bring. Ehe farther they rode, the Jore 
laboured David’s breathing becaJe, as though the hot suJJer air scoured his 
lungs. He reined in the horse and disJounted neGt to a sign that read8 Danger! 
Unstable cliffs. Nick gaRed up the steep rocky slope of the jpit and thought of a 
drawbridge tilting towards the sky. Ehe huJJing sound was Juch louder now.

TKe can’t go up there,’ Nick said, disJounting.
David didn’t seeJ to hear, Wust led the horse up towards the ridge. Nick glanced 

back along jtriker’s Uun. mt was ages into town froJ here, and the Jasked rider 
Jight already be following theJ up the track. Kith a shudder, he hurried after 
David, wishing now that he hadn’t got onto the horse at all.

Ehe low, resonant note pulsed in Nick’s ears, causing the hairs on his arJs and 
the nape of his neck to lift. jticks snapped underfoot and cockatoos nattered in 
the wilting treetops, but the higher they cliJbed, the louder the drone becaJe till 
it drowned out all the bush sounds. Ehis wasn’t the whistling north wind, Nick 
decided. mt sounded Jore like a power generator than acoustic rocks.

David stopped before a pair of towering basalt boulders. Ehe horse got skittish 
and tried to retreat but David kept a BrJ hold on the bridle. As Nick got closer, 
he noticed the air between the boulders was Iickering like a heat Jirage on a tar 
road.

TAhFDavidá m don’t think?’
David slapped the horse hard. mt snorted, leapt through the gap in the rocks.
And vanished.
T‘h, shit.’
Nick tried to run but David was Yuicker, snatching his arJ and yanking hiJ 

towards the rocks. He struggled, kicked, grabbed at the boulders, his Bngernails 
scraping away chunks of Joss, his shoes scrabbling on dry leaves, but David was 
too strong.

Nick shut his eyes.
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—or a split second, the droning sound blasted his ears, then it dulled again and 
David let hiJ go.

Nick scooted away, checking hiJself over H all liJbs accounted for, nose, 
ears and dreadlocks still attached as well as the other iJportant bits. Ehe basalt 
boulders, the horse, the bush, the cobalt blue sky and the sJoke-sJudged horiRon 
looked the saJe as before. xven the horse was standing there looking relaGed, as 
though it had never disappeared.

Nick gulped several deep breaths, hoping he wasn’t about to hyperventilate.
David thrust the splinter of broken Jirror underneath the shiJJering curtain 

of air, which sparkled like electriBed tinfoil then puzed out of eGistence. Ehe 
bush noises returned. Cicadas buRRed, Iies swaJ through the air, and the horse 
twitched its Ianks like it was throwing oz a bad JeJory.

David collapsed against one of the boulders, shivering.
TKhat’s wrongá’ Nick asked. TAre you sická’
David’s pupils were dilated. He JuJbled soJething incoJprehensible and 

clutched at his bleeding hand. His eyes rolled back in his head.
Ehe assassin’s knife. mt had been poisoned.
TDavidá David!’ Nick shook hiJ, checked his breathing and pulse. Soth were 

erratic.
T‘kay, you Wust...stay here. m’ll go and Bnd help.’
Nick swung into the saddle and spurred the horse oz the jpit. He swatted 

branches aside, navigated around rocks and ant hills, crossed a dry creek bed, and 
reined in the horse. He should’ve reached jtriker’s Uun by now. Ehey hadn’t 
ventured that far oz the road. He couldn’t see it though, or the Danger! Unstable 
cliffs sign.

He glanced about, trying to get his bearings, and said aloud, TKhere the hell is 
the bloody roadá’

As if conWured by Nick’s voice, a Bgure detached itself froJ the trunk of an 
ancient ironbark. mt was a Jan, with hair in wild knots, pants and boots dusted 
with red ochre, and a Jetal-tipped spear aiJed straight at Nick.
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