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Andy Long was lying on the roof of the tractor shed on his family’s farm. He was stretched out on his back looking up at the sky.


Two eagles were cruising about up there, high above him in the sunlit air. They were wedgetails, soaring easily on their huge wings with all heaven as their home.


They were like a pair of skaters skimming on ice, gliding together and apart as though their paths had been mapped out for them in secret lines in the sky. Sometimes they swung to the left and sometimes to the right in vast arcs and circles a kilometre wide. Now and then they swept forward in dizzying downward curves and then soared up again, crisscrossing each other’s paths for the sheer speed and joy of it.


Andy would have been happy to lie watching them all day. He kept gazing entranced until he started to imagine that he was up there with them — his arms like feathered wings and his body lifting from the roof of the shed and rising into the sky to soar with the eagles.


‘Andy, where are you?’ It was his mother’s voice calling from the verandah of the house.


He came back to earth with a rush and sat up abruptly. ‘Here, Mum.’


She spied him at last. ‘What on earth are you doing up there?’


‘Watching the eagles.’


‘Surely you don’t have to lie on the shed to do that?’


‘You can’t watch them properly if you’re standing on the ground. You get a crick in your neck.’


She laughed. ‘Your father will give you a crick in your neck if he finds out that you haven’t done half your jobs. Have you cleaned the horse-float? Filled the feed bin? Checked the water trough?’


‘No.’


‘Then get busy.’ She turned to go back into the house. ‘And forget about the eagles.’


But Andy couldn’t forget about the eagles. He kept looking up at them whenever he could, and they were still in his mind at teatime that night. His parents were sitting on one side of the table and he and his sister Katie on the other. She was only ten, more than a year younger than Andy, but she was lively and inquisitive, and she wanted to know more about the eagles.


‘They were big ones,’ Andy said. ‘I reckon their wings were two metres wide.’


His father nodded. ‘Probably. Lefty Rumble says he shot a wedgetail once with a span of three metres. Years ago.’


Lefty Rumble was their neighbour on the other side of the riverbed that lay between their farms. His real name was George Rumble, but because he was left-handed everyone called him Lefty. It wasn’t a very original nickname. He was a bad-tempered, grumpy man who lived by himself. Sometimes the G for George was printed too close to his family name on parcels or letters at the post office so that the address looked like GRUMBLE, 25 Ironbark Road, Riverside. People laughed at that and said it suited him exactly.


‘Nobody should shoot eagles,’ Katie said. ‘It’s horrible.’


‘Lefty is probably exaggerating,’ her father answered. ‘He usually does.’


‘If he really did kill an eagle,’ Andy said angrily, ‘he ought to be arrested. They’re protected.’


‘He says they kill his lambs. Swoop down and carry them off like chickens.’


Andy was defensive. ‘That’s not true.’


‘You’re probably right,’ his mother answered. ‘Eagles live mainly on carrion — dead animals or birds killed by cars. They especially like rabbits, which is a good thing.’


Katie pulled a face. ‘Poor rabbits.’


Andy looked at her sharply. ‘Well, they have to eat something, don’t they?’


His father could see that an argument was brewing so he put a stop to it. ‘That’s enough. Concentrate on your dinner and let the eagles concentrate on theirs.’
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The Longs’ farm lay where the line of mountains called the Great Dividing Range in eastern Australia gave way to the great plains of the inland. The rivers and creeks that ran down from the high ground flowed out onto the flats and finally lost themselves or joined up with other watercourses further west. The river that divided the Longs’ farm from Lefty Rumble’s was quite small, but it gave both places enough water for the sheep and cattle and for irrigating fruit trees and lucerne crops.


Lefty liked to experiment with unusual plants. At the far end of his farm, he had a plantation of strange trees. There were hundreds of them in a big block half a kilometre square. From a distance it looked as though he had painted a big patch with green paint.


When Lefty had planted them more than five years earlier they were a mystery to everyone in Riverside. For a long time nobody was able to find out what kind of trees they were until old Mrs Eyre, who ran the Riverside post office, winkled it out. They were hickory trees, she said.


Andy’s mother was surprised. ‘Why would he want to plant hickory trees?’


‘Must be for the timber,’ Andy’s father answered. ‘It makes beautiful handles for axes, hammers, and that sort of thing. But he’ll be an old man with a grey beard before those trees are ready.’ After a while everyone took Lefty’s hickory plantation for granted. It was just part of the scenery in Riverside.


A day or two after Andy had watched the wedgetails, Lefty Rumble came over to the Longs’ farm in a hurry. His hat was squashed down over his ears and his eyes peered out beneath the brim. Andy saw him coming and alerted his father. ‘Here comes old Grumble. I wonder what he wants this time?’


It didn’t take long for them to find out. ‘Your steers have broken into my paddock again,’ Lefty shouted. ‘That’s twice in a month. Next time I’ll send ’em to the meatworks.’


Andy’s father had heard it all before. ‘Calm down, Lefty,’ he said. ‘You’ll give yourself a heart attack.’


‘It’s your animals that give me a heart attack. Knocking down my fences. Tearing up my lucerne.’


‘OK, OK. We’ll come and get them out.’


But Lefty wouldn’t stop grizzling. ‘There’s always trouble. I never get any peace. If it’s not one pest, it’s another.’


‘What pests are you talking about this time?’


‘Your steers for a start. And eagles that kill my lambs.’


‘How do you know it’s the eagles?’


‘Because I’ve seen ’em. Right in front of my eyes. Standing on the bodies of dead lambs. Tearing them to pieces.’


‘I’ll bet the lambs were dead before the eagles saw them.’


Lefty stopped short and stared at Andy’s father. ‘Bullshit.’


‘Something else would have killed them beforehand. Foxes or wild dogs, or big feral cats. I’ve lost dozens of lambs that way. The eagles just help themselves to a free lunch afterwards.’


‘I’ve never seen foxes or wild dogs killing my lambs.’


‘You haven’t seen eagles killing them either, Lefty.’


Lefty gave up the argument. ‘I know what I see, and I know what I know,’ he said and strode away angrily. Andy had been listening quietly to the whole argument. He was certain that Lefty still blamed the eagles.
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Part of the ranges to the east of the farms had been turned into a National Park. It was a rugged place with steep ridges and cliffs and thick patches of scrub, but it was so far from the cities and main roads that few people ever visited it. There was only one ranger in charge. He was Terry Lewis, a tough, active man who knew every corner of the Park and looked after it zealously. He and Andy’s father were great friends.


In a roundabout way Terry Lewis changed Andy’s life. One morning he came down from the ranges in his four-wheel drive and stopped at the front gate. Andy’s father went down to meet him. Andy and Katie watched them from the verandah, wondering what it was all about. From time to time the two men turned and looked up at them, which made Andy more curious than ever.


Finally his father called out. ‘Mr Lewis has invited all of us to go for a trip into the Park with him. Ask Mum whether she’d like to come.’


But their mother was busy checking the farm accounts on the computer and didn’t want to be interrupted. ‘No, I’ll stay,’ she said, ‘but you two go with Dad.’


The children dashed out the door before she had finished speaking. ‘Be careful,’ she called after them. ‘That’s wild country up there.’ But they were already too far away to hear her.


Their father eyed them as they ran up. ‘Mr Lewis has something to show us,’ he said.


Andy was inquisitive. ‘What is it?’


Terry Lewis laughed. ‘You’ll see.’ He opened the door of the Land Cruiser and waved them in. ‘I think you’ll be interested.’


It was a rough ride. The four-wheel drive lurched and jolted as it ground its way higher and higher up the steepest part of the range, until it was impossible to go any further. Terry Lewis switched off the engine and seized his binoculars.


‘Everybody out,’ he called. ‘The rest of the trip is on shanks’s pony.’


Katie eyed him quizzically. ‘What does that mean?’


Her father laughed. ‘On your own two legs.’


They climbed in single file with Terry in the lead. They had to weave from side to side because there were trees and bushes everywhere, with rocks and boulders scattered among them, but at last they reached a patch of open ground near a rocky outcrop high on the ridge. They stopped gratefully and looked about. A broken tree trunk was standing on the nearby slope. It was huge, more than a metre in diameter, but only four or five metres high. A fierce storm or lightning bolt had shattered the rest of the tree long ago, leaving nothing but the trunk with a few new branches growing out of it.


There was something strange on the top of it; something rather like a platform made of sticks and thin branches intertwined together. It was not a natural part of the tree, so how it got there was a mystery. It was at least two metres wide and it seemed to have been there for a long time.
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