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            Who is Molly Marsh?

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly Marsh was born and raised in Calga, New South Wales, about 75 kilometers north of Sydney, Australia. She has never lived in the center of the town, but out a bit, in a quiet place surrounded by hills and bushlands. What she loves most about living there is the local wildlife park which she has been visiting almost every weekend, for as long as she can recall.

      She is fascinated by plants and animals and believes she can speak with them. Her parents do not believe that is possible, but they are always amazed by the way animals respond to Molly.

      'It's as though they recognize and trust her,' her mother once said to a friend while drinking coffee on their balcony which overlooked their rainforest garden.

      Molly is a straight-A student, with science being her favorite subject. She is kind and sensitive to the feelings of other people, except when her curiosity takes over. In those situations, she can be quite annoying, but she does get to the bottom of things.

      Her parents are professional people who love to travel during vacation time. Molly has always enjoyed their overseas holidays, even the time spent on planes. She loves flying, especially the moment when the plane lifts off the tarmac.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A note to readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly Marsh uses American spelling.

      

      She also uses the metric system which works like this -

      1 meter = 1.1 yards OR 3.3 feet

      1 kilometer = 1,094 yard OR 3,2801 feet

      1 centimeter = 0.4 inch

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: The Magic Volcano]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            Molly on a plane

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly Marsh loved to travel. But this journey was different from all the others. This time, she had said goodbye to her friends for a whole year. Then she had cried herself to sleep, clinging to her beloved cat, Kiki, who she would miss most of all.

      The plane was headed for Papua New Guinea, the most unexplored country on Earth. Her father sat to her right, beside the window. His fingers fluttered over his laptop keyboard, reminding Molly of a flutter of butterflies. She imagined a dark shape outside the window. The body of a butterfly, perhaps. Another butterfly would appear, and then a third and maybe a fourth.

      Soon, they would all be fluttering outside the window. This would be their way of saying 'hello', but the vibrations caused by their fluttering wings would crack the glass. It would start with one small crack and progress to an entire network of cracks that would branch out like the roots of a great tree. Then the window would turn to water and slosh all over her father's keyboard.

      'Argh!' he would cry.

      Then he would wipe his hands on his jeans, push his glasses up his shiny nose and continue typing. Even when the plane dipped and everyone screamed.

      'Dad, the plane must have banged into a cloud,' said Molly, clutching her stomach.

      Her father shoved his laptop under his seat and took hold of her hand.

      'Are you okay, muppet?' he asked.

      'I'm fine, thanks, Dad,' she replied. 'I know the plane won't crash.'

      Her father smiled and winked at her.

      'No, it won't,' he said.

      Molly looked at her father's spiky red hair and the freckles on his nose, imagining him as a little boy. Which was strange, considering he was a very grown-up and serious father.

      'Dad, are you looking forward to living in Papua New Guinea?' she asked.

      Her father nodded.

      'Yes, but I'll have a lot of work to do when we get there,' he replied.

      'Do you like being a mining engineer?' Molly asked.

      'Yep,' he said, nodding again.

      Molly imagined her father staring at strange drawings of mines. She had seen him do it many times before, in their home in Australia. He would spread the big pieces of white paper across his workbench on the balcony and stare at them for ages. Sometimes Molly would look over his shoulder and see the silly squiggles, then wonder why he did not stare at their lovely garden instead.

      'Will the drawings be the same as before?' she asked.

      'Do you mean the mine schematics?' her father asked.

      Molly nodded.

      'Not really,' he replied. 'Every mine is different.'

      'How?' Molly asked.

      'Mostly, it depends on the type of mine - underground or open cut,' he replied. 'The ones you've seen in Australia were open cut.'

      'Which type are we going to?' Molly asked.

      'Underground,' her father replied.

      'But you won't have to go under the ground, will you, Dad?' Molly asked.

      'Sometimes,' he replied.

      Molly saw her father's serious blue eyes brighten as the sun burst through a thin cloud. She tried to imagine him under the ground, then worried he might get lost, or that the ground might decide to keep him.

      'I don't want you to go under the ground, Dad,' she said.

      Her father kissed her hand.

      'I'll be fine, muppet,' he said.

      Molly hoped she could keep an eye on her father, but the thought of going under the ground did not make her feel good. She much preferred the fresh air and sunshine.

      Her father smiled at her.

      'Have you read the National Geographic articles we downloaded to your tablet?' he asked.

      'Not yet,' Molly replied, reaching for her device.

      She tapped the screen, then selected the black square with the yellow border. An article about PNG opened, and she started reading. She soon learned that most of the people in PNG live in small tribes, isolated from each other because of the vast mountains and thick jungle between them. This is why PNG is one of the least explored countries in the world, it said. Molly knew that was true because her mother had said the same thing, and she was a professor of anthropology at the University of Sydney. But she was asleep now, and unavailable for chatting, so Molly turned to her father again.

      'Dad, did you know they have over eight hundred languages in PNG?' she asked.

      'Hm?' her father replied, his eyes and hands finally reunited with his laptop. 'No problem, muppet. We only have to speak English.'

      Molly swiped the screen of her device. A video appeared, showing five round huts made from mud, sticks, and leaves. They were arranged in a circle, which made her think the people who lived inside them must have been the best of friends. At the center of the circle was a pile of black ash and upon it were some logs, burning red. Perched upon the logs was a big round pot, with steam wafting out of it. Some tall, thin people wandered around. Their skin, almost as dark as the ash, was glistening with sweat. A pig, two dogs and five chickens lazed on the grass under the shade of a tree, showing no interest in anything the people were doing.

      Next, Molly scrolled down to a photograph. It was a close-up of a man's face. She imagined him staring into her eyes, counting the blue and green flecks in her irises. But no matter how hard she stared at him, she could only see one color in his eyes, and it was dark brown. The long scars across his cheeks were wide and raised. Molly remembered her mother had told her that the mountain men of PNG had a tradition of deliberately cutting their faces. 'The scars are for decoration', her mother had explained, 'and badges of honor'.

      Molly sat up, as high as she could, and gazed out of the window. She could see the mountains. They were covered in the soft green fur of the jungle and framed by the golden light of the rising sun. She stretched, but could not see much more.

      'Come here, muppet,' her father said, lifting her out of her seat.

      With her face pressed against the window, Molly could see some mountains that looked different from the others. They had no green fur, but were completely bare, revealing the red-brown rock from which they were made.

      'It's a volcano!' she said.

      'That's right,' her father replied. 'It's not active, though.'

      'I wonder what's living down there,' said Molly.

      'Maybe a few trees,' her father replied.

      'You just never know, Dad,' Molly said, leaning into him. 'There could be more.'

      Her father smiled.

      'Molly Marsh, you really are the most imaginative person I have ever met,' he said.

      Imaginative.

      Molly pictured the word wriggling up and down like a caterpillar.

      'Attention, passengers!' said the speaker above her head. 'We are commencing our descent. Please remain seated, fasten your seatbelts and ensure your tray tables are secured to the seat in front of you.'
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            You will like it here

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Molly stepped off the plane, the hot air enveloped her like a steamy wet blanket. Her sandals filled with pools of sweat, making it difficult for her to walk across the tarmac. Her frizzy hair fell flat against her head and she had to squint under the bright sunlight.

      Inside the airport, it was completely different. The air was close to freezing. Molly wondered if it was like that to help everyone cope with the fact that it was very crowded. There were so many people, and they were all walking in different directions, like a flock of seabirds that had just landed on a cliff.

      One waddled over to Molly's father.

      'G'day, Mr. Marsh,' he said, offering his hand.

      'Jimbo!' said Molly's father, shaking the man's hand. 'This is my wife and daughter.'

      'Ladies,' said Jimbo, nodding at Molly and her mother.

      Too tired to respond, Molly just clung to her mother's hand, hoping they would soon escape the crowd. When the front door of the airport building slid open, she was once again enveloped by hot, damp air. For a moment it felt nice, like a hot water bottle on a chilly night. But the heat soon pressed down upon her, making her wish she could turn to water and trickle down a drain all the way to the sea.

      When Molly stepped into the open carpark under the sun, a bright blue butterfly, just like those she had seen through the window of the plane, landed on her nose. It opened its wings, completely covering her face, and its long black antennae tapped her forehead.

      'You will like it here,' it whispered.

      Then it flew away.

      Molly had always liked it when things like this happened. But this time she was not so sure because the butterfly was wrong. She was not going to like it here. Of that, she was certain.

      On the outer edge of the car park, she saw a white van parked between two tall trees. It had a front seat and a back seat, like any family car. But there was also a long, open section at the back. She wondered if it might be for carrying long things, like trees or people who are too lazy to sit up straight.

      'This is your van,' said Jimbo.

      Leaning against the van was a tall, thin man who looked exactly like the man Molly had seen in the National Geographic article. Even from a distance, she could see the scars on his cheeks. He was wearing a white shirt with pale yellow flowers on it, and a pair of faded red shorts. He was not wearing any shoes, which made Molly wonder why the soles of his feet did not get burned by the hot ground. Between his fingers, he twirled a blade of grass.

      'Hey!' Jimbo shouted.

      The tall man threw the grass away and reached toward the suitcases.

      'This is Yosia,' said Jimbo, pointing at the man. 'He comes with the van and the house.'

      Molly's father offered his hand.

      'G'day, mate,' he said.

      The tall man put down the suitcases and shook Molly's father's hand.

      'Good to meet you, Mr. Marsh,' he said.

      Molly's mother stepped forward to offer her hand, but Yosia had already picked up the suitcases again. He piled them into the back of the van, then sat between them. Molly was about to ask him what he was doing, but her mother nudged her into the back seat. Molly fastened her seatbelt, then looked at Yosia, then at her mother.

      'He doesn't have a seatbelt, Mum!' she whispered.

      Her father glanced at Yosia, then at Jimbo.

      'There's room in here for Yosia,' he said. 'Can we ask him to join us?'

      Molly saw Jimbo's face turn red and press his lips together, forming a thin white line.

      'Sorry, Mr. Marsh,' he replied. 'There are only four seatbelts in this vehicle.'

      He started the van, and black smoke coughed out from the under the bonnet.

      'Um,' said Molly's father, pointing to the thick cloud.

      'No worries, Mr. Marsh,' Jimbo replied. 'It sometimes does that. You'll get used to it.'
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            Everything looks different

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as they entered the highway, Molly could see the PNG sky was almost as bright as the Australian sky. But unlike the highways in Australia, this one was jumping with life. There were people wandering along the side of the road. Pigs and dogs trailed along behind them and chickens darted in between them. The road was crammed with cars, buses and trucks, all blowing black smoke out of their rears and honking their horns.

      The van lifted off the road for a moment, then returned with a thud! Which made Molly and her mother scream. It felt even worse than the turbulence on the plane.

      Jimbo turned his head ever so slightly.

      'Sorry, ladies!' he shouted. 'The roads are full of potholes and bumps. You'll get used to it.'

      Molly did not care what Jimbo had to say, because she had decided she did not like him. And she was still worried about Yosia. But when she looked again, she saw him lounging between the bags, looking as comfortable as someone in their favorite armchair watching TV.

      Jimbo veered off the highway, taking them onto a narrow road and surrounded by open fields with only a few trees dotted around the landscape. Molly could see even more sky than before. In the distance, she saw a vast mountain range covered in thick jungle, and at the base of the mountains she saw a cluster of houses nestled between some palm trees.

      She pointed at the houses.

      'They look like boxes on legs,' she said.

      'They're called stilts, ' her mother replied. 'They keep the houses dry when floods come.'

      As they got closer, Molly could see the stilts were much higher than her, which probably meant the floods would be higher than her, too. And that would mean she would have to swim around her neighborhood, which would get tiring after a while. She also worried that some people might not know how to swim so they would have to stay inside until everything dried out again.

      'When's the flood coming?' she asked.

      'It's not,' her mother replied. 'The stilts are just a precaution.'

      Molly noticed every house had a luscious garden filled with trees of all shapes and sizes. And every tree was bursting with bright pink, red, orange and yellow flowers. There were lots of children on the road - riding bicycles, playing football and chatting - and Molly hoped they would become friends.

      'This is it,' said Jimbo.

      He turned the van off the road so sharply that Molly's head bumped into the window. Then he zoomed up the driveway so fast that Molly's mother gripped her stomach. And for his grand finale, he slammed his foot on the brake so suddenly that everyone fell forward.

      'Geez, Jimbo,' said Molly's father. 'That was quite a ride.'

      Jimbo laughed so much that his shoulders and belly moved up and down.
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            Molly's new home

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly wanted to be the first one into the new house, but the adults and their longer legs were much faster. By the time she had climbed up the back steps and entered the back door, her parents and Jimbo were already standing around the dining table. Then Yosia entered, carrying more suitcases and a carton of food. Everyone stopped talking and stared at him, but he stared right back and then bowed to Molly's mother.

      She stepped forward and shook his hand.

      'Pleased to meet you, Yosia,' she said. 'I'm Mrs. Marsh and this is my daughter, Molly.'

      'Hi, Yosia,' said Molly, smiling.

      Yosia looked at Molly then smiled so widely, the scars on his cheeks bent upwards, like two extra smiles. And his teeth were the brightest white that Molly had ever seen. Except for the red lines extending from his gums.

      'Why do you have red stripes on your white teeth?' she asked.

      Yosia laughed.

      'I eat red berries,' he replied.

      Jimbo glared at Yosia.

      'No trouble from you, all right?' he said.

      Yosia looked surprised, then confused, then embarrassed. Molly felt angry with Jimbo for being so rude and she was not surprised to see her parents frowning at him, too. His fat, red face and his bent nose reminded Molly of a pig. Not a cute pink pig, but a big ugly grey one with muddy feet and a squealing snout.

      'You're very rude!' she shouted. 'Get out of our house!'

      'Molly!' her parents both said, their faces falling.

      Jimbo let out a cruel laugh that sounded like a crackling fire. Then he looked at Yosia.

      'You heard the kid,' he said. 'Get out!'

      'I was talking to you!' Molly shouted, jutting her chin toward Jimbo.

      Molly's parents gasped. Molly knew this meant they were shocked and embarrassed by what she had just said to Jimbo. And that confused her because she knew her parents were just as angry with Jimbo and she was.

      'My apologies, Jimbo,' her father said. 'Our daughter has a few impulse control issues.'

      Jimbo tried to laugh but ended up doing a half-smile, half-grimace that just looked stupid.

      'This might be a good time for you to take me to the mine,' said Molly's father.

      'Righto,' said Jimbo, following him to the back door.

      Molly was pleased to see Jimbo leave her house.

      'I hope he pops like a balloon!' she said.

      Yosia lifted Molly's suitcase, which looked more like a lunchbox in his huge hands.

      'Follow me,' he said.

      Molly and her mother followed him to a room at the end of the hallway.

      'My new bedroom!' said Molly.

      Yosia leaned Molly's suitcase against her bed, nodded, then left. Molly shifted it, then got a nasty fright. Something large and brown ran out from under her bed, then scuttled across the brown carpet. It moved so fast, she did not have time to understand what it was. But as it ran down the hallway, she knew exactly what she was looking at.

      'Mum! There's a really big spider running down the hall!' she shouted.

      She watched the critter turning into the lounge room, so she ran in the opposite direction - the kitchen - straight into her mother's arms.

      'What's wrong?' her mother asked.

      'I just saw a really big hairy spider!' Molly shouted.

      Her mother shivered. Then her eyes turned dark, fixed on the kitchen floor. Molly saw the spider scrambling into the kitchen, straight toward her. It was then she realized it was as big as her foot.

      'Yosia!' she screamed. 'Help!'

      Yosia ran toward the kitchen where Molly stood, clinging to her mother's sweat-soaked shirt. Her mother lifted her hand slowly and pointed at the spider.

      'Get rid of it!' she shouted.

      Yosia leapt toward the critter but missed. The critter ran one way and then another, making Molly feel sick and sweaty. But when Yosia finally caught it, she felt relief wash over her like a cool shower.

      'Thank you, Yosia,' her mother said. 'Now please, get rid of it!'

      Yosia clasped both of his hands around the spider. But even through his huge fingers, Molly could see the creature scrambling around in circles, desperate to break free.

      'Throw it outside!' her mother screamed.

      Yosia took two giant steps toward the back door, kicked it open, and gently placed the spider on the back step. But even from the kitchen, Molly could see it was not moving away. It lingered, as though waiting for a second chance to terrify everyone.

      Yosia stood there, watching it.

      'Okay, it's under the house now,' he said.

      Molly made a note to herself to never go under the house. Not for anything.

      'Yosia, please come in and close the door,' her mother called out.

      Yosia stepped inside, giving the fly screen door a gentle tug. Molly watched it swing back behind him. What she saw next turned her blood to ice and made her tremble from head to toe. Clinging to the fly screen was a lizard occupying the entire width and length of the screen. Its head looked like a football with eyes and its long, pink tongue, forked like a snake's, flicked in and out of its mouth as though wondering what Molly and her mother would taste like.

      Unable to speak, Molly just stood there, tugging her mother's shirt.

      'What now?' her mother gasped.

      Still trembling, she looked at the door and saw the massive lizard. Her eyes turned dark again, her mouth quivered, and then her entire body trembled.

      'What. Is. That?' she said, her voice dripping with terror.

      Yosia turned to look at the back door.

      'Oh, that's Ted,' he said. 'He's harmless.'

      He stepped over to the fly screen door and tapped the belly of the beast, just as casually as Molly would have brushed an ant off the table. Slowly, the lizard unlatched his claws from the door and ambled away. His long, thick tail dragged behind him as he clattered up the external wall of the house, then onto the roof.

      Molly shot a look at Yosia.

      'Do you know that beast?' she asked.

      Yosia nodded and smiled.

      'Yes, Ted's lived here for decades,' he replied.

      Molly and her mother stared into each other's wide and terrified eyes. Yosia took one look at them, then rushed into the kitchen. He grabbed two glasses from the cupboard and filled them with water.

      'Please drink,' he said.

      Slowly, Molly sipped the water, trying to relax enough to swallow. Then she stared at Yosia, grateful he was there. His warm, round eyes stared back at her as he took the glass from her trembling hands. Molly looked at her mother, noticing her skin had turned a pale shade of grey.

      'It's okay, Mum,' she said.

      Her mother placed her glass on the kitchen bench, her hand still trembling. Molly took in a deep breath, then let it out, loud and slow. Her mother did the same, then wiped the sweat off her face. They looked at each other and exchanged weak smiles, but neither spoke.

      'I'll be back to help you with dinner,' said Yosia.
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            Yosia's home

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly wandered down the center of her long garden, between the thick rows of flowering trees on either side. She noticed how lovely they were, but her eyes were fixed on the brown, cone-shaped hut down at the end of the garden. Nestled among several large trees, it was a private place, she could tell. But she was curious, so she kept walking toward it.

      When she arrived, she wanted to knock on the door. But there was no door, only a thick black sheet nailed to the external wall. She did not know what to do, so she was pleased when Yosia stepped outside.

      He sat on a giant pumpkin next to the entrance and rested his elbows on his knees.

      'Hi, Molly,' he said.

      'Is this your home?' Molly asked.

      'Yes,' he replied.

      'Can I see inside?' she asked.

      'No.'

      'Can I sit here and chat with you?' she asked.

      'Of course,' Yosia replied.

      Molly sat on the thick grass and looked up at the trees snuggled around Yosia's hut. There were so many branches, she quickly lost track of which ones came from which tree. Between the leaves she saw a brown bird staring at her. It was a plain brown female, and Molly got the feeling there was something special about her.

      'That's a beautiful bird,' she said, pointing.

      Yosia nodded.

      'Your hut is nice, too,' Molly added.

      Yosia nodded again.

      'Do you have an oven in there?' Molly asked.

      'No,' Yosia replied.

      'What do you eat?' she asked.

      'Fruits, berries and vegetables,' he replied. 'Sometimes bread and beer.'

      'How do you cook the bread?' Molly asked.

      'There,' said Yosia, pointing to a pile of ash on the ground.

      He picked up a round, flat wooden bowl and placed it on his lap. Then he lifted the wooden spoon resting inside it and used it to beat, squash and smooth some red berries into a paste.

      'See?' he said, tilting the bowl so Molly could see inside.

      He stepped inside his hut, then returned a moment later with a loaf of bread. He tore away a piece, smeared the red paste across it, then handed it to Molly. She took a bite, surprised by how great it tasted.

      'Good?' he asked.

      'Mm,' said Molly, chewing hard.

      Yosia tore off another piece of bread, spread some paste across it and threw it into his mouth. Molly watched his huge jaw crunching down like a crocodile that had just caught its last meal. And when he swallowed, all the veins bulged from the side of his skinny neck.

      'More?' he asked, lifting the bowl onto his lap again.

      Molly shook her head.

      'Mum will be cross with me if I don't eat my dinner,' she said.

      Yosia nodded, then kept eating.

      Molly listened to the orchestra of birds chirping in the trees.

      'Excuse me,' she said, standing up.

      She walked toward the row of hibiscus trees that separated her garden from the neighbours' garden. Covered in hot pink flowers, they were a beautiful sight. She reached toward one, but a butterfly got in the way. It landed on the outer edge of the petal and stuck its long black antennae into the center of the flower while its tiny black feet gripped the petal. Molly wanted to touch its luminous blue wings, certain they would feel like silk, but she sensed the butterfly would not like that. So she put her hands behind her back and watched, almost afraid to breathe in case she scared the creature away.

      A moment later, it retreated from the center of the flower and looked at her.

      'Do you like it here?' it asked.

      'Yes,' Molly replied, reaching toward it.

      But before she could blink, the butterfly was gone.
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            The butterflies need help

          

        

      

    

    
      Through the trees, Molly heard an unfamiliar voice.

      'Gotcha!' it said.

      She peered between the branches and saw a boy. He was on his knees, holding a white net. Through the net, Molly could see a brilliant blue butterfly. Its wings were beating fast, like an electric drum that was too fast to dance to.

      'Help!' it screamed.

      Molly ran toward the boy.

      'What are you doing?' she shouted.

      The boy looked up, his mouth gaping open.

      'What's it look like I'm doing?' he said, placing the butterfly inside an empty glass jar.

      'Stop it!' Molly shouted.

      The boy glanced at Molly again, frowned, then took a step back.

      'You can't do that!' Molly shouted. 'Let it go!'

      The boy turned away, then ran toward his house, clutching his jar.

      'Come back here!' Molly shouted.

      She followed him all the way up the back steps.

      'You can't do that!' she shouted.

      When the boy reached his back door, he glared at Molly as though she was the most disgusting thing on the planet.

      'Get away!' he shrieked.

      He rushed inside and tried to close the door in Molly's face, but she pushed her way in. The radio was screeching in the kitchen and the TV was booming from the lounge room, creating a confusing mix of sounds that made Molly want to run away. But she could not leave, because the butterfly had begged her for help.

      'Get out!' the boy shrieked. 'This is not your house!'

      'And this is not your butterfly!' Molly replied.

      The boy's chin quivered, like he was about to cry.

      'I'm not trying to frighten you,' said Molly.

      The boy scoffed.

      'I'm not frightened of you!' he shrieked.

      'Good,' said Molly. 'Now, let the butterfly go.'

      'No!' he shouted.

      He stomped down the hallway, then kicked his bedroom door open. Molly followed, and what she saw next made her feel sick and sad. From the floor to the ceiling, the wall was covered in corkboard and upon it were hundreds of dead butterflies, pinned in neat rows. Her eyes burned with tears as she tried to understand how anyone could do such a horrible thing.

      'It's not a big deal,' said the boy, pointing to another glass jar on his desk.

      'It's murder!' Molly screamed.

      The boy scoffed, then shook his head.

      'It's really simple,' he said. 'Inside this jar is a cloth that's been soaked with white spirits. When I drop the cloth into the jar with the butterflies, they breathe in the fumes and go to sleep.'

      'They don't go to sleep, you idiot!' Molly shouted. 'They die!'

      The boy shrugged his shoulders.

      'Same thing,' he said.

      He picked up the jar containing the butterfly he had just caught. Its wings were still beating fast, and Molly could hear it crying out for help.

      'Please let it go,' she cried.

      But the boy unscrewed the lid and dropped the tiny piece of cloth inside.

      'No!' Molly shouted, pulling at his arm.

      The boy screwed the lid on tight.

      'Please help me!' the butterfly called out.

      Molly reached for the jar, but the boy pulled it from her hands, and she fell to the floor. Through her tears, she could see the butterfly's wings beating slower.

      'Please, stop!' she cried again.

      But it was too late. The butterfly's wings had stopped moving. Then it fell sideways, across the bottom of the jar.

      'One, two, three, four, five,' said the boy.

      He opened the jar, picked up the dead butterfly and pinned it to the corkboard.

      'Ta-dah!' he said, standing in front of his sick collection.

      'You're a very cruel boy,' said Molly. 'I wish I'd never met you.'

      She ran to the door, but the boy grabbed her arm. She pulled away, but he hung on tighter.

      'Let me go!' she shrieked.

      'Hang on!' he shouted. 'I want to show you something else.'

      'Let me go!' Molly shouted.

      She finally pulled free of the boy's grip just as his bedroom door flung open. Yosia stepped in, his forehead creased with a deep frown and his eyes burning with rage. But Molly was not afraid of him. She knew he had come to help.
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            Yosia's magic

          

        

      

    

    
      Molly was not sure how much time had passed. She saw the boy sitting on the edge of his bed, unable to move. Only his eyes could move, and they were darting around the room just as wildly as the butterfly's wings had when it was trapped inside his jar.

      Everything had gone quiet. The birds outside were no longer chirping, the children on the street were no longer laughing, and the TV and radio were no longer broadcasting. The air had become thick and dark. Until one of the butterflies moved its wings, causing a swirl of light to waft around the room. Another did the same thing. And then another.

      Soon, all the butterflies were wriggling free from their cruel pins and filling the room with their vibrant blue flutter. Molly squealed with delight, then jumped up and down, clapping her hands. A warm and tingling sensation travelled through her body, making her feel happier than she had ever felt before. She opened the window and watched the first brave butterfly escape.

      'I'm going to watch this from outside!' she said.

      The boy's eyes, almost the size of saucers, stared at her. Molly knew he was asking for help, but she did not care. The boy had not cared when the butterfly had begged him to stop killing it, so she felt no need to help him now.

      She bent down and brought her face closer to his.

      'Now you know how it feels to be helpless,' she whispered.

      Then she ran from the boy's house, with Yosia right behind her.

      Before Molly knew it, she was standing in her garden, staring up at the boy's bedroom window. She saw hundreds of the lovely blue creatures fluttering outside, gathering at the top of his house. Their wings sounded like a band of wild drummers, and they cast an electric blue glow across the roof that made her squint. Next, they assembled in a spiral formation and flew high into the sky. Where they were going, she did not know. She dared to hope they had gone to another realm, a more magical one reserved for only the brightest and bravest of butterflies.

      Molly looked around, relieved the boy was nowhere to be seen. Then she looked at Yosia, sitting on his pumpkin outside his hut. He smiled and waved then continued to beat, squash and smooth some berries into a tasty paste.
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      The Marsh family decided to have an early dinner. Yosia set the table exactly the way Molly's mother liked it. When he finished, he opened the back door and stepped out.

      'Yosia, will you join us?' asked Molly's mother.

      For a moment, Yosia just stood there, with one foot out of the door and the other still inside the house. He did not say or do anything. But when he glanced at Molly, and she smiled and nodded, he did the same.

      'Thank you, Mrs. Marsh,' he replied, closing the back door. 'I'd love to.'

      'Why else would we have asked you to set four places?' said Molly, smiling at him.

      Yosia seemed awkward as he sat down, but Molly was glad he was joining her family for dinner because she had decided she liked him very much.

      'Can I get you a drink, mate?' her father asked.

      Yosia seemed too surprised to answer the question, but he smiled wide when Molly's father placed a tall glass of juice in front of him.

      'Dig in, everyone,' said Molly's mother, placing a huge metal tray in the center of the table.

      Upon it was a crispy golden chicken with steam rising from every millimeter of its skin, filling the room with the scent of lemon, thyme, butter and garlic. Around the bird was a ring of roast potatoes, pumpkin, sweet potato, parsnips and beetroot, all of Molly's favorites. Next, her mother placed a large jug of gravy on the table, and that was Molly's cue to start filling her plate.

      'How was everyone's day?' her mother asked, sitting down.

      Molly and Yosia exchanged glances, then looked at Molly's mother.

      'Well, today we met a massive lizard called Ted,' said Molly.

      Her father frowned for a moment, then seemed to understand.

      'I've heard about that thing,' he said. 'Apparently it's lived here for years!'

      Yosia nodded, but Molly's mother glared at her husband.

      'You could have warned me, darling,' she said.

      Then she stabbed a potato with her fork.

      Molly decided it might be a good idea to talk about something else.

      'This morning, Yosia made some dead butterflies come back to life,' she said.

      Her parents smiled, then winked at Yosia, but Molly knew that was just something they did when they did not believe what she was saying. They had never believed in magic, and that had always bothered her. But she knew what she had seen, and she was not afraid to talk about it. She glanced at Yosia, hoping he would agree with her, but he was busy chasing a slice of roast parsnip around his plate. Next, Molly's mind drifted back to earlier in the day, when they had first arrived at the house. Jimbo had left the house with her father and taken him to the mine.

      'How was your first day in the mine, Dad?' Molly asked.

      'Not good,' her father replied. 'Jimbo picked a fight with some lads and things got nasty.'

      Yosia, Molly and her mother all glanced at other, each knowing what the other was thinking - that's not difficult to imagine.

      'Well, I hope he got what he deserved,' said Molly, stabbing the chicken's chest.

      Her father frowned at her.

      'Ease up, Molly,' he said. 'There's no need to get stroppy.'

      'Jimbo was rude to Yosia,' Molly argued.

      'Yes, he was,' her father agreed.

      Then he looked at Yosia.

      'I really must apologise to you for that, Yosia,' he said.

      Yosia's eyes watered for a moment, then he nodded.

      'Jimbo can be a very unpleasant fellow,' Molly's father continued.

      'Why does the company tolerate him?' her mother asked, scowling.

      'He's a hard worker, and he gets the job done,' her father replied.

      'What's his job?' Molly asked.

      'Supervisor of the Rock Crushing Team,' her father replied.

      Molly scoffed. She could easily imagine Jimbo crushing rocks because he seemed to enjoy crushing people, too. More than anything, she wanted to live in a world filled with people who are kind. And Jimbo, she knew, was not one of those people. Neither was the boy next door, for that matter.
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      A ting! sound rang through Molly's bedroom. She woke for just a moment, then returned to sleep. But the second ting! made her open her eyes and look at her clock. It was almost 10 p.m.

      The third ting! got her out of bed. She gazed out of her window, at a vast and deep indigo sky wrapped around a moon so small, she thought it looked like a toenail clipping. The air was still, and the only sound she heard was the click-clack of the insects in her garden. Until the fourth ting! came.

      This time, Molly saw a pebble bounce off her window. Someone was outside, she knew, and they wanted her attention, so she opened her window and looked down to the ground. There she saw the boy from next door. The boy who hunted and killed butterflies. The boy who had refused to stop, no matter how many times she had asked him to. The boy who had been overpowered by Yosia's magic earlier that day.

      'What do you want?' she snapped.

      'Please, can I speak with you?' he whispered.

      'No way!' Molly shouted.

      'Please,' he said, staring up at her.

      Molly thought the boy's pale, round face looked like a full moon, and just as lonely.

      'Okay,' she groaned.

      A few moments later, she was standing outside, looking at the boy. His eyes and nose were red, and his mouth was quivering.

      'Are you okay?' Molly asked.

      'No,' he replied, wiping his eyes. 'I need to talk about what happened this afternoon.'

      Molly rolled her eyes.

      'Okay,' she said, folding her arms.

      The boy scratched his forehead.

      'I'm still trying to understand it,' he said.

      Molly thought he must have been referring to the moment Yosia freed the butterflies.

      'Do you mean Yosia's magic?' she asked.

      The boy frowned and his lips pressed together into a thin line.

      'If that's what you call it,' he said.

      'That's exactly what I call it,' said Molly. 'But Yosia would call it science.'

      The boy's eyes widened as though his eyeballs were planning to pop out of his head.

      'It's not normal!' he hissed. 'What happened was not normal!'

      'It was magic,' Molly insisted. 'And magic is real.'

      The boy rubbed his forehead again.

      'No, it's not,' he said.

      Molly turned away from him, preparing to leave.

      'Wait!' he said. 'Please, just help me understand - how do dead things come back to life?'

      Molly smiled as she remembered the moment the butterflies had sprung back to life. Watching them fly out of the boy's bedroom widow had made her heart sing, and she could not imagine why anyone would feel differently. But this boy was different. And strange.

      'What's your name, anyway?' she asked.

      'Michael,' the boy replied.

      'Okay, Michael,' she said. 'Let's start with you explaining why you killed those butterflies.'

      Michael shrugged, then looked down at the ground.

      'I like them,' he replied.

      Molly scoffed.

      'You can like them a lot more when they're flying free,' she said.

      Michael did not respond, so Molly took a step closer, jutting her chin toward him. It was then she realized the top of her head was only as high as his shoulder, but she was not afraid of him.

      'I told you not to kill them,' she said. 'I tried to stop you, but you did it anyway.'

      Michael's eyes watered.

      'I know,' he said. 'I feel bad about what I did.'

      'Why did you do it?' Molly asked again.

      'Just lonely, I guess,' he replied.

      'Lonely?' Molly echoed. 'Don't you have any friends?'

      'Not really,' Michael replied, shaking his head. 'The kids on this street just want to play football and video games and I'm not into those things.'

      'Those things are boring,' said Molly.

      'They are,' Michael agreed.

      'What do you like doing?' Molly asked.

      'Reading National Geographic articles and being outdoors,' Michael replied.

      'Me too,' said Molly. 'I love discovering things in nature.'

      Michael's face lit up, then he smiled.

      'Do you think we could hang out sometime?' he asked.

      Molly felt sorry for the boy because he seemed to be nice enough, and he was sorry for what he had done, but she did not want to hang out with anyone who had killed so many butterflies.

      'Please,' he said.

      Molly looked into Michael's sad and watery eyes.

      'Please,' he said again.

      'I'll make a deal with you,' said Molly.

      'What?' said Michael, standing up straighter.

      'I'll hang out with you if you promise to never harm another creature again,' she said.

      Michael nodded.

      'Do we have a deal?' she asked.

      'Deal,' said Michael.
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      Molly decided to prove she had forgiven Michael by inviting him to join her for breakfast. He had been shy at first, but soon tucked into the pancakes with gusto. In fact, he had eaten so many that Molly's parents had glanced at each other with raised eyebrows.

      Laying in Molly's garden now, he was rubbing his tummy and groaning.

      'It serves you right for eating so much,' said Molly.

      'I know,' Michael whined. 'But to be fair, your mum's pancakes are awesome!'

      'True,' Molly giggled.

      She lay down and closed her eyes. The thick grass under the picnic blanket made her feel like she was floating a few centimeters above the ground. Her face was in the shade. The tiny hairs on her arms were swaying in the breeze, and the rhythmic click-clack of the garden insects was making her smile. Until a screeching sound pierced the air.

      Molly sat up and looked around.

      'What's that?' she asked.

      The noise cut through the air again, but this time, Molly knew where it had come from. Michael. He was snoring. She could hardly believe he had fallen asleep so quickly. Yosia walked past, so she called out to him. He smiled and nodded, but kept walking to the top of the garden. There he met Molly's father and another man. Molly guessed the man was Michael's father, so she gave the boy a nudge.

      'Hm? What?' he said.

      Then he sat up and gazed at the three men. Molly stared at them, too. She noticed they all said: 'good morning' and 'how are you?' and shook hands. The two fathers were standing with their legs apart and their arms folded across their chests. Yosia's posture was more relaxed, with one hand on his hip and the other dangling loosely by his side.

      'Adults are weird, aren't they?' Molly whispered.

      'Heck yeah,' said Michael.

      Yosia started speaking and waving his arms around.

      'I haven't seen him do that before,' said Michael.

      Molly laughed.

      'Like I said before - adults are weird,' she said.

      The two fathers nodded at Yosia, then slowly moved away.

      'Okay, thanks, mate,' said Molly's father.

      Then he approached.

      'Hey, kids,' he said.

      'Good morning, Dad,' Molly replied.

      'G'day, mate,' said the other man, rubbing Michael's head.

      The boy's woolly hair stood on end, which made Molly laugh. Michael grunted, then smoothed it down again, which made his father laugh.

      'It's good to meet you, Molly,' said the big man, offering his hand.

      Molly stood up and shook the man's hand.

      'And you, Mr. Calthorpe,' she replied.

      Michael struggled to his feet, too.

      'What's up, Dad?' he asked.

      'We thought you two might like to have a look inside the mine,' Mr. Calthorpe replied.

      Molly had often wished her father would tell her more about his work, especially because it took up so much of his time. But the thought of going under the ground made her feel nervous.

      Michael seemed to feel differently.

      'That would be brilliant!' he said. 'When do we go?'

      'Now,' said Mr. Calthorpe.
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      Molly soon found herself walking down her street with Michael by her side and their fathers a few steps ahead. Ted was behind her, his claws clattering along the bitumen road. She felt flattered that the beast had started following her everywhere, like a pet dog, but she found him weird and creepy.

      Her eyes were on Mr. Calthorpe, about half a meter ahead. Like Michael, the man was big and round. But unlike Michael, he walked with a limp. Molly wondered if that was because his body was too large for his legs, like the houses on stilts. Then she gazed around the houses, noticing they were bigger and more freshly painted than hers and Michael's.

      'Even the stilts have a thick coat of white paint,' she said, pointing at one house.

      'Yeah, it's posh down here,' said Michael.

      Molly's father glanced over his shoulder.

      'The owners of the mine live down here,' he said. 'So please behave yourself.'

      'There doesn't seem to be anyone living here,' Molly whispered.

      'I know,' Michael whispered back. 'There are never any kids playing out the front, and I've never seen anyone driving in or out. Maybe it's just rich ghosts that live here.'

      'They work incredibly long hours,' said Mr. Calthorpe.

      'So that means we can misbehave,' Molly said, smiling at her father.

      He glanced at her with a half-smile, half-frown that looked goofy. Molly was about to laugh at him when she realized they were walking straight toward a cluster of thick bushes at the end of the street.

      'Where are we going?' she asked.

      'Relax, muppet,' her father replied. 'There's no house behind these bushes. We just have to squeeze through them to get to the mine.'

      'Isn't there a proper path?' Molly asked.

      'Behind the bushes there is,' Michael replied.

      'Have you been here before?' she asked.

      'Once,' Michael replied. 'I helped Mum carry some equipment, then she sent me home.'

      Molly watched Mr. Calthorpe struggle to squeeze between the trees. He could hardly bend and he got scratched by all the wild branches. Michael went next and he, too, struggled. After that, it was Molly's turn. She found it much easier, but she was glad her father was right behind her, just in case things got tricky. Which they did. Michael let one of the branches to flick back behind him and it slapped the tip of Molly's ear, sending a sharp stinging sensation around her entire scalp.

      'Ow!' she screamed.

      'Oh, muppet,' said her father, lifting her up.

      He wrapped one arm around her back and the other underneath her, making her feel comfortable and safe. She rested her chin on his shoulder and gazed at Ted, ambling along the path behind her father. From the tip of his nose all the way to the tip of his tail, the lizard would have been at least three meters long, Molly guessed. And he was not very high, so he could scuttle between the bushes without any trouble.

      'Oh, to be a lizard,' said Molly. 'Nothing is difficult.'

      'I don't know about that,' her father said. 'Have you ever seen a lizard read a book? Or play the piano? Or dance in a ballet?'

      Just picturing those things made Molly laugh out loud.

      'You're funny, Dad,' she said, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      When they arrived in a clearing, Molly's father lowered her to the ground. She looked around, guessing the path would have been about six meters across. The trees on both sides were tightly packed and showing off so many shapes and colors, she could not stop staring. She saw some coconut palms, some trees with shiny green leaves and bright red flowers, and others with smaller green leaves and pink and yellow flowers. Ferns, of all shapes and sizes, seemed to fill every millimeter of spare space. Ted wriggled between them, disappearing from view.

      'This is beautiful!' Molly said.

      'There's lots to look at,' Michael agreed.

      'But not right now,' said Mr. Calthorpe. 'We're going this way.'

      Molly watched the big man step into another thick cluster of trees. Michael followed him and, a second later, they had both disappeared from view.

      'Come on, muppet,' her father said.

      He took Molly's hand and led her toward the trees. As she squeezed between them, Molly was relieved to find they were the soft and bendy type. The air was damp, too. She could feel the moisture on her skin and in her nose and mouth.

      'This is better,' she said.

      'Yes, it's an easier walk,' her father replied. 'The worst is behind us, muppet.'

      The track was so narrow, Molly could see nothing but the back of her father's feet and the imprints that his shoes left on the ground. They were deep imprints which must have meant the ground was wet.

      'Where's the water coming from?' she asked.

      'Dunno,' her father replied. 'The only liquid around here is the pool of slurry and that's—'

      'What's slurry?' Molly asked.

      'It's a combination of water and sulfuric acid,' her father replied. 'We use it to extract the copper from the lumps of ore we pull from the mine.'

      'Is that slurry stuff trickling through the jungle?' Molly asked.

      'No, muppet, of course not,' her father replied. 'It's held in a big tight container.'

      'The container must be leaking then, Dad, because the ground is damp,' Molly insisted.

      'There's nothing wrong with the container, Molly,' he replied. 'It's checked regularly.'

      Molly could feel that she and her father might be heading for an argument, but she could not help herself. She had to understand the situation, and that meant asking questions.

      'But what if the birds drink the slurry?' she asked. 'Won't it make them sick?'

      'They won't drink it,' her father replied.

      'How do you know?' Molly asked.

      'They're not that stupid,' her father said.

      'So, where is this container of slurry?' Molly asked.

      'I can't tell you that, muppet,' he replied.

      Molly could tell by the tone of her father's voice he was becoming fed up with her questions, so she decided to be quiet for a while. Her mind drifted back to something she had seen in science class in school. It was a series of photographs of an abandoned copper mine.

      It had been an open cut mine, with circles carved deep into the surface of the earth. At its center, about two kilometers below the surface, had been a pool of bright blue-green water that had not looked natural. When she had asked about it, her science teacher had explained that sometimes the stuff gets into the drinking water and makes people sick.

      Remembering all this made Molly feel angry.

      'It's disgusting, Dad,' she said.

      Her father glanced over his shoulder at her.

      'What's disgusting?' he asked.

      'Making all that dirty water and leaving it there,' Molly replied.

      'There's nothing else we can do with it,' her father said. 'We can't send it out to the sea.'

      'But we can stop mining, can't we?' Molly asked.

      Her father scoffed.

      'Do you enjoy having electricity?' he asked.

      Molly could not imagine what electricity had to do with anything.

      'Well, do you?' he asked again.

      'Yes, but—' Molly started.

      'Okay,' her father interrupted. 'Think of the electrical components in the circuit boards in your computer, tablet and TV, then tell me what you think they're made of.'

      Molly had never given any thought to such things, but she was starting to get the idea.

      'Are they made from copper?' she asked.

      'That's right!' her father replied.

      Molly knew her father was not one to tell tall tales. He was a man of facts and truth-telling. She admired him for that and had often tried to be more like him. But she was a girl who liked telling magical stories, so she was starting to realize she would never be like him.

      She also knew there was no point in arguing, so she skipped over to him and shoved her little hand into his. He returned the love by giving her hand a gentle squeeze, which was just as well, because something moved under her shoes, and she slipped.

      'The ground is definitely damp, Dad,' she said.

      'Sorry, muppet,' said her father.

      Molly clung to her father's hand with both of hers and kept her eyes on the ground. So when Mr. Calthorpe suddenly stopped, in the middle of the track, she almost walked into him. The man took up so much space, Molly could not see anything, so she looked up. She saw the top of a hill that would have been about as high as her house. On top of the hill was a row of wide, flat, dark green leaves with only the thinnest slices of blue sky between them.

      'Is that a banana orchard?' Molly asked, pointing at them.

      'The collective noun for banana trees is plantation,' her father replied. 'And yes, it is.'

      Molly imagined it would be difficult to climb those trees to collect the bananas. Just looking at them from the ground made her feel dizzy, so when Michael suddenly shouted, she almost fell over.

      'Look at this!' he squealed.

      Molly stepped around Mr. Calthorpe to see what Michael was so excited about. Standing at the boy's feet was a small, furry, chocolate brown colored creature. Its body was about the size of an adult male koala, but its face was more like a kangaroo's. Its tail was golden and furry.

      'It's a tree kangaroo!' she said.

      'That's right,' said Mr. Calthorpe. 'I'm not sure what it's doing this far inland.'

      'It's hungry, Dad,' said Michael. 'We have to feed it.'

      The lovely creature lifted its front paws off the ground and leaned back on its thick, golden tail, just as a kangaroo would do. Its pale blue eyes stared into Michael's and its fleshy pink nose twitched from side to side.

      'Do we have any food, Dad?' Molly asked.

      'Yes,' he replied, rummaging through his backpack.

      Molly watched her father pull a brown paper bag out of his backpack.

      'We have a mango and—' he started.

      But before he could say any more, the tree kangaroo leapt up and snatched the mango from his hand. It scurried over to the nearest tree, its long tail bouncing up and down like a feather duster, then it raced up the tree trunk and disappeared among the leaves.

      'Wow! That was fast,' Michael laughed.

      'And beautiful,' said Molly, feeling her heart melt.

      'Okay, guys, this is it!' said Mr. Calthorpe, pulling a set of keys from his pocket.

      There were so many keys, and some were so big, Molly wondered how the man could walk with them all shoved into the pocket of his jeans. He fiddled with them for several seconds before he finally chose one, then he lumbered toward the dark hole in the side of the hill.

      Michael followed.

      'Is this really the entrance to the mine?' he asked.

      'One of them,' Mr. Calthorpe replied.

      The big man stooped to avoid banging his head on the rocks above the entrance, then he brought his key to the lock. It opened with a click then the gate opened with a groan.
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      Molly clung to her father as they stepped into the darkness.

      'It's okay, muppet,' he said. 'Your eyes will adjust in a moment.'

      Molly could hear him reaching for something beside her. She pressed her hand against the wall, noticing it was damp. There was no movement in the air which felt unnatural, so she was not looking forward to going deeper into the earth. Only her curiosity helped her take the next step.

      'Hard hat,' her father said, placing one on her head.

      'Thanks, Dad,' she replied.

      'It's too big for you, but it will keep you safe,' he said, fastening the strap under her chin.

      Molly moved her head from side to side, just to see what would happen. Sure enough, the oversized hat slid from side to side but did not fall off. Molly's eyes were adjusting to the darkness. She could see she was in a narrow tunnel and the only other people in sight were her father, Mr. Calthorpe and Michael.

      'You'll need these too,' her father said, pulling a small pair of overalls from his backpack.

      Molly stepped into the overalls, then inserted her arms and pulled the zipper up to her throat.

      'They're comfy,' she said, suddenly feeling ready to handle whatever might come next.

      'And these,' her father said, placing a pair of yellow rubber boots at her feet.

      Molly slipped her feet into them, then pulled hard. So hard, she fell backward. If it had not been for her father standing behind her with his hands on her back, she would have landed on her butt.

      'Well done, muppet,' he said. 'You've got them on.'

      The tops of the boots pressed into Molly's calf muscles. She wriggled her toes around, noticing how strange they felt inside the boots, like hands inside a pair of boxing gloves.

      'I didn't know you had all this gear, Dad,' she said.

      'We ordered it especially for you guys,' he replied.

      Molly glanced at Michael - a round shape with two shiny eyes - dressed the same as her. He was not doing anything, or saying anything, so Molly wondered if he was afraid of going under the ground. But now was not the time to ask questions like that, she knew.

      'You look ready for action,' she said.

      'Yep,' he replied with a nod.

      'One last thing,' said Mr. Calthorpe.

      He wrapped a mask around his nose and mouth, then wrapped another around Michael's face.

      'What's it for, Mr. Calthorpe?' Molly asked.

      'To keep out the dust and moderate the air quality,' he replied. 'Here's one for you, and another one for your father.'

      As Molly's father secured her mask to her face, she watched Mr. Calthorpe fix a small torch to his wrist. She expected him to give her one, too, but he did not. She waited a few more moments, but still, he did not give her a torch.

      'Can I have a torch, too?' she asked.

      The two fathers chuckled.

      'Only the grown-ups get torches,' Mr. Calthorpe replied. 'They're expensive.'

      Michael followed his father down the tunnel, and Molly followed Michael. Her father followed her, shining his torch on the ground at her feet. There was not much to see because the tunnel was narrow and completely dark, except for the small round circles of light from the torches.

      'If the torches were better, they might give us bigger circles of light,' she said.

      Molly heard her father chuckle behind her. Then Mr. Calthorpe moved his torch around so she could see the walls. They were glistening with water.

      'Where's the water coming from?' she asked.

      'You'll see,' said Mr. Calthorpe.

      A moment later, they arrived at the end of the tunnel. Peering between Michael and his father, Molly saw a few slithers of light. She wanted to know where it was coming from, so she squeezed between the Calthorpe men and soon found herself staring into a cave.

      'It must be the size of both of our houses put together!' she said.

      'It's big, all right,' said Michael.

      There were several lights shining on the ceiling and walls. They were a pale golden color with some bright blue stripes. Water trickled through the stripes, bringing the color to a bright blue lake below. The surface of the lake was so still, it reflected the ceiling, making the entire space look like something from a fairy tale.

      'Is this real?' Molly whispered.

      'Yep, this is a natural cave,' Mr. Calthorpe replied.

      'What causes those blue stripes on the walls?' Michael asked.

      'Copper sulfate,' Mr. Calthorpe replied. 'It's a natural byproduct of the copper in the rocks.'

      'Do you use it for anything?' Michael asked.

      'Pesticides,' Mr. Calthorpe replied. 'And medicines to treat bacterial and fungal infections.'

      Then he winked at Molly.

      'The sulfate also makes a beautiful crystal when it's cleaned up,' he said.

      Molly gasped at the thought of having a crystal that color. She knew she would keep it on her bedside table so it would be the last thing she saw before she went to sleep every night and the first thing she saw every morning.

      'They look like skinny blue ant hills!' said Michael.

      Molly saw what Michael was pointing at. On the far side of the lake were several thin blue structures, probably about as high as her shoulders.

      'There's so many of them!' she said.

      'Do you guys know the proper name for those skinny ant hills?' her father asked.

      Molly knew there was a word, but she could not remember it.

      'Stalactites!' Michael shouted.

      'Almost,' said Mr. Calthorpe. 'The word stalactite has the letter C in it, which can remind you of the word ceiling. But the ones on the ground—'

      'Stalagmites!' Molly shouted.

      'Well done!' said Mr. Calthorpe. 'The word stalagmite has the letter G in it which can remind you of the word ground. That's how you can remember the difference.'

      Molly wanted to run her fingertips down the stalagmites, but they were too far away and there was a lake between them and her. She gazed at the lake again, marveling at how still it was. It reflected the ceiling of the cave so perfectly, the stalactites look like stalagmites, making the lake appear even more magical.

      'How deep is that lake?' she asked.

      'Good question,' her father replied. 'I have no idea.'

      He looked at Mr. Calthorpe but the big man just shrugged his shoulders.

      'Does anything live in there?' Molly asked.

      'No,' her father replied. 'It contains far too much copper sulfate for anything to grow. And there's probably some sulfuric acid mixed in, too.'

      'Sulfuric acid is what you use to extract the copper from the ore, right?' Molly asked.

      'That's right, muppet,' her father replied.

      'But you do the extraction work above the ground, don't you?' Michael asked.

      Molly's father nodded then glanced at Mr. Calthorpe which made Molly wonder if there was something happening that should not be happening. Her father, she knew, was a very experience mining engineer, so he would know the answer to any question. Unless there was something strange going on.

      And when she glanced at Mr. Calthorpe, she definitely got the feeling something was wrong because his mouth moved into an upside-down shape and he scratched his head.

      'Yes, but the disturbance caused by mining activity can mix things up a bit,' he replied.

      'Are you referring to the movements in the earth?' Molly asked.

      Her father glanced at Mr. Calthorpe again.

      'More or less, muppet,' he replied.

      Molly wondered if her father was looking at Mr. Calthorpe, before answering her questions, because he was the husband of Mrs. Calthorpe, the big boss of the mine. And if so, maybe Mrs. Calthorpe knew something bad about the mine.

      'Will the mining activity cause an earthquake, Dad?' she asked.

      Her father glanced at Mr. Calthorpe again, then laughed gently.

      'It's possible in theory, Molly,' said Mr. Calthorpe. 'But not likely.'

      'There's one very important thing I must tell you, kids,' said Molly's father. 'Don't stick your hands in the lake! It won't do you any good at all. Understood?'

      Molly and Michael nodded.

      'In fact, it would be best if you refrained from touching anything,' said Mr. Calthorpe. 'Okay?'

      'Okay,' Molly and Michael mumbled.

      Molly could see a little wooden bridge across the lake, and she was certain they would soon be walking over it because there was nowhere else to go. But she was not certain the bridge would take Mr. Calthorpe's weight, so she held her breath when the big man took his first step. And she almost stopped breathing when he took his second step because the bridge started to wobble. Then Michael followed his father.

      It was Molly's turn, next, but she did not step forward because she wanted Mr. Calthorpe to arrive safely on the other side, first. She lingered for a moment, gazing at the lake. It was so perfectly still, she imagined what it would look like if the Loch Ness Monster broke through the surface. Its big black head would appear first, she imagined. Then, like a periscope on a submarine, it would swivel around and scan its surroundings. After that, it would slowly rise up, showing off its first hump. By then, everyone else would have noticed it and they would be taking photos with their phones. If their flashes did not go off, Nessie might even rise up a bit more.

      Molly's interesting daydream was interrupted by her father nudging her.

      'Come on, muppet,' he said.

      Molly looked to the other end of the bridge. Michael and his father were there, waving at her, so she took her first step. When she got halfway across, she stopped and stared into the water, hoping to see a darker color, or something moving, but there was no change. It looked exactly the same as before - a milky, turquoise, chemical soup.
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      Molly's thigh muscles ached from walking downhill. There was not much light ahead of her, but from what she could see, this tunnel was just as narrow as the last one. The air seemed to be warmer and wetter and even more unpleasant than before.

      'What's that horrible smell?' she asked.

      'Nothing in particular,' her father replied. 'It's just the lack of fresh air. Don't worry, muppet. We'll soon enter a place with big fans.'

      'Fans?' Molly echoed. 'But there's no electricity down here.'

      'Sure there is,' said Michael. 'You saw the lights shining around the cave, didn't you?'

      Mr. Calthorpe joined the discussion.

      'No, mate,' he said. 'Those lights were diesel powered. The same is true of the fans that Mr. Marsh just mentioned.'

      Molly was glad to hear this because she did not like the idea of electrical cables in a mine that had so much water. Nor did she like the idea of an earthquake in a place that had electricity because that would cause an electrical fire. She remembered the day the Fire Brigade had visited her school and talked about the different types of fire. Electrical fires, they had said, always did the most damage.

      'I'm glad there's no electricity down here, Dad,' she said. 'If there was, I would have to stop you from coming to work.'

      Her father laughed, which she did not mind, because she knew she had been cheeky. But she was not happy about him working in this place. What if he got lost under the ground? What if there was an earthquake, and the ceiling fell on top of him? She imagined so many terrible things that she got a nasty shock when there was a tremor in the earth.

      'What was that?' she shouted.

      Then she heard some strange clanging and whirring noises.

      'What was that?' she asked again.

      'Sorry, muppet,' her father replied. 'I should have warned you about the machines. You'll see them when we reach the end of this tunnel.'

      'What machines?' Michael asked.

      'Haul trucks and cranes,' Mr. Calthorpe replied.

      'Trucks and cranes?' Molly echoed. 'How did they get down here?'

      'There's another entrance,' her father replied. 'Bigger than the one we just came through.'

      Considering the narrow tunnel she was in, Molly could not imagine an entrance big enough for a truck to drive through. But she did not have to imagine for much longer, because she soon found herself staring into a massive open space that was filled with them.

      'They're as big as the dinosaurs!' she shrieked.

      'Bigger!' Michael shouted.

      A huge yellow machine rolled forward on two long flat black belts that looked like giant skis. Its long neck must have been taller than ten giraffes, and it pointed straight up toward the ceiling. Another long yellow piece dangled down, and at the end of it was a large flat black tray. Molly pointed at it, then looked at Michael.

      'That's an excavation crane,' he explained. 'Those guys over there are about to shovel rocks onto that tray. When it's full, the crane will dump the rocks into the back of that orange haul truck over there.'

      Molly looked at the orange truck and could hardly believe her eyes. The thing was so high, there was even a stepladder up the front of it. And at the top of the steps was a platform, and on the platform was a cabin, and inside the cabin was a tiny person.

      'Is that the truck driver?' she asked, pointing.

      'Yeah!' said Michael.

      'He looks like a piece of Lego,' Molly giggled.

      But Michael did not think it was funny.

      'The driver only looks small because the truck is so massive,' he said. 'It's so massive, Molly, if you were standing beside it, the top of your head would not even reach the top of its wheels.'

      Molly watched the excavation crane lower its flat tray to the ground. Four men huddled around the tray and shoveled rocks onto it, making a sound like lots of earthquakes happening all at once. She recognized one of the men. It was Jimbo, the awful man who had collected her family at the airport and been rude to Yosia. She hoped he would not see her, so she hid behind her father. And when two more trucks drove into the space, making the ground shake, she pressed her hands over her ears and buried her face in the side of her father's belly.

      'Are you okay?' he asked, rubbing her back.

      Molly shook her head.

      'Shall we get out of here?' her father asked.

      Molly nodded. She'd had enough. She wanted to be on the couch with her mother, watching something silly on TV and eating popcorn. Or ice cream. Or both.

      'Henry, we're going to head home,' her father shouted over the noise.

      Mr. Calthorpe nodded at Molly's father. Then he then stepped toward Molly with a kind smile on his face. He opened his mouth so Molly knew he wanted to say something to her. She also knew he would shout to be heard over the noise, so she was not surprised when he stooped down toward her. But when he placed his entire body weight on one leg, all Molly heard was his scream. Then he fell to the ground, gripping his knee.
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      Molly's face was still buried in her father's waist when the medic arrived. She was a short woman wearing brown pants, a white shirt, and a dark blue cap. She had shiny brown skin, big brown eyes, and curly black hair.

      She knelt beside Mr. Calthorpe, looking worried.

      'Can you move?' she asked.

      Mr. Calthorpe tried to get up but could not. His big round face was red and sweaty and pinched into a tight knot. Michael was on the ground beside him, resting his hands on his shoulder.

      'Hang in there, Dad,' he said.

      The medic unclipped a radio from her belt, then held it to her mouth.

      'We need an emergency evac,' she shouted.

      Molly heard someone respond through the radio, but she could not tell what they were saying. She only knew it was bad news because the medic frowned so deep, she could no longer see the woman's eyes.

      'You're kidding,' said the medic.

      She clipped the radio onto her belt and stared at the ground.

      'What's wrong?' Molly's father asked.

      The medic looked at him, her mouth down-turned.

      'We only have one evac unit and it's on the road,' she replied.

      Molly's father inhaled deep and loud.

      'Plan B?' he asked, almost holding his breath.

      The medic looked at the machines in the center of the space.

      'Give me a moment,' she said.

      Molly watched the medic approach the excavation crane, waving her hands at the driver. A moment later, the crane stopped moving, the cabin door opened, and a woman with spiky grey hair jumped out. She plonked a yellow hard hat on her head and strolled toward the medic. They spoke for a moment, then the medic returned.

      This time, she looked even more worried.

      'The only way we can get you to the surface is on that haul truck,' she said.

      Molly could see that the back end of the truck was full of rocks and reversing, so it must have been preparing to drive to the surface.

      'I can't climb up there!' said Mr. Calthorpe, clutching his knee.

      'I know,' said the medic. 'But the crane can lift you.'

      Mr. Calthorpe's face fell.

      'Do it, Dad,' said Michael.

      Mr. Calthorpe looked at Michael, then at the medic. Molly could tell he was wondering if there was some other way. She saw the man's eyes darting around the space, resting for a moment on each of the mechanical monsters, searching for an alternative solution. When his eyes stopped moving, Molly knew he had accepted his fate.

      'Okay,' he grumbled.

      The medic stood up, then looked at Molly and her father.

      'Sorry, folks, but you must stand back,' she said. 'Over there, against the wall, please.'

      Molly and her father retreated to the entrance of the tunnel from where they had come. This was a relief to Molly, because she was a few steps further away from the noise, the vibrations from the machines, and the shouting men.

      The medic looked at Michael.

      'Sorry, young man,' she said. 'I need you to step back, too.'

      Michael looked up, his face stained with tears.

      'He's my dad!' he cried. 'I'm not leaving him!'

      The medic gave Michael's shoulder a squeeze.

      'You can travel on the truck with your dad,' she said. 'But for now, I need you to stand back.'

      Michael stood up slowly, then shuffled toward Molly, his eyes red. She put her arm around him and watched the four rock shoveling men approach Mr. Calthorpe. When they got closer, she knew for sure that one of them was Jimbo. He looked even more sweaty and messy than the last time she had seen him.

      'Hey, Mr. Marsh,' he said, nodding at Molly's father.

      'Jimbo, mate, how are you?' her father replied.

      Jimbo just shrugged. Molly knew that probably meant he thought he was not 'good' or 'bad' but something in between. But she thought he was bad. Very bad.

      'Okay,' said the medic. 'I need one man under each shoulder and another man under each thigh. Do not bend his knees or try to straighten them, just hold them gently.'
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