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Bindi and Robert stood back from the rock-shelter, staring at the distinctive stripes running down the tiger’s back.

‘He’s out of this world!’ cried Robert, admiring the ancient painting on the rock’s surface.


Their Aboriginal friend, DJ, laughed. ‘You’re right, Robert, he is out of this world, considering he’s extinct!’

‘I didn’t know Tasmanian tigers had ever lived as far north as the Northern Territory,’ said Bindi, surprised.

‘They sure did!’ answered DJ, with enthusiasm. ‘The Tassie tiger, or thylacine, once lived all over Australia. Aboriginal rock art like this is very cool because not only does it mean a lot of different things to Aboriginal people, it’s also more than just art for tourists and non-Indigenous Australians. It’s a historical record as well.’


Terri Irwin smiled at DJ’s dad, Tommy Yibarbul, who was an old friend and lectured in Indigenous art at the university in Darwin. ‘He’s becoming a chip off the old block, Tommy.’

Tommy grinned. ‘Yep, DJ loves an audience.’

The Irwins took a few more moments to study the Indigenous rock painting of the tiger. It was one of many paintings they had seen that morning, but this one struck a particular chord with the family. They had been in Kakadu National Park for only a few hours and already their heads were filled with wonder at this incredible place.


‘Why did the thylacine die off on the mainland but still live in Tassie?’ asked Bindi.

‘Nobody knows for sure,’ answered DJ, vaguely. He was eager for them to move on to the next painting, but when he noticed the disappointment on his friends’ faces, he continued. ‘Well, they were probably hunted for food, and they had major competition from dingoes. I doubt those two species got on well,’ he offered.

The Irwins were spending a few days with Tommy and DJ. Their people, the Bininj, were some of the original custodians of the land in Kakadu and they were the perfect tour guides to lead Terri, Bindi and Robert around the Ubirr rock art galleries.

DJ and Bindi walked on ahead. The boy gave his friend a good-natured nudge. ‘It’s good to see you again, Bindi.’

‘Likewise!’ exclaimed Bindi.

As they walked, Bindi assessed her friend. It was really good to see DJ again. It had been a while. Their families had been on lots of camping trips together when they were little but, despite the children being penpals, it had been years since they had actually hung out.

DJ was a few months older than Bindi, but he was so sure of himself that he seemed much older, and was happy to treat her like a younger sister. Tall, with a mop of dark hair that hung over his eyes, today he was dressed in dark denim jeans, a skate shirt and a cotton hoodie. He was fun to be around, and whenever he and Bindi were together, they always managed to get into trouble.

Tommy drew the Irwins’ attention to the next painting. It was a freshwater crocodile. ‘If you look closely at the croc’s markings, you can see he’s painted in the large naturalistic style of the pre-estuarine period.’

The others stared back with blank expressions. Animal names they understood, but now Tommy was speaking a different language!

DJ laughed. ‘Allow me to translate. Dad means that this piece of rock art is about 20,000 years old.’

‘Now that’s really old,’ said Bindi.

Tommy nodded. ‘Kakadu’s human history dates back at least 50,000 years. It’s an ancient place.’

As Bindi listened to Tommy talk, she gazed down from the top of the rock escarpment. The view of the grasslands below was incredible. She noticed a cute little chestnut-quilled rock pigeon hopping about as he foraged for food. The pigeon was startled by a young woman hurrying along the gravel path. As she drew closer, Bindi could tell that the woman had been crying. Bindi scrambled down to meet her.

‘Are you okay?’ Bindi asked.

The young woman shook her head. She wiped the tears from her eyes, took a deep breath, and spoke in a strong German accent. ‘Nein. I mean, no. I don’t know what to do! My boyfriend began a hike yesterday and he has still not returned. He’s never done this before! They have organised a search for him!’

Bindi felt bad for the woman and her boyfriend. The Australian bush could be scary and dangerous if you were unfamiliar with it. She smiled encouragingly. ‘My name’s Bindi. I’m visiting here too, but from Beerwah in Queensland. I’m sure the rangers will find your boyfriend.’

The woman distractedly shook Bindi’s outstretched hand. She looked to be about twenty years old, with long blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail.

‘My name is Ines. You don’t understand. I don’t know whether to call home or not … I am very frightened!’ With fresh tears streaming down her face, Ines quickly walked away in the direction of the rangers’ station.


Bindi turned back to the others who had followed her down from the rocks and had overheard the conversation. ‘I think we should join the search party.’

DJ nodded his agreement. ‘It’s a bit of a worry if he’s had a night in the bush already. I agree with Bindi, we’d better help!’

DJ began following Ines towards the rangers’ station. Bindi raced to catch up with him. For the two friends, it was as if no time had passed at all. They were back to having adventures together, although this time the adventure seemed a little more grown up!
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Kakadu National Park was huge, and a daunting place to look for a lost tourist. It stretched through flood plains and lowland hills, up to the high sandstone cliffs of the Arnhem Land escarpment, and down to the rugged stone country in the south of the park.


Ines’s boyfriend, who was called Jonas, had only started his trek the day before, so the head ranger decided the search party would focus on the surrounding woodland area, made up mostly of eucalyptus trees and tall grass. It certainly looked like a place it might be easy to get lost in.

The search party included five park rangers, seven local volunteers, the Irwins, DJ, Tommy and Ines. Ines had given the group a description of her boyfriend and told them what he had been wearing before he set out. Bindi tried to picture the young man. He was described as being in his early twenties with scruffy fair hair, pale skin and blue eyes. He was wearing a red short-sleeved shirt with a collar, beige cargo pants and black hiking boots.

After a briefing from the head ranger, the search party fanned out across the area in groups of twos and threes. Each group carried a walkie-talkie, a map, water bottles and snacks to sustain them until they regrouped at lunchtime.

Bindi and DJ did their best to distract Ines from worrying too much about Jonas. Robert wasn’t helping matters by listing all the names of venomous snakes in the park.

‘What brought you to Kakadu?’ Bindi asked the backpacker as she handed her a bottle of water.

Ines gratefully took the drink. June might be considered cold weather time in Kakadu but Ines thought the temperature of thirty degrees was very warm, especially as it was only ten o’clock in the morning. ‘We are both studying plants, and this area has such a, how do you say, diversity of plants. I like to draw the plants and Jonas photographs them.’

Bindi’s eyes lit up. ‘That’s so cool. There’s so much beauty here, I wouldn’t know where to begin. You must have sketched heaps.’

‘Yes.’ Ines gave a half-smile but looked troubled again as her thoughts drifted back to her boyfriend.

DJ tried desperately to think of something to say. ‘Did you guys know that the name Kakadu comes from the mispronunciation of “Gagadju”, which is the name of one of the languages people speak in the park?’

Ines shook her head, distracted. ‘This is fascinating but I can’t stop thinking something bad has happened to Jonas.’

Bindi exchanged a glance with DJ before she tried to reassure Ines the best she could. ‘We don’t know that for sure.’

Ines’s eyes welled up again with tears and she stopped to take a deep breath. ‘Jonas is a very experienced hiker. He had food and water with him. For him not to come back must mean that he is hurt.’

Bindi frowned. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll find him.’

Despite Bindi’s best efforts, Ines was becoming more and more panicked. ‘But will he be okay? He’s had a whole night alone in the Australian bush. You have snakes here, crocodiles … It’s a dangerous place.’

Ines was right, the bush could be unsafe, but that was no reason to panic. Bindi reached up and placed an encouraging hand on Ines’s shoulder. She suddenly looked much older than her twelve years. ‘Most so-called dangerous animals just want to be left alone and won’t attack unless they feel threatened.’

Ines was startled by the change in Bindi’s tone.

DJ laughed. ‘Ines, you’re talking to an authority on Australia’s native animals. You better believe what Bindi has to say.’

Ines looked confused. ‘Is this so? But you are just a little girl.’

Bindi nodded seriously. ‘When it comes to wildlife I’m older than I look.’

With DJ’s help, Bindi managed to put Ines more at ease. But she and DJ shared a knowing look. Who knew what had really happened to Ines’s boyfriend? The sooner they found him, the better!
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An hour later the search party was still scouting the area. Robert was very keen to help find the German tourist but there was so much to see at Kakadu. The National Park was included on the World Heritage List for its amazing cultural and natural resources. There were many different types of mammals, birds and reptiles but Robert was particularly interested to hear that there were more than twenty-five species of frogs living in the area.

As far as Robert was concerned, Kakadu was like Jurassic Park, but for frogs, not dinosaurs. It wasn’t as though people discovered new species every day, but it did happen in Kakadu. He had seen three different types of frogs that morning. Unfortunately they had all already been discovered.

‘You are a beaut example of your species.’ Robert crouched down by a dried-up waterhole and turned to a brown tree frog who was watching him. ‘I know there are species of frogs here that nobody has ever seen, so why don’t you let me know where they are?’

The amphibian eyeballed Robert.

‘Come on,’ he coaxed, ‘I can be trusted.’

But the frog continued to look at the boy suspiciously, giving nothing away. Robert wasn’t impressed. Here he was on the brink of a major scientific discovery and the wildlife wasn’t coming to the party.
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‘Robert!’ called Bindi, for what felt like the tenth time. They were meant to be looking for Jonas but she was spending most of her time keeping tabs on her little brother.

An exasperated Bindi peered down from the rock she was standing on. ‘Robert Irwin! We’ll never find Jonas if I have to keep track of you all the time!’

Robert gave a small sigh as he rejoined his sister. ‘I’m sorry, Bindi. I want to find Jonas too but I also have some frogs that need my attention.’

Bindi shook her head in amusement. It was difficult to stay cross with her brother for long.


Robert decided DJ might be able to help with the frog hunt. ‘Tell me more about the lizards and frogs around here. Do you think I might be able to discover a new species?’

DJ shrugged. ‘I’m not sure but Dad would know.’

Robert sped off in the direction of Terri and Tommy who were searching nearby.

Bindi groaned, ‘Uh, oh, we’ve lost him again!’

Ines stepped in. ‘I’ll keep an eye on the boy. I want to check in with the others anyway.’

Bindi knew Robert couldn’t get into too much trouble with Ines watching. ‘Okay. DJ and I will keep following this creek bed.’

The children moved off in the direction of the dried-up creek and continued their search. Bindi looked over at DJ. ‘Remember that time we hid from our folks to avoid bathtime?’

DJ laughed. ‘We were, what, about five years old? We thought we were so clever hiding in the cupboard under the stairs until we accidentally locked ourselves in!’

‘I seem to remember it was your idea, DJ. I also seem to remember we got sent to bed very early that night!’ They both laughed.

The two friends walked on in companionable silence when, all at once, Bindi stopped and stood quite still. She cocked her head to one side. ‘Did you hear that?’

DJ listened. Aside from the usual chatter of birdlife and the chorus of nearby frogs all he could hear were the distant calls for Jonas from the search party. ‘You might need to be more specific.’

A sulphur-crested cockatoo in a nearby paperbark tree let out a loud squawk.

‘There!’ Bindi pointed to the bird.

‘You mean that fella?’ asked DJ. Bindi nodded.

The cockatoo let out another squawk and flew to a different tree a few metres in front of where Bindi and DJ were standing. The bird turned its head towards the friends and fanned its yellow crest as if trying to gain their attention.

Bindi began jogging in the direction of the cockatoo, indicating for DJ to follow. She tried not to get her hopes up in case it turned out to be nothing, but some instinct told her to listen to this bird.

She called back to DJ, ‘Cockatoos are very clever creatures, and they’re good at communicating. I think it’s trying to tell us something.’

‘Errrkk!’ The cockatoo let out another loud shriek as it hopped from one foot to the other on a low branch in a nearby tree. It was a very handsome-looking member of the parrot family with a dark grey, almost black, bill. It kept flapping about while it jumped and seemed very proud of the yellow wash that ran down the underside of its wings.

‘What a show-off!’ observed DJ.

‘Takes one to know one,’ giggled Bindi.

DJ pretended to be hurt. ‘Unfair.’

Bindi turned her attention back to their new feathered friend. ‘It’s definitely persistent. Don’t you think it’s going to a lot of trouble to get our attention?’


Bindi continued walking in the direction of the cockatoo and motioned for DJ to follow. ‘Let’s see what happens when we approach it.’

The cockie began to nod its head up and down as it watched the children draw near. The bird didn’t seem the least bit shy. ‘Erk! Erk!’ Its head bobbed up and down and its crest fanned out beautifully.

Bindi and DJ stood beneath the tree the cockatoo was perched in and looked up. ‘Now what?’ Bindi asked.

Before DJ could answer, the cockatoo flew into the air with a screech and landed in another tree. It was in the opposite direction to where the search was being conducted.

‘It wants us to follow,’ announced Bindi, with certainty.

‘It sure looks that way,’ agreed DJ.

Bindi was unsure of what they should do. ‘We shouldn’t leave the others. We don’t have a walkie-talkie or a phone with us.’

DJ dismissed her concerns with a wave. ‘I know this place like the back of my hand. It will only take a minute to see what this fella wants to show us.’
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DJ walked purposefully in the direction of the cockatoo and, after a minute of hesitation, Bindi followed. They wound their way deeper through the tall grass and shrubs. It became obvious that the bird was encouraging them to continue.


‘You were right,’ said DJ. ‘It definitely wants us to follow.’

Bindi walked on ahead, calling softly to the cockatoo.

DJ glanced back in the direction they had come. He had been confident that he knew the way they were going, but now he wasn’t so sure. The huge expanse was a mass of tall grass dotted with trees and to him it all looked the same.

‘Everything okay?’ asked Bindi when she realised he had slowed down.

DJ flashed her a big smile. ‘Absolutely. Let’s find out what this fella wants to show us!’

It didn’t seem as if they had gone very far when all of a sudden the terrain changed dramatically. Bindi and DJ left the grasslands behind and were soon scrambling up steep ground. The going was slow. They found themselves climbing up the slope of a rocky sandstone escarpment. The cockatoo flew from tree to tree, always keeping a watchful eye on them.

Bindi paused in her climb to look at the ground below. She could just make out the rock-shelter of Ubirr. It startled her to realise how far away from the start of the search they were.

DJ sensed Bindi’s hesitation. ‘Do you think the cocky might just be taking us to see his nest or something?’

Bindi frowned. ‘I don’t know.’

‘If we can just get high enough we should have a pretty good view of the lowlands,’ said DJ. ‘If there’s nothing to see, we can make our way back.’

DJ continued to scramble his way up the rocky embankment. He was quicker than Bindi and the gap between them widened. Bindi was beginning to feel uneasy. The climb was risky and they were now far from their starting point. She looked up again but could no longer see DJ. He had climbed out of sight. The cockatoo began squawking loudly. It didn’t seem to like them separating. It swooped down close to Bindi, letting out a loud screech. Bindi felt the rush of air on her face as the wings swooped past.

‘Okay, cockie. I’m going as fast as I can!’ Bindi stopped to catch her breath. ‘DJ!’ she called out. ‘DJ, wait!’

Bindi listened but heard no reply. She had no choice but to climb after her friend, and so on she went. She received another telling off from the cockatoo.

‘I don’t understand what you’re trying to say to me!’

Bindi felt a little annoyed with DJ and a little frustrated by the cockatoo. Was DJ just showing off by going so fast and leaving her alone on the rocky wall? They should always stick together – that was the first rule of hiking.

Bindi tried to make her way as smoothly as she could but the rocks became smaller the higher she climbed and the ground underneath crumbled easily. She finally caught sight of DJ up ahead.

‘There you are!’ Bindi pulled herself up to where the boy was standing. She reached into her backpack for her water bottle. The sun was getting hotter and hotter by the moment.

DJ seemed oblivious to Bindi’s anxiety. He was staring at the valley below, trying to figure out where they were. He didn’t want to worry Bindi, and turned to her with a big smile.

‘Check out the view!’

As DJ gestured towards the incredible scenery, his arm collided with Bindi and he lost his balance. He immediately tried to right himself but kept slipping on the unstable ground. All of a sudden, he was falling.
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‘No!’ cried Bindi as she watched DJ scramble for something to hold onto and almost tumble off the cliff. She reached out and, just in time, managed to grab DJ’s outstretched hand. It took all her strength to hold on as her friend tried to find a secure foothold. No matter how hard DJ tried, his feet kept sliding on the loose ground. Fragments of shale rained down the escarpment as he struggled for traction.

‘Come on, DJ!’ Bindi called through gritted teeth. She didn’t think she could hold on much longer. After what seemed like an age, DJ finally managed to wedge a foot between two rocks that would hold his weight. With Bindi’s help, he slowly pulled himself up until he was standing on level ground.

With trembling hands, DJ shook the loose pebbles and dirt from his clothes. His jeans were ripped and there was a hole in his hoodie where a grazed elbow poked out. His face was scratched and smeared with dirt. The two friends were silent as they contemplated what might have happened. Bindi leaned forward to peer over the edge and only then did she realise how far down the drop went. If DJ had fallen he would have been seriously injured.

DJ cleared his throat. His mouth felt dry and he found it difficult to keep the tremor from his voice. ‘Some of the escarpments are pretty high. Seems like we found one of them.’

‘You don’t say,’ observed Bindi, dryly. She assessed DJ’s wounds. Nothing too serious. ‘Are you okay?’


DJ nodded, still a bit stunned. He knew he should thank Bindi. After all, she had just saved his life. He was searching for the right words when he was interrupted by a loud ‘ERK!’

Bindi and DJ both looked over at the bird, which had begun the now familiar raucous squawking. They hadn’t thought it possible, but their feathered friend seemed to be cranking up the volume!

‘Are you okay to keep going?’ Bindi asked DJ over the noise.

DJ nodded. He walked stiffly behind Bindi, inspecting his scratches as he did so. The friends followed the cockatoo from a distance. It led them away from the steep edge and further along the narrow path that wound around the top of the rocky plateau.

They were still getting their breath back when Bindi spotted a flash of colour among the dull grey rocks.

‘DJ, look!’ Bindi pointed to the red shirt in the distance. ‘The cockatoo did have something to show us!’

The two friends broke into a run. As they approached, it became clear that the red clothing belonged to a young man, who fitted the description Ines had given them of her boyfriend.


‘Jonas!’ cried DJ. They hurried towards the body but despite their shouting, the figure didn’t stir.

The young man lay motionless.
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Bindi and DJ both ran as quickly as they could towards the still figure.

‘Errkkk!’ The cockatoo swooped down to the ground and strutted next to the still body as it waited for Bindi and DJ to arrive.

The friends knelt on the rough ground beside the backpacker. Neither felt sure of what to do first.

‘Jonas?’ asked Bindi, tentatively. DJ lightly touched the man’s arm, trying to rouse him. He didn’t look in very good shape. His face was pale and streaked with dried blood and his hair was matted in clumps.

‘Wake up, Jonas, please!’ urged Bindi. She felt for a pulse on his wrist, but couldn’t find one.

‘ERK!’ cried the cockatoo, its beak pressed close to the man’s right ear. The loud, piercing sound made Bindi and DJ wince.

‘If that’s not enough to wake him, nothing is!’ exclaimed DJ.


Jonas stirred with a soft groan. Bindi and DJ shared a look of relief. At least he was alive.

‘It’s okay, Jonas. We’re here to help.’ Bindi began hurriedly searching through her backpack for her first-aid kit. ‘Offer him some water, DJ. He must be really dehydrated.’

DJ fumbled for the bottle and unscrewed the lid, holding the bottle up to Jonas’s lips for him to drink. A little fluid trickled into his dry mouth. He let out another groan.

‘Jonas. Can you open your eyes?’

Jonas cleared his throat and slowly opened his eyes. It took a moment for him to focus. ‘Children? They sent children to find me?’

DJ explained. ‘We’re part of a larger search party.’

The cockie squawked, obviously not wanting to be forgotten.

‘A search party which also includes a loud bird!’ said Bindi. Jonas looked even more confused. She tried to explain. ‘We’re all helping Ines find you. She’s been very worried.’

‘Ines!’ At the thought of his girlfriend, Jonas shakily tried to sit up. Bindi restrained him. ‘We don’t want you to move yet in case it makes your injuries worse. Can you remember what happened?’


Jonas grimaced at the memory. ‘So stupid. I wanted a good angle for my photograph and I took a step backwards and fell over. That’s all I remember.’

‘Easily done, mate,’ said DJ, self-consciously brushing his grazed elbow.

Bindi grabbed the first-aid kit and started to gently apply some antiseptic to the wound on Jonas’s head. ‘Yes, you’ve got quite a lump here.’

Jonas grimaced as Bindi proceeded to clean up the rest of his cuts. ‘It’s my ankle that really hurts. I think it’s sprained.’

When Bindi was satisfied that the wounds were looking cleaner, Jonas motioned for DJ to come over. ‘It’s okay, I can move, I just need some assistance.’

DJ helped Jonas into a sitting position, leaning the injured man’s back against a rock for support. It was then that Jonas noticed DJ’s injuries.

‘You don’t look so good yourself.’

DJ dismissed the comment with a laugh. ‘It’s a long story.’ He offered Jonas more water and a muesli bar to help him get back some energy.

Bindi looked up at the sky, realising it was probably close to midday. It was getting hotter and the sun was packing some punch. They had better get moving. She quickly checked Jonas’s injured ankle while he tucked into the food and drink.

‘We’ll never get that boot on again.’ Bindi pointed towards the swelling around Jonas’s ankle. It was puffy and the bruising was a dark shade of purple. Bindi unravelled a gauze bandage and began to strap the ankle as well as she could.

DJ scouted the area, trying to figure out where they were. He noticed Jonas’s camera lying in the dirt a little way away. He grabbed it, and put it into the backpacker’s daypack, which he slung over his own shoulders.


By the time the ankle was strapped, Jonas already had more colour in his cheeks. Bindi packed up the first-aid kit. ‘We should get you back to the others, back to Ines.’

Jonas became restless. ‘Yes, I hate the thought of Ines worrying about me.’ He tried to stand but nearly fell over as his injured ankle was too painful to bear any weight.

‘Whoa, steady on.’ DJ grabbed Jonas around the waist and tried to hold him up.

‘I can walk,’ insisted Jonas.

DJ handed him a large eucalypt branch that looked a lot like a crutch. ‘Use this. I’ll support your weight as much as I can on the other side.’

‘We need to start making our way back.’ Bindi glanced around the trees, looking for the cockatoo. ‘Where have you gone?’ she asked, searching the sky.

The bird was nowhere to be seen.

‘Looks like we’re on our own,’ muttered DJ. He tried not to appear worried.

Bindi glanced at DJ. ‘You know the way, don’t you?’

DJ looked around him and made a quick decision. He pointed towards two tall bloodwood trees in the distance. ‘No worries, mate. That’s where we’re going!’


Jonas smiled for the first time that day. ‘I am very grateful to you both for finding me.’

Bindi smiled back. ‘That’s okay, Jonas. DJ will get us home in no time!’

DJ braced himself for Jonas to lean on him as he took his first step. He mumbled to himself, ‘Let’s hope so.’
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‘How much further?’ asked Jonas, as he paused to wipe the sweat from his forehead. It had been slow going and they seemed to have made little headway.

DJ felt two sets of expectant eyes focus on him. Looking around at the surrounding bush, he cleared his throat and answered with a confidence he didn’t feel. ‘Not far now.’

Jonas groaned. ‘You said that an hour ago.’

The scrub around them was thick. They had found their way back onto the wooded lowlands, covered with a range of grasses and wild flowers. Blue-winged kookaburras perched in the trees, lorikeets and honeyeaters feasted on the nectar of eucalypt flowers, and whistling black kites flew overhead. Bindi wished they were here under better circumstances. It really was very pretty.

‘The less we stand around talking, the sooner we’ll get back,’ grumbled DJ, as he helped support Jonas as he walked.

Bindi agreed. ‘DJ is right. It can’t be far now.’

They began their slow journey onwards. Jonas was being assisted on either side by Bindi and DJ. His ankle could bear little weight and when it did, the pain was intense. He was curious about his young rescuers. Conversation helped pass the time and distract him from the pain.

‘Do you live in Kakadu, DJ?’ asked Jonas.

‘No, I live in Darwin. But we visit pretty often.’


‘You are lucky, it’s an amazing place.’ Jonas looked around him. ‘I wish I was more able to appreciate it. There are some flowers around here I’d love to photograph.’

‘You and Ines can always come back,’ encouraged Bindi.

Jonas nodded. As he thought about Ines, the throbbing in his head grew worse. He tried to focus on the scenery. As his gaze drifted across their peaceful surroundings, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right.

‘I hate to seem ungrateful but are you sure you know where we are?’

The question was directed at DJ, who immediately became defensive. ‘Why do you ask?’

Jonas pointed to a large paperbark tree coming up on their right. ‘I could swear we’ve passed that tree already.’

DJ’s eyes flashed in annoyance. ‘What would you know, mate? There’s like a million of them, we’re in a paperbark forest!’

Jonas did a double take at the outburst. ‘Calm down, I’m just asking!’

‘You know, Jonas might be right,’ suggested Bindi, gently. ‘I think we’ve passed this spot before.’

DJ rolled his eyes. ‘What? Now you’re ganging up on me?’


Bindi and Jonas looked at DJ, unsure what to say. They hadn’t meant to make him angry. There was a long silence before DJ gave a big sigh.

‘You’re right, okay,’ he finally said, frowning into the glare of the sun. ‘I have no idea where we are. I admit it. We’re completely and totally lost!’
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Elsewhere in the park, a tired and disheartened search party took an afternoon drinks break. The rangers had no good news coming through on the two-way radio. Not only had they not found Jonas, but they had also lost contact with Bindi and DJ.


Though worried, Terri felt reassured that Bindi wasn’t out in the bush alone. ‘At least she’s with DJ. He’ll take care of her.’

Tommy stared into his mug of tea. ‘I hate to worry you, Terri, but I was about to say thank goodness DJ is with Bindi.’

Terri gave him a quizzical look.

‘DJ has a terrible sense of direction,’ Tommy explained. ‘He’s always getting lost. At the shops, at the park. If he steps out of a lift, he’s the fella that’ll instinctively head in the wrong direction …’ He stopped when he saw Terri’s worried expression.

‘But you guys come out to Kakadu all the time, don’t you?’ asked Terri.

Tommy laughed. ‘Sure we do. I give visitors tours about our Indigenous heritage and the rock art, but DJ generally has his nose buried in his Nintendo DS. I was impressed this morning to hear he had actually picked up some knowledge about the area.’

Terri was becoming really worried. ‘So that means they’re still out there on their own?’

Tommy looked up at the sky. ‘You’re never on your own in this part of the country.’ A cockatoo in the distance gave a reassuring squawk.


‘I’ll have to take your word for it,’ said Terri, grimly.

[image: image]

Nearby, Robert felt he was about to make a discovery. He had spied a breed of frog in the rushes that he couldn’t give a name to, and Robert knew frogs. This one was definitely a species he wasn’t familiar with. It was yellow with brown markings. He was already rehearsing names to call it as he stealthily crept closer.

‘The Yellow-Spotted Bob Frog – I like it.’ He nodded to himself as he moved even nearer. He was worried about scaring the frog away but he needed to have a good look at it.

Robert could already picture himself being introduced at a gala dinner for his outstanding research in discovering, naming and identifying Australia’s fauna and flora. He might even win a Eureka Award for his contribution to science!

Just as Robert was about to gently pick up the frog, a group of people from the search party walked past, calling out for Jonas. Robert watched in horror as the startled amphibian hopped quickly away.


‘No, come back!’ he called as he raced after his yellow-spotted treasure. ‘You haven’t been discovered yet, come back!’
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Not much had been said by the group since DJ’s awkward confession about being lost. Bindi suggested it was best to rest in the shade until they could come up with some kind of plan. The reality of the situation was beginning to dawn on them. It was now well into the afternoon and their food supplies were dwindling. Fresh water was scarce in the dry season.

‘Where’s that crazy cockatoo when you need it?’ muttered DJ.

Bindi looked around and shrugged. They all gazed glumly at their supplies spread out on the ground. Between the three of them, they had a one-litre bottle of water and two muesli bars. It didn’t look like much.

Jonas sank his head into his hands. ‘This is hopeless.’

DJ scratched his shoe in the dirt. ‘Come on, we’ve got to get moving.’


Jonas disagreed. ‘No, we keep walking in circles. We should stay still in one place and wait for the others to find us.’

DJ didn’t like Jonas trying to take over. ‘You’ve got a head injury. I’m not sure you should be making the decisions here.’

Jonas sat down stubbornly on a rock. ‘I’ve got a bump on my head but my brain works just fine, thanks!’

DJ threw up his hands. ‘Just get lost, why don’t you?’

‘I already did, twice, thanks to you!’

The two glared at each other. Bindi had had enough of both of them. ‘Zip it, you two, we have to stick together!’

‘Ouch!’ Jonas slapped a gigantic ant that was crawling on his thigh. ‘Oh! Ooh, oh, that stings!’ He hopped around on the spot in pain. He didn’t know which hurt more: his foot, his thigh or his head! ‘This country is super dangerous!’ he gasped.

‘Ssh!’ Bindi motioned for Jonas to be quiet. ‘I can hear something.’

DJ stood up, his hands on his hips. ‘Not again. It was you hearing things that got us into trouble in the first place.’

Bindi ignored him and tried to work out what the noise was.

‘It sounds like an engine of some sort,’ observed Jonas.

‘It’s a four-wheel drive!’ Bindi leapt into action and raced off in the direction of the sound.

‘Wait for me!’ cried Jonas as he hopped after Bindi. ‘Don’t leave me with this guy.’

‘So much for sticking together!’ DJ watched the two disappear into the distance. ‘I’ll pack up the supplies then,’ he muttered as he quickly gathered their things and hurried after them.

When DJ caught up to the others, Bindi and Jonas looked elated.


‘Why are you looking so happy? We missed the four-wheel drive, didn’t we?’

Bindi nodded. ‘Yep. But we found the road it was driving on!’
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The dirt road seemed to stretch forever but at least the ground was flat, which made for easier walking for poor Jonas. Bindi felt hopeful. Surely it was just a matter of time before they reached civilisation?

‘My head hurts,’ groaned Jonas. By now they were out of water and Bindi was worried about the risk of dehydration.

DJ pointed to a riverbed that ran alongside the road. ‘There might be some water left in the creek further along.’

Bindi nodded. It was worth a try.

They left the road and made their way down to the riverbed. DJ was right. It was still muddy and, as they continued, it became evident that there was more water the further on they walked. Soon, the bed was full of brown murky water.

DJ began unscrewing one of the bottles they were carrying. ‘We can try and siphon out most of the silt. It won’t taste good but it’s better than nothing.’

Just as he was about to dip the bottle into the creek, a loud ‘EERK’ rang out in the air. The cockatoo appeared out of nowhere and knocked the bottle from DJ’s hand.

‘What the …?’ DJ fell backwards onto the ground.

Bindi glanced up at the cocky and grabbed DJ.

‘Quick! Get away from the riverbank.’ She grabbed her friend and roughly pulled him back towards the bush. Once the three travellers were a few metres away from the water, Bindi scanned the river. Almost immediately she noticed a telltale sign. ‘Crocodile at two o’clock!’

What had at casual first glance looked like a submerged log was in fact a crocodile. DJ couldn’t believe it. He’d scanned the water and not noticed anything suspicious. ‘That cockatoo is a lifesaver!’

Bindi felt terrible. ‘I’m sorry, DJ! I should have spotted the croc earlier.’

DJ blushed. ‘Ah, you’ve already saved me from falling down a rocky embankment, Bindi. I should have checked the area more carefully before I went down to the water’s edge.’ He shook his head sheepishly. ‘I can’t believe I’ve made such a mess of today. I wanted to show you that I could be as good with animals and as understanding of the outback as you are.’

Bindi gave him a quick hug. ‘You’re funny, DJ. We all have different things we’re good at. And we’re both to blame for wandering off and not telling the others.’

‘ERK!’ The cocky squawked in agreement.

‘Keep it down, cocky. If you hadn’t led us astray, we wouldn’t have got lost in the first place,’ said DJ.

‘And you wouldn’t have found me,’ Jonas added, smiling at Bindi and DJ. He looked closely at the cockatoo and pulled out his camera. ‘This bird is amazing. It’s so full of personality!’

Bindi and DJ groaned. Jonas positioned his camera and took a photo of their feathered friend, who really did appear to pose, before resuming its jumping up and down on the branch.

DJ nodded to Jonas. ‘Now you have a picture of your real rescuer. Let’s follow. I think the cocky’s ready to take us home.’
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The cockatoo led them away from the road and once more through the long grasses. Bindi noticed a yellow marker that she recognised from earlier that morning. It seemed like an age since they had last been here.

‘I think we’re close!’

Sure enough, as they rounded a corner they came across Robert. He was darting through the bush going this way and that at a hectic pace. His energy was impressive after such a long hot day.

Bindi cleared her throat. ‘Ahem.’

Her brother nearly jumped out of his skin with surprise when he realised Bindi, DJ and another man were standing in the bush just in front of him.

‘What are you doing, Robert?’ Bindi asked.

Her brother blushed. ‘Ahhh …’ He searched for the words to explain but then his face brightened as an idea came to him. ‘I was looking for you guys and a Yellow-Spotted Bob Frog!’

Bindi giggled. ‘Of course you were!’

Robert scrutinised the man in the red shirt. ‘Are you Jonas?’

Jonas nodded.

‘Well, everyone’s been looking for you. Come on!’ Robert grabbed his hand and began leading the limping man through the bush.

Jonas turned back to Bindi and DJ. ‘Does this small boy know where to go?’

Robert continued walking, dragging the backpacker with him. ‘I think you’ll find I’m the only one here who didn’t get lost today!’

Bindi and DJ followed behind, chuckling. Robert had a point!
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The next day, having reunited the German tourists, Bindi’s and DJ’s families made their way along the rough dirt path towards the plunge pool at the base of Jim Jim Falls. The last part of the walk was rough going and they needed to carefully pick their way over boulder after boulder. The difficult journey was worth it, as the closer they got to the end of the gorge, the more impressive the view ahead became.

DJ, Bindi and Robert walked side by side. After the stress of the day before, it was wonderful to take in the beauty of the park without worrying about Jonas. He and Ines were resting up after Jonas got the all clear from the doctor.

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Bindi. ‘This place is awesome!’

‘Pretty cool, huh?’ DJ agreed.

They turned to look at Robert, who was peering into some nearby bushes.


‘What are you looking for, little buddy?’ asked Bindi.

DJ smiled. ‘Trying to find another yellow-spotted what’s-a-ma-call-it?’

Robert looked smug. ‘Nope. Not interested in frogs today. I’m determined to find a Tassie tiger before we leave Kakadu tomorrow.’

Bindi and DJ laughed. ‘Good luck with that, mate!’ they both called out as they ran towards the beautiful clear blue pool at the bottom of the falls.
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Bindi felt fantastic lying on her back in the cool water. The stress from the day before melted away. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the tranquillity. That is, until it was broken by a loud screech from a familiar cockatoo.

Bindi opened her eyes and looked up at her majestic friend as he swooped down the gorge and landed in a nearby tree. She looked over at DJ, who winked back at her. It made them feel special to think they were still being watched over by their feathered friend.

A woman sunning herself nearby on the rocks shook her fist at the noisy creature. ‘Stupid bird! I can’t hear myself think.’

Bindi smiled. They were definitely noisy. But cockatoos were also intelligent, mischievous and had heaps of personality. She wouldn’t want to silence them for anything. After all, this one had proved over and over again that he was indeed a guardian of the bush.











ANIMAL FACT FILE

SULPHUR-CRESTED COCKATOO
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[image: image] The sulphur-crested cockatoo is probably Australia’s best known parrot. These birds are often kept as pets, as they are extremely intelligent and are very good at learning to talk.

[image: image] They can live to be more than 70 years old.

[image: image] They grow to about 50 centimetres in length, and weigh 750–950 grams.

[image: image] The cockatoo population is widely distributed throughout most types of open-timbered country in northern, eastern and south-western Australia.

[image: image] They eat the seeds of grasses and herbaceous plants, grains, bulbous roots, berries, nuts and leaf buds.

[image: image] Sulphur-crested cockatoos nest in hollow limbs or holes high up in eucalyptus trees, near water. They breed between August and January in the south and March to September in the north of the country.
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Become a 
Wildlife Warrior!




Find out how at
 www.wildlifewarriors.org.au
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When out bushwalking,
 make sure you stay on
 marked walking tracks.
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