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    Chapter One    

The man, Ilkepala, watched the raid on Montone Station from the cover of trees further up the hill. He was a tall, powerfully built man of middle years with hard, expressionless features, thick hair that hung in strands plaited with snakeskin and a chunk of beard that jutted from an already prominent jaw. His body was laced with cicatrices, reminders of painful initiations, but unlike the other men with him, he wore no paint. Ilkepala had no need of decorations of any sort, for he was a magic man, a keeper of knowledge, confidant of the spirits. His people respected and feared him . . . his enemies knew him not. Few white men had ever heard of Ilkepala, let alone set eyes on him. Jack Drew, the man he was watching now, was one of the privileged few.

Jack Drew, white man, absconded convict, had sought shelter among the Aborigines some ten years ago and his presence among the families had been brought to the attention of Ilkepala by hostile clans. They wanted the rogue killed, disposed of without delay, but his friends and his lover, Ngalla, pleaded for his life, claiming he was a good man, worthy of their pity. Ilkepala didn’t know about that. Drew did not have the face of a good man, it seemed to him; his eyes were too sharp, always hunting about, wary. Shark’s eyes. But then it was true that he had escaped from his own kind and was afraid to go back. Some Kamilaroi men had come forward to say the troopers had tracked the fellow through the bush for days when he first escaped, and they certainly would have hanged him had they caught him. In which case, he would have no love for the white authorities . . . Perhaps it would be a good idea to let him stay awhile. Observe him. There was much he could teach the families about the white man’s world if he made the effort to do so.

On that note, the matter rested. Jack Drew, though he did not know it, was under the protection of Ilkepala, who could have ordered his destruction at any time, but who instead became intrigued by this white fellow, the first one he’d been able to study at close range. He found Drew a mass of contradictions . . . bold and brash in his talk, mean and selfish at times, but a born leader. He was a fighter, in his own style, but no warrior, keeping clear of confrontations by resorting to jokes and humble apologies which, Ilkepala observed, were in fact meaningless. This white man did not suffer from loss of face at any time; such a condition did not exist in his terms, he just got on with his days. And there was his strength. He tried to fit in, was kind to his woman, made an effort to learn the language, and all the time unconsciously he was teaching them the white men’s ways.

Ilkepala issued instructions to the men who shared their campfires with Jack Drew, that they were to listen to him and learn. Question him as much as they liked because it was obvious he enjoyed answering. By his side they were able to learn about the white men and their ships, and the good men they called ‘convicts’ who were their slaves. They learned about horses who were good fellows and cows that you could eat, and sheep too, but their fur made the best coverings. All sorts of things were to be heard by his side, even that white women were the same as black women when their massive coverings were removed, and that was rather a disappointment.

Ilkepala even knew about Jack’s plan to find the yellow stones, known as gold, much prized by white men. He was always asking about gold, especially of tribesmen passing through, and though many brought him samples of what they thought he might be seeking, it was only recently that they had actually found some for him. What he intended to do then was of great interest to Ilkepala. He hoped Jack would stay, his fount of knowledge important in these terrible times. And had not Drew suffered too? His wife, Ngalla, and many of her family members had been murdered by white men when they ignored his pleas and went back to their sacred places. He had warned them that even a peaceful walkabout in country inhabited by whites was dangerous, but they could see no harm. He had begged them not to go, explaining that he couldn’t risk returning to that district with them, for fear he’d be captured, so he had waited in the hills for the loved ones who never returned. After that he linked up with another family, travelling north, keeping ahead of the terror, and eventually was permitted to attend a corroboree, where he had the privilege of glimpsing some of the powers of magic men.

‘Who is that?’ he’d asked fearfully, when Ilkepala himself had appeared, first on a nearby ridge and in a second rearing up among them, a giant breathing fire, his voice like that of a great spirit, echoing throughout the valley. The demonstration had been necessary to force the various clans at this meeting place to concentrate on the dangers, casting aside all of their differences. The time had come to make decisions. Those who could would go forth and join with the Tingum warriors. Since the Tingum and Kamilaroi peoples were not known to be the best of friends, this caused some mutterings, but Ilkepala roared his displeasure, frightening them into silence.

‘This is a time of great danger. You will heed me! Who dares turn his face away? Warriors go to Tingum country, families travel further into the shelter of the bush, keeping away from the whitefeller tracks!’

Later he gave instructions that Jack Drew was also expected to move to Tingum country and was astonished when he heard the white man had declined, arguing that he was not a warrior. Which was obvious, Ilkepala allowed with a snarl. Then he realised that the fool didn’t know any tribal boundaries; most of the time he’d hardly known where he was.

‘Just see that his travels take him towards Bussamarai’s camp,’ he ordered, and so it was done.

Many moons later, when he returned from conferring with worried northern tribes, he found Jack Drew living uneasily on the fringe of a large war camp, unable to obtain permission to depart.

‘What’s the point of having him here if you don’t use him?’ Ilkepala demanded of the chief.

‘I’ve been busy. I can’t be bothered with renegade white men.’

‘You’d better be bothered with this one. How many men have you lost lately? More than forty, and plenty wounded from the guns. That Jack Drew knows how the white men do battle, see what he can teach you.’

‘I won’t ask a dirty white man for help!’

Ilkepala gave a grim smile. ‘You won’t have to ask. Just bring him into the circle when you plan raids. Let him listen. The man is incapable of shutting his mouth. It is my belief he’ll be telling you your business in no time, such is his cheek. He may have things of interest to divulge.’

From that day on, Chief Bussamarai’s fortunes took a turn for the better. He had always been able to keep the white men out of his lands near the Wide Bay, but he was failing in his attacks on the settlers who were gradually surrounding him. Now the tide was turning. With Drew mapping out plans of attack, refusing to allow the traditional ways to take precedence, Bussamarai’s men were becoming the scourge of the district, driving white men out of their homes and rousting their sheep and cattle.

Ilkepala remembered the first time that Jack Drew had intervened in a discussion about a raid. He’d attended that meeting himself, unseen by the white man, because he had reason to be nervous. Jack Drew wasn’t proving to be at all helpful; he’d just squatted there, for the third night in a row, with his mouth firmly shut. Bussamarai was not impressed, nor would he lower himself to ask for this fellow’s opinion.

But just when Ilkepala had about given up and was considering asking Drew’s friends to give him a nudge, the man had exploded, butting in in a most violent manner.

‘You fools!’ he’d shouted, jumping up to face them. ‘There’s nothing brave about running at bullets. Your shields are useless against bullets. You’re all mad!’

The chief’s face blazed with anger at this outrage. Insult upon insult in only a few words. Ilkepala feared for Jack’s life. Quickly he conjured a thick curl of smoke from the central fire and a voice was heard to commend the chief for his wisdom.

‘A wise man hears all opinions and digests them,’ the voice added.

Never again did these warriors line up with their flimsy shields and spears to do battle. From Jack Drew they learned to value cunning above valour. To seek out and kill their main enemies . . . troopers. To forgo their war cries and bullroarers and attack in silence. From cover. To stampede herds, burn houses . . . Oh, he had a bagful of tricks did Jack Drew, tricks he paraded with great glee. Ilkepala thought he enjoyed the planning more than the battles.

The raid on Montone Station meant a lot to Bussamarai. His attack on this place last summer had been a disaster. Not only had the first row of his warriors been cut down by gunfire, after the battle the white men went among the fallen and slashed at those still alive with swords. Then they threw the bodies in a pile and set fire to them. To add to the chief’s anguish, as far as he could make out there were no casualties among the white people. Certainly there followed none of the usual funerals they normally observed.

Ilkepala felt a rush of exhilaration when he saw the Tingum men filtering through the scrub surrounding the homestead and the outbuildings on Montone Station, creeping up on white folk the way Jack Drew had advised. Though Jack Drew and the chief had become friends, if this second attack failed it would be a serious blow to the chief’s reputation, and it was possible that Jack Drew would have to carry the blame. Ilkepala shuddered. His own reputation could also be damaged. He tapped on the totem stick he carried to remind the spirits of his need for good fortune here.

But then Bussamarai led the attack and Ilkepala leapt up to watch. He saw the chief break cover and race forward with his spear and tomahawk as the station dogs began to bark, his men darting out from all sides.

A white woman emerged from the bird house carrying a basket and was immediately killed. As she fell, eggs toppled from the basket and smashed all about her. Ilkepala sighed. The attackers had raced on, the caged birds shrieking and cackling in a panic, and those good eggs were wasted. He had become particularly fond of the eggs those strange birds laid, and always gave special blessings to any person who could bring one to him.

But what was this? Jack Drew was in among the first wave of warriors, and already guns were blazing from the windows. He dodged between buildings, soon making it to the main house, keeping up with Bussamarai.

‘What’s he doing there?’ Ilkepala demanded of his own men.

‘The chief’s rule,’ Moorabi said. ‘All his men have to fight.’

‘But not him. He’ll just get in the way.’

‘Bussamarai wanted him to fight, to show loyalty.’

Ilkepala shook his head. He didn’t imagine Jack Drew would be happy about this, since he’d always managed to avoid fighting, and had never taken part in raids before. He didn’t have the strength or agility of the black men. Quite possibly, the magic man mused, Bussamarai was testing him, forcing him to confront his own people. An interesting experiment, but a waste.

The whites were resisting strongly, keeping up a steady fire, causing many casualties, but Tingum men were dashing over to a veranda, racing along, battering at doors, finally breaking in. Guns were banging like thunder. Someone had set fire to the outbuildings and was running with a flaming torch to fire the main house but was shot down. Another man rushed forward and picked up the torch. Nothing could stop the assault now.

The defenders obviously knew that too. Ilkepala saw them making a run for it. There was a woman with them. They dodged from the house still firing their guns, and ran across to a long building, which wouldn’t protect them for long, Ilkepala thought, as he lost sight of them. But all of a sudden a mob of horses could be seen bearing down on the house from a front paddock, racing wildly, he thought, in as much of a panic as the caged birds.

The homestead was burning now. For a few minutes he lost sight of the main action and could only see more of Bussamarai’s men converging on the house. But suddenly, over past the long building, he glimpsed a group of white people making their escape on horseback, the big animals, fleet of foot, flying down the track with warriors racing after them, spears hurled hollowly into the dust.

‘Get down there and find Jack Drew,’ he told his two followers, and they sprinted away.

Bussamarai had won! The whites might have escaped but their station would not survive. All the buildings and that big haystack were afire, and celebrations had begun. There would be a great feast to mark this success. Later. Much later. Jack Drew had warned that if they won this battle they should get away fast, for this was the best of the sheep stations in the district and posses of gunmen and troopers would soon be on their tails, seeking revenge.

Smoke was curling into the sky and casting away into the breeze, that in itself enough to alert other whites in the area. Someone would come to investigate, and indeed there would be great anger over this day’s work, but it had to be done. Ilkepala had no false hopes about who would win the final battle in this part of the country. The Tingum days were numbered, as were those of the Kamilaroi nation before them and all the other tribes and nations in the south, but he could allow himself to believe that the more warlike tribes in the north would survive either by force or through disinterest by the whites. After all, they surely didn’t need all of blackfeller country.

He dropped down the slope in time to see the two men carrying Jack Drew towards the trees, and even from that distance he could see the man was in trouble, blood colouring his chest.

‘Fool,’ he muttered. ‘Playing at heroes. He could have hung back, gone off looting and firing sheds, as many a timid man would do.’

They placed him gently on ground softened by thick ferns and shook their heads as Ilkepala approached, so he was prepared for the bad chest wound, but the burns shocked him.

‘He was lying face-down in the house,’ they apologised. ‘What can we do for him?’

‘Take him from here as fast as you can, before he wakes up and the pain attacks him and he starts screaming. Put him in the cave behind the falls.’

‘Will he live?’

Ilkepala did not reply. He could not afford to be wrong. Maybe, he thought, maybe not.

He was half alive, but teetering between the worlds. They washed dust and debris from his sun-browned body, a peculiar sight with its white patches under arms, between thighs and toes and at the nape of his neck, protected by his shaggy hair, but his blood was normal, and plentiful. He had lost so much, his face, what could be seen of it, was paling to grey. Ilkepala sighed. The man was a shocking mess. The bullet had smashed into his shoulder and gone right through, fortunately not on the heart side, but that side of his face was badly burned, as were his left shoulder and arm, his hip and part of his leg. Roasted. As if on a spit. He wondered if it might be kinder to help the fellow die peacefully. But then he was a medicine man; here was a good chance to test various salves. First, though, the wound.

He packed it with poultices of ground tubers and herbs, front and back, hushing the man as he came awake, groaning and trying to free himself from the hands that held him still, as Ilkepala turned to the burns. He applied a protective skin of honey and weak sap, sending Moorabi, one of his helpers, into the bush to find more wild honey, a lot more. He would need a supply to keep tending all the burns on this big man. Then he reached into his dilly bag for a small pouch of ground fungi and fingered some into Jack’s mouth. It was strong medicine; it would ease the pain for a while.

The blue eyes snapped open as Drew spat out the foul-tasting powder and jerked his head away.

‘Who are you?’ he groaned.

‘I am Ilkepala.’

‘Oh, Jesus! That’s all I need. Get away from me!’

It surprised his physician that Jack Drew was speaking English, rare for him over the last few years, but he took the meaning as the fellow thrashed about and had to be held tighter. After all, the only other time this whitefeller had ever set eyes on him was back at that corroboree, where he learned to fear him. And he would have heard the name many times since.

Of course, with that effort, the pain really surfaced and Drew was writhing in pain and starting to yell, so Ilkepala forced the powder into his mouth this time, holding it closed until it would have dissolved.

‘Be still. The more you move, the more you suffer.’

Jack screamed in rage. Who was doing this to him? Who had put his body into this inferno? Into hell! That was where he was. Hell! ‘Oh, Jesus. Spare me. Don’t do this to me.’

A hand clamped over his mouth and he bit it. Who was this, trying to choke him? If he could only get up he’d kill the bastard with his bare hands. His tongue was swelling. It was growing like a thick lump of dough, right there inside his mouth, swelling. Jack panicked; he grabbed an arm, to beg for help, mute now, helpless, dying, gagged by his own tongue.

‘Be still,’ a voice said, settling him down, soothing him, and the panic wave flowed past him, taking with it the great burden he was carrying. Jack was so relieved, tears of gratitude flowed as he tried to think who his rescuer might be. A friend, he supposed, but what friend? He didn’t have any friends on this ship. Stuck down here with a hundred stinking felons, none of them worth spit, with no room to move. No wonder they said be still or you’ll suffer more. He would have to remember that. In this hell it was every man for himself, and Jack kept to that rule. By God he did. They moved aside pretty smart for Black Jack if they knew what was good for them.

He could hear them talking now, in a strange language. Who were they, for Christ’s sake? Maybe the ship had docked at Sydney Cove, the strange new land, and this was the local language. He guessed that would be right. They must have arrived to be placed in prisons from which there was no escape. Since when? He chortled. He’d be off first go.

‘Is he getting better?’ Moorabi asked. ‘He seems better.’

‘No.’ It had been five days. The powders were working, so Ilkepala retreated to the cool springs above the falls. They could not stay here indefinitely; Moorabi and his brother had to guide a contingent of their clan to new and safer lands, and he himself had to make a difficult journey into the dividing mountains to meet elders from the mighty Kalkadoon nation. He had serious business to discuss with these difficult and dangerous men who never grew out of the warrior stage, no matter what their years. Most of them had never even seen a white man, and all of them were convinced that their own power and magic made any sort of threat from the invaders laughable. It was Ilkepala’s job to be sure they heeded his warning, and – he took a deep breath now, for courage – to lodge a formal request for Kamilaroi and Tingum people to enter their land, where they would at least be safe for many years to come.

As he worried about the reaction of the Kalkadoons to such an outrageous proposal that didn’t even carry the incentive of trade, since his people had nothing much left to trade, he made short message sticks for Moorabi to take with him. The sticks were hewn to the size of his middle finger, the marking etched in and daubed with white paint. They were unmistakably from the great magic man, so few would dare disobey the instructions to assist and protect the traveller.

That chore completed, he returned to the cave and found Moorabi, a good and kind man, patiently brushing persistent flies away from the patient with a fan of leaves.

‘Is he awake?’ he asked, and Moorabi nodded.

‘We have to go soon. Two more days. That is all we can spare.’

‘Yes.’

Eventually time was up. Moorabi awaited instructions.

‘Get a canoe,’ Ilkepala said slowly, forming a plan as he spoke. ‘We can’t carry him and we can’t leave him. The river down there connects with the big river. I want you two to put him in a canoe and take him as far away from this place as you can. He must not be associated with this raid or they’ll kill him. That is, supposing he lives long enough.’

‘I’ll bloody live,’ the Englishman whispered, and Ilkepala thought he might just too, he was contrary enough. Wounded, burned, barely able to breathe properly let alone take care of himself, Jack Drew had the cheek to make that cranky remark a threat. As if it were Ilkepala’s fault he was in this mess.

The magic man called Moorabi aside. ‘He must be kept quiet on your journey so I’ll give him some heavy sleeping juice when you’re ready. I want you to go quietly down the river, as close as you can get to the big settlement, and leave him on the riverbank where he can be found. He will be in the hands of his own spirits then. They may help him, if they haven’t forgotten him.’

He cleaned the wounds again and smoothed on a lotion gleaned from the stalks of moonflowers, to produce a numbness and reduce pain while he worked. He had hoped to leave the maggots in place for a while yet, to continue their work of cleansing, but there was no more time. He would just have to sew up the wounds as they were and hope for the best. He searched his dilly bag for the twine and some fine slivers of bamboo, and started stitching, first the chest wound; then, as Moorabi gently turned the patient over, he closed the hole in his back. That done, he covered the wounds with clay and bark to stay the bleeding and hopefully protect them from further injury. The clay set hard within minutes. Next he turned his attention to the burns. They were coming along fairly well, the honey mixture hardening over them, giving the skin a chance to dry out and regrow.

The patient had gone back into his head again, muttering, arguing, cursing, and as Moorabi dripped water into his mouth, Jack Drew shifted restlessly, clutching at his chest. Ilkepala removed the hands firmly. ‘It might be a good idea to bind those hands to stop them pawing at wounds that have to be given peace,’ he told Moorabi.

As the early-morning mists drifted over the mangroves, he watched his two followers carry Jack Drew down to the log canoe and place him on a kangaroo skin crushed into the narrow base. They gave him a mantle of bark for shade and squatted front and back of him, their oars propped in the mud. Quickly Ilkepala pushed them off and the canoe shot out into the stream.

They all had to make up time now, not least Jack Drew. He had lost ten years of his whitefeller life; it would be hard for him to find his way back. If he lived. But he would have to do that, because he’d never find his blackfeller families again. They’d disappeared into strange new worlds.

He was back on the transport ship, in that hold again, water sloshing against the timbers, listening to O’Meara belabouring his friends over the need to watch for every chance to escape, since they’d heard the Emma Jane was right now sailing in Sydney Cove and due to drop anchor this very morn. It was hot in here, stinking even more than usual, but Brosnan was laughing at something. He was one of O’Meara’s mob. Politicals, they were called. Sent away from Ireland for raising hell. Jack liked that. The politicals were the only ones he found worth his time as the weeks passed, a cut above the rest of the scum. He liked the way they talked, the things they talked about, your rights and all that stuff that Jack had never known existed. He had his own rights. Me first they were, not as complicated as the Irish rules. But that Brosnan, he was always laughing, even in this hell, and to Jack’s astonishment, he could make him laugh too. Who would have believed it?

He felt a terrible pain in his chest and his hands flew but he couldn’t move them, they were bound. No, it was the bloody chains, they were all chained, and suddenly it was pitch black and silent and Brosnan was no longer there. He could hear O’Meara asking for Brosnan, and he told him. He was weeping, God help us, Jack Drew never wept over anyone, but there . . . Brosnan was dead. Shot. That’s right, they were at the Mudie farm, working for the bastard Mudie, and there was an escape on. But poor bloody Brosnan didn’t make it.

Someone was giving him water to drink, and slopping it on his face. Maybe the ship wasn’t moving at all, maybe he’d imagined that, and he was only on the prison hulk in the Thames and he’d been here for years and years and years.

‘Let me out,’ he screamed. ‘Let me out!’ But it wasn’t to be; they held him down, the chains were heavy. He could still hear the water slopping, slopping out there. It sounded so cool, so inviting, he wished he could drown in it, drown all this pain. Die. Who cared? He was sick of life.

The two black men kept on, skilfully avoiding bracken and debris in the wide reaches, and days later they swung out on to the big river that wound its way out to sea, and dug the heavy oars deep to push their unwieldy craft into the current.

For Moorabi it was a sad journey. He loved Meerwah, this wide river, but his people were moving away. At every stroke he took in the landmarks he knew so well . . . the leisurely bends in the river with their quiet leafy reaches, deceptive in their way, for great torrents had been known to surge down this river and engulf the land; the abundance of food and the endless beauty of bush often reflected in the waters. He remembered their favourite fishing spots, looking out for them, and the places where they’d often crossed to the south side, leading down to Bundjalung country.

Each day they swung to shore, quietly lifting the white man out of the canoe and into the water, as Ilkepala had instructed, to clean him up and keep him cool, for so far he was free of fever, thanks to the great man’s medicines. Then they deposited him in thick grass to dry off.

He would wake, muttering again, trying to move about in a drunken and ungainly way, but that was good for him, to avoid stiffness of the limbs and encourage his blood to flow evenly. This was the reason for the short stops. They too needed to exercise their limbs and muscles while they searched about for some food, but soon they were on their way again.

As they passed, Moorabi kept his eyes on the bush along the shores. The countryside seemed deserted; everything was so quiet, so normal, but he knew it was not. There were still tribal folk living here, refusing to leave, wary of strangers and hostile to white men, and troopers patrolled the area, watching for escapees from their prison, and any blackfellers they could find and shoot. It was dangerous country. Though Ilkepala had given them no fixed instructions, they had decided to keep going through the night because the moon was high and the river was running fast after the recent heavy rains. They estimated it would take only a couple more days to reach the outskirts of the white settlement, and the sooner they were in and out of there, the better. They could turn back then, dump the canoe and head north across country at a much faster pace.

It was a mystery to him why the white men built their houses, like the place that had just been burned to the ground, so far inland, in such isolated areas, when food was so plentiful down here. He was not to know that the inlanders were moneyed men who claimed huge areas of land for themselves and their cattle, for he had no concept of private ownership. But these were matters for thought as the hours passed, for hadn’t Ilkepala advised that there was much to learn if the people were to survive? So they skimmed along in the darkness, hardly making a sound, the waters seeming to be smoother, more restful with just the stars overhead and the world at rest, and the white man mumbled in his sleep again.

One afternoon they rounded a bend and saw a house high on a hill. His brother lifted his oar and looked back to Moorabi.

‘Where are we? I thought you said we had another day to go before we came close to them.’

‘So I did.’ Moorabi was confused. How could he have made such a mistake? He peered about him. He knew exactly where he was . . . There were the two bunya trees at this bend, exactly where they should be, and on the other side a sandy beach below the rocky outcrop. Behind it, he knew, was an ancient cave, a Dreaming place, very sacred. A sanctuary, Ilkepala had told him, for goodness against evil. But what was this? A whitefeller house up there on the rise, and part of the hill now bald!

‘They’re here,’ he said dismally. ‘I never expected to see them this far up the river.’

‘So we put him down here?’

‘Yes. This would be the place.’

Once again they lifted the whitefeller out of their canoe, and took him up the high bank. Moorabi tapped his forehead, hoping his words would penetrate.

‘We have to leave you now, Jack Drew. You did good with us. Our people will remember.’


  Chapter Two  

‘Come and look here,’ Bart, the post digger, yelled to the five men in their work party. ‘There’s a dead nigger down here on the riverbank. And not a stitch on him. Come and see.’

They rushed down to stare, but Albert, the gang boss, ventured closer, bending down to turn the body over and pulling back in shock. ‘Christ almighty, get a load of that. He’s been bashed and burned, the poor bugger. One of them high-and-mighty bosses might have got him. They don’t like blacks hanging about.’

The others moved down, but suddenly Bart screeched: ‘Look out! He ain’t dead. I saw him blink.’

‘Ah, get out,’ someone said. ‘You couldn’t see a horse blink.’

‘I did so, by God. Go on, Albert, you do a listen, see if you can hear him breathing. I reckon he’s still with us.’

Reluctantly Albert went down on one knee to investigate, feeling for a pulse, for a heartbeat, in the bare battered chest, but then the man moaned.

‘Cripes, Bart’s right,’ Albert said. ‘The poor bugger is still alive. We’d better take him up to the barn. Bring up the dray, you blokes.’

‘Then what?’ Bart said. ‘He looks more than poorly to me and we ain’t got no doctor.’

‘Doctors don’t come to blackfellers anyway,’ Albert retorted. ‘Help me get him over to the dray, we can’t leave him here.’

‘Wait till I get them cords off his wrists. Looks like he’s been bound and broke free. He could be a prisoner, Albert, we don’t want any trouble. They’ll be looking for him.’

‘What else can we do? Leave him here to rot? Come on, grab hold of him. Careful now, poor feller.’ Albert leaned down to lift the man’s shoulders, wincing as he groaned in pain. ‘Have we got anything to cover him?’

‘Hang on. Down here.’ Bart held up a kangaroo skin. ‘Here’s his clobber, but I can’t make out how it stays on him.’

‘Never mind. Bring it along. Now grab hold.’

They carried him up to the track and placed him on his side in the dray to avoid aggravating the burns on his other side, then covered him with the kangaroo skin.

‘We might as well quit for the day,’ Albert told them. ‘It’ll be dark before we get back. Put all the tools on the dray and don’t leave anything behind. I don’t want a repeat of yesterday. You know everything has to be handed in, axes, crowbars, the lot. Don’t even leave a spade out, never mind you’ll be using them tomorrow. They all have to be accounted for, every bloody night.’

Albert was worried as they tramped up to their barracks. They were all convicts from Brisbane prison, employed on this farm by Major Kit Ferrington, who had very strict rules. They were paid a few shillings a month, given food, meagre though it was, and lodgings, but they were not chained or locked in at night. Unless Ferrington was prepared to pay full-time guards, there was no point in that, since the convicts could escape at any time during the day if they wished. If they wished to be murdered by blacks or hunted down by troopers, Albert reflected. The farm was on the outskirts of the town, deep in the bush. There wouldn’t be much point in trying to escape from here. Nowhere to go but downriver, back to Brisbane.

Ferrington had what he called an honour system, to ensure his workers stayed on the job, and it was terrifyingly simple. He only employed men with good prison records who were nearing the end of their terms, and that made them vulnerable. Any transgressions and they were sent back to face a magistrate and probable flogging or extension of their sentence.

More blackmail than honour, Albert thought as they left the one-mile track through the bush and headed across open country that they had already cleared. There was no doubt this place, Emerald Downs as it was known, had the makings of a splendid farm in time . . . once it was fully established. It had good soil, plentiful water and acres of space. Some said there were farms in this country a hundred times bigger, but Albert thought this ten thousand acreage was monster. It would do him and then some. Right now, though, there was the problem of this poor bloke. Ferrington had more rules than you could poke a stick at, but there were none for this situation. He hoped he was doing the right thing, bringing in the blackfeller . . . What else could he do? But somehow he knew it wouldn’t go down too well with the boss, who, fortunately, was away. He often left the farm without advising anyone and returned without notice, ready to pounce on anyone who displeased him, so there was a fairly regular turnover of workers and a general malaise of anxiety among those who managed to hang on, with their imminent freedom at risk.

There were twelve men working the farm at present, five clearing and fencing, two carpenters working on the house, and the rest clearing blocks for ploughing and taking care of the dairy herd. Everyone worked hard, by God they did, desperate for their freedom. Albert was aware that had he been a free man, he would have had the title of overseer, and been paid a fair wage, but that wouldn’t do for a convict. He was simply the gang boss who lived in a dingy iron shed with the rest of the farm workers, and lined up morning and night for meals served to them from the kitchen window by a cranky Chinese cook known as Tom Lok. In all, though, Albert sighed, it wasn’t so bad here. Anything was preferable to more jail time. He kept his mind firmly fixed on the future; only a year to go and he’d be free. He’d decided to find a job as a clerk for a start; not too many ‘government men’ could read and write as well as he could . . .

‘Put him in the barn,’ Bart was saying. ‘Isn’t that what you said, Albert?’

He nodded, knowing that canny old Bart was covering himself. ‘Yes. I’ll go up to Polly and see if she’ll look at him. She’ll know what to do, he’s terrible sick.’

The homestead was far from finished. It was being built section by section.

‘Wings’ the Major called them. This part, this wing, Albert corrected himself, had all you’d need in a house and more, but Ferrington was just the one to want all the trimmings. The plans showed big reception rooms and a wing for guests, even a gaming room. Albert was impressed. His family back home in Liverpool had never lived in a real house, only dark rooms, jammed in the back of tenements. They never even owned any furniture; that is, until young Albert, aged twelve, had bought himself a bed. An iron bed with a springy wire base to hold a mattress, when he had one. Most times he’d used an old piece of carpet. But that bed, he reflected, had been his pride and joy; he’d dragged it with him every time the family moved, which was often. He’d had that bed right up to the time he was arrested, and he wondered who had it now.

Already Ferrington’s house was a flash place. It was all timber, with a shingle roof. From the front veranda there was a fine view across hill and dale, and he had a passage running straight through the house to catch the breeze, with rooms off either side, rooms that could shelter whole families. Though he’d never admit it in a million years, Albert loved this house. He’d watched it going up, stick by stick, enjoyed seeing the carpenters and plasterers at work, there being no end of talented tradesmen available in the overcrowded prison, and fairly drooled at the splendid furniture the carriers brought to the door. Wouldn’t he just love to have a house like this.

Fat chance, he told himself as he made for the kitchen at the rear of the house. But then you never knew what was ahead; stranger things had happened in this wild country. One pleasurable strange thing . . . Some years back, Captain Logan, Commandant of the Moreton Bay prison, had been murdered by blacks while on a shooting expedition out in the bush. Or so it was told. Wiser heads whispered that it was his convict bearers who’d done the deed, an act of revenge for Logan’s sadistic cruelty, but nothing could be proved. Whoever it was deserved a medal, the prisoners, and many free settlers, agreed. That recollection put a smile on Albert’s face, and he looked up at the sky.

‘All blue,’ he murmured ruefully, ‘not a single cloud in the sky. Not one!’ Except for that poor nigger, he reminded himself anxiously.

Mrs Pohlman, known as Polly, was the Major’s housekeeper and cook, and she occupied a room set between the kitchen and the laundry.

Apparently the Major had tested quite a few convict women for this job, placing a priority on cleanliness, and then he set out to find a woman who was also a really good cook.

Polly, a thin and wiry Irishwoman in her early thirties with prematurely grey hair and fierce green eyes, wasn’t the type to stir his blood, but she bragged openly that she was the best cook he’d ever find. And obviously the Major agreed.

‘I’ve got a job for life here,’ she told Albert.

That surprised Albert. ‘But your term will be up soon. Like the rest of us. You’ll be able to go free.’

‘Where to? I can’t afford to pay my own way home, and I’m not sure I’ll be wanting to. What’s there to go home to except heartbreak to see all the poor hungry folk around me? And haven’t I got me own room and all? I’d be a fool to leave. It’s beautiful here, a darling place and so quiet. Hardly any people here to go spoiling everything.’

Years in a crowded female factory and then Moreton Bay prison after a horrific voyage in the hold of a transport ship had Polly dreaming of space, of room to move about without having to touch the flesh of another. She’d become obsessive about cleanliness in an environment where the means did not exist, and now that they did . . . she kept herself scrubbed clean, couldn’t even tolerate a grimy fingernail after she’d worked in the vegetable garden. The kitchen shone and every corner of the Major’s house gleamed. Polly vowed she’d stay on here, even if he couldn’t be persuaded to pay her better than the convict wage.

She was in the vegetable garden, out beyond the laundry, plucking a bunch of leaves from some strange plants, when Albert appeared.

‘What would you be wanting at this hour?’ she asked him.

‘Just a word.’

‘That’s cheap. Smell these.’ She brushed the leaves under his nose. ‘Lovely, aren’t they? He brings me new herbs nearly every time he comes home.’

‘Smells good. Sort of clean and happy.’

‘So it should. It’s called basil, to make the lamb tasty. What was it you’re wanting?’

‘We’ve got a sick man in the barn. I thought you might have a look at him.’

‘What’s wrong with him? And what’s he doing in the barn? Has he got somethin’ catchin’?’

‘No. He’s been hurt. Got burned and all. Real bad.’

‘God help us and save us! I don’t think I can do much for burns. Wait here, I’ll get my bag and some bandages.’

As they hurried down the path, Albert told her a little more. ‘We found him down by the river. At the boat ramp. We thought he was dead . . .’

‘Ah, dear God!’ She strode out, faster now.

‘And there’s one more thing . . . the poor bloke. He is real bad, you know. No one to help him. He’s a blackfeller.’

‘He’s what!’ She stopped in her tracks and shoved her medicine bag at Albert. ‘I wouldn’t know what to do with a blackfeller. I never touched one.’

‘They’re no different from us, Polly.’

‘Who says so? They frighten the daylights out of me. I’m not going near no blackfeller.’

‘Oh come on. Just come down. I’ll go in and see how he is, and call you. Poor bloke’ll probably be dead by this, and you fretting about touching him.’

He had her walking again, reluctantly, and all the way she kept insisting she wouldn’t touch him. ‘I’ll tell you what to do, if I can. But I’m not going near him, not on your nelly.’

But then Bart came running towards them, stumbling on the steep path in his excitement. ‘He’s not a nigger! He’s white, true he is. Unless he’s piebald,’ he added with a grin.

Albert pushed past him. ‘Piebald? What are you talking about? Of course he’s a nigger.’

Now curiosity brought Polly along behind them as Albert charged into the barn.

He couldn’t see much as the shadows lengthened, so he lit an oil lamp.

The fellow was black! His skin was like old leather. He didn’t look much like a blackfeller now because he had sharp features and a hook nose, but who was to say? None of them knew much about blackfellers.

Bart pranced eagerly about the man on the floor, and pulled off the kangaroo skin covering him. ‘Take a look at his armpits. They’re white. And here between the legs, round the bollocks . . .’

Forgetting he was dealing with a seriously injured man, Bart grabbed the fellow’s thighs to part them, taking hold of a badly burned leg.

Jack was barely conscious, only now beginning to emerge from the heavy drugs that Moorabi had been administering, but that strong hand gripping him brought out a roar of pain and he lashed wildly with his fists.

‘Get away, you bastard!’ he shrieked. And fainted.

Hearing the English voice, Polly came rushing in, only to veer away at the sight of the naked body that looked like a nigger to her, after all.

‘I don’t know about this,’ she said. ‘What will the boss say? He don’t like strangers, you know.’

It took a while to convince her, since she rejected Bart’s offer to show her more of the patient than she wanted to see, but in the end, when they prised open an eyelid and showed her the pale green iris stationed there, she relented, more from curiosity than pity.

‘He’s got more than burns,’ she said accusingly. ‘Looks like he’s been shot. What’s going on here?’

No one answered. Most of the men shrugged, turning away, the excitement over.

‘Go on down to the cookhouse after you check in the tools,’ Albert told them, ‘and don’t mention this bloke in front of the Chink. We better keep quiet about him being here.’

‘The other blokes will find out. They have to come in here; you can’t keep them out.’

That was true. The barn was huge, a repository for animal feed, farming stores and implements.

‘Tell them to keep their mouths shut too. And try not to disturb him until . . .’

‘Until what?’

‘Until he is well enough to go on his way,’ Albert said uncertainly, hearing a grunt of irritation from Polly.

‘Don’t know when that’ll be,’ she said grimly. ‘The burns are bad, right down this side, even on his face. His hair’s burned off this side. I’ll bring down me scissors and cut it neat. Someone’s put a real hard ointment on the burns, like a crust, see. It’s falling off round the edge. For all I know it might be doing some good so I’ll leave it. Smells like honey.’

‘Who’d smear honey on a dying man?’ Albert asked anxiously.

‘Who says he’s dying? He seems to have trouble staying awake. Might be the pain, tiring him.’

For all the apparent clumsiness of her large, ungainly hands, Polly had a delicate touch. She examined the wounds on the man’s chest and back with care, washing off the mud that had set over them and standing back with a gasp of surprise to find they’d been stitched.

‘Bring the lamp closer! For God’s sake look at this. I’d say a bush doctor has helped him. Stitched the wound. Let’s see the back. The bullet’s gone right through, that’s obvious, but look here again. More stitches.’

Albert glanced quickly at the wounds and then moved away. He could smell the antiseptic she was using and hear the bloke moaning. Coming to again, he supposed. But what then? A bullet wound could mean only one thing. He was on the run, whoever he was, and that made the situation worse. They could go up for harbouring. He was mentally wringing his hands as he took another bucket of clean water over to Polly when she asked for it, and then a small beaker so she could give him some water to drink. Then he had to help her bandage his chest, apologising to her for the nakedness.

‘Yes, you’d better go and get him some clothes, Albert. Come what may, he has to have some trousers and a shirt at least. He can’t be runnin’ about in that bearskin.’

‘Will I go now?’

‘Yes. And get a move on. I don’t want to get caught in here.’

As soon as Albert had left, she leaned over the stranger and whispered to him: ‘Listen to me, mister. Are you escaped then? If you are, you can’t stay here. The boss’ll turn you in. He’s a high-up military man.’

Jack opened his eyes and stared at the woman. Who the hell was this? He groaned again. Christ, it hurt to bloody breathe. What had happened to him? Last thing he remembered he was on the prison ship. No, wait, he was at Mudie’s prison farm.

‘They shot Brosnan,’ he told her, his tongue thick and unwieldy.

‘Where? Where was this?’

‘Mudie’s.’

‘Mudie’s? Major Mudie’s?’ Every convict in New South Wales knew about Mudie’s prison farm. A truly brutal labour camp, mainly for chain gangs.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘Never mind now. You just try to stay still, and rest up. I’ll get Albert to find you a bunk.’

‘What’s the matter with me?’

‘You got shot. And you’ve got some bad burns. I’ll give you some laudanum to help you sleep.’

Jack struggled to remember. ‘They didn’t shoot me,’ he tried to tell her. It was Brosnan they shot, but she wouldn’t listen. He tried to convince her but his voice was fading. It was as if he’d fallen, dropped into a deep pool. He struggled up but sank again, then resurfaced, in and out of consciousness so often that he was unable to separate dreams and memories from reality. His body had turned into a torture chamber, his mind mud, quicksands, from the sustained pain someone was inflicting on him. All thoughts treacherous. But Jack Drew was a wily fellow, and there was a small section in his brain, way up there in the gods, that knew when to listen, or even just when . . .

Maybe it was a warning signal, preset, that came to his aid when all else failed. It had happened recently with the voice that had warned him to be still, and now here it was again; that small listening device had picked up another warning. He knew he was in danger, and he kept hold of that information as he sank down again.

They were moving him somewhere. Lifting. The woman fed him something warm and sloppy and comforting to his stomach, and then his mind shut down again under a strangely familiar odour.

‘He’s a bolter,’ she told Albert. ‘He says he comes from Mudie’s prison farm.’

He laughed. ‘That’s a tall one. They haven’t got convicts there any more. It got shut down years ago. Went back to England, did old Mudie.’

‘That’s what he said. Must have been a lie. Though a mysterious one if you ask me.’

‘What’s mysterious? He’s on the run. Got shot. But what do we do with him?’

‘He’ll just have to take his chances. We can’t tip him out, poor sick feller like that. I’m betting troopers will be riding in here any day, looking for him.’

‘Yeah. He was probably in a bush work party. And they shot him while he was trying to escape across the river.’ Albert frowned as he contemplated that scenario, knowing that somehow it didn’t fit.

‘That’d be right,’ she said sarcastically. ‘And on the way across he dressed his own wound and stitched it up and packed clay—’

‘All right then. Be smart. I was only trying to work him out. He must have been helped by the blacks. He got shot. They looked after him for a while . . . those burns aren’t new . . . and brought him here.’

She nodded. ‘But if the troopers come here, I’m not going back for harbouring him. If they ask me, I’ll be pointing up this away, I’m sorry to say. Best I can do is to keep out of their way, but you’re in the firing line, Albert. You won’t get away with keeping him hid.’

‘I know that,’ he retorted angrily. ‘I know that.’

At first light Polly ran down to the shed, half hoping that by some miracle the stranger would have managed to up and leave, but he was still there, sitting on the side of the low wooden bunk, head drooping as if holding it up would take too much effort.

‘I brought you some porridge,’ she said, and he squinted at her as if he didn’t understand.

‘Porridge?’ he echoed. ‘Porridge?’ But he made short work of it as she spooned it into him.

‘You’re looking better today,’ she said. ‘How do you feel?’

‘Giddy. My head’s spinning and my chest hurts like hell. What happened to me?’

‘I already told you. You got shot. And you’ve suffered burns as well.’

‘Jesus!’ He could only shake his head as if that astonished him.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Jack Drew,’ he said absently. ‘You got any more food?’

‘I can get you some bread and sausage. I didn’t know if you’d want to eat, you being so sick. Or even if you could eat much yet.’

‘I’m hungry,’ he said simply. ‘I could eat some more of that porridge stuff too.’

‘Right you are,’ she said, ‘I’ll go get it for you.’

Jack watched her go and then dragged himself to his feet. They’d put trousers on him, the first he’d worn in years, and they chafed in the crotch, and dragged painfully across the burn sores on his legs, but he gritted his teeth and began to walk, hanging on to the wall. He knew he couldn’t stay in this place, so he would have to make his body get itself fixed; it was only a matter of beating the pain. Obviously the gunshot wound wasn’t going to kill him, nor were the burns, which felt as if hot coals were embedded in his skin, so there was no excuse. He’d seen the blacks beat shocking injuries this way, by grit and concentration, and now it was his turn. And he could do it, he bet he could. Bloody oath.

He wished he hadn’t given the Irish woman his name. But he’d been carried away by the wondrous sweetness of whitefeller food, after all this time, and let it slip. It probably wasn’t a good idea to reveal his name, since he was an escaped convict, but then who would remember him now? No one. Surely. They’d more likely have given him up for dead.

Albert hurried over to see him that night. ‘How are you feeling, mate?’

‘Sore and bloody sorry. Where am I?’

His voice sounded strange. As English as the rest of them, born near the Bow bells true enough, but slow he was, as if he were having trouble getting the words out, chewing them up a bit. The sickness, he supposed; the poor feller would have been right sick the day he collected these injuries.

‘Emerald Downs farm, outside of Brisbane. Polly says your name is Jack Drew?’

‘Yes. Brisbane? Where’s that?’

Albert stared. ‘Brisbane? Why, it’s the port. Grew up around the Moreton Bay prison settlement. It’s thirty miles from here.’

He saw Drew’s eyes narrow and a frown crease the leather-smooth forehead. ‘You own this farm?’ he asked.

‘Cripes no! We just work here. Compliments of the prison bosses. Seeing out our time. I hope you don’t mind me asking, but are you on the run, mate?’

‘No.’

‘That’s a relief. Troopers would soon grab you here, if you were. We’ll do our best for you, the boss being away, but he doesn’t take to strangers . . .’

Drew struggled up. ‘I’ll be out of here as soon as I can. I don’t want to cause any trouble.’

‘You have to stay put a while, mate . . . you’re not fit to travel yet. Where did you come from?’

But Drew sank back on the thin mattress, his eyes closing wearily. ‘A long way,’ he sighed. ‘A bloody long way.’

For four days he found solace and safety in sleep, dragging himself out in the dead of night to test his strength, and explore this farm, accompanied by two suspicious dogs. They weren’t sure what to make of him, these wiry, half-starved animals, but crusts from his plate tipped the scales enough for them to allow him to limp quietly about their domain.

The woman, Polly, fed him, clucking over his injuries, marvelling that they were healing so fast, and answering his questions.

‘I don’t know who’s got the most questions, you or me, Mr Drew, since I can’t make out where you come from and you can’t figure out where you are.’

She clipped his thick, matted hair, and delicately shaved off the scorched and frayed beard . . . ‘Because you can’t be having a half-beard and a half-head of hair,’ she argued, when he tried to object, and he supposed she was right, but it was so long since he’d been clean-shaven, he’d forgotten the look of his own face.

‘There now,’ she said. ‘You’re not a bad-looking bloke after all. Myself, I took you to be the wild man of Borneo. But tell me now, Mr Drew. How did you get shot? Who would do that?’

Jack had been consolidating his story. He was a free man. He had come out to the colony to do some exploring and ended up living with the blacks for years.

He tried it on Polly and she was amazed.

‘You don’t say! Couldn’t you get away from them?’

‘No need. I liked living with them.’

‘Lord above! What were you exploring before you went native?’

Ah. Think quickly. Easy! ‘I was prospector . . . prospecting.’

‘What for?’

‘Gold.’

The minute he said that, his world seemed to explode.

‘Gold!’ he cried out, grabbing her arm. ‘Where’s my gold?’

‘What gold? You didn’t have no gold. You had nothing, Mr Drew. Not even a stitch of clothes. Albert had to get you into a shirt and trousers, you only had that kangaroo skin. Nothing . . .’

But Jack wasn’t listening. Suddenly he knew. It came to him in a burst of rage.

He remembered the raid on Montone Station. The fighting . . . he’d had to take part, shoved into the thick of it by Bussamarai . . . caught up in the excitement then, fighting his way into the house like a bloody lunatic, on into a bedroom where a woman . . . the face was familiar . . . was cringing against the wall in terror. She’d thought he was a savage.

‘Stay there,’ he’d hissed, and slammed the door quickly, turning to lead his black comrades away from that room, but he’d run into the station boss, who had a gun . . . and from there . . . Blank. No. The fire. The house was on fire and he was lying there, bloody fool . . .

Perspiration dripped from his face as he struggled to remember and the woman, Polly, fretted over him, wiping his face with a damp rag, moaning about him being feverish now.

‘Don’t be upsetting yourself,’ she said. ‘You’re all of a dither.’

‘The fire,’ he said. ‘I got burnt.’

‘Yes. That’s right now. The burns are healing remarkable, but you’ll have scars. Even on your poor face. Shouldn’t be too bad though. On your cheek and forehead mostly. But what about the gold? And where was the fire?’

Ilkepala was here somewhere. He’d always been terrified of that ugly bugger with his magic spells. Jack had seen the old rogue perform some terrifying acts. He could make himself a giant, he could be seen in two places at once . . . but none of that mattered any more. Where was his gold? It had been hidden in the thick leather belt he’d made with his own hands. Thick and strong that belt, and with the gold sewn into it it weighed a heap, but he never took it off.

‘A bush fire,’ he told her. A lie.

The blacks must have seen him get shot and dragged him out of the house before the fire finished him off. He guessed they would have fired the house, as planned. Frantically, he felt around his middle again. Uselessly. The belt had come off, fallen off somehow, the ties broken or burned. He never was able to find a buckle. It wouldn’t have occurred to the blacks to pick up his belt. It would still be there in that house! Bloody hell. That was the last he’d see of it. The owners would go back and rake over the ruins, looking to see what they could retrieve from the wreck . . . and they’d find it. Molten or rock solid, they’d find it. His gold.

‘Reckon it’s gone,’ he said miserably.

‘Your gold? Gone where?’

‘To the bastards who robbed me,’ he lied again. ‘A man can be unlucky. I spent ten years prospecting for gold. Finally had my hands on it . . .’ this was turning into a suitable tale, ‘and I was making my way back to civilisation when two blokes ambushered . . . ambushed me. Robbed me and I thought I’d die in the bush fire. If my blackfeller mates hadn’t found me I’d be dead meat by now.’ That bit was true enough. Someone had patched him up, one of their women probably.

‘That’s the sorriest thing I ever heard,’ she moaned. ‘Would you know those fellers again?’

‘Might do,’ he said wearily, ‘but it wouldn’t do much good, would it?’ The conversation was tiring him. Everything was tiring him. Where could he go from here? And where was he anyway?

‘I’m still in the dark, missus,’ he added, leaning on his good side. ‘Can you tell me about this Brisbane place? Where exactly is it?’

‘About thirty miles from here as the crow flies.’

‘Yeah. But how far from Sydney Town?’

She looked at him aghast. ‘Sydney Town! By God, you have done some roaming, Mr Drew. It’s a long ways off. Could be five or six hundred miles to the south, they say. Us government people were all brought up to Moreton Bay by ship.’

Jack hid a grin, surprised that he could find anything amusing in his situation, but ‘government people’ tickled him. Even the convicts could put on airs now. Maybe they were treated kindly these days . . . that’d be a miracle, but this lot didn’t seem too badly off. No boss in sight and no chains. Hard to believe.

‘I couldn’t walk back to Sydney Town then?’

‘Don’t think so. Not in your state anyways.’

That was what she said, but Jack knew she was wondering about his story. How had he got this far north if he didn’t even know of Brisbane? A port, obviously.

‘I came up thisaway inland,’ he told her. ‘Just kept moving on over the years, always on the lookout for gold. Reckon I lost count of where I was.’

‘Yairs,’ she said. Left it at that. Left unsaid more questions. Jack was good at picking up the unsaid. A lot of that stuff he’d learned from the blacks when he was struggling to learn their language. No alternative. Learn to fit in with them or go back to gaol and very nasty punishments for bolting. White men couldn’t survive in the bush. He’d been lucky that the first blacks he’d met had seen with their own eyes that he was being tracked by troopers, a lone man struggling blindly through the bush, trying to get away from them. So . . . they’d come to his aid, those savages! He’d been scared of them too, especially when they let him know they’d speared the three troopers! Killed them! Life with the blacks had started with a jolt.

He thought about walking to Sydney Town. That was all he could think to do at the minute. Nowhere else to go. And he could cover a lot of territory in a day now. Just like the blacks. He reckoned he could walk that thirty miles into Brisbane in half a day if he set his mind to it. Easy. He’d had plenty of practice. Feet like leather.

Sydney Town! He’d only really got a glimpse of it, but over the years in all his back-country wanderings he’d dreamed of going back. A man had to carry something with him to hold on to, for his identity, like, and he was bloody sure it wasn’t London and the grimy life he’d lived there.

He liked to reminisce about the day they’d disembarked from the transport ship, the Emma Jane, in Sydney Cove.

For a change the prisoners were assembling in an orderly manner, like waifs who might be denied an outing. The short-term men were frisky, boasting they’d only have to stick it out in this port for a few years and then they could take off back to the Old Country. But the Irish politicals, Brosnan and Court and O’Meara, were giving them the sneer for being fools, asking if they were planning to walk back over the oceans, because no ship would take them.

‘You’re all banished like us,’ Brosnan laughed. ‘So give ’em hell, lads.’

But Jack had his own plans. He had heard that a man could get over the hills beyond Sydney Town and make his way to China, so he was anxious for the slow-moving line to take him up to the deck so that he could see those hills for himself.

Chains clanking, he climbed to the deck in his turn, and there under the impossible blue skies of New South Wales he had his first glimpse of this prison. He looked about him in amazement.

There were people on the docks, waving and cheering as if royalty, not a bunch of felons, were disembarking. They sang and shouted encouragement as the prisoners wobbled on to the docks, while their shore escort of soldiers in red jackets stood in an untidy line awaiting instructions.

An array of tall masts lined the wharf like an avenue of willows in winter. The waters of the harbour glittered so blue in the warm sunshine that Jack imagined if he dipped a hand in them it would come up blue.

And then a strange thing happened. Jack Drew, robber, highwayman, one of the meanest characters the captain of the Emma Jane had ever had to deal with, found himself smiling.

He looked out over the stretch of the harbour with its vivid green shores, back to the white buildings of the town and off to the distant ring of blue hills, and he experienced, for the first time in his life, a sense of space. Of being able to reach out endlessly in an uncluttered world.

Overhead, gaudy birds wheeled lazily and then swept towards the hills. All about him now, from ship to shore, there was a burst of activity as officers shouted instructions, men were shoved and pushed into line and the onlookers fell back from the raucous voices of authority, but Jack was no longer part of it. To him, these people were intruders in the grand landscape.

‘Ah,’ he sighed now. The picture always pleased him. He’d carried it with him all these years, even though he’d come across magnificent scenery in his travels through the blackfeller-country. This one was his own picture.

He never bothered to revisit what had followed . . . the public floggings, the reminders that they were the scum of the earth and would be treated accordingly . . . except to recall that O’Meara and a little fellow called Scarpy had also escaped from Mudie’s prison farm and gone their own ways. Jack often wondered if they had managed to stay at large too, and what had become of them. Maybe they were back in Sydney Town. The only white people he could lay names to in the whole bloody country.

Rum, that. Come to think of it, he was like a newborn. Pity he’d given the name Jack Drew, which had been an alias in the first place. If they’d known they had Jack Wodrow, highwayman extraordinaire, in their court, he’d have got the rope, not transportation. But his alias was still a convict’s name. He just hadn’t been thinking fast enough. He should have told them something classy like Wellington or Marmaduke, and John instead of rough
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