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Prologue
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London, 1873

“Hurry, Edith, I’ve word of your brother’s whereabouts. We must leave now if we are to find him before he moves on.”

Edith dropped her sewing and rushed from the sitting room after her father. In the vestibule she retrieved her cloak and threw it around her shoulders before she lifted a bulging carpet bag from the floor.

On the roadway outside their three-storey home stood a hansom cab. Her father held its door open. He handed her into its depth, called an address to the driver and followed her inside. With a lurch they moved off, exiting the square into the main thoroughfare toward the City.

Within minutes the cab sped into Limehouse. Around them, grimy streets crowded with down-at-heel residents revealed all the poverty and misery of the expanding capital. This wasn’t a place any lady would ever choose to visit.

The cab drew up in front of a squalid half-timbered building. Once it may have been a respectable inn, but it had since succumbed to its associates’ influence. 

Edith took her father’s hand for support exiting the cab. The stench of boiled cabbage, spilt beer, and worse, flooded her senses. Nausea engulfed her and Edith clutched a hand to her mouth.

“Wait here!” her father called up to the driver. 

On the slimy footpath, Edith drew a steadying breath, lifted her skirts above the filth, and followed her father through the blackened doorway of the public bar.

Inside, a few men sat at tables scattered around the room. Sawdust that looked and smelt as though it hadn’t been replaced for weeks, covered the floor. Edith scrabbled in her pocket for a handkerchief to clutch against her nose.

Her father stormed past the bar, ignoring the man serving there, and opened a rough door, which might have led to a cellar.

“Oi! You can’t go in there!’ the barman shouted.

“I can and I will!” Horatio Glendinning kept moving and so did Edith.

The door gave way to an alien scene—rows of low benches occupied by prostrate forms beneath a haze of brown smoke. Edith wrinkled her nose in distaste at the sickly sweet and musky smell.

A haggard-looking man stepped up to her father and offered him a long pipe.

Although stooped with age, Glendinning swept him aside. “Not for me. I have business with one of your clients.” He hurried forward and grabbed a dimmed lantern from the wall and increased its brightness. “Edith, stay there!” he called over his shoulder. 

He held the harsh blaze of his light over each man’s face. Some groaned as he turned them toward it. Edith held her breath as fear and hope battled within her. 

Was Harry really here?

At the far corner of the dingy room, her father found him. He must have spoken to Harry because her emaciated brother nodded in reply and struggled to his feet.

Her father supported Harry to the cab and manoeuvred him until he slumped against the cracked leather squabs. The strain of the event etched stark lines on her father’s face. Edith followed them inside.

“London Docks,” he called to the cabbie.

Minutes later they clattered into the heart of the docklands. A steamship rested alongside the wharf, alive with the activity of loading supplies in cargo nets. Onboard, crew finalised preparations for departure. Passengers, followed by porters carrying luggage, climbed the gangway. Seagulls wheeled above, screaming their displeasure. A salt-tinged breeze blew up-river, tugging Edith’s hair from its pins.

Her father manhandled Harry out of the cab, propped an arm under his shoulder and supported him on board. Edith followed, carrying their meagre hand luggage.

Below deck they shuffled Harry into a bare cabin and onto its single berth. Edith withdrew a nightshirt for her brother from the luggage. With brisk movements, they stripped Harry of his grimy clothes, threw the nightshirt over his head and eased him into the berth. To see her brother in this state squeezed her heart tight in her chest. She would do anything to help him recover. 

Edith’s father grasped her wrist and led her to an adjacent cabin. There was no haste in his movements now. 

His set face gave away nothing of his thoughts and emotions as his gaze held hers. “Edith, I’m charging you with the task of taking your brother away from all the vices of London and helping him establish a new life with purpose. I see no other solution at present. I’ll conclude the sale of my firm, then join you as soon as possible.” He paced the short distance between the cabin door and the berth on which Edith sat. Grey streaked his once-dark hair and his face had long ago taken its stern cast.

Tears stung Edith’s eyes at the thought of her imminent separation from all she knew and loved. She wanted time to stand still. She needed to savour her last few minutes with her beloved father. They would be separated for months to come. 

Right now, the price of duty and love felt too high.

“In the meantime, you must keep Harry from bad influences. Settle on a property as far from towns as possible. I believe we have a chance of saving him if you do.” Her father stopped to level a stare at her, silently seeking her agreement.

Edith nodded.

“This ship sails direct to Rockhampton. Mr Russell, the solicitor I told you of, will meet you there and advise you of suitable pastoral properties for sale. Take his advice, I trust him in all matters of business. He has been my friend and colleague for forty years.”

“Yes, father. I am sure Mr Russell will be most helpful,” Edith replied.

He gave a sharp nod. “Get out to the property as soon as possible and keep Harry there. Once he is away from the opium I believe he will come good, but you must keep him away from any temptation.” He paused, his severe face grim. 

Edith dipped her chin in agreement. She had never disobeyed her father’s wishes and this time would be no different. “I’ll do all I must to keep him safe and well.”

She fought back her tears to listen as he gave his final instructions and advice. Too soon came the shouted command for all visitors to leave the ship.

Edith hugged her father tightly despite his stiff, unyielding stance. She wanted to convey all the love and good wishes she could express, but it was hard when he was so reserved. “Look after yourself, Father, until we meet again. I hope it will be soon.”

He pressed a brief kiss to her forehead, turned on his heel and exited the cabin without a backward glance.

Tears tracked down Edith’s face. “Goodbye, Father,” she whispered. 

Would she ever see him again? 

The future seemed so unknown and its challenges insurmountable. It was her duty to help Harry rebuild his life in Australia.

But could she do it alone? 
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Rockhampton, central Queensland, Australia, 1873

The premises of Mr Stanley Russell, solicitor, stood on Quay Street in Rockhampton, the major town of the central region of the Colony of Queensland. The expensive, timber-panelled interior of his office reflected the firm’s status in the developing town. 

Harry Glendinning sat opposite the rotund solicitor and signed successive legal documents as directed. Beside him sat the owner of the pastoral lease Harry was purchasing. That gentleman, clearly a former military man from his aloof and formal bearing, smoothed his luxuriant mutton-chop whiskers. He said he had spent more than a decade establishing the run, although he had only lived there for the last four. Now, he was moving to another property in north Queensland.

With the last signature in place, Captain Charles Braithwaite turned to Harry and offered his handshake. “It’s good land—plenty of water—and that’s important here,” he drawled in a plummy voice, then gave Harry a speculative look as though weighing up whether to say more. “You’re a young man, so I’ll give you some advice—be careful of your neighbour, Robert Dysart. He’s a shark.” Braithwaite’s lips formed a sneer. “He wants your land to augment his property, to drought-proof it. He might appear friendly, but be warned—he’s after your land. And he will stop at nothing to get it.” Braithwaite levelled a hard stare at Henry. “Don’t ever trust him. He tried to jump my land claim years ago, which here is regarded as the behaviour of the worst blackguard.”

“I’ll remember your advice, Captain Braithwaite”, Harry said, grateful for the information.

“When do you and your sister leave for Riverview station?”

“Before the week’s end.”

Braithwaite nodded his approval, and pulled a silver case from his pocket. “Cheroot, Glendinning? They’re the finest West Indian leaf. Imported from London.”

What a friendly, good-natured chap. Harry returned an eager smile. “Don’t mind if I do.”

***
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WHILE HARRY KEPT HIS appointment with Mr Russell to finalise the purchase of Riverview pastoral station, located to the north near the township of Marlborough, Edith decided to walk from their hotel to the main commercial street of Rockhampton. This was the nearest port for the property. Whenever they needed supplies, the drays would be sent here to collect them.

Edith unfurled her parasol and strolled along the timber boardwalk flanking the dusty main street, eager to see more of the bustling town. 

Since her brother’s rescue from London, his health and mental state had improved. After two months on board ship with nothing but fresh air, sunshine and decent food, he had returned to his youthful self. 

His enthusiasm for a rural life had re-emerged. Now he was impatient to commence management of a pastoral property and to create the future he had dreamed of, before the despair of trying to follow in his father’s footsteps in the law profession.

Relieved by Harry’s recovery, Edith no longer woke in the middle of the night fretting about where he was, with whom he associated, and whether the story he had told about why he needed money was true. The future had begun to appear brighter and as something to anticipate with hope.

It took all of half an hour to gaze in all the shop windows, as she had no intention to buy. Her curiosity about the available shops satisfied, she headed toward the quay to watch the ships moving on the broad, brown Fitzroy River.

Edith spun her parasol and quickened her pace. The strain of the months of anxiety about Harry’s addiction before their departure had dissolved as the journey continued, rejuvenating her former positive, hopeful state of mind. 

That many items from their home had gone missing in the previous year was undeniable. Edith assumed Harry had used them to pay for opium or laudanum. He had become desperate when they cut off his supply of laudanum at home. The more they tried to help him give up the drug, the more he had used deception to obtain it.

Eventually their father had decided the only way to break the cycle was to send Harry where the drug would be harder to obtain. The answer was somewhere in Australia. Glendinning’s former associate, Stanley Russell, who had established his legal practice in Rockhampton, in the north of that continent, had become the key person in their search for a suitable property.

Edith navigated a path across the wagon-filled Quay Street roadway to the river’s roughly boarded edge. In the distance, a ship steamed up the sluggish river. She stopped to watch it approach. Did it come from London? Would she ever see her homeland and her younger sister again? An ache of loneliness and desolation grew until tears needled her eyes. For long minutes, Edith stood beneath her parasol watching the ship until it anchored in the river. 

The river wharves were full of ships. Every vessel had come from or was going to faraway places. The nearest ports were hundreds of miles away—Maryborough, the port for the Gympie goldfield, and Brisbane, the colony’s capital, to the south; while to the north were Port Denison and Cardwell. 

Around her, workmen unloaded cargo from a steam ship moored at the wharf. A gantry lifted netted barrels from the ship’s hold onto the quay. Nearby, labourers stacked them onto a dray. Harsh voices called orders, goods clattered on the wharf, and gulls squawked. Underlying all the clamouring sounds around her, ships’ riggings hummed to the tune of a fitful river breeze.

Edith loved the excited activity. 

A particularly strong blast of the river breeze brought the pungent scent of the brown river water mingled with the smell of horse manure. The unpleasant aroma reminded Edith of her surroundings and she turned away to resume her walk along the quay.

A shout boomed above the noise of the wharf. “Look out below!” 

Edith looked upward. Ropes screeched through wooden pulley blocks. 

Something collided with her side. The force of its weight and momentum hurled her onto the wharf’s timbers. Her body jolted on impact.

An explosion of sound deafened her. Beneath her the wharf shook with what seemed like the violence of a meteor falling to earth, but must have been cargo falling.

Breath knocked from her lungs, Edith gasped for oxygen. Behind her, raised voices and heavy footfalls sounded. 

Something compressed her waist. Edith opened her eyes. She lay clamped against the chest of a large man. He had careened into her. And somehow had managed to take the brunt of her fall. 

Tilting her head her gaze tracked upwards to a starched collar, a square chin with a light shadow of stubble, a straight line of mouth, and a nose worthy of a Gainsborough portrait. Two shrewd blue eyes looked at her from beneath straight brows.

It took just a second to recognise her rescuer as someone of consequence. And only a fraction longer for her to realise the muscled body of the most attractive man in the British Empire enveloped her. Her face burnt with a thousand hot pokers of embarrassment.

“Madam, are you harmed?” His deep voice, with a slight Scottish burr, sounded winded from their fall. 

She took a moment to check for aches or pains. Nothing. She had been saved from a dire fate and suffered no injury. She shook her head in reply.

His arms encircled her waist still, warming her skin through layers of muslin, whalebone, and linen. A quirk of amusement flickered across his mouth, which he flattened out immediately. “Good. Then perhaps we might arise from this uncomfortable position.” 

Edith stammered an apology and hurried to get up. His hands steadied her as she rose, helping her gain her footing. He stood in synchrony with her, until they faced one another, toe-to-toe. 

A rash of heat flamed up her neck to her face. Her gloved hands flew to her cheeks to cool them. She had never had such an embarrassing experience before! Nose-to-nose, in the arms of a man—her body stretched out the length of his—and in public! A man to whom she hadn’t even been introduced. A handful of workmen stood by, eyes curious. A few looked concerned, but most wore a knowing leer. Her face burned hotter.

The gentleman—for that he clearly was—reached out to remove her hands from her face and replace them with his own. His thumbs stroked over her cheeks. “You are decorated with dust. And I fear your gloves must be ruined from their rough treatment. At the very least they will need laundering.”

Oooh! Humiliation washed over her. She jerked his hands from her face and turned to flee.

His hand shot out to grasp hers. “Please, don’t hurry off alone. Allow me to escort you to your family.”

Edith halted and looked back at him. To be in such a position. She had been engulfed in this stranger’s arms. Her stomach shrivelled into a hard rock in her midriff.

He released his grip. 

“You must think me a perfect idiot!” she said. Still breathless, her hand shook as she reached down to pick up her dropped parasol.

“Indeed, I do not. Although it’s somewhat irregular, I think the circumstances warrant a waiving of society’s rule that strangers should be introduced by a third party. Allow me to introduce myself. Madam, I am Robert Forrester Dysart of Glen View station.” 

Edith offered her unsteady hand, in its battered glove, and he bowed over it formally. She looked up at him, awe-struck. From this new angle, he was tall and broad-shouldered. As she knew from her close examination, his face was tanned and handsome. Had she ever seen such an awe-inspiring figure before? She swallowed the lump in her throat.

“And you are?” he prompted.

“I ... am Miss Glendinning.”

“Surely you’re not a local resident? I would have met you by now.”

“Lately, of London,” she replied.

“It is my pleasure to meet you, Miss Glendinning. I truly hope you have come to no harm from this unfortunate accident.” He gestured behind him, where the damaged cargo still lay scattered over the wharf, surrounded by workers.

“I assure you, I’m unharmed. And you, sir, did you sustain any injury?”

He glanced down at this coat and gave it brief brush with the back of
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