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The night was breathtakingly hot, close and still.

So dark Tom could barely see an inch in front of him.

The moon was hiding behind the clouds, but here and there a star pierced the gloom with unexpected brightness.

There’s too much sky out here.

Trees stretched from horizon to horizon, like an invading army marching relentlessly forward in phalanx formation.

Tucked safely behind their shields, they had no regard for anyone in their way - if you didn’t get out of it, they’d mow you down as if you were hay.

There were more creatures than people out here, and in the darkness, they rustled in the bushes.

Their quiet scurrying was an almost continuous assault on Tom’s ears, terrifying because he didn’t know what they were.

Or whether they ate people.

Or just killed them for fun, and left the remains for scavengers.

You came across half-eaten corpses of things all the time.

He sat on the trunk of a big old gum he’d felled himself with an axe.

It’d taken days, and he had the sore shoulders and blistered hands to prove it.

So torn and blistered he had to wrap them in rags to protect them from the heat of his tin cup and plate.

Even worse, he’d have to do it all again in the morning.

And the next day.

And the one after that.

Tom sighed and leant forward to poke the fire with a stick.

Sparks spattered and flew into the sky.

The oils and resin in the wood popped and flared.

Fires were supposed to be cheerful things.

But Tom had shrunk into himself with pain, fear and defeat. It seemed the surviving eucalypts were leaning menacingly in towards him.

As if they might snatch him up and tear him to pieces in retribution for their fallen comrades.

Fair enough, he supposed.

The pieces he’d stacked up nearby leaked resin. Red, like blood.

Staining the wood as it dripped down to the ground.

When they dried out and were trimmed down, they’d become the walls of his cottage.

Or maybe fence posts, which seemed a demeaning end for a majestic tree that had fought so valiantly to survive.

He was all alone, in wild bushland, with real and supernatural creatures he didn’t understand and who didn’t understand him.

Lord knows what possessed him to take passage to this inescapably God-forsaken land.

He’d thought there was a fortune to be made.

Though he hadn’t reckoned on having to fight nature tooth and nail, day and night, in unrelenting back-breaking, soul-destroying labour.

He was such a dupe. 

All very well to have a cheap land grant, but without convict labour to work it, he was on his own.

In fact, he’d be on a boat on his way back to England in an instant, could he only afford the passage.

Everything was wrong here.

The sky too blue, the sun too hot, too many bugs - half of which can kill you.

Too many jumping creatures that move too fast and will break your bones as soon as look at you.

Good eating, though, if you can catch them.

Which is hard because they move too fast and are well used to evasion.

Not enough water, not enough tea, not enough booze, not enough women.

Too many aborigines that either nick your stuff or try to kill you.

Or both.

It was definitely a mistake to come to Australia, even more, to come out here into the bush alone.

But this was his land now, and if he didn’t work it, he’d lose it and be left with nothing. 

Not even his dignity.

Though right at that moment, Tom wasn’t sure his dignity was worth the price.

He could pretty much kiss Mary goodbye.

One or both of them would be dead before he’d established himself sufficiently to ask her to leave London for him.

The last letter he’d received was dated three months ago, and she still seemed keen when she wrote it.

But her parents were keener to get her out of the house; they’d probably sent her into service by now.

Or married her off to John the farrier.

What was wrong with him?

Why did everything he touch turn to shit?

Failed clerk that he was, why, in God’s name, did he leave his nice comfortable home in search of adventure?

And why Australia of all places?

Why not America?

Or Canada?

Some other country with a thin edge of civilisation.

Not enough raw wild adventure probably.

Being a bit yellow, New Zealand had been out of the question, but relationships with the Australian aboriginals had definitely been more warlike than he’d imagined.

Tom sighed again.

The one thing to be said for working hard all day was you slept well.

No matter the surface you slept on.

He dusted up the ground a little with his booted foot before rolling out his swag.

Tom wasn’t on the track anymore, so he didn’t need to wrap all his things up in a swag, but he liked to pack it up to keep the bugs out and all his things neat and together.

In this crazy time, you never knew when you’d need to do a runner, whether for the natives, bushrangers, escaped convicts or creatures.

It easier if everything was packed and ready to go, you didn’t have to risk sneaking back later to round up your stuff.  

He didn’t really want to take his boots off for fear of what might move into them, but they needed to air out, as did his feet.

When he put his spares on in the morning, he’d investigate them thoroughly with a stick before they got anywhere near his feet.

He lay on top of the folded blue woollen blanket, protected from the
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