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      She was alone in a clearing and the dark forest was all around her. Like a great soundless wave. And she was frightened. But even as the fear beat at her, she knew, as if it had all happened to her before, that there were people searching for her. And if she stayed here in the clearing, if she stayed quite still in the darkness, she would be found.

      The wind made the tree tops billow like sails at sea. She breathed in the sharp scent of pine and tilted her head far back, gazing up. The moon was directly above her, floating in a deep blue sky. It seemed benevolent, a watchful friend. She sensed movements and sounds out in the darkness. Voices calling, calling her name. Burning torches flared through the thick branches. They were looking for her. She heard her own voice calling back. She stretched her hands out towards the darkness ... and her fingers sank into it. Soft and horrible. Like mud.

      [image: ]

      From somewhere outside the dream, she recognised that it really was mud. The awful feel of it forced her into consciousness. She opened her eyes. There was a throbbing pain in her head and her vision was cloudy, but she saw enough to know it wasn’t night-time and she wasn’t in a pine forest. She was lying on her stomach, her head lower than her feet and only inches from where water lapped. The mud was under her cheek too, warm against her skin. She could smell it, musty and faintly rotten with dead vegetation.

      The thought brought her jerkily to her knees, scrabbling backwards despite the shivers of nausea and the drumming in her head. Low, scrubby bush covered the slight slope that ran up from the water, but a spindly sapling had raised its head above the rest She grabbed it and used it to pull herself to her feet. Looking back, she realised she was by a sort of lagoon or, worse, a swamp. The water lay still and sullen and there was no sound apart from her own breathing.

      As in the dream, she was all alone.

      The light has gone strange, she thought fuzzily, and then realised the sun, low on the western horizon, had begun to set. The green of the trees had become greener, the brown of the mud browner, and the water was now shadowy and secret. She shuddered and put her hand to her head. Her hair was stuck down on one side with mud and when she tried to free it she felt a large lump on her scalp. Pain shot through her in sickening waves.

      Had she fallen over? Or had she been hit? A sudden sharp memory of hurt and terror, gone as swiftly. It was only then, as she tried to recall the thought, that she realised everything was gone.

      Everything.

      The shock of it froze her. Everything that had been and was and would be, all gone. It was as if her life was a blackboard and someone had come and washed it clean. She was nothing, she was newborn, she had come to life here by the water, in the mud.

      With a gasping cry she pulled herself further up against the thin trunk of the sapling, feeling it bending under her weight, seeking some comfort from another living thing no matter how unfeeling it might be. A bird on a last foray before nightfall scolded her, rustling amongst the leaves and twigs. It fluttered up into the branch above her head and gave a harsh call. The beady eye blurred ... became two ... four ... She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to clear them. When the waves of dizzy faintness had at last receded she looked again. The bird had gone and she was alone.

      Desperately she tried to remember something ... but there was nothing. Her mind had closed up, taking all her memories with it. Her childhood, her family, her life, all gone.

      ‘There must be someone,’ she told herself in a shaking voice which was meant to be reassuring. ‘Someone must be looking for me ...’

      A breeze rustled the leaves, replying to her whisper, and she felt chilled. The skin on her arms rose up in tiny bumps, and as she rubbed them she knew with sudden certainty that she owned a cloak, a new dark red one. She could feel the heavy weight against her shoulders, the swing of it against her skirts. She looked down, fully expecting to see it, and saw instead her gown, dark of colour and now grubby with mud. Her feet were bare and streaked with dirt.

      She looked like a pauper! She might well be one, except that she knew, again with a certainty that could not be ignored, that she was not. She knew she was used to being well cared for and well loved, and while the doubts circled her like cruel children taunting, she clung on to that knowledge.

      Then why am I here? she asked herself, holding her aching head. No one answered her. Only the terrible quiet. A great wave of fear and loneliness gripped her, and she slipped and almost fell, clinging wildly to the smooth-trunked sapling. Behind her a sudden gust of wind rippled the surface of the lagoon, as if someone was running swiftly across it, running after her. She felt the terror rising, and knew in a moment she would lose what common sense she had left and disgrace herself by screaming hysterically.

      That was when she heard the sound.

      At first it was just a whisper, like a vibration in the air. And then the whisper gained a rhythm - the sound of a horse galloping. With a cry, she began to push and pull her way through the scraggly bushes on the slope, towards the top. There must be a track of some sort up there and someone was coming. Someone who may be able to help her!

      The dull striking of the horse’s hooves was getting louder. She reached the scrub edging the bank and burst through at a run, and the beast was upon her.

      It was a brown horse. An ugly creature, she thought, even as she screamed. It veered to the side, missing her by a breath. She covered her eyes with her hands like a child. The rider was shouting ‘Whoa!’ and pulling at the reins. The horse whinnied, rearing half-heartedly on broad haunches. But it required effort to play up, and the horse was tired. It tossed its head a few times just to show its displeasure, and then stood still.

      Slowly, she spread her fingers and peeped out. The rider was staring at her as if he could hardly believe his eyes. He was so thin, his clothing flapped on him. He wore a dusty felt hat over his wild black hair, and his beard was the same colour only streaked with silver, and his dark eyes were sunken in a gaunt face. He said some words she was sure she had never heard before - was he a foreigner? But then she realised he must have been swearing, for he went on in a gravelly voice, ‘Are yer hurt?’

      Was she hurt? She tried to clear her thoughts, but the scramble to the track had brought back the dizziness and she suddenly felt very peculiar. ‘I’ve hurt my head,’ she managed. Her voice sounded soft and clear and educated, completely at odds with her appearance.

      He gawked at her. If she had been an African lion he couldn’t have looked any more astonished.

      She swayed, almost fell. That had him off his horse, but slowly, looking about him as if he expected someone else to pop out. She saw his hand slide across his waist, and noticed that he had a pistol there, tucked into his belt. He came closer, but still with caution.

      ‘Who are yer?’ he demanded.

      Suddenly she was very tired; her mouth trembled. ‘I don’t remember who I am. I don’t remember anything. I woke up just now, down by the water, and I don’t remember anything.’

      He stared at her, wide-eyed. ‘Down by Seaton’s Lagoon?’

      She nodded.

      He came closer, frowning. ‘Blonde, blue eyes,’ he muttered to himself. ‘And pretty ... under the dirt. Hey!’ His eyes widened. ‘I found some shoes lyin’ in the middle of the track about a mile back. I put ‘em in me saddle bag. Maybe they’re yours?’ Then the frown deepened and he put out a hand and touched her temple. When he took it away, there was blood on his fingertips, dark and sticky, like jam.

      ‘Yer hurt,’ he said blankly. And then, scowling, ‘Come on. I’ll take yer back to me friend.’

      Back to his friend? she thought. But her head was spinning too much to ask questions.

      ‘You shouldn’t go off on yer own,’ he was muttering. ‘Ain’t safe these days. There’re thieves in these parts’d do yer in for a penny!’

      She let him prattle on, as he lifted her up into the saddle. He seemed concerned for her and that was comforting. Surely a man wasn’t concerned for you if he meant you harm?

      ‘You must take me to the nearest town,’ she informed him, trying to be heard above the hammering in her temples. The order sounded familiar - she was used to giving them.

      But he wasn’t having any of that. ‘I’ll take yer to Adam,’ he replied firmly.

      Who was Adam, she meant to ask. But the horse was moving uneasily, disliking the stranger on its back, and she had to concentrate on staying on. The man climbed up behind her.

      ‘Come on then. It’s not far,’ he said in a soothing rumble. He dug his heels into the horse’s flanks and set it to a trot, back the way he had come.

      Her head was coming off. She kept expecting it to roll over her shoulder and bounce along the track behind them. The image made her smile to herself, although she knew she must be out of her senses to be imagining such things.

      The horse was stubbornly slow, resenting its double load. The journey seemed to go on and on. Her head drooped in pain and exhaustion and she was almost asleep when a flying beetle blundered, whirring, against her face. She felt the scratchy legs on her cheek and cried out, pushing it away. The thought of it tangled in her hair made her shudder. After that, she stayed awake.

      The man spoke to her occasionally, perhaps to satisfy himself she was still conscious, and every time he spoke his breath puffed like white smoke in the frozen air. He told her his name was Harvey, that he had had some bad news and was on his way to an inn to drown his sorrows - he said he had almost forgotten the taste of rum. Somehow, she got the impression that he worked on a farm with sheep, a lonely place. She remembered him saying, ‘Nearly there,’ a couple of times. And once, ‘Yer’ll be safe with Adam. He’ll know what to do for yer.’

      And the confidence in his voice instilled confidence in her.

      It was beyond twilight now, but the moon was up enough for them to see their way. The track was a pale, narrow ribbon curling into the darkness, and the trees were black shadows bending over them with evil intent. She stared about her, shivering, half delirious. Perhaps I am dead, she thought. Perhaps I died back at Seaton’s Lagoon, and this man who calls himself Harvey is Death, and he’s taking me to Heaven ... or Hell.

      She tried to turn her head, to see if beneath the wild black beard was a smooth white skull. But although his face was gaunt, it was not frightening. He gave her a reassuring grin and she realised he had hardly any teeth. And then the horse took a curve in the track and suddenly there was a camp site immediately before them.

      She blinked. The flare of the campfire threw strange shadows among the trees. She hardly noticed the cart drawn up under their shelter, or the horse cropping nearby, or the dog barking. Her eyes went to the man squatting beside the fire, his head up, watching. As the horse trotted, puffing, towards him, he rose slowly to his feet, and the light of the fire coloured him red and orange, as if he too were burning.

      Harvey called out in a loud, gruff voice. ‘Adam!’ And then added in that soothing rumble, ‘Here’s Adam. Yer safe now.’

      The horse came to a standstill, too tired to complain as the dog circled it, still barking. Harvey swung down, turning to help her to the ground. But as her bare feet came into contact with the hard earth her knees buckled. He grabbed her awkwardly under the arms.

      ‘Wolf!’ Adam called the dog to heel. And then, ‘Is she hurt?’

      ‘Someone’s clobbered her all right. Bushrangers, I reckon. Hit her and threw her into Seaton’s Lagoon ... or near enough. She’d just crawled back up to the track when I found her. Nearly ran her down.’

      ‘Do you know her?’ Adam asked.

      ‘Sounds Scotch to me, but I’ve never seen her before around here.’

      She lifted her head with a mighty effort, drawn by the need to see as well as hear what was going on. Harvey was frowning at his friend, but Adam was looking at her. He was of medium height and strongly built. Fair hair straggled unkempt over his shoulders and a beard covered most of his face. He was younger than the other man, but he looked just as rough and grubby - like a tinker, she thought. And his eyes were a tinker’s eyes, dark and liquid and very intelligent.

      He seemed to take in her situation with one hard look. ‘I’ll see to her head,’ he said, and slipped his arm around her, taking her weight from the older man. For a moment her sheer helplessness frightened her and she struggled in the stranger’s grip, but he murmured low in her ear, ‘I won’t hurt you,’ and she subsided, leaning against him.

      ‘Yer’ll need to wash it,’ Harvey said in a matter-of-fact voice. ‘Salt’ll do, if you’ve nothing else. Don’t like treatin’ head wounds meself. Never know what the damage is inside, where yer can’t see. Might be better to take her to a quack.’

      Adam barely glanced at him. He helped her over to the campfire, gripping her arms as he set her down beside it. The warmth was immediate - she had not realised until now how cold she was - and she gave a great shiver. He moved a billy of water onto the coals to boil, then went over to the cart and came back with a blanket to wrap around her.

      ‘Can yer cope, boy?’ Harvey asked. He had been watching, moving from foot to foot restlessly.

      ‘Aye, I’ll take care of her. She’s in your debt for this, Harvey.’

      Harvey murmured something, looking bashful. ‘I’ll get on to the inn then,’ he added, more loudly. ‘I’ve been lookin’ forward to a drink, and I don’t reckon I can wait for mornin’.’ He licked his lips to prove it.

      She straightened her back and struggled to find her voice. ‘Thank you, Mr Harvey.’

      Harvey smiled back at her gummily. ‘Yer a lucky man, Adam,’ he said.

      The comment seemed strange. Surely no man would consider himself lucky to be lumbered with an injured woman who had no memory of her past. She closed her eyes. The two men were speaking, but in voices so low they were inaudible. The dog, Wolf, brushed against her, sniffing curiously at her skirts, and then sank down by the fire with a sigh. She heard the sound of Harvey’s horse moving away into the darkness, quickening to a gallop. She heard the tinker - Adam - step closer, and realised he was removing the boiling water from the coals.

      She opened her eyes a slit, all she could manage, and watched him. He was adding what looked like salt to the water, swirling it around to dissolve it. ‘To clean your wound,’ he explained without looking up. Then, with a quick glance, ‘Did Harvey give you somethin’ to drink?’

      She shook her head and he went over to a rolled bundle of blankets on the ground - his bed for the night. He came back with a water bottle and held it out to her. She put the opening to her mouth and swallowed the cool, brackish liquid. It was heavenly, but when she tried to gulp more he removed it from her.

      ‘That’s enough for now. Too much and you might bring the lot up.’

      He set the bottle down and returned to the cart. Wolf heaved himself up and trotted after him. She let her eyes wander to the fire, mesmerized by the colours and the way in which they were constantly changing. Gold and orange, then flaring up into angry red as the chill breeze caught them. That same breeze whirled the smoke into her face and she coughed, eyes stinging.

      ‘Are these yours?’

      His voice startled her. She blinked and tried once more to focus properly. Adam was holding something else up, and she realised that it was a pair of shoes.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she whispered. ‘Where did you find them?’

      ‘Harvey found them along the track,’ he told her evenly. ‘You must’ve dropped them ... or someone else did.’

      ‘I don’t remember,’ she admitted at last. ‘I don’t remember anything.’

      He stared at her blankly. ‘You mean ... nothin’ at all?’

      ‘Nothing. Not even my name.’ The thudding in her head was getting worse and she had to close her eyes tightly to ease it

      ‘Not even your name!’ he repeated to himself. And then, gently, ‘Here, try these shoes on.’ He knelt at her feet and slipped one shoe on. It fitted perfectly, as only an old pair of shoes can, as if the leather has moulded itself to the contours of the wearer’s foot and become almost a second skin.

      ‘They are mine.’ Her voice was strange and high, like a child’s.

      The tinker was looking at her and suddenly his eyes were glinting with laughter. ‘Maybe we’ve found a name for you, Cinderella.’

      Bemused, she stared back at him. His face was slowly beginning to turn, which was very odd, she thought. And then she realised that the whole world was turning, around and around and around. She was spinning towards the dark forest she had been dreaming of while she lay by the lagoon. She was among the straight trunks, the moon sailing above, the smell of pine filling her head.

      And then there was nothing.
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      Her fingers moved, twitching, feeling. But this time it was cloth beneath them and not mud. It was warm and soft, and it covered her entirely, keeping out the chill. And this time it was not the smell of decaying vegetation but smoke, catching at her throat and making her want to cough. It overlay other smells, unfamiliar smells of earth and bush and dog.

      She opened her eyes and found that she was lying on a blanket. There was another blanket tucked over her and, close by, the fire had burned down to glowing coals. Wolf lay at her side, his rough grey fur making him look remarkably like his namesake. She lightly touched his head and he opened one brown eye, watching her with drowsy contentment.

      It was very late. She could tell by the fire and the stillness. There was a breathtaking chill in the air outside her cosy nest. She moved, stretching cramped muscles. Her head felt different and when she put her hand up she realised her wound had been cleaned and some sort of makeshift bandage wrapped around it.

      ‘Are you thirsty?’

      The voice was unfamiliar. She turned her head towards it and felt the throbbing pain return. He was a few steps from where she lay, a shadow half risen from the ground. At her movement he stood up and came towards her. Wolf thumped his tail. She remembered him then; the fair-haired tinker with the dark eyes. What was his name? Adam, that was it. The tinker called Adam.

      ‘I am thirsty,’ she said. An understatement: her throat was dry as dust.

      He stooped over her, helping her to sit up and sip from a mug. The water was still brackish and she gagged. He stayed kneeling beside her, watching her closely, as if expecting her to say or do something. Or, she thought wryly, expecting her to be sick.

      The water hovered in her throat a moment and then mercifully slid down. She breathed a deep sigh of relief - she didn’t want to be sick in front of him. She wished she wasn’t so dirty and dishevelled, with her hair all down and her legs showing. It made her feel even more vulnerable than she was.

      She lifted her chin and croaked politely, ‘Thank you.’

      He was silent, still watching her. Her head was pounding now as if someone were jumping up and down in it.

      ‘That will be all,’ she murmured, hardly aware of what she said, only wishing the thumping in her head would go away.

      He gave a startled crack of laughter. ‘No, that’s not all, Cinderella. I have to see you safely first.’

      Slowly, carefully, she forced her eyes back to him. ‘Do you?’

      ‘I feel it as an obligation,’ he added quietly.

      ‘My head hurts,’ she complained.

      He sat back with a smile. ‘So it should. I don’t suppose it helps for me to tell you it could’ve been worse?’

      She grimaced, and that hurt more. ‘No, it doesn’t’

      ‘There’ll be a doctor somewhere along the track,’ he added. ‘You’ll just have to make do until then.’

      The dark eyes surveyed her from the shadows of his face. She remembered the impression she had had of him from the first ... that he was a tinker. She asked him if he was.

      He took his time in answering. ‘I’ve bought meself a horse and cart, and I intend to make money selling goods on the Bendigo diggings. I suppose that does make me a sort of tinker.’ He smiled. ‘I’ve got blankets, boots, clothing, cloth, pans, picks, nails, flour, salt, sugar, raisins, salt-fish, tea and half a dozen good sized cheeses.’ He winked. ‘All the things that make money on the goldfields, Cinderella.’

      ‘Goldfields?’ she repeated softly.

      He chuckled. ‘You must’ve hit your head hard! The gold rush, Cinderella, that has this place turned arse over. Ballarat and Mount Alexander and Bendigo. They’re the main fields, although there’ve been other smaller rushes. Melbourne’s empty of all but the women and children, and the harbour’s full of empty ships. Every able-bodied man has up and left for the diggings to make his fortune. Every week, it seems, there’re more wild stories. I’ve heard you can pick gold nuggets up off the ground like potatoes.’ But he looked skeptical. ‘Everyone’s on the move. You can’t have forgotten that?’

      ‘No,’ she said slowly, cautiously testing her memories as she might the first steps on a shaky, swinging bridge across some bottomless ravine. ‘I believe I do remember the gold rush.’ She was so pleased and grateful to have remembered, she beamed up at him.

      He smiled and patted her shoulder in a gesture at once comforting and congratulatory. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows and there was a blur of colour on his brown forearm, a dazzle of blues and greens. A tattoo, she thought. He has a tattoo. Briefly, it seemed as though that meant something to her.

      On impulse she reached out and caught his hand in hers so that she could have a closer look. The tattoo portrayed a mermaid, curled sinuously across the width of his forearm, waves of fair hair snaking over but not quite covering her naked upper body. Beneath her curving fish tail was a date - 1849.

      The mermaid was beautiful, but so much nakedness ... she was taken aback. And yet the face was somehow familiar. She spoke her thoughts aloud. ‘I know her, don’t I?’

      Adam had lost his smile. ‘It’s you,’ he said. ‘Or near enough as makes no difference.’ Her eyes widened in surprise. She realised that she was still holding his hand and dropped it.

      ‘But you don’t know me,’ she whispered. ‘Do you?’

      Adam shook his head. ‘Never met you before in me life, Cinderella.’

      She spoke again, more sharply, to hide her embarrassment. ‘What year is it now? Is it still 1849?’

      Laughter danced in his eyes as if the serious moment had never been. ‘No, it’s 1852. Winter, 1852.’

      She nodded slowly. The year meant nothing.

      ‘Could I be travelling to Melbourne? Are we far from there?’

      He frowned. ‘About twenty-five mile. But the road over the Keilor Plains is already a quagmire from the rain and all the traffic headin’ north. We can’t go back there. It’s bad enough up ahead from what I hear. In good weather it takes about a week to get from Melbourne to the Bendigo Creek but if this rain keeps up, it’ll take that long to get one mile.’ He paused. ‘As I say, I’m bound for the Bendigo diggings, but I could leave you at one of the inns along the way.’ But he looked dubious, and she felt a sharp jab of loss at the thought of being left with strangers. Already this tinker had become someone to cling to in a world of confusion.

      ‘Maybe I was travelling to the goldfields, too,’ she said quickly.

      ‘Well ... perhaps. It’s possible you were taken by bushrangers. It happens. There are plenty of ‘em around, lookin’ for easy pickings. It could be your husband wrote and told you he’d struck it rich. Sometimes miners do that, send for their wives and families. Do you wear a wedding band?’

      She lifted her hand and looked at her fingers. There was no ring but on the third finger of her left hand there was a pale circlet on her flesh where a ring had been. She stared until her eyes began to ache but it was no use. Her mind simply refused to divulge any of its secrets.

      ‘Stolen probably,’ he said, with a grimace.

      ‘Well, at least we’ve discovered you’re Mrs Cinderella and if you’ve a husband somewhere out there he’ll likely come lookin’ for you. I know I would.’

      She hardly heard him. She felt so weary suddenly. ‘You can’t keep calling me that,’ she murmured, and closed her eyes. That’s not a proper name.’

      Somewhere there were people who loved her, somewhere there was a home she knew well. It did not seem right that she should be here with this stranger, in the silent, lonely bush. Perhaps, she thought, in the morning everything will be all right again.

      ‘Cinderella suits you.’ His voice came through the rising tide of sleep. ‘But for now I can call you Mrs Seaton. That’s where you came from, wasn’t it? Seaton’s Lagoon ...’

      Cinderella Seaton. It was a name, and would do as well as any other. His voice faded to nothing. Beneath the warmth of her blanket, she slept.
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      When she awoke it was dawn and her head did not hurt so much. Sleep had been deep and healing, preparing her for the day to come. She lay a moment, knowing that contrary to her hopes of the night before this was not a dream. She really was alone, with no memory of her past. The reality was still daunting, but not quite so terrifying as it had been last night. The morning had brought new hope. She glanced around her with awakening curiosity.

      The clearing was bathed in pale sunshine, though white fingers of mist still caressed the shadows. The tinker moved about, keeping the fire crackling while a pot of water boiled over the flames. He wore the same clothing as yesterday - she doubted he had any others - moleskin trousers, a blue woollen shirt and a thick jacket. His boots, too, looked as though they had seen good service. She noted how quietly he moved. Although he wasn’t tall, there was a breadth of shoulder and chest and hip which spoke of great strength. Self-contained, too; his thoughts his own unless he chose to share them. A bit of a loner. And yet he had been kind to her.

      ‘Hungry?’

      His voice interrupted her thoughts. Was she hungry? A rumble from her stomach answered the question. He turned and grinned at her over his shoulder. Sun and hardship had put lines around his eyes and the beard gave him a certain maturity. It was hard to tell his age but she thought he was somewhere in his twenties.

      ‘I’ve some Johnny cake,’ he told her, ‘and some mutton.’

      Upon inspection, Johnny cake turned out to be pan-fried damper. ‘Thank you,’ she said, trying to sound grateful.

      ‘How’s your head this morning?’

      Carefully she put a hand to it. Beneath the bandage she could feel the painful bump. It hurt, and the headache was still there, but much improved from last night.

      The tinker was holding out a mug towards her and she took it, burning her hand. When she finally got the mug to her lips, she found the tea hot and strong, and closed her eyes with pleasure. The silence settled around them, broken only by birds singing and the horse cropping. They might have been alone in all the world, the tinker and her.

      Tinker, she thought irritably. I must stop calling him that.

      She opened her eyes and realised he was watching her. His gaze travelled slowly over her muddied skirts, pausing at her bare ankles. She wriggled self-consciously, tucking them up under her hem so that only the toes of her shoes showed.

      ‘I haven’t even thanked you, Mr... er, Adam,’ she said uncomfortably.

      He looked up, and she noted again the intelligent gleam in those dark eyes. ‘It’s just Adam.’

      ‘That’s all? Adam?’

      ‘Yes.’

      She repeated it, in case it meant something to her. It didn’t. She squared her shoulders and held out her hand. ‘How do you do, Adam?’

      He looked at her hand and then at her, and slowly reached out to engulf it with his own. His fingers were callused, the nails ringed with grime. Hers were little better.

      ‘How do you do, Mrs Cinderella Seaton?’

      ‘A bit of a mouthful, isn’t it?’

      He smiled. ‘Aye, it is that. Maybe we can call you Cinders.’

      ‘Oh no!’

      He laughed at the revulsion in her voice. ‘Ella, then. Is that better?’

      She thought about it a moment, and then nodded. ‘Yes, much.’ His friendly smile disturbed her with its familiarity; he was a stranger and a lowly tinker, after all. Surely he should show her more deference ... more respect?

      She made her voice coolly polite. ‘You must address me, however, as Mrs Seaton, Adam.’

      He bowed his head in acquiescence. His expression was suitably respectful now, Ella couldn’t fault him on that. It was the gleam in his eyes she mistrusted.

      The food filled her up, but that was about the only good thing she could say about it. The Johnny cake was dry and hurt her gums, the mutton was old and tough. While Ella surreptitiously fed most of it to Wolf, she tried to visualise what she usually dined on. For an instant there was a flicker of something ... a white-clothed table with silver cutlery and fine crockery, a blaze of candles ... but it was gone as suddenly, and she was left with the suspicion that her mind had merely conjured up what she wanted to see.

      After breakfast Adam set about harnessing his mare to the cart and packing up his few belongings. Ella had no brush and although she longed to take the tangles out of her hair, she could not bring herself to ask for Adam’s comb - always assuming he owned one. He had suggested in an offhand way that she might want to go into the bushes for a bit, and although she wanted to relieve herself desperately, it had embarrassed her to have Adam know. Well, she told herself as she squatted in the leaves, difficult and embarrassing as it was, she would just have to put such niceties aside while she was travelling with Adam.

      When she returned, he was ready and waiting. He held out his hand to her, pulling her up onto the seat beside him. It was narrow and hard, but she made herself as comfortable as she could. Adam flicked the reins and set the mare into motion. The cart started with a jolt before settling into a sort of bumpy roll.

      They moved along the track, traversing the same ground Harvey and Ella had covered last night.

      ‘We’ll be on the Bendigo road by noon,’ Adam told her.

      Ella shifted on the hard seat. ‘Why did you leave the Bendigo road in the first place?’ she asked him, and then answered her own question. ‘I suppose you were visiting your friend Mr Harvey.’

      Adam smiled at the mare’s ears. ‘Harvey calls everyone his “friend”. But, aye, we are friends. Harvey was keen to be off to the inn, so he went on ahead while I camped for the night.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I was visitin’ a girl I know. She works on the same sheep station as Harvey. That’s why I was off the Bendigo road.’

      He seemed embarrassed, and Ella thought it prudent to change the subject. ‘Is Mr Harvey going to the goldfields, too?’

      Adam shrugged. ‘He’ll spend all his money on rum, sleep it off, and then go back to shepherding or starve.’

      The scorn in his voice made her curious. ‘Have you ever been a shepherd?’

      ‘No,’ Adam said emphatically.

      ‘Tell me about Bendigo,’ she asked after a moment

      ‘I’ve never been there,’ he admitted with a wry smile. ‘But I’ve heard the Bendigo field is big - about 50,000 miners on it. First place they found gold there was in the Bendigo Creek, but that was last year. They say a woman found it, the wife of a sheep station foreman. There was a big rush, but after the first excitement things settled down. Now they’ve found gold at another place on the Bendigo, called Eaglehawk Gully. Everyone’s headed that way: the Vandemon lads, the farmers, the shepherds, them with their feet still wet from the boat. Everyone. I hear Ballarat’s nearly empty, the same at Forest Creek. They all think there’re fortunes to be made at Eaglehawk, one way or another.’

      Ella thought about this for a moment. The Bendigo goldfield sounded like a place of bustling hysteria and excitement and possibly danger. Perhaps it would be more sensible and safer to return to Melbourne. And yet, if the road really was as bad as Adam had said ... Suddenly she cringed at placing herself in yet another stranger’s safe-keeping. If Adam was going north, then so was she!

      Another thought occurred to her. ‘Will there be a policeman on the way to Bendigo?’

      He gave her a speculative look. ‘Could be.’

      ‘I need to report what has happened to me.’

      ‘There are a lot of things go on these days without much hope of findin’ out who did them and why. A life doesn’t count for much on the goldfields, Cinderella.’ He rolled the name off his tongue as if he enjoyed saying it, irritating her.

      ‘What am I supposed to do then?’ she asked crossly. ‘I want to find out who I am. I want to find out where I was going, and why.’

      ‘I can do some askin’ for you,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘Leave it to me.’

      Her headache was getting worse. ‘I still think I should tell someone.’

      He shrugged as if it were a matter of indifference to him.

      She narrowed her eyes. ‘Are you a wanted man, Adam?’

      He laughed at that. ‘I’m thinkin’ of you, Cinderella. You don’t realise what sort of world you’ve dropped into.’

      ‘Maybe not, but I still need to report this to someone.’

      Adam nodded solemnly, as if he agreed whole-heartedly, and yet she wasn’t at all sure he did.

      ‘And please, call me Mrs Seaton. Anything else is most improper.’

      She sounded irritated - she was irritated! Maybe it was petty, but she knew in her soul that never had a man of Adam’s lowly station called her anything but ‘ma’am’.

      For a long time they were silent. The cart moved slowly along the track, while Wolf trotted beside it. Occasionally the dog would wander off into the trees on its own business, returning at regular intervals to supervise the journey. They were travelling through a forest of rough-trunked trees with narrow grey-green leaves, which Adam called box. The quiet and the shifting light could have been lovely, but there was a cold wind which went right through Ella’s thin gown. She thought again of the cloak she was certain she had owned, and shivered.

      ‘Here.’ Adam handed her something that looked suspiciously like a horse blanket.

      She opened her mouth to refuse it, and then changed her mind. It was better than nothing, she thought grimly, as she draped it around herself like a shawl. It smelt strongly of Bess the mare, and Ella bit a suddenly quivering lip. She was certain that never in her entire life had she worn a horse’s blanket. It was almost worse than eating Johnny cake and riding on a cart!

      They had rounded a bend in the track, and suddenly the passing scenery had a strange familiarity. Ella cried, ‘Stop!’

      Adam drew Bess up with a ‘Whoa!’ and a startled glance sideways. But Ella was staring towards the spindly growth at the track’s edge and a thin sapling which rose, like a spear, above the scrub.

      ‘This is where Mr Harvey found me,’ she said quietly. She felt her body quivering. ‘There’s a swamp down there – ’

      ‘Seaton’s Lagoon,’ he cut in, and somehow his voice soothed her fear. ‘I’d better take a look in case you’ve left somethin’ behind.’ Then, softly, ‘Do you want to come down too?’

      But Ella shook her head.

      Adam handed her the reins without another word, and vanished over the bank. He was gone a long time, and Ella waited impatiently. She was tempted to follow him down, but she knew she didn’t want to see that place again. Wolf snuffled in the bushes, head down and tail up. At last, Adam reappeared.

      ‘Well?’ she asked him more sharply than she meant.

      He shrugged. ‘No luggage, Mrs Seaton. Sorry. But you weren’t alone down there. I found footprints. Three men, I’d say. They left their horses up on the track and climbed down. Must o’ thought you were dead, or near enough, when they left you.’ He paused. ‘Looks to me like they were in a hurry - perhaps they heard someone else comin’ along the track. It’s busy enough some days. Might explain why you weren’t hurt worse.’

      ‘Worse!’ she burst out. ‘How much worse could it be?’

      He scratched his beard. ‘Well... you could’ve been raped, Mrs Seaton.’

      He sounded indifferent, as though he were telling her the time of day. Ella shivered under her blanket, her eyes fixed on his. He glanced away. ‘We’d better get on,’ he muttered. Ella said nothing, still shivering. After a moment Adam added in that same even tone, ‘I don’t believe in hurtin’ women.’

      There was a glitter in his eyes that hadn’t been there before and it took a moment for her to place it. Anger, that’ s what it was. Adam was angry because of what had been done to her.

      ‘Harvey said that these things happen all the time,’ she whispered.

      ‘Not when I’m around they don’t.’ His words were comforting, and gradually the shivering stopped. After a few more miles, Ella had to admit that the warmth of the blanket was worth the indignity. Why, she thought, there were probably women who would envy her this blanket, and the cart! Slowly the warmth and the rocking of the cart soothed her. Her head nodded and she slept.
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      It was day and sunlight shone in soft beams. She walked on the pine-needle covered ground, soundless. She knew, without being told, that she was no longer a child as she had been in the dark dream, but was now a woman. I am here to make a decision, she thought. A decision which will change my life. The sunlight streamed onto her face, but she felt dejected. There was an invisible weight upon her shoulders.

      In her head her father reminded her: ‘A woman must wed and it is past time you made your choice.’

      But he is not my choice.

      Her mother was puzzled by her resistance - what else was there for a woman but marriage? ‘He is an important man, he has wealth and good looks. He may not be “quite a gentleman”, but you can smooth out any rough edges. Isn’t there a sister, too?’

      ‘Yes ... in Sydney.’

      ‘Well, he seems quite devoted to her. There, now, surely a man who has such feeling for a sister will adore his wife!’

      ‘I don’t love him.’

      Her father’s outrage shrivelled her. ‘Love? How can you speak of love? You are no longer a foolish child! You are a grown woman of four and twenty. You should be grateful for any offer ... and such an offer!’

      Her mother was softer, wheedling. ‘We never hoped for such an offer for you. We are not wealthy but none can dispute our social standing. You are the laird’s daughter! You have looks, but beauty on its own is not enough, and you can be so distant, so offputting, my love. I had begun to despair ... you are almost on the shelf! And now, to receive such an offer! If you can’t think of yourself, you must think of your sisters and your brother. You must think what you can do for them.’

      ‘But I will have to leave my home. I will have to go across the seas to another country.’

      Her cry fell into silence. They wanted her to do her duty. And she knew, even while she pretended to decide upon the course of her life, that the decision was already made. She must think of her family. They would all benefit from such a marriage. Her husband-to-be was a rich and powerful man and if, as her mother said, he was not quite a gentleman, such things could be glossed over. It was childish to believe in marrying for love. Marriage was a duty one performed for the good of others.

      So when her heart cried out within her, she reprimanded it, and repeated to herself all that her parents had said. And yet ... and yet there was something so cold in his eyes. As cold as her heart. And it made her afraid.
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      Ella woke suddenly, confused and full of foreboding. She had dreamed, but the sense of it had already gone back into the blackness of her past. She moved, easing cramped limbs, and found that she was curved against something solid and warm, while a firm hand rested in the hollow of her waist. Befuddled, she opened her eyes and realised that she was sleeping against Adam, held there within the safety of his arm.

      Horrified, she jerked away from him so quickly her head spun. ‘I do beg your pardon,’ she managed in a gasp, pushing her tangled hair out of her eyes. ‘I must have fallen asleep.’

      ‘No need.’ He gave her a look she could only describe as quizzical. ‘It’s been a long time since a woman slept in me arms.’

      Ella widened her eyes at him, doubting she had heard him aright. He laughed. ‘I said slept, Cinderella. I’ve had women in me arms for other reasons.’

      He was coarse, she thought, and rough and ill-mannered. A tinker, not a gentleman by any means. Ella was affronted by his words, and insulted that he would think so little of her respectability as to utter them aloud. But she was also intelligent enough to realise she couldn’t judge Adam by her own standards - he came from another world. She must make allowances.

      He had been watching her, eyes alight with laughter, waiting to hear what she would say to his outrageous comment.

      ‘Are you married?’ she asked him quietly, regaining some composure.

      ‘No,’ he said easily, ‘that’s something I’m not.’

      ‘I wonder where my husband is?’

      ‘Could be you’re a widow,’ he supplied.

      Was that it? Was her husband dead? Did that explain her wandering alone on the roads? She tried to feel grief, but there was nothing but that terrible blankness.

      Ella felt Adam watching her, reading her thoughts on her face. He didn’t say anything; he was clever enough to know there was nothing he could say. She sat quiet, swaying with the movement of the cart, staring ahead at the track as Adam did. The silence was like the silence around the lagoon yesterday. If she hadn’t met Harvey, what would have happened to her? Would she have wandered through the bush until she died? What would happen when they reached the inn? Would Adam go off and leave her there? She fought down her panic. Someone must be looking for her. Someone must be missing her. She must believe that!

      Adam tightened his grip on the reins and Ella saw the beginnings of the tattoo where the jacket sleeve had ridden up. ‘Why do you have 1849 on your arm?’ she burst out, as much to block out her own growing fears as because she wanted to know.

      ‘I was over in California in 1849,’ he said. ‘I’m a forty-niner, Mrs Seaton.’

      ‘Oh?’ she frowned.

      ‘The Californian gold rush,’ he mocked her, but gently.

      ‘I’m sorry. You’ll have to explain it to me.’

      ‘Well, it was the first big gold rush ... and a great adventure. Like now, here in Victoria, men thought they could make a fortune by just picking the gold off the ground. And they made the journey from all over the world - England, France, Spain, Ireland ... everywhere. Yankees travelled around the coast from the east - it took some of ‘em eight months. I came by sea from Sydney and I got there quicker than them!’ He laughed, his dark eyes shining at the memory. ‘San Francisco was a village of a couple of huts and señoritas with brown eyes and sharp smiles and dogs running in the streets. But San Francisco was only the beginning of the journey for us would-be miners. We had to make our way inland, down the rivers, to find the gold. The country was wild, and so cold in winter it froze the breath from your mouth. It weren’t for the weak, Mrs Seaton.’

      He glanced at her, as if to assure himself he had her attention before going on. ‘I was at Sacramento first - the mosquitoes were big enough to carry you off. That’s where I found Wolf. A dirty ball of fur he was, but he had strength enough to lick me hand.’ He grinned at the memory. ‘Then I made my way up the Yuka to the foothills of the Sierra. It was hard work. I was young and strong, and I thought I’d make a fortune in a day and leave.’ His own naivete amused him. ‘I was far from home, a stranger. They hated strangers, and after a while I learned it was best to keep me mouth shut. The Yankees didn’t much like their own countrymen, but they hated anyone from outside it. They hated us Sydney Ducks, as they called us. We were all felons to them, and they’d hang us as soon as look at us.’

      Adam glanced at her again, but she was silent, listening intently. She didn’t even notice that it had begun to rain lightly. ‘At night the miners fought and gambled and drank. I found a partner - a Frenchy. We ate pork and beans because it was all we could afford. Frenchy swore that one day he’d be havin’ oysters and champagne.’ Adam laughed without humour at the memory. ‘He probably did have them at that.’

      ‘Surely being a ... forty-niner you would have a head start on the other miners going to Bendigo,’ Ella declared. ‘Is that what you intend?’

      Adam shook his head. ‘I’ve no intention of mining, Mrs Seaton. If I learned one thing in California, it was that there are easier and quicker ways of making money than digging for it or standing in freezing water up to your waist! You see, at every new rush the storekeepers and traders’d come in and set up and feed off us miners like leeches. And it’d be them who left with all the money - rich men every one! So I made up me mind that if there ever was a next time, I’d be one of the leeches!’

      Ella glanced at him sideways. Adam met her look and smiled blandly. ‘It’s early days yet. Give me a year or two and I’ll have a store and a whole string of wagons, and more money than I know what to do with.’

      The quiet way he said it made her think he was serious about it.

      ‘I might even be a moleskin squatter!’

      She blinked. ‘What is a moleskin squatter?’

      He winked. ‘An ordinary man who’s made good, Mrs Seaton. Good enough, anyway, to buy himself some land and call himself a squatter. Whether his neighbours invite him to tea is another matter.’ His voice had an ironic note to it. Ella tried to picture Adam in a frock coat and a top hat and failed.

      ‘Did you actually find any gold in California?’

      His mouth, which seemed to be made only to smile, turned down at the corners. ‘I found gold all right but that was my bad luck. I found it and lost it again, all in the same day. And nearly lost me heart with it.’

      ‘Your heart?’ she laughed, thinking he was joking.

      ‘Frenchy tried to cut it out.’

      Ella gasped. ‘What did you do?’

      ‘By the time I was meself again, he’d gone, and the money with him. I made me way back to San Francisco ... I hardly recognised the place. There’d been a big fire and it was all new built. The Yankees were wild to rid the place of the Sydney boys - they blamed them for the fire. And then news arrived about the gold rushes at Summerhill Creek and the Turon in New South Wales, and Clunes, here in Victoria. It seemed the right time to come home.’

      But Ella had fallen silent. One of the words Adam had spoken had given her further cause for alarm.

      Money.

      Despair dripped into her heart, slowly rising like a black tide. Money was something she didn’t have. Even her wedding ring was gone, and if she had had any other belongings, they must also have been stolen by her attackers. She swallowed, trying to think. What could a woman do, who had no husband and no means of support? The answers that came to mind were not pleasant.

      I won’t think of it, she told herself quickly. I won’t worry about it until I have to.

      There didn’t seem anything more to talk about after that, and she was glad when Adam decided they should stop for something to eat and drink. Afterwards they moved on again, at the same slow and steady pace. They had reached the Bendigo road now, but it was not much better than the track. Heavy traffic and wet weather made it slow going. Bess pulled them up an increasing incline towards Aitken’s Gap. Even Wolf had given up his rambling, and had jumped up onto the back of the cart, making himself comfortable on top of the tarpaulin.

      Her head aching, Ella dozed. At length two stooped figures appeared before them on the road and as the cart gradually gained upon them she realised that they were loaded down with mining gear. Each man had a very large bundle on his back which she assumed contained his bedding and blankets, as well as tools for mining and a few odds and ends for cooking.

      ‘New chums,’ snorted Adam under his breath. ‘Haven’t learned to keep their loads light yet.’

      ‘New chums?’

      ‘New to Victoria, new to the goldfields,’ Adam explained. ‘Now me, I’m what you’d call an “old hand”, Mrs Seaton.’

      ‘I’m sure you are,’ Ella murmured dryly.

      They were abreast the two men now. The pair had stepped aside to wait for the cart to pass them. They were clean shaven, or the next best thing to it, and Ella could see the weariness and exhaustion in their faces as they watched the cart trundle by.

      But instead of passing, Adam pulled Bess up. ‘Where are you bound?’ he called out to them.

      ‘Bendigo,’ one of them replied, between wariness and hope.

      ‘Aye, well, we’re goin’ as far as the Bush Inn,’ Adam told him casually. ‘I could carry your gear.’

      The two men exchanged an uneasy glance, but Ella could see they were sorely tempted. ‘How much?’

      Adam scratched his beard, considering. ‘Thirty shillings.’ The men glanced at one another again, this time in dismay.

      ‘It’s too much,’ the first one said baldly. ‘I could buy a gold licence for that.’

      Adam appeared astonished by this, and took some time to answer. When at last he did, he reduced the figure by half, but in such a way that it seemed like he was doing them an extraordinary favour. The haggling went on for some moments while Ella watched and listened in amazement. Finally the two miners agreed with ill grace and threw their packs onto the cart. Adam shook the reins and Bess plodded on, the two miners trailing behind.

      ‘I can see why you gave up mining,’ Ella said.

      Adam grinned at her.

      There were more miners on the road now. Mostly they travelled in small groups; perhaps two or three or four. Some had purchased horses or bullocks and carts to carry their equipment. Adam pointed out with contempt that this equipment often included feather mattresses and crockery and other heavy but useless articles.

      ‘A miner needs to travel light or he’s tired out before he gets to the diggings.’

      Ella supposed he was right, but couldn’t help a wistful, ‘But the ground is so hard, Adam. And tea tastes so much better from a china cup.’

      He laughed at her, but again she noticed that his eyes were kind.

      As the afternoon wore on, the sky grew darker and rain began to fall steadily. They would have to spend another night camping, Ella supposed, and was not looking forward to it. Her head was hurting, and now her back had joined in. But quite apart from the physical discomfort, she was becoming increasingly aware of the awkwardness of travelling alone with Adam.

      It was true that he was taking her to help and shelter. She did not dispute that, and she was grateful ... but it wasn’t proper. She should not be alone with him, or indeed with any man who wasn’t her husband or a relation. She might have lost her memory, but she knew the rules of the narrow polite society in which she lived.

      One of the miners accompanying them had even referred to her as Adam’s ‘missus’. Stunned, Ella had waited for Adam to correct him and when he didn’t, she opened her mouth to do so, only to catch Adam’s sharp warning look. As she had hesitated, he had leaned towards her. ‘If you look about you, Mrs Seaton, you’ll see it’s almost entirely men going to the gold rush. It’s safer if you’re somebody’s missus ... Even if that somebody is a tinker like me.’

      Ella had looked about her and realised the truth of it, and she had made no protest the next time the miner called her Adam’s missus.

      Adam glanced at Ella. ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘Is the rain ever going to stop?’ she muttered crossly, and pulled the blanket closer about her. Her hair was so wet it clung to her head, and the bandage was sodden. She was sure she had never felt so miserable in her life - she would have remembered misery such as this.

      ‘We’ll be there soon.’

      ‘At the inn?’ With a gasp of pleased surprise.

      But he laughed and shook his head. ‘No, the Gap. We can camp for the night.’

      Camping for the night was too awful to be contemplated, and Ella shuddered without replying.

      The sun was sinking, hidden by the clouds. Darkness settled around them, growing thicker by the moment. Bess’s ears twitched as if she heard something that Ella could not, and Wolf ran ahead to investigate. Slowly, Ella became aware that the silence was being invaded. Voices, just a murmur, and then the smell of wood smoke mingling with someone’s supper. Ahead was a large camp site. Tents and makeshift shelters were set up by the roadside and among the trees. Pale, weary faces peered out at them from inside dim calico caves and from under carts and drays. Horses stood, heads hanging, while bullocks roamed, the bells around their necks clanking rhythmically. All around water dripped.

      To Ella it looked like a wet version of hell.

      ‘Here we are,’ Adam said with satisfaction.

      She just stared at him.

      He smiled, sensing her outrage. ‘The country around here’s riddled with bushrangers, Mrs Seaton. That’s why travellers camp together - for safety.’

      Ella felt too numbed with cold and weariness to do more than sit huddled by the cart as Adam made camp. It was only when he had the fire burning brightly - a miracle in the steady rain - and had placed a hot mug of tea in her hands that she began to return to life.

      The Gap, as Adam had called it, was so busy it could have been a town on market day. Despite the crush, teams of bullocks were still pulling up, their drivers calling to each other and swearing foully at their beasts. There were carts like Adam’s as well as drays, gigs, and even hand barrows pushed by bedraggled miners. Others had settled for the night and were preparing their meals or laying out their bedding in whatever shelter they could manage.

      Ella realised that Adam had already done all this, moving about silently, waiting upon her as if she were his invited guest rather than an uninvited stranger. Suddenly she was ashamed of her own inadequacy.

      ‘I’m not much use to you, am I, Adam?’ she said quietly.

      He glanced at her but this time didn’t smile. ‘I don’t expect you to be, Mrs Seaton. I know you’re a lady, even if you can’t remember your name. I couldn’t ask you to light me fire and cook me mutton. Wouldn’t be right.’

      His words touched her, and humbled her when she remembered how she had looked down on him. ‘Nevertheless,’ she replied at last. ‘You must tell me how I can help you. I don’t want to be more of a burden than I am already.’

      Now he did smile. ‘You can help me by eating what I cook and pretending it’s oysters and champagne.’

      Ella even managed a smile back.

      ‘What’s ‘appened to yer missus?’  a voice interrupted. She glanced to the side and saw an interested row of faces over the flicker of a neighbouring fire.

      Adam continued to fry the piece of meat and didn’t answer.

      ‘Bushrangers, were it?’ another voice piped up.

      ‘Could have been,’ Adam replied evenly.

      The others took this as a ‘yes’ and shook their heads gloomily. One of them puffed on a short-stemmed pipe, and the air was pungent with a mixture of tobacco smoke, burning wood and damp clothing.

      ‘You goin’ north?’

      ‘Aye.’ Adam divided the meat and tipped Ella’s share onto her plate. She felt his eyes on her, warning of something she didn’t yet understand. ‘Eat up,’ he murmured, ‘and then I’ll have a look at your head.’

      His voice was almost drowned out by a roar of laughter from across the track. The bullock drivers were drinking, passing their bottle around. Ella realised, with a strange quiver inside, that she was the only woman here. The thought of being Adam’s ‘missus’ was suddenly very reassuring.

      She ate her meal, and afterwards he took off the bandage and frowned at the bump on her head. His hands were gentle but impersonal, dispelling any embarrassment she might have felt, but it seemed to Ella that everyone at the camp site watched with interest.

      Adam winked at her and said, ‘You’ll do. Climb in under the cart and get some sleep. I’ll just check on Bess.’

      She moved to obey, thinking of her wet clothing and knowing she wouldn’t be able to change out of it. Adam had laid out her bed in the dry darkness beneath the cart, and she pulled the blankets over herself, shivering. The hum of voices and the laughter receded, and she was almost asleep when a stirring near her startled her into wakefulness.

      Ella lifted her head, eyes wide, and saw that Adam was stretched out beside her with Wolf in the middle. ‘You can’t sleep here!’ she gasped.

      He turned his head and looked at her in amazement.

      ‘You can’t sleep here,’ she repeated, wondering how he could be so obtuse.

      A flicker of impatience lit the dark eyes. ‘I’m not sleeping out in the rain, Mrs Seaton. An’ I’m not interested in your body. I’m sorry if that’s indelicate, but I don’t know no other way to put it.’ He spoke in a practical manner, but there was mockery in it. ‘I feel an obligation to you, that’s all. You’re a lady not used to taking care of herself. I can see that. So I’ll take care of you until you find someone else. There’s no more to it than that.’

      Long before he had finished, Ella knew she’d erred. Once again she’d applied normal rules to a situation that was anything but normal. She felt her face flaming, and hoped he couldn’t see it. She nodded jerkily and lay down. After all his kindness to her! She should have known better. Who was there to see, anyway? Who was there to know what she and Adam had done? Who was there to care?

      ‘No one,’ Ella whispered softly. ‘There’s no one.’ She was alone, abandoned, and the rules of polite society no longer applied. The only rule was to survive.

      ‘Goodnight,’ Adam murmured, and Ella knew it was a sign to her that he had taken no offense.

      ‘Goodnight,’ she whispered back.

      At some time during the night, she half woke from her dreams. She was in the dark forest again, and the voices and the torches were coming closer. Ella stared up at the underside of the cart, not seeing it, not knowing where she was.

      ‘I want to go home,’ she said in a slurred, sleepy voice. ‘I don’t like it here. Can I go home?’

      A dark shape leaned over her; she felt his warm breath on her cheek. ‘You can go home, Cinderella. You just tell me where it is.’

      But the dream was already drawing her back. She snuggled closer into her makeshift bed, pressing against the warm bulk of Wolf the dog, and went back to sleep.
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      The Bush Inn, on the southern edge of the Black Forest, was a large and established hostelry, crackling with frantic life. Ella gazed upon it with weary relief.

      The journey from the Gap, though short in miles, had been dogged with rain and ill luck. What should have taken a couple of hours instead took an entire day. The cart wheels had become bogged numerous times, and each time Ella had had to climb down while Adam coaxed Bess to pull them out Sometimes it had meant unloading everything before the wheels would budge, a lengthy and frustrating process. The two miners, whose baggage Adam was carrying, had helped, but it was mainly Adam who did the work.

      Ella had stood in the drizzling rain, huddled in her blanket, her shoes sodden and muddy, and thought life could hold no misery greater than this. Even Wolf had looked depressed, preferring   to   crouch   beside   Ella  rather  than explore ahead. Adam had worked on grimly, his fair hair darkened with rain and sweat. And finally the cart would pull free, and they could move forward again. It was late in the day when Adam discovered Bess had thrown a shoe, but there was nothing to be done but continue on until they came to civilization.

      Adam had glanced at her now and again, but he said nothing. Neither of them had been in the mood for conversation. All along the road, miners had slogged through the rain, and slow, unwieldy bullock drays had ploughed onward. Sometimes they had passed the wreckages of other vehicles, and Ella had seen the half-rotted corpse of an abandoned horse or bullock.

      It had made her even more appreciative of the Bush Inn, its chimneys belching a smoky welcome in a late afternoon already waning to darkness.

      The inn was built of brick and timber, a solid piece of architecture in a transient landscape. Travellers could expect hot meals and drinks, for a price. There were private rooms too, but again the price was high. Most of the guests were content to share. When Adam and Ella arrived it was like a town, there were so many vehicles drawn up around it and for an impressive distance before and beyond it too.

      New arrivals gazed about in excited amazement, customers spilled from the doors with their drinks and their laughter. Wild-eyed miners shouted to each other about the latest gold finds and new chums told tales of bushrangers in the Black Forest and frightened themselves witless. A small number of women, some with children, attempted to create a semblance of normality, preparing meals on sullen fires and making up beds in their cramped, gloomy tents.

      Adam drew Bess to a halt and Ella saw that, besides the inn, there were other buildings - cottages, and one slab hut recognisable as a blacksmith’s shop. The bad road and bad weather meant plenty of business, and the smithy and his helpers were fully occupied with several horses to be shoed and a wagon with a broken axle.

      The two miners collected their belongings from Adam’s cart with murmured thanks and goodbyes. Adam stood and watched them fight their way into the inn; Ella could almost see him regathering his strength, before he faced the smithy.

      The blacksmith was clean-shaven with lank grey hair and massive shoulders. He looked up as Adam approached, sharp eyes assessing his worth. Ella watched them confer for what seemed a very long time, until at last Adam nodded his head in a manner more resigned than satisfied. He came back to Ella, his face looking strained and tired. She supposed she looked the same.

      ‘Two shillings for a horse shoe,’ he groaned. ‘Bloody robbery. And he says he’s too busy to do it till the mornin’.’ He sighed. ‘Well, there’s no help for it.’

      Ella  wished  she   could   say  something  to soothe, but there didn’t seem to be anything appropriate. Adam glanced across at the inn and the crowd gathered about it. ‘Wait here,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and ask about a bed for you.’

      She was too weary to do more than nod and watch him push his way through the crowd and vanish into the inn. The rain was still falling. Ella saw one miner, the worse for drink, stagger and fall. A roar of laughter went up as he lifted a face caked with mud. Two men on horses galloped past, shouting and waving their
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