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      Funny, but on the day it happened Luke had never felt so cocky. As he set off in the  cart that grey afternoon through Hobart’s wintry streets, he felt like he owned them. Felt like a king. Youth will do that to you.

      Storm clouds piled high in the leaden sky as he drew rein in the lane behind Abbott House. The imposing double-storey home, with its fashionable Battery Point address, was a far cry from Luke’s humble cottage in working-class Wapping. Yet he wouldn’t have swapped them. For all its grandeur, there was something cold, even sinister about the home’s forbidding stone façade.

      The force of the gathering gale caused the old pony to whinny and shy like a colt. Luke glanced up at Mt Wellington, its peak shrouded in cloud. Better hurry, the rain would hit soon. He knocked at the kitchen door, cap in hand, head bowed to the bitter southern blast. After a long wait, the housekeeper answered his knock. He was a favourite of hers, and knew it. A handsome lad with even features and bold, brown eyes, women already found his larrikin style and quick wit appealing. But instead of allowing him into the kitchen and out of the weather, perhaps even offering him a treat of freshly baked bread, she seemed oddly flustered and tried to close the door in his face. Luke jammed his boot inside to block it.

      ‘I’ve come for my sister, Mrs Dunsley. Where is she?’

      The housekeeper avoided Luke’s eye and tried again to force the door shut. With a shove he entered the cosy kitchen, which smelled comfortingly of cinnamon scones and roast beef. Generally he’d find Becky there, chopping vegetables or polishing the silver tableware required for the evening meal when Sir Henry Abbott was in town. This time she was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘Your sister will be here directly,’ said Mrs Dunsley. ‘She’ll be taking the master his tea, is all. How about a nice piece of corn bread and jam? Or would you rather some cold lamb and chutney? I think I can find a glass of warm buttermilk to go with that.’

      Bread and buttermilk? Why wasn’t she cuffing him round the ears for his cheek? And since when was it the job of a lowly kitchen maid to take the master his tea?

      Ignoring her protests, he pushed past into the hall. Faint sobs came from the parlour to his left. Bursting through the door he found Rebecca on the floor – blouse undone, skirts pushed up around her waist, lip split and bleeding. On top of her lay a trouser-less Henry Abbott, so intent on his pleasure that for a few seconds he failed to notice Luke enter the room.

      He was only fourteen years old, but Luke could more than hold his own in a street fight. Working at his uncle’s blacksmith shop had given him powerful arms and a strong, straight back. Even so, he may well have been no match for the much older and heavier Sir Henry if it had not been for the power of his outrage. And the sight of his sister’s rumpled clothes, skinny legs, and bloody, tear-drenched face caused any respect he might have had for his superiors to vanish.

      Luke dragged the surprised man off Rebecca by the collar of his fine starched linen shirt, choking him in the process. Then hurled him half-naked and headfirst against the wall. Henry Abbott tried to stand, revealing a broken nose and two chipped front teeth. Dimly, Luke was aware he should stop, but he didn’t. He drove his fist hard into Abbott’s temple, rendering the master of the house unconscious.

      ‘Luke, you shouldn’t have . . .’

      Turning his attention to Becky, he gently helped her to her feet, murmuring words of comfort, adjusting the crying girl’s clothes. Then, cradled like a child in arms, he carried his sister past the astonished Mrs Dunsley out to the cart, gee’d up the impatient pony and drove home before the storm struck.

      

      His mother, Alice, was in the kitchen when Luke guided Becky through the front door, down the hall and into her little bedroom. ‘Is that you, Luke?’

      ‘Don’t tell Mama,’ whispered Becky. ‘I’ll die if you tell Mama.’

      Her sobs were loud enough to summon Alice from the kitchen. ‘Whatever’s wrong?’ she asked. ‘Luke? Becky?’

      Luke took his mother’s hand. ‘No . . .’ said Becky, but Luke was already leading Alice from the room, shutting the door behind him.

      As Luke recounted the events of that awful afternoon, all colour drained from his mother’s face. ‘You have to get away, this very minute,’ she said, her voice low and urgent. ‘Pack a change of clothes while I get some food. Hurry.’

      ‘Go?’ said Luke. ‘Why should I go? I’m going to make Abbott pay.’

      ‘It’ll be you who’ll pay, my darling,’ said Alice. ‘Who knows what they’ll charge you with.’

      ‘Let them put me in the witness box.’ Luke crossed his arms over his chest. ‘I can’t wait to tell the world what sort of scum Abbott is.’

      ‘I’ll pack your bag myself then.’ Alice turned on her heel, running down the hall towards the lean-to on the back porch where Luke slept.

      She tossed a few things in his canvas pack with shaking hands. Becky appeared in the doorway, her face pale, and swollen around the jaw and temple. She’d have a black eye by morning. Alice turned and hugged her daughter fiercely enough that it hurt them both. She had to pull herself together. She mustn’t let fears for Luke overshadow what had happened to their sweet Rebecca. Alice touched the girl’s face with infinite tenderness, and choked back a sob. Where would Becky end up now? At the jam factory or flour mill? Work for girls in those places was like slow murder. And what if she fell pregnant?

      ‘Luke will be all right, won’t he?’ said Becky. ‘Papa will know what to do.’

      ‘Yes, yes . . . shush now,’ Alice said soothingly, but she knew better. Thomas couldn’t fix this. Luke had to leave, and leave now. It was his only hope. The coppers wouldn’t be far off and there’d be no fair trial of the kind Luke imagined. Even if Rebecca could face the shame of testifying, the word of a servant girl was of dubious value against the statement of a wealthy and important man like Henry Abbott.

      Alice’s mind worked furiously as she grabbed boiled potatoes and cheese from the kitchen. The only person alive who might help them was Daniel Campbell. He’d gone out of his way to aid their family before. Giving Thomas work. Taking Luke into his school. A kind man. A respected man, with standing in society. But he was somewhere up country, many days’ ride distant. Thomas must go for him anyway.

      Thomas. She drew a long, shuddering sigh. Any minute her husband would burst in the door with that cheerful smile, declaring his family was worth ten of other men’s. How would she tell him?

      Alice dashed back to Luke, thrust the pack into his hands, and pulled him down the hall towards the back door. ‘Go bush, up the mountain, to that little camp of yours. They’ll never find you there.’

      ‘I won’t run, Mama. It’s not me that’s done wrong.’

      He’d grown so tall, her son, and he stood there, an immoveable object.

      They looked at each other, eye to eye, as the pounding at the front door began.

      ‘Please, Luke,’ Alice said.

      But then the door flew open and two constables trooped in.

      ‘Luke Tyler,’ said the biggest man in a rough voice. ‘I’m arresting you for the grievous assault of Sir Henry Abbott.’

      Becky appeared at the doorway, shivering and hollow-eyed. The look on her face said it all. She shook her head as if doubting the truth of what was happening.

      Luke stood his ground, confident that justice would prevail. Even when they shoved him against the wall. Even when they seized his arms. Only when they chained his hands behind his back did Luke react. He exploded with impotent rage, roaring like an animal. The chains held tight. What could he do?

      ‘No.’ Alice grabbed hold of Luke. ‘You can’t take him. You can’t take my son. He was protecting his sister, that’s all.’ She tried to prise the constables’ fingers from his arm and was slapped away.

      ‘Don’t cry, Mama,’ Luke called as they dragged him out. ‘I’ll be back soon, I promise.’

      Alice ran into the street after them, into the rain and gloom. Icy fingers gripped her heart so tightly it could barely beat. A fog wrapped around her mind, stealing her senses, making her stumble. She fell on the slippery road, landing hard in the mud. When she looked up, Luke was already gone.
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      Luke took a bite of bread, then hurled it to the putrid floor. ‘Call this breakfast? It tastes of nothing but weevils and mould.’

      His frail, bearded cellmate pounced on the prize and wolfed it down in between hacking coughs. Luke was both sickened and overcome with pity. ‘Here, greybeard.’ He handed over a morsel of hard cheese. ‘Have this too.’ The sick old man needed it more than he did. After three days in this stinking, freezing cesspit, Luke was to go before the judge that day and tell his story. With any luck he’d be home by sundown.

      Morning crawled by. Bars at the high window cast striped shadows on the wall, his only way of marking time. The iron shackles bit into his skin, and minutes felt like hours. He filled the space by imagining how his parents were feeling. His mother? Sick with worry. His father? Wild and angry. Trying to find a lawyer. How much would that cost?

      He listened all the while for the sound of footsteps in the hall outside. At last came a voice and the clang of keys in the lock. A guard opened the gloomy gaol cell, roughly cuffed Luke’s hands, and led him blinking into the wan winter sunshine.

      Just a short walk. Part of the old chapel on site had been converted to a courthouse. Luke put on a brave front, but averted his eyes from the high iron gate to the right. The execution yard and gallows lay beyond. Passing them stole his courage. In the shadow of the gate, Luke felt like the frightened child he was, frantic for his family.

      The guard took him to a back entrance of the courthouse, and down a hall with cells either side. They stopped outside an imposing carved door. ‘Wait here.’ The guard idly chewed tobacco, as Luke shifted nervously from foot to foot, wishing his clothes weren’t so filthy and his feet weren’t so cold. He rubbed his frozen hands to regain some feeling.

      A loud knock sounded from the other side. ‘In you go, son.’

      He found himself in a crowded, oak-lined courtroom. Grand and civilised. It reminded him of Mr Campbell’s library. Luke took to the dock, feeling more hopeful.

      ‘Luke . . . Luke!’ His mother’s voice. He tried to find her in the sea of faces in the public gallery. There, at the side, and Becky too, waving. He waved back. Where was his father? Where was his lawyer?

      A fat, red-faced clerk swore Luke in and read out charges of aggravated assault and attempted robbery. Robbery? Where had that come from?

      ‘How do you plead?’

      ‘Not guilty.’ Luke’s voice sounded faint and faraway in his ears.

      The proceedings were a confusing blur. The bewigged judge looked half-dead, his sunken face marred with acne scars, and great grainy circles under hollow eyes. Luke found himself shivering, unable to stop. The prosecutor, with the voice of a sergeant major and a handlebar moustache, boomed out the case against Luke. It bore scant resemblance to the truth.

      ‘This young felon forced his way into Abbott House with a scarf tied over his face, knocking the elderly housekeeper to the floor. He then helped himself to the family silverware. When Mrs Dunsley attempted to rise, the defendant made to strike her again. It was only the timely intervention of Sir Henry Abbott that saved her from further injury.’

      The judge frowned. A cry of protest rose from the gallery. ‘You’re a lying piece of crap!’

      Luke’s heart leaped with hope. His father? He eagerly searched for him. No, not his father, but big Uncle Hiram at the back, with his fist in the air and standing head and shoulders above the rest. As Luke watched, two constables bundled him out. Luke’s throat tightened as the prosecutor continued without mention of Abbott’s assault on his sister.

      ‘The defendant dropped the silver, struck Sir Henry in the mouth and fled like the coward he is.’

      A murmur ran through the crowd as Henry Abbott emerged from a door at the side of the courtroom. Luke’s teeth ground together, and his body stiffened. Abbott walked right by, and shot him a brief contemptuous look before taking the stand.

      How Luke hated him. The way he walked, and the sound of his voice and his cruel face. He hated his cold blue eyes. He even hated the smell of him.

      Abbott spoke clearly, calmly, his evidence a pack of lies incriminating Luke and casting himself in the role of a hero. On being dismissed he left the courtroom without a backward glance.

      Next, a nervous Mrs Dunsley testified. No wonder she couldn’t meet his eye. She confirmed Abbott’s cock-and-bull story in every detail.

      ‘No further witnesses,’ said the prosecutor. ‘As open and shut a case as I’ve seen, your honour.’

      The judge nodded sagely and peered at Luke over horn-rimmed glasses. ‘Have you anything to say in your defence?’

      Luke’s mouth was so dry it was hard to speak. He licked his lips, but no spit would come. ‘They’re lying, sir,’ he managed. ‘I didn’t steal anything.’

      ‘That’s for me to decide. Did you strike Sir Henry Abbott and Mrs Ida Dunsley?’

      ‘Not Mrs Dunsley.’

      ‘And what about Sir Henry?’

      ‘I was protecting my sister, Rebecca. She’ll tell you.’

      ‘Do you call her as a witness?’

      Becky and his mother had pushed their way to the front of the crowd. Luke went to speak, then stopped, open-mouthed. He studied his sister with a growing sense of horror. Her arms were clutched around herself, shoulders curled forward and chest caved in. She rocked softly back and forth, eyes downcast. Confusion washed over him. He hadn’t thought this through.

      His mother gently pushed Becky forward. She raised her head, revealing a face drained of colour and eyes like a wounded fawn before the hounds.

      ‘Well?’ asked the judge.

      ‘No,’ said Luke, finding his voice. ‘I do not call my sister as a witness.’

      His mother clamped her hand to her mouth, eyes wide. Becky began to cry.

      ‘Then you will speak in your own defence?’

      Luke’s heart was racing. Telling the truth would humiliate his sister in front of all these people. And for what purpose? He had no hope of being believed now. A silence fell on the crowded courtroom and the answer came to him. He swallowed hard, searching for courage. ‘I’ve changed my mind.’

      ‘Luke, no!’ came his mother’s cry. She fell to her knees. Instinctively he reached his cuffed hands for her, but a guard shoved him back.

      ‘I plead guilty to all the charges.’

      The judge’s bloodless lips creased into a thin smile. ‘A wise move, for I don’t suffer liars well in my court. Are you sorry for your crimes, boy?’

      ‘I am sorry, your honour.’ The words stuck in his throat. ‘And I beg God’s forgiveness.’

      The judge picked up his pen and started to write. For an agonising few minutes, all Luke could hear was the scratching nib.

      At last the judge looked up. ‘Luke Tyler, you have pleaded guilty to the charges laid against you: namely that you did on the fifteenth day of July, in the year of our Lord 1882, callously and with malice aforethought commit an aggravated assault on Sir Henry Abbott and Mrs Ida Dunsley. Furthermore, in the course of the assault, you did attempt to steal a quantity of valuable silver tableware.’ He shuffled his papers. A baby’s thin wailing sounded from somewhere. ‘These are very serious crimes, however, I am a merciful man, and will take into account your youth and contrition.’

      The judge struck his gavel three times. ‘Luke Tyler, it is therefore ordered and adjudged by this court that you be sentenced to fifteen years hard labour.’

      The gavel came down one last time to seal his fate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Would it never stop raining? Luke bent his head to the blast and trudged into camp with the other prisoners at the end of another ten hour work day. He sucked the smooth stone in his mouth, a trick supposed to keep hunger at bay, but it wasn’t working. His belly clenched in pain and all he could think about was dinner. He could already taste it, see himself sopping up the possum stew with a hunk of bread. His mouth watered as a sodden guard slammed the timber gates behind them.

      Mr Collins, the new superintendent, watched them from the porch of his hut. He was portly, with a florid face and bushy beard. Luke stared enviously at the column of smoke rising from his chimney. At his warm coat and dry clothes. The shivering men shuffled into a rough line and waited. Once Luke stopped moving, the cold sank deep into his marrow. The wind redoubled its fury, piercing through his thin clothes with icy needles.

      Collins stumbled and swore as he stepped off the porch. ‘Line up, you ragtag bunch of bastards.’

      Luke groaned to hear him slur his words. He’d been drinking, which meant he’d been gambling, which meant he’d been losing. Which meant the men would almost certainly go hungry tonight.

      ‘We’re missing a man,’ said Collins. A web of red lines flared up his cheeks.

      The guard stepped forward. ‘I’ve checked ’em twice, sir. They’re all there.’

      ‘Are you saying I can’t count?’ Collins’ eyes bulged from their fleshy pouches. ‘I’ll have you flogged.’ He took a swig from a flask he found in his pocket.

      The prisoners shuffled about in the rain, rubbing their hands together and stamping feet, as the guard counted them for the third time. When he turned around again, Collins had already vanished, retreated to the warmth of his hut. ‘Get off with you,’ said the guard, and made a dash for his quarters. The tired prisoners did the same.

      The prison farm stood a mile from the small gold-mining town of Hills End, nestled in the foothills of rugged ranges. More than five hundred convicts had once lived there, in huts they built themselves from bush timber. Guards told stories about the heyday of British transportation, when thousands toiled in such camps as little more than slaves, building roads, drains and bridges. They were log-cutters and quarry men, even used as beasts of burden to pull carts full of timber and stone. But the convict ships came no more and the work camps and their inmates had been largely forgotten. As these lost men served out their sentences or absconded into the bush, the prison population had declined to less than fifty.

      Luke pushed in the door of his leaky hut. The rain had turned the dirt floor to smelly mud, and it seemed almost as wet inside as out. He climbed onto his bunk and sank back on the straw – cold, wet and hungry. Pulling the filthy blanket around him, he slammed his fist into the wall.

      ‘Steady, lad, you’ll have the roof in,’ came Bob’s voice from the bunk below. ‘Come here and I’ll lend you a dry shirt.’

      Old Bob Nelson was the most senior inmate, and seemed to lead a charmed life. He pilfered shirts from the laundry, food from the kitchen, tobacco from the guards, and never got caught. He was also the unofficial leader of and spokesperson for the prisoners.

      Luke stripped off his wet clothes and hung them over the end of his bunk. He pulled on the dry shirt Bob offered him, wrapped himself back up in the blanket, and tried to stop his teeth from chattering. ‘I swear, Bob, we’ll starve before spring gets here.’

      All the recent talk in camp was of what to do about Mr Collins. He wasn’t an excessively harsh man and, being bone-lazy, did not push the men beyond endurance as some had in the past. But he did possess one major flaw – he was an inveterate gambler and never missed an opportunity to try his luck. The problem lay in the fact he was both stupid and illiterate. Unable to read, write, or accurately perform even the simplest calculations, Collins invariably found himself on the losing page of the bookmaker’s ledger. At such times he would down great quantities of rum and swap his mild disposition for one of vile ill-temper -dishing out random beatings and refusing to feed the men.

      ‘I’ve got an idea.’ Bob produced a biscuit from nowhere and handed it to Luke. ‘Get your pants on.’

      

      Bob knocked on the half-open door of Collins’ hut. Luke could see the superintendent slumped on a chair by the fire, muttering curses and swigging from a nearly empty bottle of rum.

      Bob stepped into the crude doorway, looking as respectful as possible. To Luke’s surprise, Collins beckoned them in. He was in the maudlin stage of drunkenness. Rage would come later.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Collins, staring into space.

      ‘If you please, sir,’ said Bob. ‘The men and meself feel uncommonly grieved by your rotten luck, and we think we can help turn it around.’

      ‘Nothing can lift this curse that’s upon me.’

      ‘Here’s me idea. Luke’s your man. Real quick at calculations is young Luke. Why, he’s beat the best of us at cards ten times over. Why don’t you take him along next time and no bastard’ll swindle you. He’s sharp as a tack, is Luke.’

      Collins looked up. Luke was well-known around camp as a card sharp, with an uncanny ability to remember cards played. For a time the superintendent seemed lost in thought. ‘Think I’d trust one of you thieving scoundrels?’ he said at last. ‘Get out, and you’ll see no dinner tonight.’

      ‘Great plan,’ said Luke, as they returned to the hut.

      Bob winked and gave him another biscuit. ‘Give it time, lad. Give it time.’

      

      The stars were out by the time Luke climbed into the bunk and closed his eyes. He flinched as Henry Abbott’s face swam into view. The man who’d violated his sister and unjustly condemned him. One day he’d settle the score.

      Luke groaned and scratched at the bedbugs. Who was he kidding? The truth was, he was a coward. There’d been chances to escape, and each time he’d lost his nerve. Early on in his sentence, a boy made a bold but poorly planned bid for freedom. He almost starved in the bush before being recaptured, flogged and sentenced to a timber-gang - a punishment usually reserved for the roughest men. He returned a year later, barely recognisable, with failing health and a broken spirit. The memory was never very far away. So Luke always convinced himself to wait until he was a little older, or wiser, or healthier, or warmer, or closer to Hobart before trying. Yet as prisoner numbers dwindled, rumours grew that the camp might close down altogether. A return to the more secure Hobart Gaol would make escape almost impossible.

      Luke’s empty stomach growled like an angry animal. He rocked back and forth in an effort to keep warm, and received a thump and shout from below. Arrgh! Time to go to his happy place. He’d long ago learned to tune out the present, leaving his mind free to roam in the painless past. It was the only thing that had kept him sane over the last four years. Recalling memories of home and family. Memories of school and his teacher, Daniel Campbell. For Luke was well educated at a time when most boys of his station had no formal teaching at all.

      Hobart’s government schools were bleak, unpopular places. Alternative schools sprang up, run by emancipists and charitable benefactors. Campbell College was such a school.  Lessons were first held in an old wool store adjacent to Coomalong, Mr Campbell’s Hobart home at Sandy Point. Luke’s father was one of the tradesmen engaged to remodel the building into classrooms. A former convict, he’d always resented his lack of formal education. When Mr Campbell offered Luke a place in his new school, Papa jumped at the opportunity. Luke had loved Campbell College, its spacious grounds and native gardens such a contrast to the smell and squalor of Wapping. By simply imagining the rutted roadway that led there, overarched with blue gums, all things became tolerable.

      

      He found a memory. A day-long ramble with his teacher up Mount Wellington. The cool, timbered slopes as familiar to Luke as his own street. There, among the wattles and sassafras, among the chorus of currawongs and the buzz of bees, Luke’s thirst for knowledge grew.

      ‘What’s this?’ he’d say, over and over, on finding a bird’s nest or a lizard or any manner of thing. He dropped a brilliant beetle with vermilion bands into Daniel’s hand.

      ‘Ah, a Buprestidae, and a very pretty one at that. Some are metallic green, others azure blue and gold. I imagine you found this on a tea-tree blossom?’

      ‘Do you know all about beetles?’ asked Luke.

      ‘I’ve collected more than six hundred species in Tasmania alone, but gave up with many still to go.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Somehow, I no longer wished to kill them. I still look for beetles, as before. When I find an old friend I admire him awhile, then let him trundle away in peace.’

      With extravagant care Luke replaced the beetle on the tea-tree.

      He learned to recognise each bird call. He noticed everything from tiny ants to a camouflaged eagle’s eyrie in the soaring canopy of a mountain ash.

      ‘The she-eagle’s mate was shot long ago,’ whispered Daniel. ‘It took her years to find another. When lightning struck her nest, she rebuilt it in the splinters of the thunderbolt.’

      Luke clambered through the bauera bushes to the other side of the tree, craning his neck to examine the eyrie from every angle. The fluffy white head of an eaglet poked over the broad, tangled mass of leaves and branches.

      Daniel cautioned him to silence and pointed skywards. A vast, moving shadow glided above them – the crooked-beaked she-eagle with a rabbit gripped tight in her talons. Luke had seen eagles before: bedraggled corpses strung along fences by farmers or huddled captive in cages. But this graceful, beautiful bird – he could no more imagine taking her life than he could his own.

      ‘My dad says they eat lambs,’ said Luke. ‘He says they should be shot.’

      ‘They eat rabbits and cats and carrion. Our foolish farmers don’t know what a friend they have.’

      With Daniel by his side, Luke learned that wild Tasmania was far from the harsh and forbidding land that townsfolk portrayed it to be. To those who loved and understood her, the island was Eden itself: boasting abundant game, reliable rainfall and a temperate climate very much like England. Daniel taught Luke about bush food – fern roots, native plums, kangaroo apples and giant land crabs that grew more than a foot long and weighed ten pounds. Where to seek shelter in a mountain storm. How to light a fire, track game, find fresh water.

      One day the pair sat on a mossy log overlooking a little spring. A wayward swamphen chick wandered further and further away from its parents, darting for a hovering damsel fly that always remained out of reach. As they watched, a snowy goshawk plummeted to earth, seconds later clutching the lifeless baby bird in its grasp.

      ‘See, Luke? Unwary youngsters make easy targets for hungry hawks.’

      ‘It doesn’t seem fair,’ said Luke. ‘To die for such a small mistake.’

      ‘Perhaps, but the harsh consequences of mistakes are common and, I might add, they’re not confined to careless baby birds’.

      One day Daniel took Luke to a new part of the mountain. Here blackened soil and smouldering piles of branches extended into the distance. No bird sang. Red mud seeped like blood from the wounded earth, oozing downhill in jagged channels that cut the naked ground. A lone wallaby hopped forlornly across the vast, empty slope.

      ‘Why?’ Luke’s voice cracked with emotion. ‘This land’s too steep to farm.’

      ‘The brewery,’ said Daniel. ‘The Government granted them a large slice of this mountain. They burn even the biggest logs in their furnace. The same thing happens all over the island, and all over the world.’

      ‘Where will the eagles live?’ Luke’s misery turned to anger. ‘When I grow up I’ll protect the eagles. I’ll protect the forests.’

      Daniel smiled. ‘Perhaps you will, my boy. Perhaps you will.’

      

      Luke had a more powerful secret weapon than memories of his home, family and school – one that worked even in his darkest hours. When floggings or hunger or solitary confinement threatened to drive him mad, he’d think of Bluebell, his tomboy princess.

      He’d given Belle that nickname because she loved blue flax lilies and often wore them in her hair or behind her ears. A girl utterly unaffected by the hardships that ruled the lives of common people. A sweet, shining creature from another world. At fourteen, he’d made up his mind that one day he’d marry her. And, although he’d never told Belle of his plan, he’d sensed they had an understanding.

      They’d first met when he was ten and she was eight. At first Belle had been jealous of her father’s new protégé. Luke won her over with a three-legged quoll. He rescued the half-grown native cat from a steel-jaw trap and arrived with it one morning at Coomalong, the Campbells’ gracious home adjoining the school. Luke pulled it from the burlap sack, half-dead from blood loss and shock, its mangled foreleg hanging from a sinew.

      ‘What have we here?’ asked Daniel as Belle stroked the velvet softness of its spotted fur. ‘That leg must go,’ he said after a quick examination.

      Belle made a small, strangled sound, then ran to the house in tears.

      Luke assisted his teacher to remove the leg, then cleaned and bandaged the little stump.

      Belle named the quoll Pallas, and became her devoted nursemaid. Pallas recovered, sleeping in Belle’s dressing-table drawers by day, and making herself useful catching mice in the kitchen at night. She even learned to ambush rabbits in the garden, substituting speed with cunning, stealing into low branches and launching herself upon her prey from a height, like an owl.

      Pallas was the first of many waifs and strays that Luke brought to Belle: possums, magpies, bandicoots, cockatoos and a little wombat that dug a hole under the house and ate the garden. Groundsmen no longer mowed the sweeping lawns, now kept in good trim by an assortment of kangaroos and wallabies. Belle’s mother, Elizabeth, made some half-hearted attempts to curb Luke’s penchant for collecting wildlife, but in this she received no support from her husband. He thrived in the midst of this growing menagerie, using the animals in class discussions, following them round with a notebook and making endless sketches.

      One of Daniel’s preferred pastimes was to sit in the garden while Luke and Belle copied John Gould’s magnificent full-colour plates and he read aloud from the text. He often held forth on his pet subject – the destruction of the island’s native species and the need for national parks.

      ‘Quolls, like our sweet little Pallas, relentlessly trapped for their pelt. Devils labelled vermin. Then there’s the thylacine.’ He turned to an illustration of two native tigers and read the caption. ‘Thylacinus Cynocephalus, the pouched dog with a wolf’s head. Of course it’s neither wolf nor tiger. It’s the world’s largest marsupial carnivore. You can’t imagine what an important animal it is to the zoologist.’

      Luke looked up from his sketching. ‘Then you’d outlaw the trapping of tigers?’

      ‘Certainly. Otherwise they will be lost to us forever.’

      Belle became obsessed, drawing nothing but native tigers, bringing the animals to life with a few simple pen-strokes. She was quite the artist.

      ‘I wish I had a tiger cub for a pet. Can you find me one, Luke?’

      He’d tried hard to fulfil her request, but it seemed there were no tigers to be had. Even then, Tasmania’s unique thylacines were rare as diamonds.

      

      Luke rolled over in bed and smiled, picturing Belle’s bright, expectant face, wishing he’d been able to make her wish come true. Thumps and yells sounded from out in the night. Collins would have a sore head tomorrow, and the whole camp could sleep in. Luke yawned. His body found a more comfortable position, and his mind found another memory.
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      Bob’s suggestion must have stayed with the superintendent. Come next Saturday race day, Luke joined Collins on an outing to Hills End. He was first subjected to a string of the most dire and bloodcurdling threats imaginable should he try to escape. He had to wear tattered prison clothing, stamped with broad arrows, branding him a criminal for all to see. Yet no threats or humiliation could detract from his excitement. Being out in the real world for the first time in four years was a dream come true. Trotting down the same roads he’d slaved for years to build. Trotting into town, past shops and dogs and pretty young girls in ribboned hats. He could almost imagine being free again.

      With Luke’s capable assistance, Collins not only avoided falling victim to unscrupulous bookmakers, but also came away with a tidy profit. That night the prisoners enjoyed a golden syrup and damper supper, requested by Luke and agreed to by a for once happily inebriated Mr. Collins.

      On the first few occasions Collins watched Luke like a hawk, bringing along Curly, the gang foreman, and two guards for added security. Curly proved more trouble than he was worth, somehow managing to down such a large quantity of liquor that Luke and a guard were twice required to carry his supine body back to the cart for the journey home. The gambling trips continued without Curly and, eventually, even without the guards.

      In camp, Bob and Luke were regarded as heroes, and the nightmare of Collins’ drunken furies became a thing of the past.

      Luke often contemplated running, on these trips to town, but each time fear triumphed. He had no clue as to what to do or where to go. There were rumours of successful escapes, of some men making it to Hobart, but nobody knew for sure. However everybody knew what happened to the rest; they perished in the bush or were recaptured with ten years added to their sentence. In any case, going home would put his family at risk. Harbouring an escaped convict was worth a decade in prison. So instead he meekly returned to camp with Mr Collins, always swearing to himself that at the very next opportunity he’d give his foolish captor the slip.

      

      Saturday afternoon, the last day of winter. The prisoners were weeding a vegetable plot under the close supervision of Bob, a successful market gardener in a previous incarnation.

      Dick Collins called Luke over. ‘We’ve hit the jackpot, son,’ he said. ‘There’s a dog fight in town. Nothing better than a good dog fight. Harness Blossom and keep your wits about you. You’re in for a real treat.’

      The day had been cold and raining, but the clouds parted as they began their drive. Luke enjoyed the sunshine on his back and the smell of warm, damp earth. All around he saw signs of returning spring. Welcome swallows gathered mud for their nests from puddles along the rutted track. Pairs of black-faced cuckoo-shrikes (known as summer birds because their annual arrival heralded the end of winter) flitted in the branches of the same blue gums they nested in last year. Luke doffed his cap to them. Brave birds. Each year they dared the dangerous flight over Bass Strait from mainland Australia to raise their broods in Tasmania. He could use some of their courage. Imagined making that journey in reverse, flying to the mainland where no one would know him.

      Flowers budded on leatherwood and waratah. Tiny, golden pompoms of wattle blossom lent a sun-kissed appearance to the forest, even when high clouds strayed across the face of the sun. Beetles and butterflies, bees and moths emerged into their first and last spring.

      The old bay mare plodded along the bumpy road, unmoved by Collins’ cursing or the half-hearted bite of Luke’s whip on her flanks. After half an hour they reached the outskirts of Hills End, a mining town nestled in the foothills of the ranges. Mr Collins directed Luke down a washed-away track flanking the township on its northern perimeter.

      Soon they reached a large, ramshackle building, framed by rough bush timber and clad with six-foot strips of stringybark. The low ceiling consisted of the same material. A ragged stone chimney discharged a thin stream of smoke from the roof. Other men were also arriving: on horseback, in carts and on foot. A series of muffled barks and howls could be heard from the barn.

      Luke climbed down from the cart, tied Blossom to a rail and followed Collins inside. He’d never been to a dog fight. It took some time for his eyes to adjust to the gloomy interior. The only light came from four poky, high-set windows, one on each wall. Smoke filled the air. A long trestle served as both a bar and a betting table. The place stank of blood and sweat.

      At the centre of the room, two men stood in a shallow pit of filthy sawdust. Each held a dog. One looked like a dingo, with a mangy, yellow coat and half-starved frame. It cowered from its owner, lips drawn back in a snarl. The other was a young black kangaroo-dog, much larger than the dingo, straining excitedly against his chain.

      A man at the bookie’s end of the bar shouted for quiet, and the rabble crowded round the pit. Both men unleashed their dogs and stepped back. It was over before it began. Though taller and heavier than his opponent, the black dog was sorely disadvantaged by youth and inexperience. As he rushed in on his foe, the dingo delivered a savage bite with lightning speed. The young dog fell stricken to the floor with a gaping wound low on his flank. The dingo didn’t press his attack, but shrank back to watch.

      The wounded dog struggled to his feet and stood panting, dazed and bleeding. Stumbling forward a few paces, he lay down, head on paws, as shock set in. A wide, dark stain spread on the ground beneath him. He whimpered a little. A disgruntled punter dealt the mortally wounded animal a kick to the head. Twitching violently, the dog rolled onto his side, bared his teeth one last time and lay still. His owner unceremoniously dragged him away through the jeering crowd.

      Luke felt a burning in his throat. Years of incarceration had accustomed him to human cruelty, but he’d lost nothing of the respect and love for animals that he’d known as a boy. If anything, his admiration for them had increased in inverse proportion to his growing contempt for humanity. He shut his eyes tight and cursed beneath his breath. Old memories would not help him now.

      Collins, whisky in hand and already half-inebriated, motioned Luke to join him at the betting table. Luke assisted the overseer by outlining to him the odds available on upcoming fights and then placed his bets for him, ensuring he wasn’t cheated in the process. Collins settled happily in for an afternoon of drinking and sport, insisting that Luke remain by his side.

      The next bout proved equally sickening. Two experienced and well-matched dogs fought for ten minutes before one succumbed to pain, blood loss and exhaustion, allowing its opponent to seize a death grip on its throat. Even the winning animal, Luke saw, would likely die from its injuries. He couldn’t stand it. Every part of him wanted to turn, to walk out the door and away from the smell and the smoke and the blood. To take his chances out in the wild. To not be part of this world.

      The next fight was ready to begin. A man dragged a shaggy, black dog forward on a rusty chain – the biggest dog Luke had ever seen. He looked like a bear. If I’m ever lucky enough to own such a dog, he thought, that’s what I’ll call him – Bear. There was no snarling from the animal, no impatient bloodlust. He seemed instead confused and scared. When unleashed, he did not launch himself at the heavily built brindle mastiff he was pitted against. Instead, he launched himself at the crowd in a frantic effort to escape. It took a whiplash to his muzzle before he could be contained. Although obviously no fighter, his remarkable size engendered a flurry of bets.

      When the mastiff charged, the bear dog seemed taken by surprise and suffered a bite to his shoulder. Luke felt rage rise within him as he watched the magnificent dog being forced to fight. Natural agility kept him safe for a few minutes; he turned and twisted to avoid the mastiff’s tearing fangs. Luke could stand no more. His muscles tensed as he prepared to leap forward and try to stop the fight. A desperate howl of pain came from the ring. Luke stiffened, certain the black dog must be down. He peered around a fat man with a whip who’d moved in front of him. But as he caught a glimpse of the ring, and the hooting and hollering grew louder, he saw it was the brindle dog in trouble with the bear dog’s teeth at his throat.

      The mastiff lay still, and its owner stepped forward. Bear sprang to face him, and the crowd melted back. Seizing his chance, the dog leapt from the ring. None were game to block his path. He burst through the door and fled towards the trees with a mob of men at his heels. Luke was one of them, silently thanking the dog for giving him not just the opportunity but also the courage to run.

      The rest of the rabble stopped at the tree line. Some useless calling, then the men drifted back to the shed. Some raised rifles, shooting after the fleeing dog, but he was out of range. Not so Luke. A bullet whizzed past him. The next winged his shoulder. He watched the bright blood stain his shirt as he ran, but nothing could stem his elation. Luke vanished into the gully, ignoring the pain of his wound, fleeing with as much energy and determination as the great dog. He needed to put a great deal of distance between himself and town before Collins missed him.
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      Coorinna followed the stream down the mountain, three half-grown cubs by her side. Upon first glance in the failing light, she might have been mistaken for a wolf. But Coorinna was a native tiger, the world’s largest marsupial carnivore. Once upon a time, her kind had roamed without fear, from mountains to ocean in freedom and safety. But human settlement had long since driven them from the fertile open plains of their old hunting grounds. In the dense forest, prey was scarce and hard to catch. Her striped flanks were hollow from hunger, so tonight she risked hunting the lower pastures.

      Coorinna stopped suddenly, forefoot raised. A dog lay in the ferny hollow ahead, blocking their path. She understood all too well the danger he posed. Her mate had been killed by shepherd dogs. Since then she’d raised her cubs alone, high on the range where man seldom ventured.

      She waited a long time before leading her young in a wary arc around the sleeping dog and continuing on her way.

      

      Bear opened his eyes. In the gloom, four shadows slipped wraith-like through the trees. He sniffed the air. Not people, not dogs; an unfamiliar scent. He licked his sore shoulder, and padded to the mossy stream for a drink, snapping in vain at a darting minnow. For weeks he’d had nothing but a few scraps of rancid offal, and his hunger raged. Bear whined, then wagged his tail, and followed the strange band of animals back down the mountain.

      For more than an hour he trailed them. Timbered ridges gave way to patches of grassland. His nerve almost failed him when the tigers passed a disused shepherd’s hut; men could be dangerous, he knew that now.

      A full moon rose behind the hills, sharpening the shadows. The tigers stopped in a pandanus thicket on the rim of a grassy clearing. Bear crouched low. He smelled sheep. Moonlight showed them grazing with lambs in the open. One ewe with a newborn was foraging away from the flock, straying close to the waiting tigers. Bear did not regard the sheep as food and harboured no desire to kill them. In other circumstances he might have felt compelled to protect them. Instead he watched while Coorinna edged downwind, closer and closer to her target.

      Abruptly Coorinna exploded from the scrub, and the ewe was down before she knew what hit her. The cubs went after the lamb. It ran for a few yards, then doubled back, vainly seeking its mother’s protection. But she was already dead. Coorinna released her grip on the ewe’s throat and lay down, breathing hard. The hunt had already exhausted her. She watched her cubs bound after the lamb. This would be their first kill.

      The tigers settled down to feed. They’d not eaten for many nights. In Coorinna’s emaciated state she wasn’t fast enough to catch the swift mountain wallabies and she lacked the strength to kill kangaroos and wombats. Until now her cubs had been too young to be useful. The discovery of this lambing flock grazing unprotected was the answer to her prayers.

      Bear licked his lips and crept forward, smelling warm meat. He was downwind, and so intent were the tigers on their meal that they didn’t notice the dog until he was almost upon them. Coorinna whirled to face him with bared fangs, thrashing her powerful tail to-and-fro like an angry cat.

      Bear kept coming, showing neither aggression nor hesitation. Coorinna backed off, stiff-legged. Bear fell on the ewe carcass, gorging himself, while the cubs fed on the lamb. Coorinna stood guard in front of them.

      When Bear had eaten his fill, he walked to the edge of the clearing and lay down. Coorinna returned to feed at the sheep carcass, occasionally curling her lip and hissing at the watching dog. The sated cubs took to pouncing at each other, occasionally barrelling into Coorinna as she fed, earning sharp nips for their trouble. One started off in Bear’s direction, but was warned back by its mother’s threatening growl.

      

      The bones were stripped bare when Coorinna led her cubs back up the mountain trail. With a wave of his tail, Bear rose and trotted after them. A chorus of shrieks and screams rose from the surrounding bush, and a dozen pairs of intense yellow eyes followed him. The devils had been there all along, hidden in the shadows, waiting for the tigers to abandon the kill. They descended on the carcasses, screeching and snarling in competition for prime spot. Bear broke into a run as the bloodcurdling cries grew louder. Compared to whatever lay behind him, the little tiger family seemed almost like familiar friends.
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      Luke trailed Bear ever higher into the mountains. Lessons in bushcraft came flooding back, lessons learned as a boy at Daniel’s side.

      ‘The earth is a manuscript rewritten each day,’ his teacher had told him. ‘As we go about our business, we leave a ripple that betrays our passing. Footprints are a part of this tell-tale ripple. Another is the warning cry of the currawong as we walk too close to his nest, the honeysuckle stem broken as we pass, the carelessly discarded core of our apple. Animals are no different. Tracking them is like reading. First we painstakingly learn the simplest letters. They join into words, combine into phrases and so we can read the book of the animal’s life.’

      Daniel always impressed upon Luke the sacred responsibility this information bore with it. ‘Such skills unlock secrets. Treasure this knowledge and use it wisely. Disturbing wildlife can cause much harm, leading them to desert their young or abandon feeding grounds or flee into danger. Remember, you are a guest in their home and always show respect.’

      Luke didn’t find it difficult to follow Bear’s frantic flight through the forest to freedom. Why he chose to follow the dog was not so clear, but it seemed as good a plan as any. His escape left him more conscious than ever of his own cowardice. He couldn’t avoid it. A voice screamed in his head to return before it was too late, though logic told him it was already too late – the die already cast. His penalty would be severe, whether he surrendered now or was taken against his will. Only this thought prevented him from returning to camp, prevented him from throwing himself at the superintendent’s mercy, from begging forgiveness and accepting whatever beating or punishment came his way.

      It seemed to Luke that fear now entirely ruled him. How had he become so spineless? He thought back to his childhood in Hobart – so innocent and cocky then, full of brash charm, with an eye for the girls and never shy of a fight. His mother and sister, how they adored him, unable to refuse him anything once he trained his smiling brown eyes on them . . . Afternoons in his Uncle Hiram’s blacksmith shop.

      ‘He’ll get on, that lad, there’s no doubting it,’ his father would announce to nobody in particular as Luke brought down hammer on anvil to fashion a red-hot piece of steel into a horseshoe or engaged a customer with a winning grin. His uncle agreed. Everyone agreed. How wrong they’d been.

      The toe ripped off his boot on some rough ground. He kicked at the rocks again and again until his toes bled, filled with contempt for himself. Yet part of him acknowledged that he had finally escaped. For years he’d planned and plotted and schemed and dreamed of this, and doing it nourished a kernel of pride.

      Luke ripped a strip from his shirt, tied his boot together as best he could, and forged on. Following the dog gave him a purpose, pointless as that purpose was. Focusing on tracking also distracted him from the seriousness of his predicament. How grateful he was for the bushcraft Daniel had taught him. It could spell the difference between life and death in the days ahead.

      Hour after hour, Luke climbed into the rugged uplands. Sometimes he glanced back, but saw no sign of pursuit. Open bush gave way to taller forests of eucalypt, southern myrtle and blackwood. Thick scrub and tangled logs slowed his progress, but also made it easier to track the big dog. His blundering through the undergrowth left an obvious trail.

      At last Luke emerged from a timbered ridge onto an open button-grass plain, cradled between craggy cliffs. A shadow rippling along the ground, made him look up. Overhead soared two dark shapes, gliding in lazy, dignified circles across the vivid expanse of blue. He watched the eagles enviously, so far removed from the wretchedness of his own earth-bound existence.

      The emerald carpet of cushion plants provided a delightful contrast from the grey-green forest, and soft, spongy comfort for Luke’s aching feet. But now it proved much harder to follow Bear’s tracks.

      Luke recalled his teacher’s words. ‘The clues to the next track are in the present one.’

      Although always kind, Daniel was an exacting taskmaster. When Luke found it difficult to age a trail, his teacher had taken him into Coomalong’s garden and cleared a level patch of soil, removing twigs and pebbles and roughly smoothing it with the side of his hand. He used a stick to make five impressions in the soil, each roughly half an inch deep – a paw print.

      ‘Memorise this mark. Also the prevailing wind, time of day, position of the sun.’

      Six hours later, before Luke normally went home for the day, his teacher again summoned him into the garden to examine the print. Although it didn’t look any different, Luke studied it carefully and wrote down the weather conditions.

      Daniel gave him a satisfied smile. ‘I’ve asked your father if you may stay with us at Coomalong this week. Would you like that? Good.’

      The housekeeper showed him inside to a guest bedroom. There he discovered his own little trunk, lovingly packed by his mother, sitting in the middle of a soft featherbed.

      Luke spent the evening wolfing down tender corned beef and cabbage dumplings, followed by mounds of pudding and clotted cream. After dinner Daniel challenged him and Belle to poker, a game they all took seriously in spite of playing for peanuts. When his wife complained about the children staying up late at such a questionable game, Daniel said he was teaching the mathematics of chance. Eventually Mrs Campbell wrested them away for a supper of warm milk and honey sandwiches. Luke went to his room, tired but happy, and sank into his soft bed.

      Just as he was drifting off to sleep, his teacher roused him. Mr Campbell was carrying a notebook and oil lamp. ‘Get dressed, my boy. Hurry up.’

      Luke pulled on his trousers and jacket. In the excitement of being invited to stay, he’d forgotten to ask the reason for his visit. He was about to find out.

      They trooped to the back garden. Light drizzle fell on the ground where the mock paw print lay. Daniel lowered the lamp so Luke could see. It looked a little different now: shallower, less distinct. He examined it for a while, making sketches, taking notes.

      ‘Good, good,’ said Daniel. ‘I’ll see you again at four o’clock this morning. You’ll repeat the process every six hours for the next week, observing how the track deteriorates with time. That is how you learn to age a trail.’

      He’d certainly learned from one of the best.

      

      Luke scouted ahead and picked up Bear’s tracks in a boggy patch beside a stream. He stopped to drink, cupping the clear, sweet water in his hands, gulping down long draughts.

      Late afternoon melded into dusk. Shadows gathered, casting the jagged face of the range into stark relief. An icy wind chased after the departing sun, piercing Luke’s ragged clothes. He shivered with weariness and cold, and the bullet wound to his shoulder throbbed painfully. Still, he was loath to abandon Bear’s trail.

      In the half-light he came to another creek. There, beneath a screen of pandanus leaves, he found a fern-frond bed trampled flat, still holding the impression of the sleeping dog. Luke curled up in the soft nest and slept.

      

      The tigers discovered Luke as they stole, soft-footed, back to the safety of the mountains. The playful cubs, with full stomachs and egos boosted by their first hunt, almost pounced on him as he slumbered. Coorinna called them away just in time. Bear, following a few minutes behind, showed more caution, giving the sleeping man a wide berth.

      

      In the morning, Luke faintly recalled three inquisitive, twitching noses on little whiskery faces, bright eyes reflecting the moonlight. He thought it a dream. As he tried to rouse himself, the full extent of his predicament hit him. The bone-numbing chill of the Tasmanian highland night had seeped into his body as he slept, fingers of frost stealing his strength, enticing him to lie still just a little longer.

      He tried to move, but his arms and legs were stiff and unyielding. At first he was pleased his shoulder didn’t hurt, until he realised it was simply numb with cold. When circulation returned, it ached again with a vengeance. After several painful minutes of effort Luke coaxed his reluctant limbs to stretch. He clambered uncertainly to his feet, stumbled, and fell hard back to the ground, wondering where on earth his balance was. At last he managed to stand, hands still frozen, feet dead lumps of wood. Stamping toes and rubbing fingers, Luke lurched to the creek to drink. At first his hands didn’t register the bite of icy water in his cupped palms, but soon enough his extremities felt like they belonged to him again.

      As morning sunshine filtered through the gum trees and the pastel sky promised a warm spring day, Luke forgot his misery. An unfamiliar realisation hit him. He was free. Free to freeze, perhaps. Free to starve. Free to succumb to loneliness and madness, but free nonetheless. And he knew that he would not trade the sweetness of this freedom for a lice-ridden bunk, a meagre meal and the doubtful comfort of his cutthroat companions back at the work camp. With no better plan, Luke kept on after Bear.

      For some reason the dog had changed direction. One set of prints had become four or even five. In miry ground below the creek he found the tracks of another large dog and what looked like puppy pug-marks. If Luke read the trail correctly, Bear was following a wild pack, his own tracks always overlapping the others.

      It was with a great deal of apprehension that Luke descended the mountain, aware that by doing so he headed back towards town. His nerves played tricks on him. Once he was so sure he could hear men crashing through the bush, that he hid for an hour in a soggy, leech-infested depression behind a rock.

      Eventually the forested slope opened onto a broad, grassy clearing. On its western edge was a ramshackle hut. Luke watched for a long time in the shelter of the trees, until curiosity overcame caution. He abandoned Bear’s trail and hurried to the hut.

      Nobody had lived there for a long time. Grass grew high all around. Sheets of bark lined the crude split-log walls, and wire loops tied the frame together. The weight of native honeysuckle had pulled the door askew, and part of the roof was caved in. Luke didn’t mind. What a stroke of luck!

      He pulled back the creeper and pushed through the rickety door. There was even a rough stone fireplace, mortared with crumbling clay. A rock lay at his feet. He picked it up and wedged it back into the tumble-down chimney. A smile spread over his face. He looked around. A crooked meat safe in one corner. Some dusty boards and a frayed hessian bag. In the bag he found a half-full gunpowder flask, two empty rum bottles and a rusty knife. In another corner lay a battered axe head, some wire, a broken broom and a cast-iron pot. Not much to most, but to Luke it felt like Christmas.

      Dusting them off and trying to ignore his aching hunger, a million uses for each item sprang to mind. He forgot about Bear. He even forgot he was on the run. Luke swept the floor with the old broom. Tomorrow he’d cut a young tree to replace the split handle. He placed the boards on some stones along the wall to make a handy bench. He took the old pot and bottles down to a little creek that bubbled in a gully beside the hut. He washed them and filled them with water. On his way back he picked some early waratahs, his mother’s favourite flowers. He used a bottle as a vase and stood the scarlet blooms on a level stone above the fireplace. It felt like home already.

      Next to eat. Fashioning a rough snare from wire, he went back to the creek, where rabbit droppings pointed to a fresh warren. He dug a shallow hole, buried the loop at the base of a springy sapling, fashioned two notched pegs, and hammered them in on either side. Bending the sapling to the ground, he fixed the wire snare to its free end, carefully slotting the slender trunk into the notched peg. A trip-stick, laid across the path and wedged into the notches, completed the trap. Any rabbit knocking the stick would be ensnared and flung into the air.

      Luke returned to the hut, and sat down to rest with his back against the wall. Fatigue and hunger were taking their toll. He glanced at the sun sailing high in the sky. Late afternoon at best, and rabbits wouldn’t come out until dusk. His empty stomach couldn’t wait that long. Time to go fishing.

      He baited a bent wire hook with a wriggling worm, unravelled a thread from the hessian sack, and tied the line to a stick. Down to the creek he went and promptly caught a plump, spotted trout. Luke stopped to collect bracken root and warrigal greens on the way back to the hut. Now for a fire. Gathering kindling, leaves and dry grass, he poured a tiny portion of gunpowder from the flask onto the rudimentary stone grate. Using the axe head as a flint stone, Luke struck it again and again against the fireplace. Before long sparks flew, igniting the tiny pile of powder with a bright flash. Smoke wafted, followed by flame.

      Luke whooped with delight. Before long, a fire crackled happily in the dusty hearth. Stripped fern root went into the fire to roast. Fish and greens went into the cast-iron pot, balanced on two large rocks either side of the grate. His first meal as a free man. The succulent fish melted off the bone. It was the most delicious meal he’d ever tasted.

      The chill of approaching night nipped the air. Luke gathered bracken and fern fronds, piling them high against the wall away from the gap in the roof. He tested his new bed. Comfortable as the feather mattress at Coomalong.

      As twilight fell, Luke checked his trap. A rabbit dangled in the wire snare. This was too good to be true. Luke hurried home to roast it on a stick. But with darkness came a growing sense of unease. Were they searching for him? Had a reward been posted for his capture? The lurking fear of discovery remained, yet nothing would make him abandon his refuge that night.

      He finished the rabbit, washed his pot, refilled his bottle and snuggled down in his ferny bed. To distract himself from the nagging pain in his shoulder, Luke focused on the waratahs. Bold, fiery flowers – each scarlet torch a mass of individual blossoms. Daniel had told him that ‘waratah’ was a native word for ‘beautiful’. Luke tried to remember the botanical name. That was it. Telopea from the Greek ‘telepos’, meaning ‘seen from afar’. He gazed at the fire. An echo of the waratah was there in the flames. Red fingers leapt and danced, offering up shapes of animals and trees. The image of a dog glowed brightly and died. Luke’s eyes grew heavy and he slept.

      

      Hours later, the moon looked over the mountains to see the figure of a giant black dog standing like a statue in the clearing, staring at the hut. Raising his head, Bear sent a howl, long and mournful, into the empty expanse of sky. He took one last lingering look before melting into the shadows, leaving the moon to journey alone across the starry heavens.
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