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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Where Fortune Lies is a work of fiction and, although it has been based on some true events in history, artistic licence has been employed at times to ensure cohesion is maintained.


For my creative soulmate, my dad, Kevin Best.


Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.

Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.

—Oscar Wilde, The Critic as Artist
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Part One

Brown


One

Raphoe, County Donegal, Ireland, April 1879

Her boots slid in the sludge that bogged the carts of most travellers who took this old route out of town, but Anne Brown trudged on, not regretting her decision. The main road passed by the O’Gradys’ farm, home of the tallest, darkest, handsomest young man in the village; three very good reasons to put up with the longer way.

Besides, a little mud wouldn’t change much about her. Brown by name and brown by nature; a plain, boring girl of little colour, or so the villagers considered her, seeing only her long dull plaits and drab woollen dresses, with little interest in what lay beneath. She thought she’d long mastered the art of being ignored but that was before Patrick O’Grady returned home from sea.

Anne frowned, unwilling to let thoughts of the town’s favourite son take over, and focused on the emerald folds of the surrounding hills instead. The fields that lined this soggy quagmire of a road were some of the prettiest in the area and, as she rounded the last corner towards home, the pine tree at the crossroads beckoned her. It was the loftiest vantage point in Raphoe and the temptation to climb up high and watch the day fade among its boughs was often too much for Anne to resist. Today was no exception, despite the fact it would certainly make her late home after working at the mill all day.

Her muddy boots found the tree’s familiar footholds just as her sister Bridget’s voice carried on the late, cold breeze.

‘Anne! Anne, Ma says you have to come.’

Anne ignored it. She almost lost her balance then but regained it, stopping where the wood was worn on her favourite branch to lean against the pine’s solid trunk, drinking in the comfort it offered. There was something reassuring about the sturdiness enveloping her here; something invigorating in the tree’s sweet scent and in the air that carried traces of earth and grass from the fields below. But most of all it was the view of the horizon that drew her here most days; the sheer pleasure of falling into the distance to daydream. It was as if the sun offered her a private, kaleidoscopic farewell there, each and every time; like a miracle, and like some kind of promise that her life would vary too, one day, and hold more colour than plain old brown.

The heavy cloudbank of the afternoon had receded to the south and was now tinged in apricot as the sky surrendered to night. She gazed above it to where a few stars were making their timid appearance but the moon was already bold, a brilliant crescent that was close enough to the horizon for the slate sphere of unlit rock to be visible. A mysterious sight, Anne had always thought. She wondered if anyone lived there, on that cloaked other-world. Then a familiar longing grew, a thirst for more than the colour-stained promises on that horizon. More than the thatched roofs below that marked her village; the black-faced sheep and the curling smoke of the peat-fuelled fires; the blackened castle and the giant pagan stone circle that spoke of an ancient past but held no future. More than Ireland. More than home.

‘Anne!’ Bridget called again and Anne sighed, knowing she would have to go. Ma would be fretting, especially considering it was Friday and her da, Shamus, would be down at the pub, drinking his stableman’s wages away and blurring his conscience until resentment took its place. Then he would come home and look for any excuse to take out the injustices of his difficult existence on his wife. It was Anne’s mother’s lot in life that her once-dashing, once-cheerful husband had lost his leg in a carriage accident and thus his higher status and income as a coachman, and it was her lot that he blamed her for it, as unfair as that was.

‘If I hadn’t been worrying about the bairn I’d have paid more attention,’ Shamus often railed. The ‘bairn’ had been Anne’s eldest brother, Gregory, who’d taken ill with the pox. He’d died a week later; their only son. That was Ma’s lot in life too.

Bridget called out again, sounding agitated now, and Anne began to climb down resignedly, but this time the mud on her boots proved too treacherous and she really did slip, dropping the last few feet to land awkwardly on the needle-strewn ground. She’d never fallen from her tree before and Anne wasn’t sure whether to laugh at her own clumsiness or blush at it.

The sound of an approaching wagon made the choice for her as she raised her gaze to its driver.

‘Are you all right there, Anne?’

It was Patrick O’Grady, grinning at her predicament and causing her to feel both ridiculous and exposed. Anne Brown wasn’t someone who climbed trees like a child then tumbled to the ground. Anne Brown was seventeen years old, a woman grown, and far too boring to do anything so reckless or foolhardy.

‘Oh, yes, yes, quite fine,’ she said, trying to relegate herself back into neutral, sensible territory but she sounded breathless and flustered instead, much to her humiliation. That was how other girls spoke to Patrick, with their coquettish smiles. Whenever he addressed Anne – which, disturbingly, he’d taken to doing quite regularly since his return – she tried to reply in a brusque, direct way, no nonsense allowed.

‘Allow me to help you there,’ Patrick offered, climbing down and walking towards her. Anne blanched. Not only was he talking to her again, he was reaching out to take her arm.

‘No, no, I…’

He lifted her up easily and the warmth of his fingers shot straight through her. No-one touched Anne. Ever. She’d drawn an invisible barrier around herself years ago and had hidden firmly behind it ever since, yet here he was, hands on her elbow and wrist, the connection like a scald. Anne wrenched herself away.

‘Really, I’m perfectly fine,’ she said in a far more satisfactorily prim tone, but as she stepped back her foot met the ground and the pain shot straight from her ankle to her temples. She winced.

‘Have you hurt yourself then?’ Patrick asked, looking down at her boots. ‘Where did all that mud come from? Did you take the old road?’

‘What? Oh, yes,’ Anne responded, gritting her teeth, in too much agony to think of a way to explain it. Admitting she’d been avoiding his house was, of course, unthinkable.

‘Right then,’ he said, looking curious momentarily, before kneeling down to examine her ankle. ‘You’ll have to take it off.’

Anne gaped at his matter-of-fact tone. ‘I most certainly will not!’

‘Your boot, I meant,’ he said, looking amused. ‘What did you think I was suggesting?’

‘I didn’t…I mean, I just don’t think…’ But she didn’t finish her sentence as he unlaced the boot and slid it from her stocking.

‘Can you move it at all?’

Anne tried to find that prim tone once more but being touched again was sending shocks of warning that rendered composure a challenge. ‘It’s…it’s fine, honestly. Thank you for your concern, Mr O’Grady but I…ugh…must get home.’

‘I think I’d best drive you in the dray,’ he said, nodding over at it. It was stacked full of hay but there was room up front. ‘I’m headed that way anyway. That’s for Mr Collins.’

There appeared to be absolutely no logical reason to refuse when he would be driving straight past her house but Anne had her own logic for saying no.

‘Really, I can walk,’ she said, picking up her boot and taking a small, excruciating step towards the road.

‘Anne…’

‘Miss Anne,’ she corrected him as haughtily as she could and took another determined step away. ‘Thank you for stopping but I will be perfectly all right from here.’

She could feel his eyes boring into the back of her head and could most certainly hear him mutter something unflattering about stubborn women yet he passed by her soon enough and climbed up to his seat. ‘Suit yourself then.’ But instead of taking off at normal speed he let the horse plod slowly alongside her, forcing her to try to hide her winces of pain.

‘You know old Henry twisted his leg when he was a colt. Pa wanted to put him down but my sister begged him not to.’ Now the damnable man seems intent on having a late-afternoon chat. Perfect, Anne lamented to herself, limping onwards. ‘Nursed him day and night until he got better, although most said he wouldn’t. The trick is to rest it, you see, and a young horse wants to run…’

‘I’m not a horse, Mr O’Grady,’ Anne ground out through the pain.

‘No, you most certainly are not.’

Anne could’ve almost imagined she’d heard suggestion in that comment but the following was solicitous enough.

‘Please, Miss Anne, you must allow me to help you. I can tell it’s hurting.’

‘Not really,’ she lied, trying hard not to look at him. The ride home was tempting enough, no need to add ‘basking in a handsome man’s concern’ to the list of reasons to give in.

Patrick sighed and it seemed to denote an end to his persuasions, but he was obviously still intent on driving slowly by her side. Anne could see her mother and Bridget standing at the gate now, eyes wide. What a sight they must be, Anne acknowledged, the bootless, mud-splattered cripple and the good-looking yet obviously heartless neighbour driving close by, refusing to give her a ride. She straightened her spine and grimaced against each purposeful step. Let them think whatever they pleased. Better still, let them dislike him. Hopefully it would rub off on Anne herself.

‘Good afternoon, ladies,’ Patrick said, perfect smile in place as they approached, and he doffed his cap. ‘I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a fall and Miss Anne has hurt her ankle. I did offer to drive her home but she seemed quite determined to walk. I must apologise that I failed to be of assistance.’

Anne’s mother, Colleen, practically beamed at him and Anne rolled her eyes. Her mother didn’t smile easily these days, let alone produce a smile like that. That she was directing it at this charming young man irked Anne intensely. Had she learnt nothing about men and their intentions during these long, difficult years?

‘Well, thank you for your kindness, Patrick. I’m sure you were most helpful, regardless,’ Colleen said.

‘Not at all, not at all,’ he said with a wave then disarmed them all with another grin. Bridget blinked against it, appearing stunned.

‘Are you very hurt?’ Colleen asked, turning her attention to Anne.

‘No, no, I’m perfectly fine.’

‘Were you up the tree again?’ Bridget blurted out before clapping her mouth tight and blushing.

‘Again?’ Patrick said, looking at Anne, amused.

‘I…thought I saw a nest,’ Anne fibbed coolly.

‘I see, I see,’ Patrick said, looking very entertained. ‘Well worth the climb then.’

Anne lifted her chin. ‘Fresh eggs are always welcome fare.’

‘Indeed, but what kind of bird did you think it would be?’

Another lie slipped out with surprising ease. ‘A bean goose.’

He burst out laughing at that. ‘A bean goose nest? Up a tree, not on the ground with all the other bean geese?’

‘Not all birds are the same,’ she replied, still trying to sound nonchalant and in control but her sister and mother were starting to laugh now too and Anne inwardly groaned.

‘Well, I’m sure that’s very true,’ Patrick said smoothly, all charm once more. ‘Anyhow, I’d best be off with this hay. You take care of yourself there now, Miss Anne,’ he said, his expression falling to one of solicitous concern. ‘We’ll need you up and dancing at Beltane.’

‘She doesn’t like to dance,’ Bridget blurted again. Anne made a mental note to teach her fourteen-year-old sibling a few pointers in the art of subtlety. Not that she was currently mastering it terribly well herself.

‘Is that a fact? Well, I’ll be sure to test my powers of persuasion again on the day. Perhaps I’ll have more success next time?’

He raised his eyebrows at her, looking smug, and Anne had a strong desire to tell him to go and get buggered, as she often heard the rougher men say down in the village, but of course that language was far too colourful. She’d already strayed far enough away from brown this afternoon.

‘Perhaps,’ she said instead, but it sounded stiff, which felt rather satisfying, and she backed that up with a dismissive if ungainly limp down the path, pausing briefly to turn and add, ‘Thank you for your help, Mr O’Grady.’

The effect was ruined when he simply grinned once more in a knowing, unperturbed way. ‘You’re most welcome, Miss Anne. See you soon, I hope, and in your dancing slippers no doubt.’

He clicked the reins then and set off down the road, and Bridget practically swooned as she stared after him, whispering ‘By the living saints’.

‘The living saints indeed,’ Colleen said, watching Anne.

But then the church bell sounded to let the village know that it was six o’clock and Colleen snapped back to reality, hurrying inside to fuss over dinner and prepare for the ordeal of facing her drunken husband on yet another dreaded Friday night.

Anne took one more look at the disappearing cart in the dimming light, absorbing what had just occurred. Perhaps he wasn’t just being polite. Perhaps he’d even meant it when he’d said he’d like to dance with her at Beltane, but then a drunken man’s voice bellowed from afar as her father made his way home and Anne forced any further ruminations aside.

Well she knew that handsome and charming could fade, as surely as the sun would set here each day. And Patrick O’Grady was merely an unsettling distraction, not her lot in life.


Two

All things bright and beautiful,

All creatures great and small

The words were being sung with gusto by the congregation of mostly farmers and their families, despite the fact that it was strictly speaking an Anglican hymn, and Anne smiled to herself. This was the fun part of going to the cathedral each Sunday, according to the townsfolk. One, because it was in English as opposed to the rest of the Mass being in Latin, and two, because it was about animals, which they could all relate to. It was always the last hymn played; in fact there’d been great uproar last year when Mr Higgins, the pianist, had dared to object to its religious authenticity and played ‘Amazing Grace’ one week instead.

Anne looked over at Shamus, who was singing loudly, and her smile faded. Her father rather fancied himself a good singer and Anne knew he enjoyed this moment and looked forward to it every Sunday, seemingly oblivious to his wife standing beside him, eyes downcast, trying to hide bruises or black eyes. Like the one she’d earnt on Friday night for not putting enough butter on his bread at supper. Anne couldn’t decide who she resented more as she stared at her mother’s thin hands, nervously clenching the hymnal: her father for his temper and violent ways or her mother for meekly accepting that this was just the way things were.

It made Anne almost want to pick up that hymnal and throw it across the church, shouting her outrage at the hypocrisy of it all to the congregation. How could they come here each week, so many embittered like her father or broken down like her mother, and speak of a loving God. A merciful saviour. There was little mercy given to the beaten wives of this village. Anne knew each one by the tell-tale signs that betrayed them. Shaking fingers that fidgeted with rosary beads. Furtive glances and whispered apologies for reaching too quickly to bless themselves with the holy water. For existing.

The song ended and they began to file out, the happier women among them chatting as they reached outside, the others in their shadow. The men were conversing too, glad of their day off and discussing the football game from the day before. Their village had won, Patrick O’Grady saving the day with a winning goal, which had the men in a fine mood as they clapped him on the back and congratulated him.

Typical, Anne decided. He had to be good at sport on top of everything else. He was beginning to seem to her like a table covered in delicious plates of food, each dish more tantalising than the last. Would you like a serving of burly muscles, Anne? Some dark-lashed blue eyes and a dash of charm with your tea? She swallowed down the urge to giggle, thinking how funny it would be if anyone realised what truly went on beneath her boring brown plaits. Truth was, she was colourful inside, although sometimes she felt a little bit mad.

Bridget was talking to some of her friends about the upcoming festival but Anne chose to stand alone and observe in her usual, safely invisible way, her darker thoughts of earlier shelved for now as she watched people her own age interact. Then she laid eyes on the centre of their attention and it was Patrick, of course, surrounded by admirers, young men and women alike. Anne’s throat went tight and something that felt like a stone dropped in her stomach as she eavesdropped on the conversation.

‘But however did you practise when you were at sea?’ Rachael Burgess was asking, a pretty, popular girl who Anne had long considered both mean-spirited and devoid of any common sense.

‘Coconuts, mostly,’ Patrick replied, to everyone’s amusement. ‘We picked some up in Tahiti and they made excellent footballs on deck, although plenty ended up fed to the sharks.’

‘I’ll bet you didn’t use your head to hit too many,’ said George Piker, one of Anne’s former schoolmates. He’d always gone out of his way to be nasty towards her, teasing her loudly when she’d recite her homework, word perfect, and making lewd remarks when she’d reached her teens and her body had changed. Fortunately her cloak of blandness had eventually bored and deterred him.

‘I did, actually. Might explain why I’ve become a bit dim-witted of late.’ Patrick rubbed his forehead for effect and Anne watched his thick dark curls get rearranged with strange fascination. Rachael had noticed too and she practically purred as she ran her fingers through to smooth them.

‘Goodness, you don’t want to go around looking like you just got out of bed. This is church, after all.’

Anne felt like poking her tongue out and feigning being sick. Oh, to do all the things she held herself back from doing.

Patrick simply smiled in his usual knowing way but then he noticed Anne watching. Their gazes collided and held. It seemed a long moment, and surely an inappropriate way to behave in a churchyard, but she was transfixed by it. She wondered if he would address her across the yard but then, inconceivably, he was making his way towards her, and she was no longer safely invisible. Danger, danger, danger, her inner voice warned, but then he arrived and smiled that smile and she felt her resolve wither beneath it. It made her feel weak, and she scowled.

‘Hello, Anne,’ he said, a curious edge to his tone, and she supposed he was wondering why she wasn’t fawning all over him too and fluttering her eyelashes like the other girls in town. Indeed, Rachael and her friend Marion O’Brien were both openly staring and whispering at the sight of the handsome hero lowering himself by talking to the dowdy Brown girl.

‘Hello,’ she responded. She evaluated her own tone. Noncommittal, she decided. That wasn’t too bad.

‘How’s your ankle?’

‘Better,’ she replied.

‘Dancing slipper better?’

Anne swallowed at the mention of dancing again. He’d meant it, her mind said wonderingly before she shut it down. ‘I doubt that. Besides, I don’t own any.’

She sounded rude but he was undeterred. ‘I suppose you prefer more adventurous pastimes like climbing trees to look for bean goose eggs.’

‘Like I said, not all birds are the same.’

‘Thank God for that,’ he replied.

Anne felt her heart race at the possible undercurrents in that comment and she glanced over at Rachael and Marion, who shot her jealous looks as they whispered away. George was less subtle.

‘Whatcha wasting your time talking to Brown Cow for?’ he called, resurrecting her hated childhood nickname, and adding loud mooing noises as the other girls laughed.

Patrick ignored them. ‘So what are you doing over here, standing by yourself?’

Anne shrugged. ‘Watching.’

‘I remember you doing that when we were young. Always off to the side, reading away or thinking something unreachable under those braids of yours.’

The fact that he’d even noticed her at all surprised her, and the fact that he’d wondered at her thoughts even more so. She’d never supposed that any man would consider there was anything of interest beneath her plain exterior. Any colour beneath the brown.

‘I used to think: wherever does she go in that head of hers?’ he continued. ‘Doesn’t she want to talk after an hour of silence in church? Unless you were praying, I suppose.’

‘That would be an odd thing to do after Mass.’

‘Depends what you’re praying for.’

George had joined Rachael and Marion in their whispering now and Anne knew more verbal assaults were forthcoming. Then Patrick would be swept away; one more question and he’d be gone. For some reason it prompted her to ask one herself.

‘And what do you pray for, Master Patrick, a win at football, a good harvest of crops?’ She said it lightly but, oddly, she was hoping for depth.

Then she got something unexpected, not depth at all; something only skin deep as he leant in to whisper his response. ‘Well, right now I’m praying for a smile from a beautiful girl.’

He watched her face as he backed away, a sudden grin spreading across his handsome countenance, for she might be far from beautiful, but he’d just got what he prayed for, all the same. And it felt like some kind of surrender that she’d returned it.


Three

The rain was pattering hard against the glass like tiny pebbles. Tat, tat, tat. Anne welcomed the sound. It was clean and decisive, this spring rain, and it fed the grass and nourished the new buds on the trees generously with its lashing. The sodden landscape somehow absorbed it and Anne reflected there never seemed to be too much moisture in these fields. They simply grew greener during damp weeks like this, if that were possible.

The glass made that green distort where it met the grey and Anne wondered what her spot on the horizon looked like from her tree today. Heavily cloaked, she imagined, these dark clouds obscuring whatever lay beyond. It made her feel even more restless than usual, the book she’d been reading lying idle in her lap, and it didn’t help that Shamus was home, barking orders from his sickbed as he battled a cold. She loved the rain but she hated being confined, especially with his overbearing presence in the cottage. Fortunately a reprieve seemed imminent as her mother appeared at the bedroom door.

‘I need more cod-liver oil, Anne. Do you think your ankle is well enough for you to make the trip into town?’

She looked tired and her once-pretty face was strained, a fresh bruise at her collar. Colleen placed a trembling hand over it to divert Anne’s gaze.

‘Yes, Ma,’ Anne said quietly, sorry for her mother but glad to be relieved of the tension. She took her cloak from the hook on the wall and wrapped a scarf around her head, knowing her hair would soon be soaked despite it.

‘Where’s my damn tea, woman? Get your useless arse in that kitchen,’ her father bellowed as Anne shut the door. A loud thud followed as he hit the wall with his fist and Anne closed her eyes momentarily, knowing that fist would find her mother’s thin flesh before the day was through. There was nothing to be done, however, no justice or help to be had, but there were two roads to choose from to get to town and Anne resolutely took the worst once more. That choice, at least, was her own.

The rain soaked her almost immediately but she trudged on, her boots heavy and sliding occasionally, which she took care not to turn into another catastrophe. Her ankle was only just recovered a week on and her renewed mobility was too precious to squander. Onwards she went, looking over at the castle as it came into view. How glorious it must have been in its prime, she mused, how grand to look out from the high towers that reached towards these heavy skies, allowing an even more expansive view of the horizon than her tree. But it was an empty shell these days, no life or hope left echoing within. Just imprints of a more vibrant and exciting history in its charred walls, but now as bleak an existence as the people who surrounded it.

For it was a hard life in this village nowadays, she reflected as she lumbered on, shoving wet strands of hair from her face. This once-pagan land was now tightly ruled by the Church, and Anne often found herself lamenting the loss of what seemed a more magical, mysterious age. The only reprieve came at Beltane when the old ways were allowed for one carefree day as they danced away the oppression of the other three hundred and sixty-four of the year. Then there were the night rituals, the crowning of the May Queen and the procession led by the antler men to the gathering around the great fire. Anne had never witnessed what happened after that but there were always hasty marriages and babies born come February; ‘merry-begots’ people called them.

She’d always headed straight home, intrigued by the wild recklessness of it all yet afraid of what happened out there in the fields as couples disappeared and the townsfolk turned a blind eye, the mead and ale flowing. But strange dreams would haunt her for weeks after Beltane; fiery images of a masked man wearing antlers, clutching and pushing her onto the cold grass. It made her toss in her blankets in a sweat. She could almost feel his weight as he lay on her, overtaking her control and somehow finding capitulation. It gave men power, that primal seduction, and Anne swore never to allow anyone that luxury.

But now her brooding took a sudden twist and Patrick’s face exploded in her mind. Suddenly it was him removing the antler mask, and he was looking at her in that knowing way.

‘Oh, go to buggery,’ she warned him firmly and out loud, finding some satisfaction in her new-found secret cursing. ‘I don’t care who you are, Patrick O’Grady, I’ll never let you touch me.’ Lest that seductive touch turn to violence and she spend her days cowering and shielding her children from the sight of her own shameful bruises.

Anne clenched her fists, angry at him and all men now as she stomped through the sludge, ignoring the cold sting of the rain against her cheeks. If a man ever hit her she’d hit him back, she vowed, wishing she had the courage to head back to the cottage and slap her father across his bitter, arrogant face. Maybe she should pour something extra into the vial of cod-liver oil on the way back, she plotted, kicking at the mud. Let him get truly sick, perhaps even die. The dark thread of her thoughts startled her then and she paused in the middle of the boggy road to take a deep breath.

Rainwater ran down her face and she was surprised to notice she was crying, hot tears mingling with the cool. What useless things they are, she fumed, pushing at them with the corner of her cloak. What good do they ever do?

It was busy in the shop and Anne’s teeth chattered as she awaited her turn to be served, her tears long gone but her clothes so soaked to the skin no-one would have even noticed.

‘Well, if it isn’t Anne herself. We were just talking about you, weren’t we, Marion?’ Rachael’s voice carried from directly behind her and Anne tried not to roll her eyes as she turned to respond.

‘Hello Rachael, Marion. How are you today?’

‘A little less of a disaster than you, at least,’ Rachael said, appearing amused as her eyes raked Anne’s very mud-splattered appearance. ‘Trying a new look, are you? I didn’t think you could possibly wear more brown, but there you go.’

Marion laughed. ‘I suppose it doesn’t really matter. From what I hear the only person you’re trying to impress is Patrick O’Grady, and by falling out of trees, no less. Tsk, tsk,’ she added. ‘Really, Anne Brown. It’s just too embarrassing for words.’

‘I would have died on the spot,’ Rachael agreed, shaking her head back and forth at the thought, her blonde curls bobbing about. ‘But then again you had to try something, I suppose. Goodness knows you’d never get his attention any normal way.’

Anne dearly wished she could tell Rachael Burgess to go to buggery too but of course that wouldn’t do. Bland, boring, invisible, she reminded herself.

‘Excuse me,’ she said instead, forcing a stiff smile and turning back around. Her teeth were still chattering as she waited and pretended not to hear the continued conversation behind in the line.

‘Don’t you want the pink ribbons as well?’ Marion asked.

‘No, just blue and white, I think. Patrick told me he liked the blue dress I wore last Sunday. He said it matched my eyes.’

‘You won’t be able to dance very well in those old blue slippers of yours. They’ve a hole in them, don’t they?’

‘Ma’s mending them. Well, it’s either them or Da’s old boots,’ she said, giggling.

‘At least they’re black and not brown.’

They both giggled then and Anne tried harder to ignore them, focusing on flexing her icy fingers instead, but it was impossible. ‘Imagine having brown hair, brown eyes, brown freckles and wearing brown boots and clothes all day, every day,’ Rachael said, quite loudly. ‘The colour of common mud.’

‘…and cow shite,’ Marion added in an undertone, causing Rachael to break into a peal of laughter.

‘Here now, Anne Brown. What are you doing standing about, shivering and soaked to the skin?’ Irene Butler, the storekeeper, interrupted them. Her enormous apron bespoke her authority in this domain; the expression she wore one of no nonsense.

‘I’m f-fine, Mrs Butler,’ Anne replied, trying not appear as she felt, freezing half to death.

‘No, you’re not. Come with me, child.’ Anne had little choice but comply as Irene directed her away, casting Rachael and Marion a stern look of disapproval as they went and adding, ‘You’d think your friends there would have offered assistance instead of wagging their tongues about and being as useless as teats on a bull.’ That caused a few people nearby to chuckle and Anne managed a shaky smile herself. Irene Butler was well known for her colourful turns of phrase and having one thrown at those two was very gratifying indeed.

She bustled Anne out the back and went over to a tallboy in the corridor, lifting out a woollen navy dress.

‘This belonged to my daughter, years ago,’ Irene said, an old grief passing across her face. ‘Should fit you, I dare say,’ she added more briskly. ‘She never had much meat on her bones either.’

‘I couldn’t possibly…’

‘Oh, go on with you. You can get changed in the bedroom then dry your things by the fire. What were you here for? More cod-liver oil for your da?’

‘Aye.’

‘I’ll bet that poor mother of yours is waiting on him hand and foot,’ she said with a humph as she helped Anne with her cloak.

‘Aye,’ Anne said again, and Irene muttered under her breath in Gaelic.

‘Más mian leat cáineadh pós. Más mian leat moladh faigh, bás.’

Anne translated it mentally. If it’s abuse you want, marry. If it’s praise you want, die. There was a lot of truth in the old sayings.

‘Good Lord, child, look at the state of you!’ Irene exclaimed, staring at Anne’s boots. ‘Ah well, you know summer’s coming when the rain gets warmer, eh? Off you go, off you go.’

Anne did as she was instructed and made her way to the bedroom to get changed. It was quite warm with the fireplace on the other side of the wall throwing some heat, but her fingers still shook as she took off her dress and rubbed at her skin with the towel Irene had given her. Her hair was heavy with water so she unbraided it and dried it too, surprised at how sodden the towel became. No wonder she’d been so cold. The navy dress lay nearby and Anne stared over at it, knowing she’d have to break costume today. Then she noticed a mirror in the corner, something she hadn’t seen for years, and she approached it, staring at the young woman she’d become. With her hair unbraided, and clad only in her underthings, she looked very different to what she imagined her usual appearance to be. She looked…normal.

Anne touched her face, pale from the cold, and wondered if she could ever possibly be considered beautiful.

You don’t want to be beautiful, she told herself, you want to be ignored.

But already some other part of her brain was reminding her that Patrick O’Grady had used that word, only last Sunday.

Humph, said her mind again. Men say such things to play to a woman’s vanity and get their way. Anyway, she was too pasty, too freckled, too plain. Too brown, as everyone said.

There was movement outside then and her eyes landed on an approaching dray as Patrick himself arrived. Anne grabbed the dress and held it against her before realising he couldn’t possibly see her through the lace curtain. She relaxed a little then, although her heart still skipped about erratically as she watched him climb down and head towards the store across the road that sold farm equipment and supplies.

It felt strange to watch him like this, scandalous somehow as she stood half naked to peruse him. He paused to speak to some of the local farmers, shaking their hands and doffing his cap. So handsome and charming. So perfect.

Anne tried to harness some of her earlier defiance, that anger at men in general, but it seemed to have momentarily deserted her as she traced every movement: the breadth of his back as he reached to pat a dog, the strength in his handshake, the flash of white teeth as he laughed at someone’s joke. Suddenly she wanted that smile to be because of something she said. She wanted him to reach over and take her hand. And more.

She glanced back at her own reflection then and there was something different there now, an expression there she’d never seen before. Anne grabbed the dress and pulled it on quickly, her face flushing as she buttoned it up. For it wasn’t wonderment or curiosity that resided in that polished glass now, nor was it anger or annoyance or resentment. This was something purely physical and it left her no longer feeling the cold.

No, Anne Brown felt suddenly, uncomfortably warm in Irene Butler’s bedroom, and it terrified her from her long, damp hair down to the tips of her muddy brown toes.
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‘Just wear it,’ Bridget told her, exasperated. ‘It’s not like you’re putting on frills and ribbons like the other girls.’

Anne looked down at the navy wool dress and frowned. It fit her well, too well in fact, hence her hesitation. This dress hugged her figure, not inappropriately by any means, but enough to make Anne less invisible and, of course, less brown. Her hair was yet to be braided too and Bridget was trying to talk her into leaving it that way.

‘Just put the sides back, like this,’ she suggested, pulling two strands away and tying them high. ‘It looks nice like that.’

Bridget was wearing her own hair likewise and it did look pretty, not that Anne wanted to be considered so today, or so she’d resolutely been trying to tell herself. But that warm feeling had been keeping her awake at nights and for some reason having her hair hanging loose and long added to it. It left her even more restless and conflicted than ever before and she wondered if she had time to climb the tree before they left, to give herself a good talking-to and try to come to her senses.

She didn’t.

‘Come along, girls,’ Colleen called and Anne let the time make the decision for her, leaving her hair and walking out into the main room with Bridget nervously.

‘Well, don’t you both look nice,’ Colleen said, looking at Anne surprised and pleased, one of her rare smiles appearing. She appeared quite done up herself in her sprigged muslin and shawl, or at least she would have done if not for the bruise at her collar, which had darkened these past few days to marbled green. It made Anne want to turn around and get changed back into brown as she watched Colleen pull up a scarf that didn’t quite hide it but her mother was in a hurry now, and in good spirits, probably because Shamus had headed into town early and she didn’t have to put up with his badgering.

They didn’t have to walk today either as he’d left the cart, for a change, and Colleen looked excited as they climbed on board and she took the reins. Her mother loved to drive and rarely got the chance. How young she could sometimes appear when their father wasn’t around.

‘Ready, girls?’ she called out before clicking to their horse. ‘Off you go, Betsy.’

Her mood was infectious, especially when the sun finally appeared after so many wet days, sailing out from the last of the clouds and casting warmth and brilliance across the valley floor. However green the fields appeared in the rain was nothing compared to when they met with sunlight and they seemed to ripple with pride in the breeze, as if revelling in their own beauty. Wildflowers were everywhere, stretching their bright petals towards the sun, and Anne turned her face towards its rays too. She closed her eyes, welcoming the gentle comfort sunshine brings after endless grey days as a flock of geese sounded above. Anne squinted towards them.

‘Bean geese,’ Bridget said, turning towards her with a grin. ‘I wonder if they left their eggs up your tree?’

Colleen laughed and Anne couldn’t help but join in. It did seem rather comical now. Thoughts of Patrick O’Grady intruded then and Anne looked down at her dress, smoothing it nervously. He’d never seen her in anything but brown. No-one had, except Irene when she made her quiet exit from the back of the shop. ‘There, that’s put the colour back in y’cheeks and added a bit more to y’day than usual, Anne Brown,’ she’d said. ‘Keep it, lass, and make sure you wear it, now,’ she’d added, with a knowing glance at Rachael and Marion who were arguing over more ribbons in the corner. ‘I’m reckoning there’s much more to you than meets the eye but you may as well please the eyes too.’

Anne had thought a lot about that over the past few days. And she’d thought about her reflection in the mirror too. The villagers had never seen that raw, undisguised version of her; she’d never even seen it herself until that moment. Without the tight braids and drab colours against her complexion she looked very different. Even her freckles seemed to fade, and her hair had grown very long while being tied back so tightly every day.

Anne let her hair fall forward now and felt it absently. Being noticed could be dangerous and the thought frightened her but the softness of her hair and the rich hue of the wool dress felt freeing and wondrous, and made her reckless. Maybe it wasn’t such a capitulation; after all she was only giving in to a little blue, not giving up being Brown.

But as the breeze whipped her hair into long streams in the sun she saw strands of gold within, and there was danger in its glint. Another colour on show.

It was always a sight to behold when the sleepy village of Raphoe leapt to life at the spring festival but today it seemed more vibrant, more dazzling than ever before, or so Anne thought as they parked the cart and took in the scene. Skirts were flung as the young women twirled in a blur of colour around the maypole, making Anne wonder why she’d worried people would even notice her, and the men were drinking mead and clapping along with their shirtsleeves rolled up. Ribbons seemed to be trailing everywhere she looked, wrapping around the pole and the women themselves. Apparently wearing them in excess was the height of fashion this year. Rachael had so many in her hair Anne thought she resembled some kind of modern Medusa and she was half-tempted to share this witticism with Bridget but her sister was already running off to her friends.

Anne watched them greet her, all hugs and smiles, pretty girls greeting their pretty friend. That gave her pause. Bridget had been growing up without Anne really noticing and it seemed some of the local lads were taking an interest in her. Anne could almost envy Bridget’s social ease if it weren’t for the safety of remaining aloof, something that might prove challenging today as she noticed Patrick over by the trestle tables, mead in hand. Her father was there too, of course, swilling and talking away as if nothing in the world was amiss, reinforcing Anne’s resolve that she wanted little to do with the world of courtship as her mother passed by.

Colleen headed straight to the fringes where the other women were busy serving food and chatting, a temporary refuge but one Anne knew she’d enjoy while she could. She had once been crowned May Queen in her youth, long before her prettiness faded beneath Shamus’s rule. Shamus himself had worn the antlers and Anne suspected the spell of Beltane had woven her parents together. Yet another reason to be wary of its pull.

The white gown and crown sat upon the makeshift throne on a cart decorated with garlands of flowers and Anne wondered who would wear it today. It had been Rachael last year and Anne had been forced to endure watching her parade about with her customary conceit, but a girl could only be queen once. Perhaps it would be Marion this time, or even Bridget, Anne supposed, watching her sister again. Then someone blocked her view and all supposing ended.

‘Well, what have we got here, Marion? The brown girl’s turned blue.’

‘Still smells like shite to me,’ Marion said as she and Rachael laughed, linking arms in their pastel-coloured dresses, ribbons flying about in the breeze. Anne’s own hair was whipping too, in long ribbons of its own, and someone tugged the end. She turned to see George and gritted her teeth. Why were the young people her own age in the village so odious?

‘Look out, it has a mane. What happened to being Brown Cow?’ George said, trailing his gaze down. Anne wished his eyes off her, regretting her decision to break costume now. ‘No dancing slippers though.’

‘I don’t dance,’ Anne replied.

‘Just as well. She’d wreck your toes in those boots o’hers,’ Marion told George.

George grinned, a lecherous expression crossing his face. ‘She could take them off and be taught, after all she’s a horse now. Colts can be broken in.’

Anne could feel her body recoil but she squared her shoulders and levelled the iciest glare she could muster at him. ‘They can kick hard too.’

George’s eyes narrowed and he leant in closer. ‘Kick away, colt, but you won’t win. Maybe that’s just what you’ve been after all these years, Anne Brown: a firm hand and a little taming.’

Anne’s fist clenched tight as everything around her seemed to still at the threat. ‘That would be the last thing you ever did, George Piker,’ she said quietly.

‘Ohhh, listen to Miss High-and-mighty,’ Rachael said, but they both ignored her.

George was angry now, Anne knew, but he tried to hide it. ‘I was only suggesting a dance,’ he said, hands up in surrender. ‘Take a jig with me – you might learn a thing or two.’

She knew she should retreat into invisibility once more but her blood was up now, the colour surfacing. ‘And you might learn how it feels to have my boot hit your arse.’

The other girls gasped and George’s mouth dropped in outrage. No woman talked that way to a man in this town, well, except Irene the shopkeeper.

‘Who the feck do you think…’

‘Hello, Anne.’ Four heads turned as one as Patrick appeared. ‘Thirsty?’ He was holding a cup of mead and offering her another, perfect smile in place, and even though she never really drank it seemed the most natural thing in the world to accept it.

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ she said, toasting George with shaking fingers before taking a swig and walking off. Maybe she shouldn’t have worn blue after all, she thought dazedly as she went. She seemed to have lost any control over her usual neutrality.

‘What were you talking to George about?’ Patrick asked, following her through the crowd.

‘Nothing,’ she threw back over her shoulder.

‘Hey,’ he said as she moved faster. ‘Hey, where are you running off to?’

Anne wasn’t sure, she just knew she had to get away from nasty girls and horrid men. From threats and sarcasm, jealousy and lust.

‘Anne,’ Patrick said, catching up to her and standing in front. She looked at him properly then and all the negative emotions in her seemed to dissipate, especially when he wore the expression that crossed his face now. There was a plea there, an honesty, and something questioning too. Like he wanted something from her but was afraid to ask.

Anne drank the rest of her mead to avoid it.

‘You were thirsty, then,’ Patrick said, a teasing smile appearing. ‘Want another?’

Anne nodded, not really knowing why she did, and watched him grab a nearby jug and refill their mugs.

‘You’ll have to dance with me after this one. You don’t want to stand around and just get drunk.’

Anne looked over at her father and the other men who were drinking heavily. ‘Why should the men have all the fun?’ Anne clamped her mouth shut. She didn’t seem to have any censure of what poured out of it today.

Patrick merely raised his eyebrows and clinked their drinks together. ‘Cheers then.’

They drank as the band struck up a merry tune and Patrick took their mugs and set them on a table. ‘Come on.’

‘But I don’t dance,’ she objected.

‘Why are your feet tapping then?’

She looked down in surprise but then Patrick took both her hands and the rest of her body responded too. They were flying about in the colours now; ribbons, dresses, shirtsleeves, blue sky. Hair finding gold from the sun. It fanned out around her as he swung her around and she found herself laughing as he joined in, his hands warm, his smile warmer. His eyes locked with hers and she knew if he kissed her tonight around the Beltane fire she would be helpless to resist him. Danger, her mind warned faintly but it was drowned out by the music and the sunshine. And this man.

Anne didn’t know how long they danced for, or how much mead they drank in between, and she’d lost count of the number of times George, Rachael and Marion sent them deathly looks, whispering behind their hands. She didn’t know why she felt so carefree either, especially when George had threatened to harm her, her greatest fear, but when the announcement was made that the May Queen would soon be crowned she realised they’d been dancing all afternoon. And those sun-drenched hours were the happiest she’d ever known.

Patrick excused himself and she was left alone as she watched him make his way through the crowd, wishing him back already. Anne was rewarded when he turned around and sent her one of those smiles; a beautifully wrapped message, just for her. It made her heart thump and her face flush with pleasure. No wonder women fell so hard and gave so much for love, she mused. It was a wonderful, all-consuming thing.

Love. The word ripped through her with a jolt. No, no, no. She couldn’t be falling in love. It would ruin her life. But Patrick is different, she reasoned.

He’s drinking, came the counter-argument as she watched him fetch more drinks. So are you.

The thought was interrupted by George who paused as he walked by, making her skin crawl as he leant over to mutter in her ear.

‘You’d best stay away from Patrick, Brown Cow, if you know what’s good for you.’

Anne’s pulse raced but somehow she responded, and calmly. ‘You have no say in my life, George Piker; never have and never will.’

‘Can’t say I didn’t warn you,’ George said, his glance menacing as he departed, and Anne caught Patrick’s concerned gaze from over at the trestle table. Mustering more courage, she smiled at him and sent a little wave of reassurance. No use having Patrick worry over the likes of George, she decided, as the town crier climbed on the wagon nearby.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, the time has come to name our May Queen and make our way to the sacred circle to light the Beltane fire. Who shall we crown this year?’ he asked the crowd.

‘Marion O’Brien,’ called Marion’s father to a smattering of applause.

‘Shauna Finch,’ called a young teen, and fourteen-year-old Shauna blushed profusely.

A few other names were called, including Bridget’s, who giggled and hid behind her friends. Anne looked over fondly, hoping it would be her.

‘Anne Brown,’ called George. Anne jumped and stared over at him in shock. Then Rachael giggled, whispering something to him, and he nodded, superior and smug.

‘Yes, make it Anne,’ called Irene in her matter-of-fact way, which seemed to settle things without further discussion and Anne gaped as the crowd exploded in applause and she was led to the front. She looked over at Patrick to find him clapping and grinning at her proudly and it was all she could do not to tell them all that they’d made a mistake and that George Piker was taking them for fools. She couldn’t possibly be the May Queen. It was inconceivable that she don the flowered crown and wear the white dress they were handing her.

Anne saw her mother standing nearby. She beckoned her over to Irene’s home to change and the two women took her inside, chatting excitedly.

‘By the living saints, I never thought you’d let your hair down, child, but here you’ve done it and see what happens. The May Queen, no less,’ Irene said, giving her a quick hug before bustling about, dabbing at her eyes.

‘I’m so happy for you, Anne,’ her mother said. Her eyes were full too and Anne choked on her words as she replied.

‘But I…it must be a mistake.’

‘There’s no mistake,’ Irene called from under the counter as she hunted for something. ‘Ah! I knew I had some slippers under here.’

‘But George hates me. He’s…he’s plotting something, I’m sure,’ she whispered to her mother but Irene overheard.

‘Bah! George. Just because he got something right for the first time in his foolish life doesn’t mean he’s smart enough to have a twist in store. Here, put these on, lass,’ Irene instructed, handing her some ivory slippers.

‘I’ll get them dirty,’ Anne said vaguely. She felt muddled now, from shock or the mead it was hard to tell.

‘Well, they’re no good to anyone sitting in a box. I was going to offer them to that Rachael Burgess but she gets my nose out of joint. Y’can put silk on a goat but it’s still a goat.’

Colleen started to giggle as Irene prattled on but Anne was still too stunned to do anything save comply as the two women led her to the bedroom to help her out of the blue dress and into the white one. They brushed her hair next and her mother placed the crown of flowers on her head with pride, smiling tearfully now.

‘You look beautiful, Anne.’

‘Look,’ added Irene, pointing at the mirror.

Anne turned slowly to see her reflection, not a bedraggled rain-soaked girl with the first flush of desire in her eyes this time, but a young woman, dressed like a spring bride. A May Queen. The crown was beautiful, as was the dress, but was she? Anne stared at her face, softened by her long hair and flattered by the colourful crown, and acknowledged she was, at the very least, no longer plain. Perhaps even, a little bit, pretty.

‘Come along then,’ Irene said, taking out her handkerchief and wiping tears too. ‘I’m getting all misty and there’s fun to be had. Out y’go lass. ’Tis your moment in the sun.’

They made their way outside and Colleen and Irene stood back as Anne opened the door to gaze out at the village. She was blinded at first as the sun did, indeed, beat late rays upon her, bathing her in gold, and perhaps that was why the crowd gasped and cheered. It was overwhelming to be the centre of their attention after seeking invisibility her entire life but it felt rather nice too, despite her misgivings.

Then she saw Patrick with an intimate message in his eyes and ‘nice’ turned into ‘wonderful’. He was holding antlers attached to a mask, as were several other young men, then he donned them, hiding that expression from her view but it was burnt into her mind. She doubted she’d ever forget it.

The women led her to the cart and she took her place on the throne, surrounded by flowers in the hay, then the procession headed off to the ancient ring of stones as the people of Raphoe had done every spring for thousands of years. It was Beltane Eve, time to burn the sacred fires and walk the cattle through the smoke to ward off disease and invite abundance. Time to take some of that fire home to their own hearths for luck and pour milk across the doorstep to ward off witches and fairies, for the fey folk were believed to be active this night. Indeed, the veil between the spirit and the physical world was said to be lifted this evening, and a blind eye turned to their modern Christian way of life.

Tonight they were people of the forest once more; of the windswept deep green valleys. Their pagan past ran in their veins as did their passions and desires, and under the Beltane moon their primal right to fertility was blessed by the gods and man. Tonight the rules were abandoned, they were free to run wild and anything could, and probably would, happen.

And so Anne sat, queen for this one sacred time, surrounded by masked men and the people of her village as they made their way to bless the present day by honouring the bloodlines of their past. She felt uplifted but she was afraid too, not only of the motives of bullies or being visible, at last.

She was afraid of herself because the true danger had always been within; what choices she would make. She was in more danger than ever before, now that she’d tasted the elation of falling in love.

And now that she’d seen the expression that lay beneath the antler mask.
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Fire. Two great towers of it raged as it whipped and licked with long-armed flames towards the night sky. The heat warmed their bodies and the light played tricks on their eyes, rendering man and beast mysterious in the flickering gold and shadows. Drums beat at their hearts and the pipes sang in their veins as the mead whetted their blood and their appetites. Anne was mesmerised and immersed in turn, on her throne one minute, dancing the next, the queen of the ritual and free to allow Beltane to consume her in full, for the first time in her seventeen years.

The spell of it ran through her, across her arms, down her legs, through her ribcage and up into her mind, coursing like the fire. Burning her very soul. Patrick was burning her too, with every touch of his fingers, every moment of strength as he lifted her in the air. And with every searing look he cast from those eyes. He’d removed the mask once more and it was as if he’d taken off another mask too, so open and unguarded was his expression now. Couples were melting beyond the fire into the moonlit night, unnoticed by parents caught in Beltane’s spell; in fact a few older people were disappearing too as the laws of marriage seemed to evaporate in the smoke.

Rachael and Marion had been dancing with George and a few others but now they’d all gone, taking their jealousy and odd smugness with them, a blessing if Anne had bothered reflecting on it. But their plotting no longer mattered. No-one mattered but her love who would be her lover. That previously inconceivable concept was now a searing, wondrous inevitability, for he would lie with her tonight; she knew it instinctively. And she knew he knew it too.

The antler mask swung down his back, the horns branching from behind like strange wings, rendering him even more other-worldly, and, as he took her hand, she knew the time had come. No words were needed as he backed her away from the roaring fire, away from the music, the laughter, the voices and drums. It was cold but she was warm, her system drugged by Patrick’s touch and the promises it heralded as her bare legs brushed against the white dress and the soft grass, her gaze locked on the antlers swinging from his shoulders as he guided her along. The night shrouded them in shadow but the Beltane moon above provided a soft silvered light, and he paused to peer into the woods then back at her and smile, the only message she needed as she followed him on.

Then they came to a stand of trees and he pushed through to a secluded spot and Anne wondered briefly if he’d been here before, and with whom. It caused a shot of jealousy to pulse to life, and she dropped his hand in uncertainty as they stopped, but he seemed to read her mind.

Long fingers reached slowly to brush her cheek, his expression sincere as he reassured her. ‘I’ve never been beyond the fire during Beltane…I went to sea, remember? That’s four years, Anne.’

Four years. This truly was his first then, too. She was relieved enough to be bold and she reached up to claim those fingers with her own and he drew her in close, his lips finding hers. At last.

They moved against hers in a drugging dance and she found the rhythm hypnotic as that warm feeling ignited now, every part of her alert to every part of him. His hips were against hers, his chest pressing on her own, and she had a strange urge to melt into him completely. To become one body instead of two. Whatever she’d supposed the magic of Beltane could weave, contact was far surpassing the limits of her imagination as the reality of Patrick, in all his glorious flesh and heated touch, invaded and consumed her. She grasped at his shirt and he took it off with the antlers, setting them aside before unlacing her dress to begin baring her body to the night. Velvet skin lay beneath her fingers now and she ran her hands across his chest wonderingly, thinking he is the beautiful one.

‘So beautiful,’ he said, stealing the word as he gazed at her bodice and pushed the fabric aside to reveal her breasts. ‘My God, Anne, I’ve wanted this for so long.’ He kissed her again, hungry now, and in a rush of passion they lay down and he took off the rest of her underthings, hands running down her stomach and lower. She gasped but pulled at his breeches just the same. Something like fire ripped through her now and she couldn’t have stopped even if she’d wanted to. It was an all-powerful force and she wanted it to control her. She wanted to be seduced beneath the Beltane moon.

He lowered himself on her then. Images of past dreams awoke somewhere in her mind but this antler man was welcome, his mask removed and to the side. It was Patrick, her lover now, blessed by this ancient, sacred rite. He entered her and she let out a gasp of pain but he was gentle and restrained until she became accustomed to him. Then there was a new rhythm, a building passion beyond anything she’d ever felt. Like she had to reach for something, desperate to have whatever it was. Their breathing rasped as they clutched at each other, riding this delicious, almost unbearable wave until it exploded in a moment of pure ecstasy and they cried out, together, to the night.

Patrick collapsed, his breath heavy at her breast, and she stroked his curls wonderingly, the forest whispering its approval through the trees above as her own breathing laboured, then calmed.

‘I didn’t know it could be like that,’ she told him. He lifted his head and pushed her hair from her face, kissing her softly.

‘Neither did I.’

His eyes bore into hers and she believed him as he kissed her again with such feeling she felt tears begin to well and fall.

Patrick noticed, touching one lightly. ‘Are you sorry?’

Anne shook her head. ‘No, it’s not that.’

‘Then why are you crying?’

She shrugged. ‘Because I’m a bit odd, I suppose.’

‘Not odd, unique,’ he told her with a grin. ‘Not all birds are the same, little bean goose.’

Anne laughed. ‘Still thanking God for that?’

‘More than I’ve ever thanked Him for anything, my love.’ He cupped her face and the tears fell then.

‘L…love?’

‘Aye.’ It was a slow, reverent kiss that followed and Anne could feel it travel and wrap itself around her heart. But then the heat began to build once more, the passion returning, and Patrick pulled back, panting but grinning too. ‘I do hate to break this perfect moment, Anne, but I think I may have to excuse myself if we are to, er…continue on.’

She laughed again. ‘I think I may have to as well. All that mead…’

‘Aye,’ he said, ‘although perhaps I should get us another. Meet back in a moment?’

She nodded and he kissed her once more before he dressed and left. Anne got up herself then, hastily pulling on her gown and creeping away to find some bushes nearby. She was a little unsteady from all the mead or perhaps the intoxication of Patrick’s touch. Either way her head felt light, the night magical yet surreal.

The moon had become obscured behind cloud now and she returned to the hollow with difficulty in the almost pitch-dark, preparing herself to wait, but to her surprise when she lay down his form was already beside her. She could just make out the antler mask he’d redonned and he seemed other-worldly as he moved to loom over her.

‘That was very fast,’ she said, surprised at his quick return, but he wasted no time with words. His mouth was exposed at the bottom of the mask and she could feel him put it to other uses, kissing her neck, then her breasts as he pulled her May Day dress down and away. She could sense his impatience in the dark night and Anne gasped as he spread her thighs to take her roughly now, and too quickly. The pain returned but he didn’t pause this time and she tried to tell him to stop but couldn’t between gasps as he thrust himself hard into her, his hands squeezing her breasts, causing her to cry out. He climaxed with loud grunts and she gripped his shoulders at its force. He was shuddering, then he began laughing and Anne noticed a second mask beside them, confusion and fear rising as the moonlight returned. Then he drew his own mask back and threw it next to the other and she stared in shock at George Piker’s face, mocking and triumphant in the grey night.

‘I saw them going in there, together,’ came Rachael’s voice and Anne swung disbelieving eyes over George’s shoulder as Patrick O’Grady arrived, taking in the scene in horror as Rachel followed close behind.

‘Anne?’ Patrick said, dropping the mugs of mead he carried to stare as George rolled off her naked form.

‘Dear God,’ Rachel exclaimed as George stood, exposing Anne to their eyes.

‘Sorry, were you wanting a turn?’ George said, matter of fact and unperturbed. ‘She invited me in and I couldn’t resist a go, I’m afraid,’ he told Patrick as he buttoned his breeches.

Anne was trembling, from cold or shock, and now some kind of delayed panic as she grabbed her dress and tried desperately to cover her flesh.

‘How…how could you?’ Patrick said, and Rachael let out a cynical chortle of laughter as she turned to him, averting her gaze from Anne with one hand.

‘I’d say she’s been planning this all along.’

‘Thought you knew what she was like,’ George said with a shrug. ‘She’s been teasing me for years…even talked me into nominating her for May Queen. Seemed only fair to claim my reward for a bit of a lark.’

‘I didn’t…I…’ but Anne couldn’t seem to talk. George’s touch scalded where Patrick’s had warmed, bruised and tore where Patrick’s had worshipped. It hurt to move. See. Speak.

‘It’s true, Patrick, you saw them arguing and whispering today yourself,’ Rachael added, her disgust laced with poorly disguised excitement. Anne clutched her knees to her chest, forcing words out.

‘It wasn’t that…I wasn’t…he…he was threatening me, to stay… stay away from you…’

George let out a short bark of amusement. ‘As if I’d bother.’

‘She was just after anyone’s attention, if you ask me. Couldn’t stand being ignored any more, could you?’ Rachael spat at Anne. ‘Brown’s one thing but this is just black as sin, playing one man off the other.’

‘Who cares so long as we all get a ride?’ George shrugged and Anne felt suddenly, violently sick as she curled herself tighter. ‘Come on, Patrick, let’s leave these witches to cackle and go grab some more mead. Beltane Eve is still young.’

He left then and Rachael looked at Patrick. ‘I’ve nothing more to say to the likes of her. Let’s just go.’ Patrick didn’t respond, nor had he looked at George as he left, his stunned gaze still trained on Anne. ‘I’ll wait for you then, shall I? By the fire,’ Rachael added, casting one last victorious smirk Anne’s way before leaving too.

The sound of Rachel’s footsteps faded and only the whistling breeze in the treetops remained as Anne sat, huddled and quivering, watching Patrick’s face where the shadows danced. He closed his eyes and she tried to read his expression, to glean any sign that he believed her, before realising he didn’t actually know what had just happened. She’d have to tell him and relive it, and she wondered if she even could.

‘I didn’t…’ she began, searching for the biggest truth, ‘I didn’t know it was him.’

That snapped his eyes wide open and he shook his head, exclaiming, ‘Didn’t know? For Godsakes. You don’t have to play me for a fool.’

‘I thought it was you,’ Anne blurted brokenly.

‘Oh, of course you did. Because we’re so alike.’

Anne blinked against his sarcasm and the depths of her own stupidity. George was short where Patrick was tall; pudgy where Patrick was muscular. ‘It all happened so fast. He was just…just there and he wore a-a mask.’

Patrick looked at her long and hard and she found herself begging him to believe her. ‘I wouldn’t do that to you, Patrick. Please, please believe me. I was tricked…he…he wore a mask…’ she said again, beginning to cry now.

But a new mask was descending over him now, one of hurt and betrayal, and his voice was cold as he responded. ‘Of all the things you could have said, that’s what you expect me to believe? That you didn’t know you were rutting someone else? Someone who is nothing even remotely like me?’ he added, his jaw clenching as he fought his emotions. ‘You’re a smart girl, Anne. I’m hardly going to accept the lie that you were just suddenly, incredibly stupid.’

He turned away in disgust and she dared to stand up gingerly and move towards him. ‘Patrick,’ she implored but he began to walk away. ‘No, no, don’t go…’ She grabbed at his arm and pulled but his anger exploded now and he shoved her away. Anne landed heavily on the ground, old fears surfacing as he stood over her, hand outstretched.

‘Don’t hit me,’ she whispered and Patrick’s face contorted.

‘Is that what you think of me, then?’ he said, lowering his hand, which she now realised had been offered in help. ‘Just like all men, am I? Just like George? Or your da?’

He really did leave then and Anne forced the pain of George’s violent touch away, clambering to grab the rest of her things and follow, trying not to look at the two antler masks that lay nearby like cruel and twisted trophies. She ran with difficulty into the night, desperate now as she pursued the man she loved, knowing she couldn’t rest until he believed her; until he understood she could never betray him in her heart and that she knew he wasn’t like other men. He was different. Respectful and kind.

The Beltane fires glowed and the dark forest shielded secrets as the moon sailed above, hiding primal acts in the shadowed, sacred night, while beneath it the May Queen searched for her lover among the couples that lay in the long grass, or clutched one another behind ancient stones, but he was nowhere to be found. She made a long, lonely trek home, dancing slippers and white dress ruined by the mud as the brown found her once more until at last she saw her tree up ahead, the one place where the world made sense. She went to climb it to tell her heartache to the horizon as the dawn found its earliest light.

But a couple had found it first, and were cleaved to each other against its trunk, her gasps of pleasure clear in the cold morning air as Patrick fed whatever feelings of betrayal he felt into Rachael Burgess’s form. He declared Anne guilty with the rawness of the act; his earlier profession of love forgotten as he behaved just like other men, after all.

Anne Brown went home and donned the blue gown, her only dress of colour – the white one forever stained, the brown ones her costumes no more. Then she packed what was left of her things and wrote a note for her mother and sister, ignoring her snoring father as she closed the cottage door.

A glorious sunrise greeted her, the colours staining the sky with brilliant hues, and she knew she would cloak herself in them now, be as brilliant as that sky and as richly colourful as the sacred forest and the shimmering fields. For she’d been turned inside out tonight, her colours on display at last, no longer invisible, no longer brown. No, that drab hue would be on the inside now, replacing the kaleidoscope that once lived within. A shattered heart had let all that secret colour seep away, withering it to nothingness, rendering her soul forever plain.

From this day forward she would travel towards the horizon, not expecting to find, just to follow; carrying a different lot in life as she chose never to love. Never to trust.

And never again to be Anne Brown.


Part Two

Grey


Six

London, 16 September 1879

The woman was trouble, anyone could see that, done up to the nines and artfully painted, but to an extent a true lady would never consider. Will wondered briefly what she was doing here, but then the thud of earth meeting the hard reality of coffin wood drew his focus back.

Resentment coiled in his gut, at odds with the tears that were sliding down his cheeks, warm trails that soon cooled and bit his skin in the icy wind. Such evidence of grief annoyed him but, whatever kind of man his father had turned out to be, Sir John Worthington had loved his children and Will felt the bittersweet irony of that truth with each scrape of the spade. His sister Marigold, or ‘Mari’ as they called her, was crying too, with muffled sobs as her fiancé Robert Appleby held her arm. A strong type of fellow, his future brother-in-law. ‘Dependable’, as people often said. A pity their father had never been the same.

‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust,’ Father Peter intoned in a solemn, if overly theatrical manner as the last of his duties concluded. It had been a long, drawn-out process, especially the eulogy at the church, a dreary affair filled with platitudes and biblical quotes that held little relevance to the life Sir John had led, and it felt rehearsed and well used; a generic speech to placate the congregation. Will supposed it was the highlight of a priest’s life, these moments of attention from a captured audience, particularly at a funeral when people turned to a man of the cloth for reassurance that their deceased loved one was safe in the arms of the Lord, living on as a spirit in eternal peace. Will didn’t know if he believed in such a far-fetched notion and he certainly wasn’t warming to it today. Sir John would hardly be considered ‘good’ in the eyes of God. Gambling was a sin, according to the Church. Dying in the arms of a prostitute probably wasn’t improving his chances either.

Father Peter finished his final blessing and the silence that followed was thick with the weight of grief that encircled the grave. Will flicked his eyes over the faces of the mourners, pausing at the mystery woman, who was stony-faced behind the paint. Will wondered at her identity once more even though he knew it was pointless to speculate how Sir John had come into her life. His father had spread himself wide and far and he’d been well liked, accumulating many friends of good and ill repute during his hedonistic sixty years. His broad smile and cheerful, booming voice came to mind and Will could almost hear him address them all.

Come now, enough of all this gloomy nonsense. Let’s have a few toasts and celebrate instead eh? Drinks on me down at the club.

How he would have loved that. One final, generous round to blow the last of the Worthington coffers to this icy wind. Well, not this time, Father, Will thought grimly. There was barely enough to pay the residual of Will’s university fees and settle all debts and then there was the issue of Mari’s dowry that was yet to be paid. If not for the ten thousand pounds promised to her by their mother on her deathbed, Will knew his sister would have been left with nothing. Fortunately the sum would be released today at the reading of the will.

His gaze rested on the headstone of the grave beside his father’s then, seven years old and looking worn, and he scanned the inscription even though he well knew it by heart.


Here lies Lady Jane Constance Worthington

Too good for this earth

1812–1872

Rest In Peace



Mari had chosen the words and it had been left to Will to approve them while Sir John drowned his sorrow in whisky. The epitaph might have seemed an over-statement for someone as modest as Lady Jane, but their mother had been kind and patient all the days of her life and deserved it. Will knew it was the absence of that gentle energy that had driven Sir John to bury his loneliness in gambling, drinking and whoring, and Will had long sworn he’d never love a woman to the point where her death would result in such weakness and self-destruction.

A stiff breeze carried across the cemetery as low white clouds swirled beneath a leaden sky. It was a suitably cheerless day for such a heavy task and the mourners began to disperse, hurrying to their carriages to escape the cold. Will guessed they would adjourn to the club for some sort of wake regardless of his and Mari’s lack of making any arrangement. He could do with a drink himself but that could wait until after they saw the solicitor. One needed a clear head when dealing with finances, especially when so meagre an amount would be expected to cover so much.

Several paused to shake his hand and offer words of comfort to him and Mari, and Will accepted them politely, but with little warmth. Most were men who had benefitted from fleecing his father at cards, time and again, and it was difficult not to resent the furs and jewels of their wives on subtle display, despite the occasion. A few cousins received a more appreciative reception but there was only one true friend that mattered, and as he approached Will felt some small amount of tension recede for the first time that day.

‘My sincerest condolences, Mari.’ Charlie Turner kissed her cheek and held her briefly before shaking Robert’s hand. ‘Terribly sorry, old chap. Such a brief time to have known him.’

‘Yes,’ was Robert’s only reply. Dependable as he was, articulate Will’s soon-to-be brother-in-law was not.

‘Thank you for coming, Charlie,’ Mari managed but then a fresh wave of tears burst forth and Robert led her away.

Charlie shook Will’s hand then, turning in time to notice the woman Will had been watching before. It was difficult not to. Her bonnet was off now and she held it tightly in her hands as she stared back at them, dark red tresses whipping about her made-up face, her expression inscrutable. She was very attractive, Will conceded, but the word ‘trouble’ still reverberated. No woman possessed hair that colour naturally.

She looked as if she wanted to approach and Will wondered momentarily if she would do so but then something made her pause and she turned and left instead, a flash of purple skirt at her coat hem as she went. Charlie said nothing, merely lifting a curious eyebrow before taking his place at Will’s side to watch the rest of the congregation depart. They faded quickly now, one by one in their awaiting conveyances, until Will and Charlie were left alone and the cemetery resumed that still, eerie sense of finality such places held.

‘Peaceful place, really,’ Charlie commented after a while.

‘Creepy as all hell,’ Will replied.

‘I wouldn’t be mentioning hell here,’ Charlie noted, sending him a wry smile.

‘No,’ Will agreed, sighing, ‘but that’s what I’ll be in over the next few weeks, trying to perform some kind of financial miracle.’

Charlie nodded and Will knew he well understood. His family had been impoverished since industry had overrun their farming interests in Sussex and his own mother and father had died only last year, near penniless. Charlie had barely made it through art school and was struggling to support himself as a teacher these days. How life had changed for them both since they were wealthy youngsters, best friends or ‘non-blood brothers’ as Mari always liked to say, enjoying a life of expensive schooling, racehorses, cricket, debutantes and parties. Their twenties were proving far less fortunate.

Charlie reached into his overcoat pocket and pulled out two cigars, offering Will one, just as Will had done the day Charlie’s father was buried, and they lit them to smoke in the cold air. No other words were necessary as time stood seemingly still in this place where such a concept no longer mattered.

Small glows of orange burnt in the fading light, the rich tobacco leaf yielding to grey until the last of the remnants were flicked into the grave.

‘Ashes to ashes,’ Will said quietly.

‘Dust to dust.’

Then the two friends walked away from death to face life once more, however difficult it would prove to be, the sons of men who had left them with only their love. That love had meant the world at times, but it had been conditional too, and, for Will Worthington, it simply wasn’t enough.

[image: image]

It was warm in Cecil Bradbury’s office, due mostly to the large fireplace where several logs burnt with a comforting orange glow, shifting occasionally to settle closer together in their bed of embers. Cecil himself was usually a comforting sort of chap too, but today something was amiss. There was tension here, despite the generous flow of milk and tea as his housekeeper, Miss Holmes, poured. She’d also delivered a tray of freshly baked crumpets, buttered heavily and laden with honey, and the homely scent filled the room as she bustled about in her crisply starched apron, matronly and nurturing.

‘Quite a turn out today, by all accounts,’ Cecil said, his tone forcedly light. ‘I was sorry to have missed it but, again, the Commissioner’s report…’

‘No need to apologise again, Mr Bradbury,’ Mari said, offering him a smile, but it was pained. It would take some time for her to come to terms with their father’s death; she was the apple of her daddy’s eye, as their mother always used to say. Will felt a wave of protectiveness for his little sister; always kind when others were cruel, gentle like Lady Jane had been. Forgiving to a fault.

‘Ah yes, well, again I…’ Cecil muttered but the words lost their flow as he rearranged the documents on his desk, though they needed little attention as they sat in their tidy rows. People might well believe that a life could be summed up in a eulogy or the number of mourners at a funeral but Will knew its true worth lay on the desks of lawyers. Years of studying numbers had taught him that much.

Casting another look at Mari’s earnest expression, he acknowledged she would most certainly not agree. What of goodness, compassion and a loving heart? she’d protest, and in her sheltered world such a sweet philosophy was valid. Money was simply there and someone would always look after her. He’d hidden the worst of their father’s dealings from her and Will hoped he would be able to steer much of the truth away today, protecting her naivety and trust. Cecil was certainly under instruction that actual sums need not be mentioned, only other itemised bequests. If she realised there was less in that pile of papers than should be expected, let her conclude it was due to her father’s ‘generosity’ rather than his weaknesses.

Miss Holmes finished serving, although the crumpets remained untouched, and she was making her way out when the doorbell sounded, causing Cecil to drop his spectacles in agitation. Will frowned, his concern increasing. A last-minute addition to the reading of a will didn’t bode well. Sure enough there was soon a knock as Miss Holmes returned and she opened the door to announce, ‘A Miss Chrystelle Amour to see you, sir.’

Cecil bobbed his head and the lady entered, bonnet clutched before her, dark red hair burnished by the firelight. Will recognised her instantly as the mystery woman at the funeral, several misgivings colliding in his mind at once, but it was Mari who looked the most perplexed.

‘Er…come in, Miss Amour, come in. May I take your coat…?’ Cecil bumbled.

‘Thank you,’ Chrystelle replied, beginning to remove the heavy black material and revealing a flash of a bright purple dress, the hue garish in the cosy environment.

‘Tea?’ Cecil offered.

‘Please,’ Chrystelle said. An uncomfortable moment ensued as Cecil poured, the woman’s expression as unreadable as it had been at the graveyard.

‘I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure?’ Mari ventured, her voice slightly high.

‘Chrystelle Amour,’ the woman said, offering a slight nod her way as she took her tea.

‘Mari Worthington,’ she returned, still agog at the woman. She gave the overall impression of having been coloured in, like a child would fill a drawing, from the inappropriately colourful dress, to the dyed hair and make-up which was applied even more heavily than before. Chrystelle Amour might well be finely attired but she was no lady, her poorly disguised Irish country accent further attesting that, and she had no place in the office of a gentleman’s solicitor at the reading of the family will.

Chrystelle turned to Will then and he thought he noted a flicker of nerves as her gaze met his.

‘You must be William…’

‘Will,’ he corrected automatically. ‘I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, madam. I don’t recall having made your acquaintance before.’

‘No. No, we’ve not met.’ She offered no explanation but rather than question it, Will deliberately shifted his focus to Cecil, who was still fumbling with his glasses. How she knew of him was inconsequential; the only thing that mattered was why she was at this reading and that was already abundantly clear: she was here for money. And, as he watched the same terrible conclusion dawn on his sister’s face, Will vowed he’d do whatever it took to prevent that from happening.

‘Ah, perhaps it’s best to proceed and let your father’s instructions make this situation…er…’ Cecil stuttered.

‘Please,’ Will said, civility in place. Time to see what fresh hell their father had left behind in his own words. Besides, it seemed the shortest route to understanding. Cecil was having a very unsuccessful afternoon when it came to completing sentences.

Cecil lifted a sealed letter from the top of the pile and opened it carefully, spectacles now in place at the end of his nose.

‘I hereby do swear that I, Sir John Bernard Worthington, being of sound mind and with full knowledge of the binding legal value of this document, declare this my last will and testament to the distribution of all monies and property held in my name. I do not give permission for any contest against it nor will any other legal document or declaration be forthcoming as of today, the first of September, 1879.’

The first of September. This will was only two weeks old, Will realised, his hand tightening on the arm of his chair.

‘To my son William I leave all monies, save bequests further outlined, and the contents of the household on Cummins Road to be kept or sold as he sees fit, with the exception of the family ring which I hope you will keep for sentimental value. It belonged to your great-great grandfather and was a gift from King George III and I trust that you will pass it down to your own son one day.’

A paltry sum that would barely cover the bills: empty stables, a household filled with outdated furniture and a gift from the Mad King his only inheritance. How apt the last was, Will conceded silently as Cecil slid it across the table, but he put it on, not really knowing why he did so.

‘I hope you will think of me as time passes and remember when you wear it that I am proud of you and that I’m certain you will live a great life, as your mother and I always knew you would.’

That brought a lump to Will’s throat but he swallowed against it angrily. Pretty words at the beginning wouldn’t fix the certain ugliness that awaited further along in this letter. Mari dabbed at her eyes as she sat alongside Chrystelle, and Will felt his resentment at this stranger’s presence at so private a moment swell to new heights.

Cecil cleared his throat, looking increasingly uncomfortable, and continued.

‘To my daughter Marigold I bequeath my late wife’s jewellery and her glory box, which she lovingly filled with all she held dear, but nothing was dearer to her than you, sweet daughter. I know Robert will care for you all your days and that we leave you in trusted hands.’

There was a terrible pause then as Will and Mari waited for more, in particular their mother’s bequest that was Mari’s dowry, but Will knew from the expression on Cecil’s face that such a final piece of justice would be denied and even Mari wouldn’t be unaware of that startling fact.

‘To my sister Charlotte, I leave my painting of Great Aunt Abigail…’

Will half-listened as the lawyer read on, further distribution of his father’s minor possessions expressly allocated in his typically emotional and generous fashion, but the omission of his mother’s bequest was yet to be explained. Still Will bided his time, watching Chrystelle out of the corner of his eye, needing to keep his cool at such a life-changing moment. Not so Mari, it seemed.

‘Excuse me,’ she whispered before clearing her throat and starting again. ‘Excuse me, Mr Bradbury, but there seems to be some mistake. My mother left a trust for me. My dowry. Robert is… he is expecting it…’ Tears were falling and the words came out in a jerky, fearful fashion that made Will want to grab the redheaded woman next to her and force the truth out. What hold had she over her father in the end that would cause him to hurt his daughter so? How much had she stolen from poor Mari? Surely not the lot?

‘Perhaps if I continue…?’ Cecil offered, looking pained to the point that Will felt sorry for him. What a task his father had left to the poor man, a lifelong friend now left to do his dirty work in death.

‘Finally, to Miss Chrystelle Amour I leave a personal cheque and passage to Australia, as promised, under the proviso that she raise…’ Cecil cleared his throat then forced himself on, ‘…raise our child in good faith and care.’

Mari let out a gasp and Cecil stumbled momentarily. ‘If…if this will is being read then I am no longer of this earth and left with no other choice than to provide for the one child I leave behind who has no other means of support. William, you are strong enough and clever enough to make your own way and your education will open doors, as will your charm, I’m sure.

‘Mari, you are soon to be well married and I am confident Robert will overlook so unimportant a thing as your dowry when he has the loveliest wife in the world at his side. I hope you can understand, my children, that your brother or sister needs a chance in life too, and is your blood. Perhaps one day you will seek them out and, if so, tell them a little of the father I could have been, or at least I was until I weakened later in life. This child is my final mark on earth and I hope you can grow to understand my decisions when writing this new will and that you don’t think too harshly of me. I will miss all of you, from wherever I am beyond the grave, and will send you my love, always. Your devoted father, John.’

There was no sound save the soft hiss and crackle of the fire, but Will finally found his voice after prioritising his reeling thoughts.

‘How much is the cheque for?’

‘A substantial amount,’ Cecil responded carefully with a glance at Mari, who had been stunned beyond comment or tears now, and Chrystelle, whose expression was hidden as she stared down at her tea and placed a hand over her belly, which Will noted was indeed rounded.

‘I think we’ve a right to know how much was bequeathed,’ Will returned.

‘I don’t think it’s necessary to discuss the numbers…’

‘I’m…I’m not a child, Mr Bradbury,’ Mari blurted, finding her voice and lifting her chin. ‘How much of my mother’s money will this…woman be taking from me?’

‘…Ten thousand pounds.’

Ten thousand pounds. The full amount their mother had asked be set aside. Mari blinked fast against whatever tears still threatened and gave a brief nod. ‘I see.’

The tense silence stretched unbearably and Will glanced from Mari to Cecil, unable to stomach looking at Chrystelle. ‘We will contest it, you understand.’

Cecil shook his head slowly. ‘There’s nothing to be done, William. I’m sorry.’

‘Nevertheless.’

‘Pursue it if you wish, but I must warn you this last will was signed and witnessed. It is very much legally binding. Not to mention the steep expense of pursuing such a complicated course of action.’

He said it gently enough, mostly for Mari’s benefit, Will suspected, yet the impossibility of affording contestation sat before them like an insurmountable mountain and there was a sense of finality in those words. Legally binding. They reverberated in Will’s mind until, suddenly, something clicked.

‘Quite a name to have appear in a legal will,’ he said, attempting a casual tone and looking over at Chrystelle now, but she simply raised her eyes to Cecil.

‘There is a footnote attesting to a separate document that confirms the lady’s original name and origins. It is all quite above board, I assure you.’

‘And what is the lady’s legal name then?’ Will countered.

‘That is not something she wishes disclosed. The alias is a protective measure, you understand.’

‘Protecting you from whom?’ Will challenged her directly, and Mari stared too, her blue eyes round, but Chrystelle said nothing, her eyes not wavering from Cecil. The question hung in the air but not even Cecil ventured to answer it. Will stowed it away, however, that morsel of advantage. This woman had someone to fear in life. Someone aside from himself, now.

He stood then, knowing any further discussion was pointless, and Mari stood too, drawing on her gloves. ‘Well, if that is all, Mr Bradbury, I think it may be time to take our leave,’ she said, outwardly composed, yet her eyes were still round and overly bright.

‘Of course,’ the lawyer fumbled, gathering papers and handing them over. ‘If there’s anything I can do…’

No-one answered that and Will opened the door to allow Mari to precede him, nodding at Cecil without malice but delivering a look he hoped was filled with disgust and loathing at Chrystelle when she made the mistake of meeting his eyes. She blinked as though it didn’t affect her, but he knew it did; people had told him on more than one occasion he could ‘kill with that stare’.

God save his soul, because right now he wished he could.

‘Drink?’ Mari suggested as they hurried down the freezing street and he grimly agreed, not even bothering to comment that she barely touched the stuff.

A short, silent cab ride later they arrived at a private if modest club not favoured by friends and family and took a quiet table in a side parlour.

Mari took off her bonnet and laid it aside, smoothing her blonde hair with one gloved hand in a composed fashion. Her hand was shaking so she placed it her lap and sat rigidly, staring up at the ornate stained-glass and wrought-iron dome that was the pride of the otherwise understated establishment. Then her eyes followed a couple walking by, an older man and a young woman. The man steered her behind a velvet curtain into a side room, obscuring them from view, and Mari flicked her gaze back to Will.

‘I suppose I should have seen it coming,’ she said, but Will shook his head.

‘Not even I saw that coming and I’m far more cynical than you’ll ever be.’

She nodded, a small, bitter laugh escaping. ‘And to think my greatest fear was the damage he was doing to the family name with his…conquests. How could he risk so much, at his age.’

Will could only agree. Even as a young man he would certainly have taken more care. Women of ill repute had ever threatened the fortunes of gentlemen in this part of town.

Mari looked over at the curtain where the couple had disappeared and sighed. ‘I suppose it was the loneliness,’ she said. ‘You know, the irony is he would’ve thought he was doing the right thing.’

‘I don’t think he ever imagined we’d find out like this. He hardly would have anticipated he’d die in the woman’s arms a week later.’

‘How do you know it was her?’

Will shrugged. ‘An educated guess. He had pretty strong reasons for loyalty at that point. I strongly doubt he would’ve been with anyone else at such a time.’

‘Who knows what he was thinking?’ Mari said sadly. ‘Obviously not about us. I would have given you some of that money, Will. I had already told Mr Bradbury to make sure some got siphoned your way. I know things aren’t easy for you.’

Will smiled and shook his head. ‘You don’t need to worry about me, Mari. It’s you that has to face the fire.’

She nodded at that, her lip quivering at the reality of what lay ahead. ‘Whatever will Robert’s family make of me now. Good Lord, his mother alone… she’ll think I…I cheated my way in…’

‘Robert loves you, Mari. He’ll honour the betrothal and all will be well in time.’

She shook her head, fighting tears again. ‘Even if he does, it will never be the same. I’ll be labelled a fortune-hunter. Our friends will all find out our father got a lady of the night in…in the family way and gave her my dowry and no-one will believe we didn’t know. No-one could suppose us so naive.’

‘No-one could believe him so stupid either, I’ll wager. That woman will burn through the money in no time and our half-sibling will grow up in brothels on the other side of the world.’

Mari took out her handkerchief, dabbing her eyes as she said, ‘Poor mite.’

‘Sympathy for the devil?’

‘Devil? That poor child is the real victim here,’ Mari said, her compassionate nature back at the fore.

‘Yes, well, that poor child has taken everything you have and you’re left to carry the shame.’ Will paused as the drinks arrived and the waiter served them and moved away. ‘I don’t think I’ll be losing a lot of sleep worrying over him. Or her.’

‘I hold no malice towards an innocent infant. I don’t think I can even be angry at Father for it, to be truthful. It’s that woman, that Chrystelle Amour, who’s to blame.’ Mari paused, sipping her drink thoughtfully. ‘But what choice did she have either, I suppose, than to turn to the father of her unborn child for support?’

William shook his head and gave a short, harsh laugh at that last generous comment. ‘Who’s to say it’s even his? Anyway, you’re far too good, Mari.’

She shrugged. ‘Not much point in holding onto resentment, is there?’

Will knew that was true, in theory. He knew Mari would probably manage it too, even though this wasn’t something his sister could live down. He could only hope that, if the marriage went forward, Robert’s family would forgive the lack of a promised dowry for the pleasure of living in her sweet presence. Even so, it would cost her, and having someone to blame for it wasn’t something Will could so easily let go of. Nor would he sit idly by.

‘I’ll be looking into this, Mari. I meant what I said.’

She sighed and reached over to clutch his hand. ‘I know you will, dearest, but you really shouldn’t waste your time. I fear Mr Bradbury was right when he said that this can hardly be challenged, especially with no money to do so. Besides, she already has that cheque,’ she added, squeezing and letting go. ‘I expect she’s booking her passage as we speak.’

‘Nevertheless,’ Will replied, in the same way he had in the lawyer’s office. It was something he said often, and Charlie occasionally teased him that he always managed to load it with far more threat than such an innocuous comment should be accorded.

Mari merely gave him a small, humouring smile and he knew she’d already given up, but Will doubted he ever would.

No, Chrystelle might not realise it yet, but she’d done more than steal an inheritance today, she’d destroyed his sister’s reputation and endangered her happiness, wreaking havoc on the life of a woman so kind she was already forgiving her for it. Will supposed he could lay some of the blame at his father’s feet for his reckless generosity and lack of foresight in the matter, but what good would it do to seek justice from someone cold in their grave? Chrystelle, however, was well within reach, and hurting Mari rendered her the enemy, Will vowed to himself, twisting the Mad King’s ring.

Chrystelle held their mother’s money, lovingly left for her only daughter, and he could never just accept that and let it be. Such a travesty needed urgent correction, a reversal of fortune, and only one option remained: the coloured-in woman would, quite simply, have to pay.


Seven

London, 26 September 1879

The rain dripped from the edges of the windowsill in slow, fat droplets, as if too bored to make the fall to the brick below. Charlie watched them absently, mindlessly bored himself as the clock ticked loudly in the room, the time passing in painstaking strokes as his students worked away. They drew in pencil today, sketching a still-life arrangement that he probably should have put more thought into. A few plates, cutlery and a folded napkin were hardly much to inspire on such a dreary afternoon. Pale linen and tarnished silver in muted lighting; grey subjects on a grey day.

Charlie looked out to the usually vibrant elm trees that lined the college walls outside his window, searching for some colour to lighten his mood, but even they appeared blanched, the curtain of steady rain dulling their green to a khaki that was almost grey too. A few other classes had ended on the half hour and Charlie watched as people ducked under umbrellas to brave the elements, recognising a few colleagues among them.

He supposed he should have waved but decided not to bother. It was unlikely to be returned. Being the youngest of the college’s teachers, and a mere art teacher, the others made him feel it, often patronising him about his lack of experience, and calling him ‘the apprentice’. It should have grated more after a year and a half but it was a mark of how little Charlie cared about this job that it didn’t. Besides, it almost felt like a relief to know he was still considered green enough not to be a member of the ‘old fellows club’, as they liked to call themselves. A more derisive, opinionated and pompous lot he was yet to encounter in life. Why he didn’t just jump on a ferry and head over to France to paint in the fields with the avant-garde he really couldn’t fathom, but he was doing what was expected of a conservative English gentleman, he supposed. Playing his grey role.

One of the students coughed and he turned, walking away from the window to critique his work.

‘Nice line, Randolph, but you need to lend a heavier edge if you want to capture more depth.’

Randolph frowned and Charlie moved on to the next student, then the next. Less shading. More shading. Look beyond the subject. Focus on the subject.

What does this say to you?

‘Still life?’ replied Marco Rafioni, his only Italian student and his favourite. He flicked his gaze to Charlie, large brown eyes astute as usual, and Charlie knew he could read his mood. Perhaps it was obvious, the grey that surrounded him today. Most days. Because life was still in Charlie Turner’s world, no matter what that ticking clock conveyed.

The hands soon reached the hour, despite such musings, and he packed up as the students left, glad to be meeting Will today. It was Friday and they were having drinks at the nearby pub. Charlie dashed down the stairs and out into the wet afternoon, knowing the alcohol would offer welcome warmth and add some artificial colour to his life, for a time.

It was a short enough walk but typically he’d forgotten his umbrella and his old coat offered little protection as he strode along, the rain lashing at his face even as he pulled his hat low. The Ox and Mary sign, swinging on its hinges above the door, couldn’t come soon enough though he was soaked through by the time he entered. He spied Will immediately through the throng. He appeared dry and looked impeccable as he sat by the corner fire in a comfy armchair, smoking his pipe, half an ale in hand and another full one on the table in front of the matching chair alongside. It would have been annoying to have such an organised, debonair best friend if he wasn’t also so generous. Charlie made his way over and flung himself down.

‘And so another mind-numbingly boring bloody week bites the dust.’

Will nodded his head at the ale. ‘Have a drink. It’ll cure what ails you.’

‘An ale for my ails. That sounds like a plan.’

Charlie drank thirstily, tossing his hat on the table and letting out a great sigh. ‘Is it just me or have the days become interminably longer?’

‘It’s just you,’ Will said, puffing on his pipe. ‘Careful not to drip onto the table there.’

‘How did you manage to get this spot, anyway?’ Charlie said, shaking his hair dry and looking around at the crowded pub. Not that he was surprised. Will always secured the best seat in the house.

‘Manifestation, my good fellow.’

He always said that too.

‘Can you manifest a new coat for me while you’re at it?’ Charlie asked ruefully, finding another hole as he shrugged it off to hang it over the back of the chair.

‘You need to manifest your own good fortune, young Charles. Have I taught you nothing over the years?’

‘Ha. That would take some pretty imaginative manifesting at the rate I’m going,’ Charlie said, settling back and appreciating the comfort of the velvet. He looked over at Will properly then, noticing that he appeared preoccupied as he twisted a familiar ring on his finger. ‘I see you got the Mad King’s ring at last,’ he noted, nodding at it. ‘How else did things go with the solicitor?’

‘Not quite as smoothly as we’d hoped, I’m afraid.’ He responded lightly but Charlie heard an edge there.

‘How so?’

Will’s countenance had darkened and Charlie paused mid-drink. ‘What is it? Has something gone wrong?’

‘Not something, someone.’

Charlie stared. ‘What do you mean “someone”? Don’t tell me another debt’s come out of the woodwork?’

Will drank deeply, finishing his ale before responding. ‘Quite an enormous one, I’m afraid.’

‘But…but how? From gambling?’

‘I suppose it was, really. He took a chance and she won.’

‘She?’

‘Chrystelle Amour,’ Will said, his tone clipped as he signalled to the barman for two more drinks. ‘A rather fancy name for my father’s whore but there you have it.’

‘Your father’s…you mean the one he was with when he…’

Will shrugged. ‘I assume so, the police didn’t mention her name at the time. You saw her at the funeral – the one with the bottle-red hair.’

Charlie frowned, remembering her, of course, but trying to understand. ‘What debt did he owe her? Wasn’t she paid for her, er…’ He paused, searching for the least offensive word. ‘Services?’

‘Presumably. That’s not the debt he owed though, well, felt he owed.’ Will paused as the barman passed over two more ales and he rose to pay and hand one to Charlie.

‘What then?’ Charlie asked, as Will sat back down.

Will took one more drink and Charlie followed suit, almost afraid to hear. ‘He owed her his responsibility, I suppose you’d say. A funny thing to ask my father for, when you think about it, but he honoured it this time, regardless.’ He paused, staring hard at his ale. ‘She’s having his child.’

Charlie choked on his drink a little then, too shocked to respond as he gaped at Will in disbelief.

‘He left her the lot,’ Will finished tightly. ‘Ten thousand pounds.’

‘But Mari…’

‘It’s her entire dowry, everything Mother requested.’

‘Oh, sweet Lord,’ Charlie muttered.

‘Yes, it’s quite…unbelievable, actually.’ Will was still trying to sound contained but Charlie could hear the fury there now. And the plotting behind it.

‘Will you contest it?’

‘Cecil says it would be exorbitant and besides, there’s little point, especially as Father also bequeathed the woman her passage to Australia. Hard to confront someone who’s running off to the ends of the earth.’

Charlie shook his head. ‘And Mari…how is she taking things?’

‘She’s already forgiving everyone and everything,’ Will said on a sigh. ‘A pity others won’t treat her with such kindness.’

‘But surely Robert won’t break the engagement?’

‘I doubt he’d do such a thing, not this far in, anyway. But the family will hold this against her, especially his mother, and they’ll want answers, of course.’

‘Perhaps…perhaps no-one will find out, about the woman I mean…’

‘Bad news travels fast in this town. Sordid news even faster.’

Charlie nodded at the truth in that, devastated for the girl now. Mari was the kindest person he knew and he’d probably have fallen hopelessly in love with her himself years ago if she didn’t feel so much like a sister. ‘She doesn’t deserve this.’

‘No,’ Will said, draining his glass and signalling for more again. ‘She doesn’t.’

‘This new will,’ Charlie said, thinking hard now, ‘is there any way out? I mean, is it signed and witnessed and all above board?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can you perhaps say he wasn’t of sound mind or…or was coerced?

‘No. It’s watertight. I’ve had a few friends at the university look into it.’

Charlie studied his profile as Will stuffed his pipe, knowing the answer to the next before even asking it.

‘But you’ll fight this…even to the ends of the earth, nevertheless.’

‘Yes,’ Will said, looking him straight in the eye now. ‘Nevertheless.’

There were two things on Will’s mind next morning as he sat at the docks nursing a hangover. The first was his regret that he’d agreed to go the Applebys’ wedding anniversary party this afternoon. Watching Robert’s mother Regina parade about celebrating her marriage to a man even less interesting than his son was hardly an appetising proposition. Especially when his sister would be on trial the entire time regarding the precarious state of her own impending nuptials. Yes, that whole mess was enough to occupy him in itself, but the second thing on his mind far overrode it.

Despite the odds being hard against it, somehow he’d seen a woman with bottle-red hair walking down in this direction from his window this morning. He’d been gazing out at the street below, preoccupied as he sipped his tea, when he spied her. Her hair had been partially hidden beneath her bright green bonnet, but despite that fact, or perhaps because of it, he’d still noticed it. Garish in the morning light, it sent a shock of recognition through him, and with it the realisation that surely it was too incongruous a shade to belong to anyone other than Chrystelle Amour. The idea that she was still in London, and still hiding a secret that might yet work in favour of helping Mari, had galvanised him down the stairs and out into the street to follow her down here.

He had no plan for what he would do if he saw her. Confront her, he supposed, but Will was better at charming his way through life than that. He ruminated on that as he sat, focusing on the only advantage he and Mari held as he watched the great ships and kept an eye out for Chrystelle Amour. It was a dual advantage really, a double clue. Firstly, he knew she wanted to run. Why else would his father have agreed to pay for her passage to Australia? And secondly, she had a past she didn’t want known. People didn’t change their name for no reason. Whatever it was she was running and hiding from was something he needed to find out if he was ever to going to blackmail her into giving back Mari’s money.

Blackmail. The word clung to his conscience yet he steeled himself against any guilt; that was essentially what this woman had used to trap her father. However further unwanted thoughts pricked. Surely she didn’t mean to get with child? And how could she possibly say no to free passage and ten thousand pounds? Then Mari’s stricken face passed through his mind and he firmly shut down any further sympathy for Chrystelle.

The clipper before him was being boarded slowly, its name glinting in the sun, The Melbourne, and people were taking their time to say their goodbyes as they prepared to traverse half the globe. It was a daunting undertaking but Will had to accept that the probability of doing so himself was now high. He knew he wouldn’t leave Mari at a time like this but perhaps in a year or two, and definitely eventually. Chrystelle might think she could escape to the other side of the world with their money without a qualm but she didn’t know how much Mari needed it and how determined that made him.

The passengers made their way up the planks and Will was strolling closer to watch when he noticed someone else doing the same, clutching her bright green hat against the wind. His chest constricted at the sight of Chrystelle standing right in front of him, plain as day, but he forced himself to remain calm and observe. She obviously wasn’t travelling today, with no bags in sight, but she was planning it by all accounts. In careful detail. Then she noticed him staring and froze.

Will seized his chance, walking straight over to stand before her. ‘Not today then?’ he said, and she seemed to pull some kind of invisible mask over her heavily made-up face.

‘No,’ she said, matching his gaze. Up close in the daylight he could see details he’d missed before. She had light freckles that ran across her nose beneath the powder and her eyes were a warm brown, yet currently unreadable. She was certainly attractive and the matching green dress that he could glimpse beneath her coat hugged an alluring figure, the curve of her belly attesting to her inarguable pregnancy. The last observation produced a flicker of anger. How easy it must have been for this young woman to ensnare a lonely old man like his father. How simple a process to steal another woman’s inheritance and ruin her life.

‘Melbourne, I take it?’ he asked casually, nodding over at the clipper.

‘No.’

She was lying and not bothering to hide it.

‘I’m not trying to follow you.’

‘Nevertheless.’

The use of his own favoured word surprised him and he wondered if she’d remembered him use it, but that was surely crediting her with greater powers of observation than she deserved.

‘Perhaps I should make the trip one day and meet my half-sibling, if I’d be welcome.’

She straightened her gloves, her expression unchanged. ‘No,’ she said again.

‘You can’t stop me from going to Australia, if that’s what I wish to do.’

‘No, I can’t,’ she conceded, turning and walking briskly away now. He followed, his longer legs easily keeping up with her stride.

‘I think you owe me that much, to see the child for myself.’

‘He’s not yours to see.’

‘As his brother I think that gives me some rights, surely. Anyway, perhaps it will be a girl.’ She crossed the road and he followed, dodging a cart as it rattled by. ‘I could be some kind of uncle figure in their life, at the very least.’

She stopped abruptly then and turned to face him. ‘I’m not a fool, William, so please don’t treat me like one.’

‘Will,’ he corrected, smiling his most charming smile.

She continued on, ignoring it. ‘I intend to raise this child respectably, on my own and as far away from here as possible. You may have good intentions but how could I ever trust you? You’ll forever blame me for what’s occurred and I cannot change the circumstances I now find myself in.’

‘Well, you could, actually,’ he said, opting for honesty. ‘You just don’t want to.’

‘No,’ she said, brown eyes challenging his. ‘I don’t. Leave this alone, Will. What’s done is done.’

However, as she marched off into the crowd, Will knew with certainty that he would do just the opposite, and sooner rather than later. The closer he could get to Chrystelle Amour the closer he could get to her secret past and somehow use it to reclaim Mari’s money. That’s all that mattered, after all.

Then a flash of memory at the sight of her figure in that dress surfaced before he could shove it away, stoking a deeper need for vengeance he was loath to acknowledge as he twisted his ring. For she’d used that body to force his father into re-defining the parameters of his parental love, and to admit how much that hurt wasn’t something Will was willing to face.


Eight

Appleby House, London, 27 September 1879

The string quartet was playing Mozart in the corner, the music floating past waiters offering hors d’oeuvres and aperitifs from silver trays as the finely attired assembly mingled and exchanged pleasantries. Yet no amount of prettiness nor politeness could hide the tension at the Applebys’ home this afternoon. The room was filled with it, from the highest carving on the ceiling to the whispering silk of the twenty-foot drapes at the French doors, and it seemed almost palpable to Charlie as he and Will made their way over to Mari. Her knuckles were white as she clutched her glass, her lips stretched into a strained smile as she conversed with Sir Rupert Stockland.

‘Will, Charlie,’ she said, her relief evident as they arrived. ‘Sir Rupert, you remember my brother and his friend?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Sir Rupert drawled, barely casting them a glance.

‘Good to see you, sir,’ Will told him with customary charm, although it wouldn’t be enough to impress this notorious snob.

‘Sir Rupert,’ Charlie added, nodding at the man and trying not to think of the nickname Will had once given him, Jowls and Vowels. Will had a suspicious twitch about his mouth now and Charlie knew he was thinking the same thing.

‘At any rate, I’m afraid we will be unavoidably detained,’ Sir Rupert said to Mari.

‘But of course. There are so many duties accorded you and functions to attend – and only one of your good self. Robert and I understand completely.’

Will’s eyes narrowed and Charlie realised that yet another toff was withdrawing his acceptance to attend her wedding. With less than two weeks to go, guests were pulling out at an alarming rate but Mari was accepting yet another snub with such customary good grace it hurt to watch it.

‘What is it you have on?’ Will queried, sipping his wine and seemingly calm, but Charlie knew his protective instincts were now on alert.

‘Oh, er…some blasted government function in Paris that my wife insists…ah, here’s Regina.’

Robert’s mother, Regina Appleby, was indeed approaching in all her finery. This occasion was all about the anniversary of her own wedding and her superior smile clearly stated that any discussion of her son’s impending marriage, and the whispered scandal surrounding it, would be ill-advised. Charlie braced himself against such unfortunate timing.

‘Ah, Sir Rupert,’ she said in a loud, lofty voice. ‘How lovely of you to come.’ She ignored the others as she offered the man one heavily bejewelled hand.

‘Regina, you’re looking terribly well, my dear,’ he said, red jowls flapping.

‘I do believe it’s the sunshine,’ Regina returned, dimples darting in her powdered cheeks. ‘One can hardly feel drab on such a lovely day.’

‘Indeed, indeed,’ Rupert replied, still sounding jovial although his eyes were now flicking towards Mari and his jowls were beginning to sag.

‘I just hope the weather holds,’ she said, peering out as grey clouds approached from the north. ‘It’s so tiresome when the rain ruins things.’

‘Yes, yes…quite.’ Rupert sipped his drink.

‘But I suppose it’s only from the carriages to the doors that we need worry ourselves about, which reminds me: will you be taking your own to the opera this Saturday or would you prefer we reserve room in the coach for yourself and Jayne?’

Rupert’s cheeks were moving from red to purple at the mention of his wife’s name and he was forced to tell her the news.

‘We, er…won’t be in town now, I’m afraid. A pressing engagement has come up, in Paris as it turns out.’

‘Oh?’ Regina said, managing to load the word with warning. ‘And how long will you be gone?’

‘Three weeks.’

Regina merely stared now as Will glowered and Mari bravely filled the awkward silence.

‘Sir Rupert was just offering his regrets that he cannot attend the wedding.’

‘So it seems,’ Regina said stiffly, all traces of warmth gone.

‘Terribly late notice, I’m afraid…’ Sir Rupert offered lamely. ‘My wife, you understand…’

‘It cannot be helped, of course,’ Regina said quickly, lips pursing.

‘Perhaps when you return you might grace us with your presence for lunch at the new house,’ Mari suggested.

‘Yes, we may have to organise a post-wedding reception there at the rate we’re going,’ Regina said, her guard slipping as she glared at Mari. ‘Half the guests seem to have discovered other pressing engagements on the actual day, but never mind.’

‘I, er…see your good husband having his pipe out in the garden…’ Sir Rupert mumbled, face almost beetroot now as he shuffled off to join him, leaving Charlie, Will and Mari to handle Regina’s fury.

‘This is intolerable,’ she hissed at Mari. ‘You’re ruining our reputation.’

‘People shouldn’t have accepted…’ Will interjected.

‘No. Acceptance based on a false pretence is as good as a lie, is it not?’ Regina spat back.

Will shot her a look that would make most men cower but Regina lifted her chin and Charlie looked about nervously as whispers mounted.

‘Perhaps we should move out into the hall,’ he said and they all did so, but not far enough to be beyond earshot of the room as Will turned and faced Regina.

‘Are you suggesting my sister entered this engagement knowing her dowry was in doubt?’

‘Will, please,’ Mari said, teary now.

‘I think you knew it too,’ Regina whispered furiously. ‘And my poor son is left to go through with this sham of a wedding and live out his days with this…this fortune-hunter.’

Mari gasped. ‘My father—’

‘Please,’ Regina said, closing her eyes and shaking her head. ‘I don’t need to be reminded of his sordid behaviour. I’ve enough to deal with as it is.’

Robert came through the doors now as the room beyond began to hush and Charlie saw people peering at them in morbid fascination. The tearing down of a girl’s reputation made for irresistible sport in high society, Charlie observed with disgust, and this seemed to be turning into a bloodthirsty match.

‘What’s going on?’ Robert demanded.

‘I am assuring your mother that my sister had no prior knowledge that her inheritance would be in question, but I vow to gather the funds together in future and honour it on her behalf,’ Will said firmly.

‘That’s hardly…er…’ Robert stumbled, words eluding him as usual. ‘Do we have to…I mean, must we discuss this now? Where’s Father?’ he asked nervously, looking over his shoulder at the rest of the party but Mr Appleby was obviously still hiding out in the garden.

‘Another guest has withdrawn, I’m afraid. Sir Rupert,’ Mari said, tears sliding down her cheeks in shame.

‘Oh,’ Robert said. ‘Oh, I see.’

‘I see? For pity’s sake, haven’t you got more to say than that? You’ll have a half-empty church at this rate,’ his mother warned.

‘Well…well, I suppose that isn’t…er…the end of the world,’ Robert said, looking from Mari to Regina.

‘It’s the end of this ridiculous engagement!’ Regina exploded. ‘First she lies then we find out her father has got some…some prostitute—’

‘Mother…’

‘Oh, half of London knows about it, and we’ve become a laughing stock by association.’

Robert looked sick now. And confused. ‘I thought this was about the dowry…’

‘It’s far more than that! It’s our reputation,’ she stated firmly. ‘I will not have our family name dragged through the mud with her, Robert. You need to end this, while it’s still not too late.’

All eyes fell to Robert as he looked from his mother to his fiancée once more, obviously torn, but it was Will who spoke.

‘If you intend to honour my sister you need to declare it now or we walk out, Robert. I’ll not have her spoken to or treated this way again.’

The world seemed to stand still, the throng beyond the doors silent as Regina stood her ground and had the final word.

‘That’s just it though, isn’t it? People will always speak of her like this. And of you, dearest,’ Regina said, her voice falling to a rasp. ‘You cannot possibly marry her. You know it’s true.’

Regina put her hand on her son’s arm and Mari stood staring at him, stricken, as he uttered his verdict.

‘No,’ he sighed, bowing his chin and avoiding her eyes. ‘I don’t suppose I can.’

Mari choked on tears and whispered his name, disbelief and the pain of heartbreak in the sound.

‘Robert.’

Will put his arm around her and she leant heavily on him as he faced Robert one last time. ‘I always thought you a dependable man, but you’re not,’ he told Robert’s lowered head. ‘You’re weak…and you’re not worthy of her.’

He guided Mari back through the doors then, and across the crowded room where the people they’d known all their lives, their world, their ‘set’, watched and judged, then turned their backs. Like spectators watching the losing team leave the field. Charlie collected their coats and followed them out the front doors and into the now-grey London afternoon, as the distant sound of a ship’s bell rose up from the Thames, like a final signal that the game was done.

Will met his eyes then, just a single glance but enough for Charlie to see an idea take seed, because there was only one real choice available to the Worthingtons now: to pack up whatever was left and exit these playing fields forever. And so it was Charlie Turner’s time to leave too, for he knew he would follow his non-blood brother, Will, wherever he went. Even to the ends of the earth.


Part Three

Green


Nine

Melbourne, Australia, 6 December 1879

The bowl had long been stained by the dye, but Chrystelle scrubbed it regardless before patting it dry and placing it on top of the overflowing pile that spilled from the large wooden trunk in her cabin. Silks and satins, cottons and wools vied for space in a tumble of brilliant colour, awaiting Chrystelle Amour’s choice each day. Holding up a green, yellow-trimmed dress, she decided to make it today’s costume, her ‘welcome to Australia’ outfit. It seemed fitting, based on the countryside she’d seen so far.

The great southern land boasted a shoreline bathed in myriad hues. Sheer golden sandstone cliffs and pristine jewelled coves shone from her shores along the Bight, the thick green bushland that ran above it now interspersed with civilisation as Melbourne came into view. She’d heard much about the city from the other passengers during the journey, and the busy port bustled with activity as the ship moored at last, almost seeming to sigh as it came to rest after its long, arduous voyage.

Chrystelle donned the dress and tied her bootlaces, relieved to be disembarking and looking forward to feeling solid ground once more. It had been a safe trip, and relatively incident-free if you discounted one very drunken evening enjoyed by the other passengers and crew during a stopover in Perth, but a sailor she was not. The country girl within her craved the earth.

Outfit selected, she took out her hand mirror to put on her daily mask of colour, tracing lipstick and powdering her nose to hide the traces of that girl she used to be, the one whose skin soaked in the sun too easily as she daydreamed in her tree. Then she arranged her gloriously red hair into a chignon and placed a bright green hat atop, fixing each strand until she was satisfied that she was perfectly groomed from head to toe. And brown-free, save her eyes. The only part of her appearance that betrayed her. The colour inside.

Casting one last look at her reflection she packed the mirror away and stood to take a deep breath, pausing for a moment to place her hands across her swollen belly, and stared out to the sprawling town that would be her new home. The place she would raise her child, alone. She spared a thought for John Worthington then, the first man she had been set up with after Ruby Starks had found her at Kings Cross station back in London and taken her on. She’d made it sound a perfunctory undertaking, turning whore, telling the penniless girl in her only blue dress that she would be the one in control of her life from this day forward.

‘Every woman is a prostitute, in one way or another,’ Ruby had said as she’d pulled daringly low dresses from her wardrobe and held them up against her. ‘Men are fuelled by lust and they need to satisfy it. At least we professionals are honest about that and face it head on,’ she’d added, taking out her make-up case and clicking it open with routine aplomb. ‘We’re in control.’

Control. How she’d latched onto that word, allowing it to numb all the pain and desperation that had led her to whoredom, and the fear of what that would entail. She’d let it influence every decision from that moment on.

‘What’s your name?’ Ruby had asked then, holding up a crystal necklace and matching it to a red silk gown.

‘Chrystelle,’ she’d said on impulse, staring at the necklace. Her first grasp at that control. Ruby had merely raised her eyebrows, suggesting Amour be tagged on.

‘You’re in the business of love now, after all.’

Chrystelle Amour. A woman in control even of love. Never to be so weak as to feel it again. Strong enough to impersonate it each day.

‘Control,’ she whispered now as she stared out at Melbourne and clenched her purse strings tight. Ruby had given her good advice that day, and John had been the perfect choice for Chrystelle’s first client; kind and attentive, and not ungentle as she lay beneath him and he used her body for his lust. He’d wanted her exclusively, which suited Chrystelle fine. One lover was an easier reality to accept, and by the time she’d realised she was pregnant, and that new-found control threatened to crumble, he’d helped her keep it together. He’d talked of love and support, but not marriage, of course. A whore is never a wife. And you could never be sure whose child she carried.

But Chrystelle knew. She knew it as surely as she’d known John was gone when he died in her arms a few weeks later, and as clearly as the fact that one day his son would hunt her down to try to use her past to take back the precious fortune John had left her. Even here, on the other side of the world.

She knew it with the same certainty that the horizon would always be there, just beyond reach, and that the Beltane fires would scour the sky in Irish villages come spring.

But above all she knew it with the same stone-cold conviction – she’d stand on her own two feet in this new land, never letting anyone take her control again. For never again would she ever be Anne Brown.


Ten

14 February 1880

‘I’m afraid it’s not for rent,’ the woman said briskly, closing the book in front of her and drawing it to the side. There was a finality in the motion but Chrystelle chose to ignore it.

‘It says quite clearly on the sign that it is.’

‘Not any more,’ the woman returned, before turning her back on her and tidying an already neat pile of papers.

Chrystelle had two options, to stand and have what would undoubtedly be a futile and humiliating argument with her, or to walk out and try another landlady in this part of the city. Regardless, the truth was becoming more and more apparent: they didn’t want her in polite society in Melbourne. Not even now that she’d temporarily stopped wearing her make-up mask and dyed her hair to a more demure black, hiding it beneath an equally black hat to match her newly purchased mourning clothes. A heavily pregnant widow was no more welcome than a heavily pregnant whore, although Chrystelle couldn’t fathom why. It was becoming more and more likely she would have to dig into her precious fortune and somehow buy property now, but better that than end up squandering it on unaffordable hotel bills.

She sighed, collecting her bag and exiting the building without further fuss, her back aching from the exertion of walking all day when she was so far along. Something was going to need to be done about things and soon, before this baby arrived. It was hard enough getting around now, let alone towing an infant and all the things he or she would need.

It was hot, again, the sun beating down on the brick fence that lined the park alongside, and Chrystelle tried not to trudge in the glare as she walked back to the train station. How different the sunshine was here compared to Ireland, so strong it felt like an invisible shield that you had to force yourself through with every step. It made her feel heavier, and weak, two things she hardly needed at this stage of her pregnancy. The water reflected the sunshine and she squinted over at the Yarra River, wishing it would stop being so sparkling today. Why don’t you just wish the sky turn grey and the leaves brown while you’re at it? she admonished herself. You’re a lucky woman to have this new life and you should be more grateful.

Gratitude. It was a word she’d been trying to remember as she searched for a place to live each day, never imagining it would be this difficult and take this long, but yes, she was lucky. Not many pregnant whores got given the sum of ten thousand pounds by a generous patron. Mind you, he had thought himself the father and a decent man should feel some responsibility. Guilt pricked at her conscience then, and with it a fair dose of fear. For of course John wasn’t responsible for the child he’d provided for.

A flock of colourful parrots flew overhead and Chrystelle watched them as she walked, taking a deep, calming breath as she returned to her original musings about gratitude. John Worthington’s money was legally hers, for now, and his stunning act of generosity had changed her fortunes. She wondered if her child’s true father would have shown such loyalty and protection, had he known she carried it. Chrystelle tried to discard the thought as quickly as it had arrived but unfortunately it had wings, it seemed, and wanted to take flight, and so she allowed herself to rest on a stone bench and take a rare moment to reflect upon the one subject she avoided most: Patrick.

The bench faced the river, its gleam kinder beneath the sweeping branches nearby, its shadowed flow soothing here. Looking at the trees reminded her of Ireland momentarily and she stared at the dancing boughs to ponder, letting him in just this once.

Patrick would have married her, she was sure of it, once he’d calmed down enough to believe her, but she couldn’t have lived on those uncertain terms. With visions of betrayal etched on both their minds the doubt would never quite die, and the child’s parentage would be continually in question if he or she turned out to look like her. If so, how could either of them know if it was Patrick or George’s child? Or, worse still, what if he or she were unmistakably George-like and they both be reminded of what transpired each and every day. Such a fate would drag at Patrick, making him bitter, and she could never take that chance, lest she become a woman nervous to reach for the holy water in church. Bruises at her collar.

Then there was the poverty they would have been forced to contend with. The life of a peasant broke many men, from what she’d seen; the brief, sweet joy of young love wilting and dying as the harsh realities wore them down. Theirs had been a short-lived, tainted love, in the end, with less chance than most that it would ever have sustained them. Betrayal had poisoned it and hardship would have finished it off and there was no way she would have endured the same fate as her mother. A cursed lot in life.

The last thought steeled her resolve and she realised she’d been right to force herself not to look back. There was nothing worth reflecting on, no regrets and no shame there. Only anger lay in her past now, replacing the hurt like a scab on a wound.

Chrystelle stood, awkward and slow, holding her stomach as she continued her journey once more, a new determination in each step. Her child would never be poor. She would use every penny of a rich man’s money to ensure that, and whatever other means she had at her disposal if Will Worthington managed to take it from her or if it somehow ran out.

She was fairly marching now, the ferocity of her thoughts spurring her on, but by the time she reached the station she was exhausted – and she was met with bad news.

‘Trains are out,’ the station master told her flatly, barely looking up from his paper as he leant on the gate.

Chrystelle could have wept but she gritted her teeth instead and asked for the fastest route to Footscray, where she was staying. He looked at her properly then and advised against walking.

‘Take you at least half an hour, love. Best get a cab.’

‘I’d rather go on foot,’ she said crossly, annoyed at being told what to do and sick of wasting money.

‘Suit yerself,’ he said, giving her directions. They were long but she did her best to memorise them before walking on, regretting her decision and dismissive rudeness almost immediately. The sun’s heat wasn’t dwindling. If anything it seemed stronger, and the footpath was treacherous in parts.

She winced as a stone managed to bruise her through her boot sole, and became so preoccupied trying to avoid doing it again that she failed to notice where she was headed for a while, realising too late that she was lost in a very dilapidated part of town. The word ‘shanty’ came to mind as she walked past buildings that crumbled in places, washing flapping haphazardly on strings between them. There was rubbish and refuse in every corner and she tried not to breathe in its stench, then a starving dog came at her barking madly, and she forgot to worry about the decay or smell. Not getting ripped apart by savage teeth took rapid precedence over that. Fear at its peak now, she decided to run. Another mistake. It had been challenging enough just to walk, and sure enough this time she didn’t just bruise herself on a rock, she fell, hard and on her side, pain ripping as she landed.

‘Help,’ she panted as the dog closed in. ‘Help me!’ she screamed now, terrified as it growled and bared its teeth, hackles up and the whites of its eyes showing.

‘Get on, get out of there now. Go!’ a man ordered as he ran over from a building nearby. ‘Bloody hell. Deidre! Deidre!’

Chrystelle tried to focus on him but the pain was excruciating and travelling to other parts of her body. ‘Arrgh!’ she cried out.

‘What’s all this? Someone shut that bloody mutt up. Here now, love, what’s happened to ye?’ A woman knelt down and Chrystelle tried to tell her.

‘I got…lost…and…that dog…’ but then another pain ripped through her and she screamed.

‘Oh Lord, having y’bairn, are ye?’ Deidre said, putting her hand on Chrystelle’s belly. ‘Help me get her inside, Joe,’ she told the man. Chrystelle wanted to object that she didn’t want to have her child in some God-awful slum but beggars really couldn’t be choosers at this point, and besides that, she couldn’t talk at all from the pain now. It was like nothing she’d ever imagined a human could endure as they half carried, half dragged her inside to a bedroom and laid her down.

‘Clean sheets, Joe,’ Deidre instructed, ‘and get my bag.’ Chrystelle’s head tossed back and forth but she glimpsed that the room was clean and the bed seemed so too. Even so, Deidre was stripping the bedclothes from beneath her and replacing them with the sheet Joe had hurried to fetch. ‘Kettle on,’ Deidre barked and he ran off again. The irony that he was fetching like a dog after she’d been chased by one would have amused Chrystelle if she’d the energy for it. But now another wave of pain was coming, worse than before, and she started to cry from the agony instead.

‘There now, poor lass,’ Deidre crooned. ‘What on earth were you doing, wandering the streets in your condition?’ She tutted as she unpacked the bag Joe had also brought.

‘Argh,’ Chrystelle grunted, and Deidre patted her brow with a towel.

‘Shhh, don’t answer, love. Save yer strength. Here,’ she said, pouring a glass of water and adding some powder from a paper she’d taken from her bag. ‘Drink this.’

The pain was so great Chrystelle would have done anything the woman said and she swallowed the mixture, barely caring about the bitter taste.

‘Should ease it a little,’ Deidre told her, taking the glass and pulling a cotton rail from the dresser. ‘Now let’s get you changed and ready, eh?’

She helped her out of her mourning clothes and into the rail through a daze of pain, interspersed with bouts of agony, and soon Chrystelle was propped up on pillows in the clean garment, legs apart and pushing.

‘At least it’s coming fast,’ Deidre told her. ‘Yer lucky in that, even though I know y’ no’ feeling that way. Yer first, is it?’

‘Yes,’ Chrystelle panted.

‘No need to worry, I’ve helped birth plenty of babies in my time and yours will be just fine. Hold my hand and push when you feel another wave coming. Ride it like a dolphin, now, there’s the girl.’

Chrystelle registered vaguely that was an odd thing to say but she liked dolphins. They’d been her companions many times on the voyage over, so she clung to the vision now, riding through the pain.

‘Come on, that’s it. I can see the head now. Oh, so close, love. Keep going.’

‘Arrrrrgh!’ Chrystelle screamed as she pushed again on another impossible wave. Dolphin, I’m a dolphin.

‘Almost here, one more now, oh, it’s a fine bairn, to be sure.’

She barely had time to take breath when another wave came and this time it was so severe her body lifted off the bed as she arched and cried out, but then another sound filled the room and she collapsed exhausted to listen to it.

‘He’s a fine set of lungs, your boy,’ Deidre said, teary as she placed the baby on Chrystelle’s chest and she looked into his face at last. ‘He’s beautiful,’ Deidre added before collecting some of the towels and sheets and leaving them alone.

‘He…he’s…’ But beautiful was the word. He was a wondrously formed miracle with everything in miniature perfection, from his little nose to his eyelashes that blinked back and forth as he studied her too. Even his toenails were perfect, tiny crescents on tiny toes that curled against her as he lay, content now and, incredibly, suddenly, here. A different wave came over her then, stronger even, perhaps, than the contractions of before, and she nursed him close in a sudden surge of love. The need to keep him safe and give him an advantageous life took over every other thought as her protective instinct kicked in with force, and Chrystelle knew now that she’d do whatever it took to give him a decent life. No matter who or what stood in her way. No matter the cost.

For her son was more than beautiful, he was part-magical too. A child of Beltane. A merry-begot. Blessed by ancient ritual and the kindness of a benefactor and now born on the feast of St Valentine, filling her with love. He’d need solid foundations if he was to grow into the wonderful, strong man she knew he could be. The image of his father.

Patrick Amour. Tall, dark and handsome.


Eleven

25 February 1880

The sea was rolling on a hot wind again today, with choppy waves cresting and marching across it, but despite the warmth in the air, the water was dulled to pewter shades beneath an ashen sky. Will watched it absently, preoccupied as he was.

‘How is she?’ Charlie asked, coming to stand beside him and taking out his pipe and tobacco.

‘Much the same,’ Will told him. Mari was below deck, thin and miserable as she nursed both seasickness and despondency, a shadowed version of her usual self.

Charlie lit his pipe, puffing it into life before throwing the match into the water. ‘She’ll do better when we get ashore. It’s been a long journey for her.’

‘Yes. I suppose we should have broken it up along the way more but what’s done is done.’

Charlie nodded, the sweet smoke from his pipe mixing quickly with the salty wind as he studied the horizon. ‘Dry land will do her good, anyway.’

Will stared out at the coastline and nodded. ‘Yes, finally ridding ourselves of this constant heaving about will help things. I’m looking forward to a good night’s sleep in a proper bed myself.’

‘Funny what you take for granted, isn’t it?’ Charlie said. ‘I’m missing the strangest things. Must have spent half the day yesterday daydreaming about fresh buttered scones with jam and cream.’

Will smiled ruefully and took out his pipe too. ‘I’ve been daydreaming about having an ale at our pub, although that’s probably just due to this heat.’

‘I’m sure they’ll be plenty of places where we can do that in town. Might have to investigate when we get there tomorrow – start your rise to the top early. You never know who you might meet standing around holding a beer.’

‘Indeed.’

There had been little else to do on this voyage than plan the life that awaited them at its conclusion, and Will had disclosed his ambitions to Charlie over many ocean-watching pipe sessions such as this. It really came down to needing one thing and one thing only: a change in fortune. And that meant he not only needed money, and urgently now that most of theirs had been spent on the passage fares, he needed power.

That was his greatest chance to better his and Mari’s lot in life and, in a new land where opportunity beckoned in so many ways, what better time to use that old practice of manifestation and build some. Power could give them social standing and a way back into high society; connections and information and possibilities for justice to be served. Mari had advised he let it go, however if he did manage to get that money back from Chrystelle Amour he should use it to better the lives of them all. It’s family money now, Will, she’d told him. I don’t think you should pursue this but if you ever do lay your hands on it, it’s yours as much as mine.

‘I wonder if there are many artists in town,’ Charlie said, interrupting his thoughts. ‘Might have to start looking to make connections myself.’

‘One thing you can always count on in life is that people want beauty in their lives. I’m sure people in Australia are no different.’

‘I thought the consensus was that the only things you can count on in life are death and taxes. Although in my experience, I would amend that to death and debt.’

Will puffed on his pipe and sent him a bitter glance. ‘A love of beautiful things could end up costing you both.’

Charlie nodded. ‘Too true, too true,’ he said thoughtfully as he stared at the coast. ‘But vengeance can be costly too. I’ll wager there’s more to be gained here than that.’

Will fell silent at that comment, absently twisting his ring as they watched the day fade in uneventful, overcast greys, but there was an abundance of green on that horizon, and flashes of gold on her shores too. Plenty of scope for manifesting good fortune in this land where their futures now lay.

It was horribly hot again but Melbourne was an exciting, bustling kind of town, Will had decided by his fourth cold ale, and very social, although the man they were talking to seemed a bit obsessed about Australian wine. He was a merchant from neighbouring South Australia, a buyer and seller of wines from the booming Barossa Valley, and he seemed intent on persuading Will and Charlie to sample some of his favourites.

‘We’ve been drinking wine on board for months,’ Will tried telling him again. ‘Honestly, we’d really just prefer beer for now.’

‘Ja, but not wine like this,’ the man declared, raising his glass to the sunlight, the golden liquid gleaming. Hans Weinstein was his name. Oddly enough, the first person they’d met was German, not Australian, but according to Hans, South Australia was filled with his countrymen who’d brought their wine-growing expertise to the place. Not so here in Melbourne, it seemed. The hotel was packed to overflowing with locally born patrons and Will was still trying to accustom himself to the accent. They seemed to swallow their consonants whole and draw out their vowels until words blended into each other, in sentences often peppered with slang.

‘Fair dinkum,’ one man could be heard exclaiming nearby. ‘Then he fell arse first into the plonk.’ Will looked over to Charlie who sent back an amused shrug.

‘Plonk is water,’ Hans explained, ‘although it can also mean alcohol, which brings me back to this gut wine.’

‘Only good?’ Charlie asked.

‘Gut is excellent, by this label’s standards.’

‘So what’s excellent? Dinkum?’

Hans laughed. ‘Ja, in a way. Dinkum means truth, which is what I am telling you right now,’ he said, emphasising every word now. ‘South Australian wine is the best wine in the world.’

‘Better than wines from Bordeaux?’ Charlie asked, sipping an ale as well.

‘I am a négociant. Tasting and selling wine is my profession, and it is superior to all the wines in Europe,’ Hans told him, arms wide.

‘Even superior to Tuscan?’ Will ventured.

‘Bloody oath, mate,’ one man confirmed as he passed.

‘We Australians pity such deprived palates,’ Hans declared, toasting the man to cheers of approval and Will and Charlie joined in the ensuing laughter. ‘Come now, you will try some, ja?’

‘Very well, give us your best,’ Will told him, and Hans went off to order as he and Charlie took in the view from the wide pub window.

‘I think he’s hoping for a sale,’ Charlie said, watching the carts roll past the assortment of elegant and partially constructed buildings that lined the wide street. ‘You probably shouldn’t have told him you were in Australia to “investigate investment”.’

‘I am here to invest.’

‘Self-investment is hardly the same thing,’ Charlie replied and Will chuckled.

‘How about we just manifest opportunities for a start,’ Will suggested, yesterday’s ponderings still fresh.

‘Manifest to invest, that’s a unique way to approach things,’ Charlie said, considering it. ‘Although the more I think about it over the years, the more I suspect that this so-claimed ability of yours to manifest is really just sheer bloody determination.’

‘Could be,’ Will supposed, ‘but calling it “manifesting” seems more optimistic.’

‘And far more charming a concept, of course, coming from you, anyway,’ Charlie added. ‘If I said it I’d sound like a romantic fool.’

‘Romantic or not, it’s got us some free wine at least,’ Will noted as Hans returned.

‘Barossa River chardonnay. I watched the grapes grow myself,’ he told them, pouring. ‘Prost!’ he added, and they clinked their glasses and tasted.

‘Wow,’ Charlie said, genuinely impressed. ‘That’s delicious.’

‘Did you think I wasn’t dinkum?’

‘I never doubted your dinkumness for a minute.’

But Will was focused on the wine and thoughtful now. ‘Not a bad drop.’

‘I should think it is,’ came a booming voice from behind and they all turned to see a tall silver-haired man of generous girth, well dressed and imposing in a finely tailored suit. ‘I’ve spent decades working my balls off on those eastern-facing vines.’ He paused, his eyes narrowing at Will. ‘And yet here I have a bloody Englishman describing my prized chardonnay as “not a bad drop”. You need to watch your back if you’re going to start off like that in Australia,’ he added, taking in their travelling bags nearby.

‘My apologies, sir,’ Will told him. ‘I’m afraid years of stuffy society back in London has rendered me far too cautious with my praise. It’s actually…surprisingly good.’

The man stared, then to Will’s surprise let out a loud laugh. ‘Surprising, is it? Stone the bloody crows, I’ll give you surprising. Hans,’ he said affably, shaking the man’s hand, ‘let’s say we fetch a First Batch and show these two just what they’ve been missing out on back in that stuffy society of theirs.’ Hans dashed off with an excited grin and the man turned back to them. ‘Thompson McIntosh’s the name, although I’ll let you call me Tom if you give me a better damn verdict for the next one.’

‘William Worthington,’ Will said, also shaking the man’s enormous hand. ‘Although you can call me Will, despite any pathetic attempts I might make at being complimentary.’

‘Charlie Turner,’ Charlie said. ‘The one who used the word excellent, just in case you missed it.’

Tom nodded at him and grinned. ‘Didn’t miss it at all, son. A man of taste, I see. What’s wrong with your daft friend here?’ he added in an undertone, giving Will a sideways glance.

‘Inbreeding, I’ve always suspected,’ Charlie said, with an exaggerated sigh. ‘Although his sister Mari is as lovely as the day is long.’

‘That so?’ Tom said, ‘And how old is the lass?’

‘Twenty years this April,’ Will told him, instantly protective as he thought of her, lying down in the hotel room nearby.

‘I’ve a daughter the same age. Did she make the trip with you?’

‘Yes, she’s here. Travel sickness got the better of her, I’m afraid, but I’m sure she’ll perk up in a few days.’

‘Never had the need to travel overseas myself, thankfully. Born and raised in the Barossa, although the family home is in Toorak, not too far from here,’ Tom added, turning as Hans made his way over with the wine.

‘Really? And what business are you in?’ Will enquired.

‘This one, mostly. I’ve got vineyards back home and a handful of other interests,’ Tom said as Hans arrived.

‘First Batch Opportunity Estate,’ Hans announced as he presented the bottle and began to pour. ‘Finest wine in Australia… nein, die Welt,’ he corrected himself.

‘Tuscans, eat your flamin’ heart out!’ the man from before called over.

‘Eating flaming hearts,’ Charlie confirmed with raised eyebrows and a chuckle as they took the proffered glasses. ‘Right then.’

He tasted and Will followed suit, the smooth liquid pooling on his taste buds, subtle flavours tantalising them before he let it slide down in warming comfort. It was, indeed, the finest wine he’d ever had.

‘Well?’ Tom asked, watching him expectantly.

‘Even more surprising, it’s excellent,’ Will conceded.

Tom gave him a smug smile. ‘You won’t find that in Tuscany. What’s your interest in coming all the way down here, anyway?’

‘They’re interested in investment,’ Hans told him with a pointed glance.

‘Indeed? Stockbroking or—?’ Tom said.

‘No, no, although I do have a degree in mathematics from Oxford. Charlie’s in art.’

‘Property, then?’ Tom asked, homing in on financial possibilities, Will noted. Charlie didn’t seem perturbed. Money always interested businessmen more.

‘Possibly, or imports,’ he said smoothly. It wasn’t entirely a lie. Once he had any money saved he’d be looking to invest. ‘I’ve an interest in banking and a penchant for oratory, so perhaps some business dealings on the side.’

‘An educated Oxford man with a head for numbers…have you considered politics?’

‘At times,’ Will said, and the two men studied each other.

‘I think I’m just interested in learning more about South Australian wine,’ Charlie commented, taking a long draught of his drink.

‘Sip, sip,’ Hans admonished. ‘This golden stuff is worth more than actual gold.’

‘Are you being Hans or Dinkum now?’ Charlie responded, but Will was intrigued.

‘That so?’ he said, looking at the chardonnay then back at Tom.

‘There’s more gold to be found in the fields of South Australia than the dirt of Victoria, and that’s a fact,’ Tom replied.

‘From liquid to bullion,’ Hans confirmed. ‘People call him the Alchemist.’

‘Do they?’ Will said, more fascinated by the minute.

‘Bloody journalists romanticise things,’ Tom said with a shrug, ‘but there’s an underlying truth in the term. Better to make something than search for it.’

‘Some find their fortune searching for gold down here, or so we’ve heard,’ Will said.

‘A few. Most are too damn foolish not to blow it all or get robbed by gangs of thieves out in the bush these days, though.’

Charlie looked confused. ‘Is there just one gigantic hedge or something?’

Tom paused mid-drink to stare at him. ‘What the blazes are you talking about?’

‘This “bush” you mentioned. You’d think they’d just avoid it if thieves live inside it.’

Tom let out another of his boisterous laughs. ‘Hahaha! By jingo, you’re a right card, son.’

‘The bush is what Australians call the forest,’ Hans explained, wiping away a tear of laughter himself. ‘Not just one hedge. It’s the whole countryside.’

‘Ohhhh,’ Charlie said. ‘So glad I asked and didn’t look like an idiot in front of some locals, then. Oh wait…’

‘You’re right, mate,’ Tom said, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘It would have sounded funny to foreign ears, I suppose, but getting back to my point, young Will,’ he continued, turning back, ‘true fortune lies above the land, not below it.’

‘And so you’ve found yours in vines,’ Will said, looking at the label that held an ink drawing of a single row of grapevines, Opportunity Estate in flowing script below.

‘You don’t find fortunes, young man, you grow them. Green makes gold.’

‘Surely opportunity plays a part in such things too,’ Will suggested, nodding at the label.

‘A man makes his own opportunities in life,’ Tom declared, ‘or so my father always said, and he was one to know. Started out as a poor Scotsman squatting on a piece of land and refusing to budge.’

‘Did they haul him off to gaol?’ Charlie asked.

‘No, they gave it to him.’

‘Just like that?’ Will asked, amazed.

‘Land was being given away left, right and centre back then once the poor bloody natives were run off it, and the squatters were good at arguing. Peasant stock, you understand. Sick of being shat on,’ he added with a wry grin. ‘Eventually the government couldn’t just take the land away, not once he’d worked it and employed a few others. Unfortunately he died when I was still a young fella, but he left me two hundred acres plus a few dozen half-wild cattle in the Barossa.’ He paused to nod at the bottle Charlie still held. ‘Plus a single line of grapevines with a sign at the base of the first stake. Opportunity, it said.’

‘Ha. What an extraordinary word to choose,’ Charlie said wonderingly as he continued to stare at the label, lost in his artistic world, Will knew. Or possibly a bit drunk.

Will was absorbed in Tom’s tale himself but was left with a question. ‘Did he ever get the chance to teach you how to actually make wine?’

‘No.’ Tom shook his head. ‘The grapes hadn’t yet ripened. But that’s the thing, you see. He didn’t just leave me with an opportunity, he also left me with his blood…and I’m a stubborn, determined bastard.’

‘No, no, you’re a genius!’ Hans objected, drinking his wine.

‘No, just stubborn and determined,’ Tom repeated affably. ‘It took a good ten years to get the farm under control but the vines had grown strong by then. After that I took to it properly. I cultivated and I crushed and I barrelled, and I spat out more ghastly concoctions than can be imagined, but eventually I got one right.’

‘How long did it take?’ Charlie asked.

‘What’s the date on that bottle?’ Tom nodded at it.

‘Fourteen years ago,’ Will noted quickly.

‘And that was fourteen years in the making. A reasonable trade – struggle for success, fifty-fifty in the end. You’ll like that, numbers man,’ he said to Will.

‘Have you many others this good?’ Charlie asked, draining his glass appreciatively.

Hans laughed and Tom looked over at him, amused. ‘Looks like we have a tasting on our hands.’

‘Ja,’ Hans replied. ‘I think these Englishmen need more lessons in excellence.’

He went off to fetch a few more bottles and a merry afternoon ensued, culminating in many declarations of excellence, and more tales of Tom and Hans’s experiences in a country that now seemed brimming with liquid gold and opportunity.

‘Come for lunch when you’re settled in, you two, and bring that sister with – hic – with you,’ Tom said, unsteady as he paused at his carriage, his driver waiting as Tom handed over his calling card to Will. ‘Alice would love to introduce her round and I may just…have an opp…an opportunity for you.’

‘We’d be delighted,’ Will said, unsteady himself as they waved Tom and Hans off and made their way back to the hotel.

‘Well, he was a rather nice fellow,’ Charlie said, stumbling along as they went. ‘Think there might be more to this mani… manifesting thing of yours than I gave you credit for. Could be handy knowing someone like that.’

‘Yes, handy indeed,’ Will replied, plotting through the haze in his mind. For the word ‘opportunity’ clung and a change of fortune was floating in this warm Melbourne night air, which meant vengeance would just have to wait.


Twelve

Toorak, Melbourne, 6 March 1880

Alice McIntosh was brushing her honey-coloured hair with slow, rhythmical strokes as a breeze relieved some of the heat through the window.

Seventy-two, seventy-three…

One hundred every day, her mother had taught her when she was young. It was one of the few pieces of advice she recalled receiving from Rowena McIntosh so she treasured it. She treasured anything and everything about her, the ache of her dying suddenly when Alice was only seven years old a pain that never quite went away.

Eighty-seven, eighty-eight…

The sound of the front door opening and the booming voice of her father gave her pause and she leant forward to look out to the street below. Sure enough, Tom had parked his fancy new carriage directly outside the front gate and she could hear the murmur of male voices, but unfortunately it wouldn’t be her brothers. No, they were firmly ensconced up in the mountains right now, and not on speaking terms with her father regardless, but still, it was only a few more weeks until she would make the trek to join them and she was counting down the days.

How she envied their spontaneous lives, wishing she could live up there in the wilderness permanently. Their increased family affluence hadn’t affected the boys in the ways it had her, the curse of being female forcing her to live more conventionally. A city woman. A lady. Never again would she be permitted to be the country girl she once was. A wildflower her mother had called her, more at home cantering down the tunnels of green vines chasing after her brothers, her face bathed in sunshine and fingers trailing leaves, than anywhere else on earth.

Alice stared at the street outside as she finished her brushing. There was beauty here too, she reasoned with herself. Italian-style mansions were in vogue and Toorak was considered the best address in Melbourne, with graceful architecture in abundance and manicured gardens at the fore. The people were beautiful too, and even the dogs, as couples paraded up and down with greyhounds and lap dogs on leashes. She was a very fortunate young lady to live in such a place, Alice knew, or so people considered her. A spoilt rich girl who could have anything money could buy, but unfortunately everything she wanted was priceless, the life she truly craved unattainable. And the brothers she loved were living it without her, far removed from such dullness and monotony, albeit without her father’s support for now.

Perhaps that was why she’d agreed to assist them, she reflected, looking over to her dresser where Harry’s letter remained hidden. To help them become independently successful and regain their father’s trust, to the point that she be allowed to live up there in the mountains with them, and be true to that girl within. Her inner wildflower.

‘Alice? Alice, are you up there?’

One hundred.

Alice put the brush down and rose to meet the people he’d invited for tea, knowing there’d be at least one among them he’d consider a potential suitor. She was unhurried and uninterested. She trusted no man, save family, and besides, her father always chose the same type: ambitious, political and wealthy, or potentially so. A pity he didn’t include depth of personality among his criteria. Mind you, the last thing she needed in life was an overly intelligent man; certainly not one clever enough to pry into her secret longings and plans. That was one part of her independence no-one would take away.

‘Alice!’ her father called again and she sighed, twisting her now silken hair into a chignon yet allowing a few long tendrils to escape. Then she straightened her pale pink dress and made her way down. The summer sunshine poured through the windows next to the elegant staircase and she tried to peer through the haze to the people at the bottom, wondering what her father had in store for her today. She was nearly upon them by the time she could make out the one guest who, to her surprise, was actually rather handsome. Then he smiled at her and she replaced the word ‘rather’ with ‘extremely’ in her mind.

‘There now, didn’t I tell you she was a beauty?’ Tom boomed. ‘Alice, this is a new acquaintance of mine, Mr William Worthington. Will, meet my daughter, Alice.’

Blue eyes met her own and the smile was filled with undisguised admiration. ‘It’s a great pleasure, madam,’ Will told her, offering her a small bow but never taking those eyes from hers. ‘Your father certainly wasn’t exaggerating.’

‘You’re too kind,’ she returned, annoyed that she found him attractive and immediately looking for something to dislike about him. ‘Is that a London accent I detect?’ Perhaps he was an affected aristocrat. Her father was always impressed by blue-bloods.

‘Yes, I’ve just arrived with my sister and friend this week, actually. They’ll be along shortly. I’m afraid they’ve been delayed down at the port collecting some of our belongings,’ he explained as Tom excused himself to discuss arrangements with Simona, their housekeeper.

‘Oh, how inconvenient of the authorities.’

‘I’m afraid we’re the ones inconveniencing them. My sister couldn’t decide what furniture to bring, so in the end she brought everything we possessed, not that any of it is as exquisite as what I see here in your home,’ he added in a tone that made her feel annoyingly flustered.

‘And what does your sister make of Melbourne?’ she managed to ask breezily.

‘She’s had little chance to see it until today, unfortunately. Poor Mari is only just recovering from seasickness, although I’m sure your glowing presence will revive her spirits.’

Articulate and charming, she conceded, but they were surface qualities, of course. Still, he was probably just playing his part as a gentleman suitor and she was well versed at playing hers as an innocent, well-bred young lady. ‘Really, Mr Worthington, you flatter me,’ she demurred as her father walked back over.

‘I assure you, my admiration is sincere. And please, call me Will.’

‘Yes, yes, enough with the damn pleasantries. Time for tea,’ Tom announced, striding towards the front parlour, but she knew by his smug smile he was pleased with the exchange. William Worthington was impressive, certainly, but she had no intention of taking him at all seriously.

Will gestured ahead and said, ‘After you,’ his gaze never leaving her face, and Alice walked forward, determined to keep her guard up.

Simona placed a tea tray carefully on the fine lace tablecloth as Alice took her seat, trying not to notice that Will’s hand brushed hers as he pulled out her chair. She tried not to notice Simona’s conspiratorial little smirk either, deciding to pretend it was of little consequence that such a man sat in their parlour on this brilliant day. Yet the place where his fingers had touched seemed more alive than the rest of her now and she had to resist the urge to physically wipe the tingling away.

‘Tea?’ she offered instead.

‘Please.’

‘So what were you saying about a hold-up at the docks?’ Tom asked Will, taking a scone and spreading it with butter and jam. ‘Mmph. Try one of these, won’t you? I dare say our Simona’s got so good at baking them she’d even give your Devonshire chefs a run for their money.’

Will took one and buttered it. ‘I dare say you could be right,’ he replied, adding some jam. ‘The delay was my fault, really. The storage space I’d arranged for our belongings was entirely too small. Mari’s smoothing things over though, I’m sure.’

‘If she’s half as damn charming as you I’m sure she’ll make short work of it,’ Tom remarked, eating his scone.

‘Actually, she’s just very sweet,’ he said, with a glance at Alice, ‘if you’ll forgive me sounding like an overly proud brother.’ Alice could forgive it. Unfortunately she admired it too.

‘You must have to watch over her carefully,’ Tom said, mouth full now. ‘I know I have to keep a close eye on this one.’

‘Oh Dad, as if I give you a moment’s bother,’ she said lightly.

‘Hmm,’ he said, an indulgent smile spreading as he patted his mouth with a napkin. ‘A model daughter, to be sure, but she was a handful in her younger days, let me tell you.’

‘I was no such thing,’ Alice began.

‘Shall I mention the pig incident?’

Alice sent him a warning glance, although the memory of her riding their huge hog, Snorter, into church suddenly made her want to laugh too. ‘Don’t you dare—’ she began, but thankfully the doorbell sounded and voices could be heard.

‘Ah, the other saintly young lady arrives, it seems,’ Tom announced as Simona answered the door.

‘Saved by the bell,’ Will said, appearing amused, ‘but I still want to hear about that pig.’

The men rose from their chairs as a woman and a man entered. She was in front and Alice observed her to be blonde and petite, yet pinched about the face, Alice suspected from her long voyage and probably the heat. She was pretty despite it, and greeted Tom with the sweetness Will spoke of.

‘How lovely to meet you,’ she said, her smile lighting her face as her eyes formed little crescents. ‘Will spoke so highly of your ventures and generosity.’

‘Not at all, not at all. Come in and take a seat. How are you, Charlie? Recovered from the sixty-two as yet?’

‘Barely,’ Charlie admitted, shaking his hand.

Alice stood then, and both newcomers turned to meet her.

‘May I present my daughter, Alice. Alice, this is Marigold, who as you’ve heard prefers to be called Mari, and Will’s friend Charlie.’

‘Very nice to meet you,’ Alice said, nodding at Mari before observing Charlie. He was handsome too, although in a more dishevelled way, as if he didn’t quite know what to do with himself, which Alice found rather endearing.

Mari delivered another of her warm smiles. ‘Thank you so much for having us in your home.’

Charlie merely looked bashful as Simona took his too-warm coat. ‘Sorry, it’s a bit heavy. My only one though, I’m afraid,’ he apologised. ‘Sorry we’re late, too.’

Alice decided she liked both of them on sight and, with the unsettling Will and her outspoken father thrown into the mix, this could well turn out to be quite an afternoon tea and not just another, boring match-making venture after all.

‘What a wonderful room this is,’ Mari commented as she sank onto one of the seats, appearing exhausted but obviously trying to hide it. ‘So lovely and cool, and with such nice furnishings.’

‘I’d like to say I had a hand in decorating the place but Alice took over, as women do,’ Tom told her, sitting back to enjoy his tea now.

‘Surely you had something to do with things?’ Will asked.

‘Well, I signed a lot of cheques,’ Tom said. ‘Does that count for anything?’

‘Not when you grumbled so much about them,’ Alice said, causing Mari to giggle.

‘Well, I must say you do have impeccable taste,’ Charlie offered, studying the main wall, which boasted several oil paintings. ‘Mind you, I only ever look at the art. I’m a bit useless when it comes to the rest.’

‘Expensive taste,’ Tom corrected, ‘but no, you’re right. She does have an artistic eye, just like her mother, God rest her soul.’

Mari’s tired face fell into an expression of both sympathy and sorrow. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,’ she said softly. ‘Our mother…she passed too when we were younger. Seven years ago now.’

‘I was only seven when we lost mine,’ Alice admitted, that old pain surfacing once more, and to her surprise Mari reached over and took her hand with her own thin one, her eyes filling with tears.

‘Oh, you poor girl.’

It was so unexpected and so heartfelt Alice felt tears forming herself. ‘Thank you,’ she muttered, biting her lip to stop her emotions from spilling further.

A solemn silence followed and Alice felt the pressure to fill it, being hostess, but fortunately Will took over. ‘We lost our father too, just before we left England,’ he said quietly, watching her. ‘And Charlie went through the same with both parents not long ago, so I’m afraid we’re all that’s left of our families now.’

‘A fresh country and a fresh start will set you to rights,’ Tom told him in his booming way, but there was kindness in it. ‘A good choice made.’

He toasted with his teacup and Charlie toasted him back. ‘It’s far behind us now, I suppose. I’m actually rather excited about the prospect of getting lost in that bush of yours, if I can find it.’

Tom laughed at that, breaking the melancholy that had descended on the room. ‘Just walk inland for half an hour or so and you’ll get lost in it soon enough.’

‘It’s everywhere,’ Alice said, confused. ‘Actually, we have a place right in the thick of it, up in the High Country here in Victoria. Eagle Falls, it’s called. Snow-capped mountains as far as the eye can see. My two brothers run horses there – I’m heading up in a few weeks, as a matter of a fact. You must come for a stay if you can arrange it,’ she offered to Mari.

‘Snow in Australia?’ she said wonderingly. ‘I can’t imagine it ever being cold enough.’

‘Humph. Gets cold all right. The bloody place was supposed to be—’

‘Dad,’ Alice admonished.

‘My apologies, ladies, the place was supposed to be a bit of a holiday chalet–type thing when I bought it a few years back. I considered starting another vineyard up there for a while, get some tourism moving along, but then my two sons came over from the Barossa and decided to get involved in the re-build year before last, fell in love with the wild horses and wouldn’t leave.’

‘I didn’t think you had wild horses in Australia,’ Will remarked.

‘We don’t. They’re mostly strays who’ve escaped somewhere along the line and now they run in large packs. Brumbies, they call them, cunning as hell and faster than your average beast. It seems catching them is a bit more of a lark than growing grapes or getting involved in the family business.’ There was a bitter edge to his voice as he added the last and Will paused with his tea, only momentarily but Alice saw it. Then his thoughtful eyes flicked to hers and she blushed that he’d caught her staring. Charlie, however, seemed to have missed any undercurrent entirely.

‘You didn’t mention you have sons. How old are they?’ he asked, taking two fresh scones from Simona as she served and spooning on the jam and cream. ‘My favourite,’ he told her, grinning.

‘’Bout your age,’ Tom said shortly. ‘Harry and Richie. My wife wanted to call him Dick but I refused. She had a wicked sense of humour at times,’ he added with a wry smile.

‘Tom, Dick and Harry,’ Will noted. ‘Would have made a good talking point.’ He picked up on things quickly, Alice observed. Too quickly for her liking. ‘A pity they haven’t shown an interest in winemaking as yet.’

‘Yes,’ her father said. ‘A pity.’

‘Still, there must be some money in those horses,’ Will continued, deftly manoeuvring back to a more favourable theme. ‘Charlie and I used to race when we were younger. Charlie was rather good at it, actually. Even had a run at the Nationals.’

‘Did you indeed?’ Alice asked, interested. She’d loved to race when she was a girl, and not just their pig, but these days she only got to let loose up at Eagle Falls.

‘Nothing better than being on horseback,’ Charlie said. ‘In a perfect world I’d gallop about in that bush then sit down and paint it for the rest of my days.’

‘You haven’t seen it yet,’ Will pointed out.

‘Maybe we should go out and fetch it for you then stick it in a pot. That could save you some time,’ Tom said and Mari and Alice joined in the laughter, getting the joke now.

‘Don’t tell me you thought the entire Australian countryside held just one single bush?’ Alice said.

‘There’s little point trying to make sense of the way my mind works at times,’ Charlie admitted ruefully. ‘I seem to be paint-splattered inside and out,’ he added, investigating his shirt cuff, which did indeed sport a few blue and yellow blotches.

‘I feel a bit that way at times,’ Alice told him.

‘I find that hard to believe,’ Charlie said, ‘you look very, er…nicely presented to me. Sorry,’ he apologised, appearing confused by his own clumsy compliment.

‘Picture perfect,’ Will observed, saying the ideal thing.

‘I meant internally,’ she told them, moving on quickly to deflect Charlie’s discomfort – and Will’s scrutiny. ‘I take art classes at the National Gallery’s art school but I’m afraid I’m never really sure what to include and what to leave out on the canvas, unlike our friend Fred.’

‘That boy’s a natural,’ her father agreed. ‘Into all that painting outdoors guff that’s all the rage…you’ve probably heard of it, Charlie. What’s it called again?’

‘Plein-air,’ Charlie said, his embarrassment disappearing as he leant forward with excitement. ‘The French coined the term. Countryside is dotted with enthusiasts, apparently, in fact I was half-tempted to quit my job and cross the Channel myself a few times.’

‘Fred’s been doing it quite a bit lately. Perhaps you’d like an introduction – then you can go bush with other paint-splattered types,’ Alice suggested.

‘Go bush,’ Charlie repeated, grinning now. ‘Sounds absolutely brilliant to me.’

‘Not quite as romantic as it sounds, I’m afraid,’ Tom warned. ‘Snakes love that bush of yours too, you know, especially in this damn weather.’

‘Ugh,’ shuddered Mari, and Alice turned and gave her a reassuring smile, realising she’d quite forgotten she was there, she’d been so quiet.

‘I’ve only ever seen a few,’ Alice told her.

‘And surely a little danger is part of the fun!’ Charlie said, still excited.

‘Well, it certainly inspires some wonderful painting,’ Alice said. ‘Especially Fred’s.’

‘Yes, he’s actually not bad, not that I could tell a decent artwork from my own elbow. Liked that one he gave Alice enough to suggest she hang it on the wall, though.’ Tom nodded over at the corner and Charlie swung around to look at the landscape.

‘Missed that when I walked in. May I?’ he asked, striding over at Tom’s nod, squinting his eyes up close to it, then drawing slowly back. ‘Interesting,’ he muttered, taking in the gold-soaked fields and mountains depicted then looking at the signature. ‘Love the light. McCubbin, is it?’

‘That’s right,’ Alice confirmed. ‘He’s very passionate about capturing true colour and natural light – the whole Impressionism trend in general, actually.’

‘Why do they call it that?’ Mari asked, reviving a bit as Simona poured her another tea.

‘Impressions of what they see with the naked eye,’ Charlie said, still close to the actual paint. ‘Extraordinary brushwork,’ he muttered.

‘How can anything be different to what you see with the naked eye? Isn’t that just looking?’ Tom asked. ‘Sounds like a damn nonsense to me, even though I do like that picture,’ he conceded.

‘It’s about what you truly see and what you feel, not what you know it should be,’ Alice tried to explain.

‘You seem to have learnt quite a bit about it,’ Will noted, observing her.

‘Not from the teachers so much, more the newer-style artists,’ she replied, wishing she could stop feeling flustered every time he addressed her. It was that intense stare of his with those blue eyes, as if he could read her mind no matter what words came out of her mouth. A dangerous and unnerving ability. ‘The modern trends are generally frowned upon, although Fred seems to be gaining a bit of recognition. Slowly.’

‘Sounds like a good man to know then. Might be an opportunity for you there, Charlie,’ Will said across the room.

‘Yes, I was going to investigate teaching positions anyway,’ Charlie said, returning to his chair. ‘Perhaps I might come with you next time you have a class. Book a meeting with the dean and meet this McCubbin fellow while I’m at it.’

‘I’d be happy to introduce you,’ Alice told him, trying not to smile at his ruffled hair that he’d messed into quite a nest in his excitement. ‘Or Dad could, too. He and the dean are well acquainted.’

‘He’s well acquainted with my money, at any rate,’ Tom said. ‘Damned expensive business, getting your daughter an education.’

‘It’s hardly an education,’ Alice said, bristling at the word. That was something else her gender had cost her over the years. Will raised his eyebrows and she adopted a more amiable tone, cloaking her annoyance. After all, such a lack of opportunity was hardly her father’s fault. He had allowed her to take whatever classes would accept her since they’d moved to the city. ‘More just a pleasant pastime, I suppose you’d say. I have a class on Tuesday morning, if that suits.’

‘I’ll have to check my diary – oh, that’s right. I’ve moved to the other side of the world and I’ve absolutely nothing on,’ Charlie replied, patting his empty pockets comically. ‘That would be very kind of you, Alice, if you don’t mind.’

‘Not at all,’ she said, happy to be of assistance, and meeting his engaging grin.

‘While we’re busy giving your career a head start, I wonder if you’ve time for a quick chinwag, Will? Just a few thoughts that may be of interest. Shall we?’ Tom said, obviously expecting no objection as he stood abruptly and gestured towards the billiard room.

‘Perhaps Charlie might like to join you?’ Alice said, not wanting him to feel left out.

‘Actually, I’d rather stay here and talk art with the ladies, if that’s all the same to you, gents,’ Charlie told them.

‘Enjoy, enjoy,’ Tom said with a wave of his hand. ‘Especially seeing as you’ve made quite an impression with the subject already.’

Mari giggled but Alice waved him off with a wry shake of her head. ‘Go on, and take your terrible jokes with you.’

Tom left, taking out his pipe, and Will followed, but he sent her a last meaningful glance with those eyes before closing the heavy oak door.

Pleasant conversation followed, and Alice enjoyed Charlie and Mari’s company, but part of her senses stayed trained on what was transpiring beyond, in the room next door, knowing the outcome could impact heavily on her own future.

Because she knew her father too well not to see what was going on.

Will Worthington was destined to be a part of the McIntosh family’s lives now, if Tom had any say in it, and the knowledge sat uneasily at the forefront of her mind.

Only an hour had passed since she’d concluded that the last thing she needed in life was an overly intelligent man, yet since then she’d found someone even more threatening to her plans. For he wasn’t just intelligent, he was astute, and Alice would need to find a way to match him on it if the wildflower within had any hope of being revived.


Thirteen

It had been difficult to drag himself away from Alice but Will forced himself to regain focus now as Tom McIntosh poured the drinks. It was no mean feat. The woman was, quite simply, stunning, from her curves that the demure dress failed to hide, to her intelligent green eyes that seemed to drink in everything and everyone around her, to that hair. In all his days, he’d never seen such softness. It looked as if it’d been brushed a hundred times before he’d arrived.

From the moment she’d floated down the stairs with the sun illuminating it into a thousand shades of warmest gold he’d been captivated. Subsequent thoughts of running his hands through it and pulling that dress away from her skin had interrupted his concentration on several occasions, and that was during a tea party, for Godsakes.

He wondered how on earth he’d be able to hide his feelings when they left and he was under the influence of what was sure to be some very fine wine.

‘Think you’ll enjoy this,’ her father said and Will roused himself guiltily, taking the proffered glass. ‘One from the Opportunity vines, not quite as old as the sixty-eight but a bit sweeter, I think.’

Will sipped and it was delicious, of course, and he pondered if that’s what would be on offer today, a future in winemaking. Whatever it was, Will already knew he would take the job on. Not only because he needed to get financially stable fast and the self-made Tom McIntosh seemed a genuinely good man, but because the possibility of courting his beautiful, refined and intelligent daughter was also now on the cards.

She was everything he admired in a woman, and it didn’t hurt that potentially she could also be of advantage to his political career. For it was politics in his future now. He’d long considered it, and Tom’s suggestion, or perhaps educated guess, that night at the pub had further cemented the idea. Whatever path he chose would ultimately need to lead that way, and to the position he needed to be in to change his and Mari’s fates.

‘I’m not sure if you remember Hans talking about the value in liquid gold the other night.’

‘Of course,’ Will said, holding up the wine to the afternoon light. ‘The Alchemist, he said people called you.’

Tom shrugged. ‘Romantic nonsense, as I said, but the reality is I’m making good money from it. More than I first thought possible, but I could be making more at the business end of things. Thought we could have a discussion about it, see what ideas you might have about possibly being involved.’

Will nodded thoughtfully. ‘I may need to ask a few frank questions first, if you don’t mind.’

‘I’m an open book,’ Tom said, settling into one of the large armchairs that sat either side of the fireplace facing the room. Will took the other, looking out at the grand green billiard table and considering the man’s wealth and the current lack of his own.

‘This is an impressive house. Have you a mortgage on it or any of the other properties?’

‘Not a penny. Own the vineyard, this house and the farm in the High Country, plus I’ve a good five hundred cattle running on the properties and a few dozen pigs.’

‘And horses?’

‘Yes, plenty of those. About twenty decent animals and a dozen more brumbies up at Eagle Falls, or so the boys tell me. Yet to see anything from their ventures so far though.’ His expression had fallen once more at the mention of his sons and Will knew he would have to press the issue now if he were to understand the man’s entire situation.

‘What else do they contribute?’

Tom looked at him hard then sighed, sipping his wine before continuing. ‘Nothing,’ he admitted. ‘About a year ago I caught them being involved in a few underhanded dealings so I cut their wages off. They’re country boys,’ he explained, ‘brought up hard back in South Australia while I worked those vines, with full bellies but not much else. Left school at twelve, only got a decent pair of shoes every other year, but it was more than most of their friends. I guess that was the trouble after their mother died and the money started rolling in a few years later.’

Tom stood and walked over to the bar, pouring more wine as he continued. ‘They’re a rough bunch, the lads they grew up with in the Barossa Valley. Wild Colonial Boys, you’ll hear people call the young fellas in the bush, and they make their own laws half the time. I probably should have stepped in earlier when my sons took a few of those mates with them to Eagle Falls but after getting themselves into a few scrapes back home I figured a project up in the High Country might do them good. So, off they went with a few mates up to Eagle Falls, just to get the fences in, build the barns and so on. Basic stuff for any of them, but with the money flowing regardless of what they did let’s just say not a lot got done, save drinking and mucking about on horses.’

‘Funny how money can change things in ways you don’t expect.’

‘True,’ Tom said, handing him a glass and rolling a billiard ball across the table as he continued. ‘I know I didn’t expect that, of my sons at least. They’d always worked hard, played hard too, but if you’ve earnt it I figure a man has that right. They had it too easy,’ he said with a shrug, ‘and when you hang around with riffraff…anyway, one of those idiot mates of theirs ended up talking them into branding some of the neighbour’s cattle with our own stamp and things got way out of hand.’

‘So you stopped paying their way?’

Tom nodded. ‘Cold.’

‘And how have things been since?’

Tom rolled the ball again, his expression pained. ‘They think I’m a right bastard, I can tell you that much, but I’m just hoping being tough on them will straighten them back out.’

‘Has it?’

Tom shrugged again. ‘They’re surviving so far, according to Alice, not that she lets me read their letters. Hard to tell how, though.’

‘Maybe they’re selling off livestock.’

‘I’ve brought the cattle down to the Barossa properties so unless they’re selling off those horses of theirs, I fail to see how.’

Will sipped his wine. ‘Perhaps they are.’

‘I doubt it. They love those damn animals too much to part with them easily.’

‘Well, I suppose they’re not costing you anything right now, which is a positive at least.’

‘Only sleepless nights sometimes, but that’s a parent’s lot in life,’ he said resignedly. ‘Aside from that messy business, everything else is going swimmingly and I’ve got my Alice to come home to, bless her heart.’

‘Yes,’ Will agreed, trying not to appear too interested at the mention of her name. ‘So, apart from the property and livestock, have you any other investments or holdings?’

‘I’m involved in armed escorts, which is dangerous but damn lucrative, that’s for sure. Dad figured out back during the Rush that people are willing to pay to get their gold and all their other fancy stuff safely between places. It’s a vast country and it runs lawless a lot of the time, and of course back then the police were next to useless,’ Tom told him, potting the ball. ‘Not all that much better now but they have changed the laws and bushrangers can be shot on sight these days so—’

‘Bushrangers?’

Tom looked surprised. ‘Ha, such a common term I thought you would have heard it by now. Those thieves in the bush I was talking about, and all jokes aside, they’re a deadly breed, let me tell you. Some folks see them as some kind of modern-day Robin Hoods but truth is they’ll kill you as soon as look at you, and they’ve terrorised travellers with coin for years.’

‘I suppose many would be sitting ducks, alone out there,’ Will said, imagining the fear someone would feel being set upon by armed robbers in remote bushland.

Tom nodded grimly. ‘Dad used to just guard them by himself on horseback for a bit of extra money but I decided to do something bigger about it a few years back and now I supply a carriage and armed escort between towns. A money-making enterprise, that’s for damn sure, but it also feels good to protect people from those gutless bastards.’

Will could see that. He could see plenty more potential in it too, including making use of the railways, but refrained from commenting further for now, focusing back on Tom’s current financial position. ‘And what of your own savings?’

‘Got a lot of gold,’ he said simply, ‘plenty of the liquid stuff and plenty in the Bank of Victoria.’

‘Is that the best place for it to be?’

‘That’s the kind of question I want to be able to ask you.’ Tom drained his glass and put it back on the bar before leaning against it, arms folded, to study him closely now. ‘Without being able to rely on my own sons, I need a right-hand man.’

‘What about Hans?’

‘Hans is a wine merchant, not a man of commerce, besides he wouldn’t leave South Australia permanently, and I need someone here. You have the education, the obvious intelligence and enough good looks and charisma to take my business interests and wealth to a whole new level, and I think you’ve already figured that out for yourself.’ Will didn’t comment but continued to watch him, fully engaged. ‘I need a figurehead, a face the toffs in this town will respect.’

‘I’m sure they respect you.’

‘They’ll respect you more. You said it yourself before, money changes things in ways you don’t expect, and so it has,’ he said, gesturing at the room. ‘I never would have expected to be standing in a room like this, let alone own it. But it can’t change other things, such as my background or who I am. Squatters have a lot of clout these days, hell, we pretty much run the show in many ways, and a lot of the older fellas’ sons are considered gentleman now, especially the ones who grew up with money and went to fancy schools,’ he explained. ‘But that’s not my boys and it’s not me. They speak a bit posh, thanks to their good mother, but they’re not in with high society and they’re not the types to want to be.’

‘Does it matter so much?’

‘At this stage of the game, it does. We’re talking advantages money can’t buy, Will. Tips that fall from the mouths of rich, drunken twits who’ve never worked a day in their lives, advice the likes of me will never hear,’ he said resignedly. ‘You need blue blood to be accepted in a gentleman’s world.’

Will knew enough about such society back home to know that was true. ‘And you want to pay me a salary for this?’

‘It probably sounds a bit beneath you as an investor but I’d pay you well, and God knows you’ll reap plenty of rewards on the side. In fact, whatever you’re thinking of investing your money in I’d advise you to hold off for now and put y’ear to the ground instead. We’ll both end up laughing all the way to the bank if you do.’

Will swallowed the guilt over lying about his ability to invest, and that Tom was probably partially making this offer because he thought Will a wealthy gentleman already and knew what he was doing, but the way he saw it he and Mari did have a small fortune. It was just temporarily in Chrystelle Amour’s possession.

However there was something else going on here too, something beyond this man wanting to increase his already impressive wealth, and Will needed to hear it. ‘You’ll forgive me, but there seems to be more at play.’

‘There is,’ Tom admitted, taking out a cigar and offering one to Will. ‘It’s for Alice. I want her to be treated like a fine lady all the days of her life, long after I’m gone. She deserves to be part of the highest levels of society, with the world at her feet.’

‘I would have thought people saw her that way already.’

‘People as observant as you, yes, but unfortunately there’s plenty of fools out there in toffy-land. I never want her slighted, ever. Especially not because of me…or her brothers.’

‘Is that happening?’

‘Not yet, no, but she’s still just nineteen and only recently started dipping her toe in their snooty water, and if they start thinking of her as having wild blood instead of blue…well, let’s just say it could go against her.’

Tom lit their cigars and Will puffed before choosing his next words carefully. ‘What exactly are you asking me to do?’

‘Well, for starters I want you to get in those inner circles, use that accent and charm the shit out of them, and if you do I’ll back you in politics all the way,’ he said, nodding at Will’s flicker of surprise. ‘I saw the look in your eyes the other night when I mentioned the word. You’re a born politician, son, and by the time we’re through you won’t just be living in Victoria, you’ll be running the place.’

The clock on the wall struck the half hour and Will heard the chime like a verdict being announced. The moment that his fortunes turned. ‘And Alice?’

Tom blew on the butt of his cigar, the orange glow flaring, before recasting his shrewd gaze. ‘Have her on your arm, reflect off each other and let them all blink.’

‘You want me to court your daughter?’ Will said slowly, scarcely believing him.

‘I want it to appear that way. She’s impressive on her own but with you by her side, my daughter will be treated like a queen.’

‘Would I have your approval if it ceased being only for appearances?’ he dared ask, knowing it was far too soon for such a question, but unable to stop himself.

There was a heavy pause then, the first between them, but then Tom sighed and shrugged. ‘You’ll have your bloody work cut out for you. She’s told me many times she trusts no man and Lord knows she’s never had the foggiest interest in any of the fellas I’ve brought home in the past.’

‘Nevertheless.’ Will replied, that old, familiar word hanging between them as he waited for Tom to respond.

‘You’ll have my approval if you’ve earned it, but you’ll have to earn hers first. And her trust.’

‘Of course,’ Will conceded, ‘and I will treat her like a queen, as you say, regardless.’

Will stood and they faced one another now, eye to eye and man to man.

‘I’m trusting you, as a gentleman, you understand? And not one of those poncey fools that pretend to be one, I mean as a real gentleman. A man who keeps his word.’

Will nodded. ‘I understand that.’

‘One hundred per cent honesty at all times,’ he intoned and Will swallowed the guilt down, that he’d already lied once more, for it was a half-lie in his eye. The only one I will make, he silently vowed.

‘Agreed.’

‘I don’t want to just give my daughter wealth,’ Tom concluded, ‘I want to give her the world, and you’re the ideal person to help me do that.’ He stretched out his hand then. ‘Do we have a deal, son?’

Will paused before shaking Tom’s hand, sincere as he held the man’s gaze. ‘Yes, sir. I promise that I will do everything within my power to achieve that end.’

The word power stayed with Will after that, long after they’d finished their cigars and drunk their wine and he’d joined the others to take his leave. And well past the moment when Alice met his departing gaze and failed to hide a flicker of interest, sweetly hot in its innocence; firing his determination as well as his blood.

There was power in the fine home and the Toorak street they travelled down, and there was power in the moment he told Charlie and Mari of his new position and the opportunities it could bring.

But most of all there was power in what he didn’t tell them, about escorting Alice into society and the impact she’d had on him today. For Will sensed there was something far greater on offer now, beyond Tom’s wealth and Will’s own, beyond political aspiration or addressing past wrongs. Something even beyond any suggestion of manifestation and the strength of his determination and charms.

He’d potentially found the woman of his dreams, something he hadn’t even believed existed until today, and she’d left him consumed with a blinding new ambition: to win her hand. For she could be more than the beautiful woman on his arm and his partner through life. Alice McIntosh could be his power.


Part Four

White
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Bright, Victorian High Country, April 1880

‘Come on, ya gutless bastard!’

Ivan was furious, spittle about his mouth as he held the broken bottle to the young man’s throat, but Harry McIntosh simply looked on, seemingly calm. He was used to watching. He’d been good at it all his life, if such a skill counted for anything. Three of their mates, Whito, Nai and Chappy, had stood up as soon as the trouble had begun and were circling behind, ready to join in if things erupted further, as well they could. The lad was friends with Joe Byrne, who’d grown up in nearby Beechworth and was now part of the notorious Kelly gang. You didn’t mess with these local blokes, even if they were young, but try telling Ivan that.

‘Hey, I don’t want no trouble,’ the man said, his arms raised. Stevo was a wily lad and fast on a horse. Rumour had it he’d been the one responsible for a single-man coach hold-up last week, taking off into the mountains so fast afterwards no-one had any chance of finding him. Harry had been keen to have a word with him about that, as a matter of fact, but Ivan had other plans. He hadn’t had a fight in a good month and his bloodlust was up this afternoon, anyone could see it as soon as they’d arrived, but Stevo was drunk and had stumbled straight into Ivan’s wrath, literally, when he’d knocked the drink from his hand.

‘Give it over,’ Ivan said, spitting on the floor but still holding the broken bottle tight. Stevo reached down slowly and picked up his own half-drunk jug of expensive rum, handing it to Ivan unsteadily.

‘Here ya go, mate. No harm meant, I swear.’

Ivan took it with his free hand. ‘Yeah, well, next time watch where ya bloody going,’ he said, calming a little. ‘Go on, git.’

Stevo stumbled backwards and left the pub, and Ivan came over to sprawl on a chair opposite Harry, grinning now, his missing tooth on display.

‘Free booze, not a bad start,’ he said, plonking the bottle down and drawing over a glass to pour a drink. ‘Might have to come to town more often. Want some?’

‘No, I’m right for now,’ Harry said, drinking his beer, his piercing green eyes thoughtful.

‘You realise that was Stevo Miller,’ Richie, Harry’s brother, told Ivan as he sat down at the table along with Nai, Whito and Chappy.

‘So?’ Ivan said, sculling his drink in one hit and pouring another.

‘So he’s pretty damn fast with a horse and a gun. They say he’s mates with Joe Byrne,’ Chappy told him.

‘That little whippersnapper? Come on.’

Chappy shrugged. ‘Not someone I’d be wrangling with meself.’

‘Yeah, well, you’re gutless too. Who dares wins, eh?’ Ivan said.

‘What kind of horse does he ride?’ Harry asked Chappy.

‘Brumby,’ Chappy told him. ‘Bloody nice one too. Black stallion with a white blaze on his chest. Someone should write a ballad about a fine animal like that.’

‘Don’t encourage him,’ Richie said with a nod at Nai, who was well known for his constant whistling and singing.

‘A ballad you say?’ Nai said with a grin. ‘Oh a man and his horse, as a matter of course, shouldn’t be discussed when you’re on the sauce…’

‘Yes, yes, leave it for the ride home,’ Richie said. ‘Wouldn’t have minded checking that animal out though.’

‘He’ll be well gone by now, I reckon. Hello, what have we here,’ Ivan drawled, looking over as two policemen walked through the doors. The rest of the pub looked up too, and a distinct hush fell over the room as the barman greeted the new town sergeant, Fletcher, and the more familiar constable, Hobbs.

‘Any of you lot seen Stephen Miller?’ Fletcher asked, ignoring the greeting and addressing the room. He was older than Hobbs and he had that look about him, a belligerent expression that many of the troopers wore in Victoria, as though he wanted someone to commit a crime for the pure pleasure of doling out punishment for it.

Silence followed, broken by Ivan. ‘Looks like ya missed him, sarge. Bad luck, eh?’

The sergeant walked over and stood facing their table. ‘Did he have anything to say about a coach hold-up over near Euroa last week?’

‘Nuh, he was a man of few words. Seemed to have something stuck in his throat,’ Ivan said, toothless smile spreading but a dangerous glint in his black eyes.

‘I’ve a warrant for his arrest,’ Fletcher said, getting impatient now.

‘Better go see if ya can’t catch him then,’ Ivan said.

‘Good luck with that,’ Chappy muttered, earning a few sniggers.

‘I don’t need luck, I have the law on my side,’ Fletcher said, glaring at him as Hobbs looked warily on.

‘Yeah, well he has the law of physics on his, so like the man said, good luck.’ Whito spoke this time, and Harry tightened his fingers on his beer. Whito was the son of a goldminer arrested at the Eureka Stockade back in the day and troopers shoving righteousness in his face never failed to stir him up.

The sergeant shifted his gaze across the table now, eyes narrowing as he tapped his bludgeon with one hand. ‘I don’t remember having seen you riffraff around here.’

‘They don’t come into town often,’ young Hobbs began in his usual placating way. He was well used to trying to handle tyrannical superiors but he was ignored, of course, and Whito’s eyes had taken on a challenging gleam.

‘We try to stay away from places that stink of pig,’ he said.

Fletcher grabbed him by the shirt, his bludgeon out fast as he raised it in the air. ‘Want to say something like that again, boy?’

‘We don’t want any trouble,’ Harry said, deciding it was time to intervene as Whito’s hand moved to rest on his gun. ‘Sorry we can’t be of service, officer. We only just met the gentleman in question today ourselves, just passing through, I’m afraid.’

Fletcher gave Whito a filthy look then shoved him back, his gaze resting on Harry now as he lowered his bludgeon, taking in his still-good coat and boots. ‘Yeah, well, you just keep on moving. We don’t need more trouble in this town.’

‘Indeed we will be, and best of luck with your search.’

The sergeant looked them over one more time before moving off with Hobbs to the door and walking out to scathing looks from the locals standing nearby.

‘This is why we should stay clear of the bigger towns. Why is it that every one you go to has a bastard like that running the place?’ Chappy said.

‘Control,’ Whito said, straightening his shirt with a single sharp pull and drinking his beer angrily, ‘and law by force in the name of Her goddam Majesty. Australia’s changing though. Ever since the Stockade, and these rotten traps know it, making the most of their bullshit power while they can. Country folk aren’t gonna keep putting up with it much longer, mark my words.’

‘Yeah, but until it does we have to survive somehow. There’s no decent work and even if there was, you can’t live on the crummy wages they pay ya.’ It was Nai who spoke and Harry waited, knowing Ivan would have his two bob’s worth now.

‘What’s a man supposed to do when he ain’t got no coin? Starve?’ Ivan said, looking over at Harry and Richie darkly.

‘We had money,’ Harry said, anger stirring.

‘We needed more.’

‘You needed more, not us.’

Ivan took another swig of whisky. ‘No-one had a gun to ya back, mate.’

A tense pause ensued as Harry held his gaze. ‘You didn’t leave us much choice once the cattle were in our yards.’

‘I told ya, they were on the property anyway. Finders, keepers.’

‘Law-breakers, gaol.’

‘Wouldn’t have been my first time – can’t help if you’ve gone soft these past few years. Anyway, ya dad bailed us all out with his cushy big smoke lawyers so you can quit whining about it.’

‘We’re not whining, we’re trying to figure out what the hell we’re going to do,’ Richie said and Harry could feel the tension emanating from him as he slowly twirled his glass. It wasn’t much fun being flat broke for the first time in their lives. Not much fun at all.

‘I was gunna see a man about a horse, quite a few horses actually,’ Chappy said. ‘Barman reckons they’re looking to start a second postal service. Could be a decent sale for us.’

‘That’s great, mate, but it’s not exactly a long-term solution,’ Richie said, draining the last of his beer.

‘There’s a way out. A fast one,’ Ivan said. ‘You’re just too gutless to take it on.’

‘Watch y’mouth, Reed,’ Richie warned.

‘Call it what you want then, but the opportunity is just sitting there for the taking. Y’know it, you just don’t like getting ya hands dirty.’

‘We don’t like breaking the law,’ Harry said firmly.

‘There’re plenty of laws in life, who says the current bloody government’s laws help blokes like us?’ Whito said, looking over at Harry. He had a point but it wasn’t enough to shift his opinion.

‘Laws are there to protect…’

‘Protect who?’ Ivan said. ‘Wealthy bastards?’

‘Honest farmers,’ Harry said.

‘Like the one next door to us who has so many bloody cattle he can’t even find them?’ Whito scoffed. ‘Come on, Harry.’

‘And what about low-lifes like that judge, Barry, who locked up poor Ned Kelly’s mum, just for protecting her own son?’ Chappy said, getting riled up too and shaking his head in disgust. There were murmurs of agreement and Harry looked around at them all, his oldest friends. They’d had it tougher than he and Richie, to be sure, but that didn’t mean all laws were against them.

‘Who would protect you if you were robbed though, or if one of us was murdered?’ he said.

‘Each other, brother. The boys from the Barossa,’ Ivan said firmly, and the group silenced to a man.

Suddenly they were interrupted by the sound of gunshots outside and that galvanised them all into action as they ran to the windows. The troopers were still there, a third one with them now, and they had someone holed up in the bank across the street.

‘Who is it?’ Harry heard the barman hiss.

‘I think it’s Stevo. That’s his horse right there,’ someone said.

Harry looked over at the big black stallion, despite the drama unfolding. He was a right beauty, for sure, but then the sound of Fletcher’s voice rent the air.

‘We know it’s you, Miller. Just come out with your hands up and no-one needs to get hurt.’

The cool mountain breeze whipped the awnings along the shopfronts but there was no other noise as the stand-off began.

‘What’s he thinking, trying to perform a hold-up drunk like that?’ wondered one man.

‘What’s he doing, not checking if the troopers were around first?’ said another.

‘Maybe he was just hiding,’ Chappy suggested. ‘Pretty stupid place to choose, but.’

Stupid indeed, Harry observed as the troopers moved in closer and positioned themselves at various vantage points along the road.

‘You’ve got no chance of getting out of there alive unless you surrender,’ the sergeant yelled, the truth obvious to all present. Stevo must have realised it too, for a moment later out he came, hands on his head, stumbling slightly as he went.

‘Don’t shoot,’ he cried out as the third trooper approached, shoving him to the ground and putting him in cuffs. It should have been all over then but Harry knew men like Fletcher too well by now to suppose it so. He’d want his fun now, Harry guessed, and he was quickly proven right.

‘Well, you’ve wasted my afternoon well and good now, haven’t ya?’ Fletcher said, walking over to inspect Stevo who was spitting out dirt after being flung face first into the road.

‘Holding up coaches and now banks. Who do you think you are, Ned Kelly, I suppose?’

‘I didn’t hold up that bank…’ Stevo tried to defend himself. ‘Me gun…it’s still on me horse.’ Harry looked over and so it was.

‘So what were you doing in there then? Hiding? Surely even a no-good currency lad like you isn’t that stupid.’

‘Backwater bushman,’ the third trooper commented. ‘So inbred he could well be.’

A woman came rushing down the street then, crying as she stopped short ten or so feet away.

‘Please sir, my friend was just in that bank and she told me he done nothing wrong. He’s just drunk. If ya could find it in y’heart to let me get him home and get sobered up…’

‘Who’s this then? Ya wife?’

‘I’m his sister,’ the woman said, wringing her hands in her apron now as she looked at her brother on the ground.

‘Go…go ’way, Annie,’ Stevo said, struggling to look at her.

‘Shut y’trap,’ the sergeant said, kicking him in the ribs. Harry winced at the force of it and the woman’s hands flew to her mouth in horror.

‘Your brother’s got himself in a right spot of bother, miss,’ the sergeant said, circling him now. ‘Turns out he’s a bushranging bank robber so I wouldn’t be trying to make excuses for him if I were you.’ He kicked him again, and quite a few of the people watching joined Annie in her flinch.

‘Why don’t you just go on home, miss,’ said Hobbs more gently.

‘No, come to think on it, she can watch. You all can,’ the sergeant yelled, looking over to the pub, and Harry saw a manic gleam in his eye as he pointed his bludgeon their way. ‘You think you can all just do what you want, say what you want, well, this isn’t some lawless society. You don’t get to make your own rules here any more…I’m the rules. I’m the law.’

He put his foot on Stevo’s head then. Stevo grunted then cried out in pain as Fletcher leant harder, his heavy gut hanging over his belt as he let his own weight do the torturing.

‘Gutless,’ muttered Ivan, and this time Harry agreed, although the irony wasn’t lost on him that Ivan himself had violently threatened Stevo not half an hour ago.

‘I don’t think we’re going to need much of a trial for this one, Morris,’ he said, addressing the third policeman. ‘May as well string him up here and now.’

‘No,’ cried Annie. ‘Please,’ she begged, starting to sob. ‘He’s only a boy really, just nineteen…’

‘Old enough to commit the crime, old enough to pay for it,’ the sergeant told her, grabbing Stevo by the shirt and hauling him to his feet.

‘Pardon me, sir, but we really will need to have him stand trial,’ Hobbs said. Harry was beginning to concede he really was a half-decent fellow, despite his profession.

‘You can’t just commit cold-blooded murder,’ Whito yelled across the street.

‘You have to let a jury decide, Sergeant Fletcher,’ the barman called out.

Fletcher looked at them, a good dozen or so men in the pub and a similar number of people out on the street. It was a lot of witnesses and Harry read his mind as he came to that realisation. Problem was, when a violent man had his plans for bloodshed thwarted he usually found another way to satisfy the need, or so Harry had seen throughout his life, especially from Ivan.

‘Take him to the lock-up then,’ Fletcher declared, but it was too easy and Harry didn’t trust him. Stevo was led away and his sister followed, still crying.

Men began to drift back to the bar and their drinks, and the people out on the street slowly dispersed, going about their business once more, but the young men from South Australia exchanged glances and walked out instead. Down the street they followed the troopers and their stumbling prisoner, remaining concealed behind buildings and vehicles as they went.

‘Grab his horse,’ Harry whispered to Chappy as they passed it and the animal came along too, snorting uneasily, until they were across from the station. Whito and Ivan snuck over to peer through the windows and it didn’t take long for them to beckon the McIntosh brothers, leaving Chappy and Nai to hold the horse and keep watch. It only took one look inside for Harry to rush to the door, pushing the now-hysterical Annie out of the way to crash his way in with the others.

Fletcher was beating Stevo senseless. The young man’s eyes rolled back in his head as the other police watched on, Hobbs appearing horrified but remaining immobile.

‘Get off him!’ Harry yelled. ‘Get off!’

Blood seemed to be everywhere and Harry almost slipped over as he grabbed Fletcher and flung him away. Then Ivan and Whito picked Stevo up while Richie trained his gun on the other two policemen who raised their arms in the air.

‘How dare you—’ Fletcher said. Rising to his feet from where he’d landed on a chair, he took a swing at Harry who ducked and swung back, landing a hard punch on the man’s jaw.

Fletcher reeled and spat blood, his expression murderous. ‘Attacking an officer of the law. I’ll have you hanged for this,’ he said, reaching for his pistol.

Harry’s hand flew to his own, and it was cocked and pointed at Fletcher’s chest before the man had even unholstered his.

‘If you live to tell the tale,’ Harry told him, his voice menacing and cold to his own ears. ‘Get him out,’ he told the others.

Whito seared Fletcher with a look of pure hatred and Ivan spat the word ‘gutless’ as they carried a near-unconscious Stevo from the room. Only Harry and Richie remained.

‘Gutless all right,’ Richie said as he kept his gun trained on Hobbs and the other man, but he managed to send Fletcher a disgusted glance.

‘I’ll hunt you down, you see if I don’t,’ Fletcher growled at them both. ‘No-one crosses me and gets away with it, especially some low-life bush scum like you.’

‘You’re the scum,’ Harry told him, coming closer. ‘Gutless too, just like we said. Beating an unarmed man to near-death just because you think your uniform gives you that right…well, up here you’ve got no such right any more, not now we’re around.’

Fletcher eyed the gun then raised calculating eyes. ‘Thought you were just passing through.’

‘We’ll be within range,’ Harry said, flicking his eyes at the gun too before levelling him a steely gaze. ‘Tie them up,’ he said and Richie did so, pulling the ropes roughly as Fletcher winced.

‘I’ll get you for this,’ Fletcher said viciously. ‘I’ll have every trooper in the state looking for you, with your faces on wanted posters in every town.’

‘That’s a lot of mugs to remember,’ Richie said, shrugging as he stood back. ‘Best of luck with that.’

‘I’ll remember,’ Fletcher said, ‘and I’ll make sure they find you, if I don’t find you first.’

‘Add them to the walls with every other wanted man in Victoria but it won’t make any difference,’ Harry said as they backed towards the door. ‘You’ll never find us and you’ll never arrest us, even if you do.’

‘What makes you so goddam cocky about that?’ Fletcher said and Harry merely bowed.

‘Because you’d have to catch us first.’
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‘Whaddya reckon?’ Stevo asked as Harry jumped down from Thunder and Chappy led the horse away to rub him down. It was a mark of how marvellous an animal he was that Chappy wanted the chore.

‘Can’t remember the last time I rode a horse like that. Puts old Roger to shame, that’s for sure.’ Their resident stallion was no match for Stevo’s black mount with the white star, and the name Thunder certainly summed him up when he pounded the mountain trails and let loose across the valleys. Sure-footed too, as most of the wild mountain horses were, so Harry had let him have his head and they’d ridden for hours through alpine forest and across glittering waterways that Harry wasn’t sure any white man had ever seen. There were certainly no maps and the route belonged to the stallion himself, who traversed country without faltering, leading Harry to believe that he, at least, knew where he was going.

‘Caught him meself with my dad last year, said I could keep ’im if I could break him in. I don’t think the old bugger thought I had it in me.’ Stevo started to laugh but it turned into a cough and Harry looked at him worriedly.

‘How long’s that been going on?’

‘Just since this mornin’. I’ll be right. It’s all this lying round – ain’t used to doin’ nothing.’

‘Well, you look a hell of a lot better than when you got here, that’s for sure.’

‘He’d bloody want to,’ Chappy said as he came over with fresh bandages and a bowl of hot water to change Stevo’s dressings. Chappy’s mother had been a nurse before she died and some of the knowledge he’d gleaned from her came in handy in such a remote place. Stevo did look much improved, with his features returning almost to normal after being so swollen he was barely recognisable, and the gash on his arm where Fletcher had obviously thrown him against something sharp was healing well. It was the broken ribs that worried Chappy, and now Harry too since he’d heard the man’s cough.

Stevo seemed optimistic though. ‘I think I might be right as rain in a day or two.’ He was a sunny-natured chap in general, Harry had observed, and they’d all quickly developed a soft spot for the youngster, with the exception of Ivan. Then again, Harry couldn’t imagine him having a soft spot for anyone. Still, Ivan had accepted the fact that Stevo was now one of them, along with the rest. He made a welcome addition with his upbeat ways and stories about Joe Byrne who rode with the Kellys, who he did, indeed, know.

‘You need to stay sitting up, even when you have a kip,’ Chappy told him as he investigated his arm. ‘You don’t want that cough to get on ya chest. Nothin’ worse than trying to hack muck off with broken bones.’ Harry had seen that when his dad had broken his ribs once after falling from a horse, every wheeze or cough an agony for weeks.

Tom’s face came to mind then and Harry frowned, staring at the fire as Chappy worked. He was still angry with him for cutting them off but his mother’s voice, seemingly never far away, kept reminding Harry he was only trying to teach them a lesson. Problem was, that lesson was a tough one to learn up here, where options for earning money were slim. Horse trading wasn’t going to cut it and any work in the main towns was ill advised now that they were wanted men. The concept of bushranging, once considered unthinkable, was becoming less so these past few days, and Ivan wasn’t helping, feeding the idea constantly, never letting it rest.

Even now he was watching him and Harry knew he was plotting his next move. So far he’d tried justifying it politically, heavily supported by Whito; the reality of their growing lack of options, supported neatly by recent events; the fact that it would be extremely lucrative, heartily supported by all except the noncommittal Richie; and now the latest: the advantage of speed.

‘Riding Thunder would make you as fast as lightning,’ Ivan had told him several times. ‘No-one would catch you for quids.’

No-one would probably be able to catch them on their swift mountain brumbies anyway, but having a horse like that to lead them and spur them on would be even more advantageous; Ivan was right. And he knew it. There was a smugness about him now and it irked Harry, making him more outwardly obstinate about the whole concept than he truly was. In fact he had already arranged something that would pretty much guarantee their success but it would be on his terms if they actually went ahead with this. Starting with the stipulation that he would be in charge.

It wasn’t arrogance or a thirst for power behind that condition, it was the need to have control if things got out of hand. He’d always assumed the role of leadership among them, regardless, and knew no-one would object. Even Ivan, usually jealous, was already suggesting he ride the injured Stevo’s mount. No, he wasn’t worried about leading them in this or even being caught, there was only one thing left giving him pause: his little sister, Alice. For not only would she disapprove and be heartily disappointed in his and Richie’s choice, she’d also need to be involved, however unwitting her role would be.

Richie strolled over then, smoking a cigarette, and he offered Harry one. He took it, lighting it with a twig from the fire.

‘How was the ride?’

Harry let out smoke in a long stream. ‘Bloody sensational,’ he admitted, the peace and tranquillity of the deep valleys still with him. ‘You’ll have to have a go.’

‘Thought I might this afternoon, if that’s all right with you,’ he called over to Stevo.

‘Sure,’ Stevo said with a grin. ‘Whatever you guys want is fine by me.’ He coughed a little then and it made him wince but he tried to hide it from them and Richie looked concerned.

‘Maybe we should give him something for that.’

‘Already on it,’ Chappy said, going back to the house to go through his stores of medicines and herbs.

The brothers moved away a little with their cigarettes and Harry looked over at Richie, wondering how to tell him what had been on his mind.

‘Saw some amazing country this morning, places we’ve never been. Thunder seems to have some kind of secret map in his head.’

‘Looking forward to the tour,’ Richie said with a grin. ‘Nothing better than an accidental stumble into paradise up here.’

‘That’s exactly what it was like,’ Harry told him, ‘and it made me realise something: I never want to leave it, Richie.’

His brother frowned. ‘With the law on our tail we either hide out here or take off back to South Australia and get some kind of work. I know what I’d choose but we need to survive somehow.’

Harry nodded, adopting a casual tone. ‘I’ve been thinking on this whole bushranging idea Ivan keeps banging on about,’ he began. ‘What’s your opinion on it these days?’

Richie looked cautious as he replied. ‘Must say it’s crossed my mind a few times lately but I just keep thinking about the poor passengers and how scared they’d be. I don’t fancy making people feel that way.’

Harry nodded, dragging on his cigarette. ‘Me either, but I was figuring we could do things a little differently, be like that gentleman bushranger, Captain Thunderbolt.’

‘Ha,’ Richie said. ‘Got some inspiration from that horse out there today, did you? Maybe we’ll call you Lightning. You’d be as fast as it if you ride him.’

‘That’s what Ivan says,’ Harry said, ‘and he’s got a point, I have to admit. We could outrun anyone on our mounts, I’m sure of that, and we could treat people with respect…’

‘…as we rob them.’

‘Well, yes, but it’s only material stuff. Besides, I wouldn’t take anything I thought someone really needed or of great sentimental value.’

‘We wouldn’t exactly be Robin Hood, Harry. It’s still armed robbery.’

‘I know,’ Harry said, feeling guilty, ‘but I’m thinking we only do a couple of jobs, just for a little while. I’ve got a bigger plan long term and it’s completely above board. We just need some money to get started.’

‘How are we going to do anything above board now Fletcher is after us?’

‘He’ll settle down over time,’ Harry said, but Richie was right. The man certainly did pose a problem for any legitimate undertakings right now, in Victoria at least. ‘We can always go interstate. Or maybe grow beards or something.’

Richie chuckled at that. ‘All right, Ned Kelly, what’s your plan?’

‘I’m figuring we beat Dad at his own game.’

‘Grow wine?’ Richie said, confused. ‘Not sure how you plan to live for the next ten years until the vines mature but if that’s what you—’

‘Not wine, you idiot, his other business interest. The armed escort convoys. We could start our own.’

Richie looked over, considering that now. ‘I hadn’t really thought about it before but I guess that makes sense.’

‘We’ve got the men, the firearms, the horses, all we need is the actual carriages and a little insider information on how he’s made the whole thing work and bang! We’ve got ourselves a business.’

Richie was thoughtful as he smoked now and Harry knew he was homing in on the most important facts, as he always tended to do. ‘I’ve just got two questions for you, brother.’

‘Fire away.’

‘Well, first of all, how many hold-ups do you think it’s going to take to purchase the carriages?’

‘Depends on the hold-ups, doesn’t it?’

Richie nodded slowly. ‘Which brings me to my next question: where are you going to get this insider information from?’

Harry looked away then, unwilling to look him in the eye. ‘Where do you think?’

Richie glared, tossing his cigarette to the dirt. ‘No. Alice can’t be involved—’

‘She wouldn’t even know she was!’

‘It would be one thing if you wanted the information just for the business,’ Richie said, ‘but we both know once you have routes and timings and proposed cargo in front of you it’ll be too tempting not to use it to our advantage.’

‘It’ll only be for a few times, and like I said, she’ll never know.’

‘I don’t want her involved,’ Richie said, adamant now.

Harry decided to come clean then. ‘I’ve already asked her to do it.’

‘What?’

‘Richie, she’ll never know,’ he repeated, earnest now. ‘She’ll only ever think it was to help us build the armed escort business.’

Richie swore and began to pace so Harry tried again.

‘Look, I don’t want her involved any more than you do and believe me, I have no intention of bushranging for the rest of my life. This is a short-term plan, all right? A means to an end.’

Richie paused, gesturing around at their home and back again. ‘Will it be worth the risk, Harry? We’re already in more trouble than we bargained for up here.’

‘It’ll be worth it all right, and once we can run escorts we’ll get to stay up here in paradise and show Dad we can stand on our own two feet in the process. Plus it’ll make us plenty of dough, Richie – you’ve seen how well he’s done. In fact, it’s kind of perfect for all of us, when you think about it.’

Harry watched as Richie struggled to make his decision. ‘But until then it’s a criminal’s life.’

‘Only for a short while. Plenty of fellas live a little wild in their youth then settle down to be boring old men.’

‘This is more than “a little wild”.’

‘True, but it’ll buy us a far less boring old age.’

Richie stared at him a long while before nodding and Harry held out his hand to shake on it.

But Richie paused before taking it, his expression fierce. ‘Alice can never know.’


Sixteen

Melbourne, June 1880

Will watched Alice descend the stairs, never able to stop the leap of excitement her presence caused. How could he fail to be captivated at the sight of her, honey golden as always and ravishing today in a fitted blue travel dress? She seemed to grow more entrancing each time he saw her, yet she was proving just as elusive and distrustful as her father had warned she would be.

‘Good morning,’ she said, polite yet almost dismissive as she concentrated on drawing on her gloves.

Will waited until the pause was long enough to make her raise questioning green eyes towards him before he responded. ‘Good morning,’ he returned, pleased to note it caused a little furrow on her brow. Making her react, in any capacity, had become his singular goal these past few weeks as he escorted her to various events about town. She hadn’t seemed keen and it’d been deflating to realise her father was forcing the issue, delivering parting wisdom like ‘important you go and be seen with that lot’ and ‘you’ll be home before you know it’. It hardly filled Will with encouragement.

Still he’d remained true to his word, ensuring she entered on his arm and was the centre of the attention at all times, but if she’d been at all impressed by his efforts and the sheer number of invitations he’d received as a newcomer, she hid it well.

Truth was, they hadn’t been difficult to secure. Australian high society seemed greatly impressed by the fact his father had been Sir Worthington, an English lord, no less; a detail Tom had gleaned one day and hastened to make known about town. No-one here knew of the scandal surrounding him and ironically John’s name made Will a highly sought-after guest. He felt quite smothered by it all, at times, as they name-dropped and shared insider advice in whispers in his ear. Tom had been right about that too.

He was quickly building his reputation as a man of influence. Even though he did little to feed the rumours, somehow word had it he was not only practically royalty, he was a wealthy investor. With political promise. The best way to promote the last was to deny any aspirations towards it, something he’d witnessed others do to great success back in England. It seemed the more you waved away suggestions of political ambition, the more people believed you overqualified for the role and determined to spend hours discussing the hot topics of the day. They lined up in droves, hoping to sway him towards their opinion, ineptly for the most part, and often with ridiculous levels of snobbish ignorance on display.

It could possibly have been amusing if the observant Alice had been by his side but she’d formed the habit of standing just far enough away that she didn’t have to join in, yet close enough that people assumed they were together. It was frustrating and tiresome but he’d played the game. He’d played all her games, until now.

Their escort had arrived, men stowing their bags, and Will congratulated himself on this trip’s arrangements, at the least. She had planned to travel to the High Country with her father but with Will available now Tom could remain at home and avoid the frustration of staying in Bright while Alice visited his sons. The proposition suited Will just fine. She couldn’t very well ignore him in the confines of the carriage as they crossed town to pick up Charlie and Mari, and she’d have a hard time averting her gaze the entire time during the long journey ahead.

The town of Bright was a good twelve-hour drive, plenty of time to figure out what made her determined to dislike and distrust him, for surely he hadn’t read things so wrongly that first day. She’d hardly been swooning but there’d been something there. Enough for him to consider her the woman of his dreams and be keen to marry her after one afternoon, for Godsakes.

Yet Alice McIntosh was doing everything she could to convince him of her lack of interest now and, if he was going to turn out to be any kind of politician, Will would at the very least need to be able to discern why.

‘Shall we?’ he offered, gesturing towards the door.

‘You know, there really is no need for you to accompany me in the carriage if you’d prefer horseback.’

A spare horse was making the journey with them in case any of the four in the party felt like breaking the carriage ride to spend some time in the fresh, if cold, winter air. Will would normally have welcomed the idea, but not today, and it irked him that she’d suggested it.

‘Perhaps later,’ he said, knowing he wouldn’t be sacrificing even a minute of their time together.

She walked ahead towards the carriage then, her expression neutral, and he wondered at the coldness about her. Where had the warmth in her eyes gone, the spark that lit their depths that he’d first witnessed when she was animated and engaged in conversation? Will followed, figuring he had a good twelve hours to find it, and the whole weekend to stoke it into possible fire.

It was a comfortable carriage, with warm blankets and plenty of room for half-a-dozen travellers if need be, and the horses were fit-looking matching bays. The escort was made up of three armed men and, with a carriage of valuable goods part of the convoy, Will was glad to have them along. Glad too he’d brought his own pistol as well, secured within easy reach in his inside coat pocket.

Essentially this was a holiday venture for them all, and a chance for Alice to see her brothers and check on their welfare, but it was also an opportunity for Will to experience the security arm of Tom’s business holdings and meet his sons for himself.

Will studied Alice as the carriage rumbled down the street but she seemed preoccupied with the view and was ignoring him. Not for long, he declared internally, deciding to lay down the gauntlet early.

‘You seem thoughtful this morning. Nervous to see how your brothers are faring?’

‘Not at all,’ she said, with a flicker of green and another polite smile.

‘Your father tells me they’re doing things on their own up there. Must be challenging, making a living from wild horses after being supported these past years.’

‘They’re doing fine,’ she told him, concentrating hard on the view, but her jaw was tight now and he knew he was touching on a nerve. Time for a direct hit, then, it seemed.

Will sat back, his hands behind his head in what he knew would be an irritatingly arrogant pose. ‘I suppose there’s nothing much else to do, up in the middle of nowhere, unless they’re also searching for cattle.’

That hit a nerve all right. In fact, she looked as if she’d quite like to hit him.

‘Our cattle have all been taken down to Opportunity, as I’m sure you’re aware.’

‘Yes, yes, Opportunity.’ He let that comment fester and waited for any other reaction from her, enjoying his early success even though they were cheap shots.

Alice’s lips were drawn in a straight line as if to stop any words from coming out but she couldn’t seem to halt them. ‘I see Dad told you about the incident.’

‘Briefly.’

‘It wasn’t them,’ she blurted. ‘Harry and Richie aren’t cattle thieves. It was a mix-up with one of their friends and…just… just…’

‘Misguided trust?’ Will said, less arrogant now.

‘Yes. Yes, they are both too loyal at times,’ she conceded stiffly.

‘That’s not too terrible a trait, then,’ Will said, lowering his arms. ‘Friends can feel like family sometimes. I know I see Charlie that way. Non-blood brothers, Mari calls us.’

She clamped down at those words and stared back out window. He thought he’d lost her again but then she spoke. ‘I can see why.’

Will took the advantage, talking more gently now. ‘He didn’t even hesitate when Mari and I decided to come here, just went home and started sorting out his affairs so he could come too. I’m not even sure we even discussed it,’ Will added with a surprised smile, realising it was true.

Alice looked back at him again to gape, her expression open now. ‘How extraordinary.’

Will laughed a little. ‘You know I hadn’t even considered that until just now. It was rather extraordinary, wasn’t it?’

Alice nodded, still appearing surprised, and he continued.

‘We’ve always done everything together…I actually can’t imagine him not being there.’ He paused, hoping that didn’t sound overly dramatic, but her response was thoughtful.

‘Yes,’ she said quietly. ‘I know what you mean.’

He wasn’t sure who she was referring to, her mother, her brothers, someone else, but he decided not to press.

‘Anyway, he seems happy enough here.’

Alice nodded but the furrow in her brow was back. ‘I suppose he does.’

He watched her, confused now. ‘What do you mean by “suppose”?’

‘Oh, nothing really,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘It was just something he said the other day at lunch.’

Will wanted to demand to know when they’d had lunch but he reined his jealousy back in. They went to the gallery together so of course they would dine together too. ‘What did he say?’

She shrugged. ‘Just something in passing about his role not being very different here than it was back home.’

Will reflected on that. ‘He wasn’t very happy teaching back in London. It doesn’t pay well and the other faculties are a bit snooty about art.’

‘It’s not just the teaching,’ she told him, hesitating before adding, ‘It’s his painting.’

‘I thought he’d been enjoying all that outdoors adventuring and classes with your friend.’

‘I don’t think enjoying’s the word.’ She looked at him questioningly then, her head falling to the side, one eyebrow raised. ‘I would have imagined you’d have noticed, being so close.’

It was more than a question, there was some level of censure in her tone, and Will wanted to resent it, especially considering that he’d largely been ignoring Charlie so he could court her, but that was a poor excuse for a non-blood brother to use. Fact was she was right.

‘Yes,’ he admitted. ‘I should have done.’

He’d surprised her again, and this time there was even a flicker of begrudging admiration as they approached the other side of town to pick up the others. It was gone so fast he could almost have imagined it, much like that other look weeks ago, and he learnt something about Alice in that moment, something he planned to use to every advantage. Because she wasn’t as impervious in her feelings towards him as she seemed. She was just very, very good at hiding them.


Seventeen

The magpies were garbling in their own watery way as Charlie stared at the canvas, immersed in painting what ironically had turned out to be his favourite thing about Australia: the endless, mysterious and sun-soaked bush. If only he could capture it, he reflected with a sigh, sitting back to take in the scene instead. Searching for an impression with his mind’s eye rather than the reality before him.

He was sitting on a hill that overlooked rain-soaked eucalypt forest near their home, wet and brilliant in the morning light, retreating clouds silvered above it on an otherwise clear blue sky. It held much scope for painting a classic landscape, but what of that? It’s been done, done, done, he told himself. See beyond it.

He let his gaze wander aimlessly and it came to rest on a plover picking its way across the grass. Charlie watched the bird’s progress distractedly. They were a nervous animal and highly protective of their nests down on the beach, pecking Charlie on the head on more than one occasion, and, even though this wasn’t nesting season, Charlie still studied him warily. Those pecks hurt, and apparently they also had wing spurs which sounded like rather nasty attack weapons. Fortunately he’d so far been spared those but the magpies weren’t averse to swooping and pecking too, reinforcing the fact that Australian wildlife meant business.

They needn’t have bothered. The snakes had convinced him of that long ago. Tom hadn’t been kidding that they were common in this wilderness and his first encounter with one sliding around his ankles under the easel still caused him to shudder in memory.

Yet he loved the Victorian landscape, despite the dangers. It was rugged, and wildly entrancing, even this close to the city, and it helped him to shrug off the confines of his still tedious and modestly paid work. For despite Australia being a fresh, new country in many ways, the snobbery that came with institutionalised learning had crossed the ocean too. He was still considered a mere apprentice at the prestigious college where he now taught, too young to be taken seriously at twenty-two years of age, too old to start over with something new. Teaching something deemed too unimportant to ever be paid well.

His only hope at making good money was to become amazingly successful at painting, something that seemed more fantastical by the day. He simply wasn’t getting any better and the night classes he attended with his now-friend Frederick McCubbin fostered more frustration than pleasure.

It wasn’t the fault of their teacher, Eugene von Guérard, who was encouraging, especially towards Fred; it was Charlie’s own inadequacies that unsettled him further. Painting alongside talented artists was robbing him of what little confidence he possessed in his work, especially with the controversy that was building around the local version of Impressionism in general. What hope had he, when critics still scoffed at the work emerging, many deeming even Fred’s work radical and unpolished? To Charlie, the softness Fred managed to capture in this extreme landscape was exquisite, finding such beauty within it that he’d made it impossible for Charlie to see it as anything but beautiful himself now, in all its many manifestations.

At least von Guérard valued the concepts of the style, and Charlie wondered what his teacher would have to say about his own latest effort as it sat on its wooden platform before him. Not much, he conceded with a sigh. He’d tried again and again to cover the white of the canvas in pure colour but whatever he started with always mutated as he searched for his own unique voice, that greyness still residing in his work, despite all the amazing new colours surrounding him. It stymied him because it should feel so different here, yet too much of England had followed him, and it wasn’t just the elitism and the professional struggles he continued to encounter. Something deeper was still missing. His artist heart could tell him that much.

The plover flew off with another now, possibly its mate, and Charlie reflected it could well be a lack of love in his life that was to blame. Art was notoriously ruled by passion, but despite moments of lust with various women over the years he couldn’t truly say he’d ever felt such a grand emotion. No woman had made him feel such desperate depth of feeling. He knew that because he could see it in the works of other artists, hear it in the lyrics of songs, envy it in the writing of novelists and poets across the centuries. There remained an emptiness inside him because of it, a strangely aching void, and it could well be the reason why his paintings left him frustrated. Without passion his art probably would remain grey.

Charlie packed his things, giving up on his work for the day with that thought, and focusing on the next adventure coming up in his life instead. It was time to meet the carriage and travel with Will, Mari, Alice McIntosh and her escort to the High Country to see countryside purportedly even more beautiful than this.

For it was no use searching for passion or trying to force it into his life but if there was one thing Charlie had learnt, it was that a change of scenery could potentially change the scenery on the inside as well. And, if he did that enough, surely, sooner or later, he’d find colour on his canvas too.


Eighteen

High Country, Victoria, June 1880

His eyes were constantly upon her but Alice had grown more used to it with each passing mile. She’d almost got used to the fluttery feelings he evoked too, as he in turn fascinated then entertained them all, bantering with Charlie and indulging Mari, who was now asleep on his shoulder. She was slowly regaining her strength from the voyage and, Alice suspected, something else that had hurt her emotionally back in London, if the melancholy that crossed her features from time to time was anything to go by. Will seemed to have a special awareness of it, cajoling and nurturing her back to good spirits, and Alice had to concede that he was a good brother. Yet another thing to admire about him, as if she needed more.

He’d stopped talking this past half hour though, letting Mari sleep and sharing pages of the newspaper with Charlie, whose long frame was stretched out in the corner, eyes at window ledge level so he could study the scenery too.

Alice cast a darting look at Will who caught it seemingly instinctively, his eyes flicking straight up from the paper and he smiled that smile of his, sending the flutters wild. Too, too handsome, she decided, trying not to admit that he was wearing her defences down. The last thing she needed was to fall for an astute man, she reminded herself for the hundredth time, especially an aspiring politician, lest she end up where Will and Tom both seemed to want her: chained to city life on a society pedestal.

She looked out her window, resolved to concentrate on the countryside. The convoy was moving past sun-soaked plains thick with winter grass towards a large stand of eucalypt near a creek. Alice remembered it from past trips as being a particularly pretty spot and she leant forward to view it better as they approached. The sunshine was metered now, shining down in rays through the tall trees like fingers of God, as her mother used to call the sight. Alice blinked at it as the coach rumbled along, missing her as always but pushing the old pain away to enjoy the beauty as it unfolded now.

‘Look,’ she told the others and Charlie leant over to see out her side.

‘Stunning,’ he muttered, staring up at the treetops that swayed gently in the filtered light as they entered the cool dark below. Will tapped to the coachman to stop.

‘Too good to waste,’ he said simply and the convoy slowed to a clattering, dusty halt. Their escort looked at them questioningly as he opened the door. ‘Five-minute stop, fellows. Stretch your legs and have a break,’ he told them and they dismounted with obvious relief, leading the horses to drink and lighting their pipes. The guards looked threatening with their weapons but Will’s authority was final and Alice found herself admiring his natural leadership, on top of everything else. Dratted man. Then the magic of the place superseded all else and she wandered among it, breathing the cold air deeply.

The creek was so clear she could make out the rocks below, hundreds of shades of brown, yellow and red, the water drifting over them in a peaceful flow. The banks themselves were sandy and fringed thickly with grass that also surrounded the base of the gums whose bark fell away crisply to land among it. It would be an easy place to make a nice warm fire with so much fuel on offer but they needed to keep moving to get to Bright before dark, she knew, resisting the urge to ask if they might boil the billy regardless. She satisfied herself with patting one of the trees instead, stroking the smooth grey trunk and following its form all the way to the canopy above where kookaburras were calling out in their iconic way. Their laughter echoed and Mari’s voice could be heard now.

‘What a wonderful sound,’ she said, watching them with sleepy eyes and looking over at Alice to smile.

‘They’re your alarm clock,’ Alice told her, smiling back and coming over to link arms, falling into the easy affection the two of them had formed from that first day. ‘We couldn’t deprive ourselves of your company any longer.’

Mari giggled. ‘Oh dear, has Will been reading from the papers again? If I hear one more thing about that Ned Kelly…’

‘No talk of outlaws allowed in a place like this,’ Charlie declared, still staring about him, sketchbook in hand and pencil flying sporadically. Alice couldn’t have agreed more, swallowing the nervousness that arose whenever the subject of bushrangers came up and glancing over at Will. He wasn’t studying her for once though, he was squatting down to cup his hands and drink from the creek instead.

‘How is it?’ Alice couldn’t help calling out, knowing the answer.

‘Holy…’ he exclaimed, shaking his hand and she had to laugh. ‘Freezing,’ he admitted, grinning at her and looking so gorgeous at that moment she had to catch her breath before responding.

‘Well, it was snow not that long ago,’ she told him, nodding east. ‘We should see the mountains soon.’

‘Still can’t believe it gets so cold here,’ Mari said, leaning closer, and Alice patted her arm, which was icy to the touch and shivering.

‘Yes, let’s get you back in the coach,’ Alice said, leading her over.

‘Time’s up, gents,’ Will called and they remounted as Charlie dragged himself away, still sketching as the convoy moved on and they adjusted themselves to being jostled once more.

‘What a perfect place,’ Mari said, staring out as they left in a clamour of wheels and horses’ hooves.

‘Perfect place for an ambush too, unfortunately,’ Will said, watching too but more warily.

‘You didn’t seem worried,’ Alice observed.

‘Hard to surprise us when we have no travelling noise to drown out their approach. The danger lies in the unexpected – that’s what bushrangers rely on. We’re in more danger now than a minute ago.’

‘You seem to know a lot about it,’ she observed, remembering him saying the same to her about Impressionism.

‘It’s now my business to know a lot about it,’ he replied, glancing over before resuming his watch, and her fluttery feeling returned, although this was a different kind of nervous. ‘That’s what’s made the Kelly gang so successful for so long. The element of surprise is one of the greatest advantages known to man.’

‘Oh dear, not the Kellys again,’ Mari protested.

‘You should be paying attention, young lady,’ he reproached, but gently. ‘With two thousand pounds on their heads those men are more desperate and dangerous than they’ve ever been, mark my words.’

‘Why so much?’ Mari asked, but she was yawning too.

‘Robbery under arms, killing police, bank hold-ups,’ he told her. ‘The government will only take so much.’

‘I hope they get caught,’ Mari said with a shudder.

‘Yes, it’s out of hand now, but there’s still a lot of sympathy for them around here. It’s a tough place and the police have had to resort to extreme measures trying to control it. The outlawry act gives them to permission to shoot on sight now and people can be thrown in gaol for even singing a song about bushranging. Kelly was put away originally for some pretty minor crimes and his family have been imprisoned, even his mother who has other young children.’

Mari twisted around to stare at him. ‘What on earth did she do?’

‘She gave her son shelter,’ Will said and Mari shook her head, her compassion roused now.

‘How can such a thing be allowed.’

‘Should be a law against that,’ Alice agreed, looking pointedly at Will.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘there should. But be that as it may, our job is to look after all of you, and it’s not just the Kellys you need to be wary of; there’re plenty of other bushrangers out there.’

‘Do you really think so?’ Mari asked, eyes round.

‘Tom isn’t paying these men for escorting us for no reason,’ he replied, still watching out the window, and Mari turned to Alice.

‘I doubt there’s anything to worry about,’ she said, but she was feeling sick with concern herself now, and not just about the Kelly gang. It was her own family that weighed on her mind as the words from Harry’s last letter echoed.


Just write down the dates from Dad’s ledger and the details of what they transported if you can. Last few months will do and any plans ahead of time, if he has them. Don’t worry, there’s nothing sinister going on, I just want to know what kind of work he’s getting. We’re thinking about doing something similar ourselves and maybe beating him at his own game – but it’s top secret, Alice. Make sure you don’t get caught.



Perhaps she shouldn’t have agreed to do it but getting involved with something underhanded with her brothers had seemed too daring to resist, especially if it gave them a chance to make something of themselves and improve her chances of living up here with them. She hadn’t felt guilty about stealing the information from her father and turning spy either, figuring he’d be proud of them when they built a prosperous business in the same vein. However, now that she was in a convoy herself, surrounded by gunmen, the reality of what they else they might use the information for was terrifying. They knew the routes, the timing, the type of cargo. That doesn’t mean they’d resort to bushranging, she reassured herself. It’s armed robbery, for goodness sake.

But she hadn’t believed them capable of cattle thieving either, yet they’d copped some of the blame. She’d spent too long away from her brothers and they’d spent too long up here with those rotten mates of theirs, especially that Ivan Reed, a troublesome neighbour in their Barossa youth and now a devious adult. He had a way of talking her brothers into things and the more Alice mulled over it the more she suspected Ivan had something sinister planned. Such scheming had his name written all over it.

Alice watched Will and he caught her, as always, and this time his look didn’t contain a smile or a quip nor anything designed towards flirtation or conversation. He merely looked thoughtful and, indeed, worried, and the weight of his new-found responsibilities occurred to her for the first time. Responsibilities that should rest on the shoulders of her wayward brothers, yet even she had to admit Will was far superior in the role right now. He wasn’t only charming and clever and able to negotiate Melbourne high society with ease, he was a natural authority figure and faced potential danger with the same measured levels of calm as everything else.

Mari’s head began to loll onto his shoulder as she fell asleep again, still easily exhausted, and Will put his arm around her protectively, pulling up the blanket to keep her warm and causing something to shift within Alice. Suddenly she wanted nothing more than to lay her head on his shoulder too and do the unthinkable: trust him. To confess her fears and sins, to hand over the rest of the responsibilities the McIntosh family would eventually allocate him on the eve of his political career. He’d taken on more than opportunity, she wanted to tell him, there were potential risks and dangers he’d be forced to face, and the decisions he’d make would all involve her loyalty-torn heart.

Then he did smile at her and it was a kind one, filled with understanding, even though he had no idea what was going on in her mind, but that smile said he’d still care for her, no matter what it was, causing yet another tear within.


Nineteen

Chrystelle watched the convoy cross the valley worriedly, thinking she really should have joined a larger party herself. The two security guards she’d hired with the last of her own savings had seemed an extravagance back in Melbourne but now they seemed flimsy defence with such vast countryside surrounding them, and with so many bushland areas where thieves could set upon them.

The farm awaiting them outside Bright would make a fine home, and the rows of recently planted vines from South Australia would grow wine that people said was like liquid gold in both taste and value, but she still needed to settle on the costs of both. The money to do so, and to cover all her expenses until the vines matured, was stowed under the floorboards of this coach. All ten thousand pounds of it. Her precious fortune. She was unable to have it safely stored in a bank due to her being a single woman. Opening an account in her own name was against the law, so here it was, rumbling its way across Victoria in the bowels of a hired coach.

Yet now she was questioning her decision to carry it this way. She’d considered McIntosh Armed Escort, as painted on the doors of the professional convoy below, but had decided against the expensive service at the last minute, figuring the money would be safer in a less conspicuous vehicle. Out here, surrounded by wilderness, she wasn’t so sure. Still, even if they were set upon she doubted they’d find it, so well had she hidden the package in the baby’s bassinet. The floor storage was packed with his things and would appear the picture of innocence even if they did lift the boards, just like the infant himself.

It had been Deidre’s idea. She’d become her constant companion since the day her son was born and hadn’t hesitated to up and move with Chrystelle when the opportunity arose. Deidre had been looking for a way out of the slums she’d lived in with her brother Joe since moving to Australia from Belfast and an unexpectedly strong bond had formed between the two women. Not only had Deidre brought companionship and dependability into Chrystelle’s life, she’d also provided her with something she hadn’t known she desperately needed: a friend.

And she was wonderful with Dolph. Patrick had earned the nickname early, a reference to the dolphin swimming idea Deidre had encouraged Chrystelle to focus on during his birth. It suited him in its unusualness, and in the sweetness of the animals, who always seemed to be smiling, much like himself. A sunny-natured, gorgeous-looking child, as people often said when they took him anywhere, and Deidre clucked and showed him off like he was her own. Chrystelle was less effusive, constantly afraid someone would say it was a mistake that she be allowed to keep him, as nonsensical as that was. Wary of anyone who came near.

That she was wary today was an understatement and she tried to reassure herself of their safety by watching their two guards as they sipped their tea.

‘Lovely spot, don’t you think?’ one asked her. He’d been polite the whole journey but a bit too attentive for her liking and she straightened her green travel suit self-consciously. He would have no reason to suspect her past profession in such a conservative outfit, she reminded herself, and she wore little make-up. Deidre had even helped her to get the colour of her hair back to a safe shade of brown, her only concession to that old colour. She did it for Dolph, though. Whatever it took to give him a respectable, decent life.

‘Beautiful,’ she agreed, gazing out to the mountains that would greet her each day from now on. They were more than merely beautiful, in truth, they were magnificent. Craggy and ancient, the Australian Alps rose above them with a dusting of snow across the ridges, and the air was so crisp and clean she could make out the fine detail of the crevices that ran down each rugged face, catching the snow like icing sugar on a crumbling cake. She’d been told it was wondrous country but this far surpassed her expectations and she was keen to get to their new home at the base now, before the sun set. Already it was low in the sky and the light had begun to golden.

‘How long will it take from here?’ she asked the guard.

‘Less than an hour now, missus. We can get a move on, if you’d like.’

She supposed she should let them finish their tea but her nerves got the better of her. ‘Yes, if you don’t mind.’ The men looked disappointed but they emptied their cups and Chrystelle emptied hers too, climbing into the carriage to where Deidre was playing with Dolph.

‘You’re a clever boy, yes you are, the smartest and the sweetest too,’ she was telling him as he lay in her lap, kicking his little legs and gurgling happily up at her. Then he let out a tiny peal of laughter and Chrystelle smiled.

‘He’ll grow up with a swelled head if you don’t let up,’ she admonished as she took her seat.

‘He’ll be too perfect to know he’s perfect,’ Deidre cooed. Her son had bewitched Deidre from the start with his winsome ways and he was destined to be spoilt by her.

‘Did you want to finish your tea before we go?’

‘Leaving already?’ Deidre said with surprise, looking outside now. ‘Aye, well, I suppose it is getting on. Those alps are starting to change colour,’ she noted, picking Dolph up to show him. ‘Look at those pretty mountains, Dolph. You’ll be riding horses up there one day, m’lad, free as the wind.’

The thought warmed Chrystelle’s heart although the possible dangers worried her too. Everything involving him did. Deidre handed him over so she could quickly finish her tea before they set off and Dolph looked at his mother happily, grabbing her nose as he often did and saying ‘mmmm’. It wasn’t quite a word, of course, but it was a lovely sound nevertheless, and had been a sweet distraction along with his other happy noises as they’d prepared to move this past week. Deidre proclaimed him a genius, of course, saying most babies wouldn’t have got anywhere near saying words this young and that he was very advanced for his age. Chrystelle liked to think that was true.

The coach began its descent, continuing along the track that had led them past this vantage point, and Chrystelle laid Dolph down in his travelling basket on the seat beside her to keep watch for this last crucial hour. She’d sleep well tonight after all this worry, she suspected, looking out to investigate every copse and occasional stand of trees they passed.

The mountains were indeed changing colour, becoming more stunning with each brilliant shade they turned in the increasingly freezing air. The snowy peaks were an incongruously warm gold now, almost luminous in their brilliance, and Chrystelle found herself watching the trees less and them more. It was more peaceful than any place she remembered but then suddenly, terrifyingly, that comforting thought was shattered.

Bang. It was a gunshot, renting the still mountain air, and immediate mayhem erupted.

‘Woah!’ the guard cried out as the horses whinnied and shied and the coach wheels slid and spun. Chrystelle and Deidre both lurched left, then right, as it careened unsteadily in a disorientating and frightening whirl. Rocks flew and the loud crash of luggage falling from the roof added to the terrifying chaos.

‘What is it?’ Deidre cried as Chrystelle grabbed Dolph from his basket and clasped him to her chest. The coach rumbled and rocked, drowning out the question, but then other voices rang and the sound of more hooves could be heard. Dolph began to cry and Chrystelle pressed him close with one arm, heart hammering as she used the other to grasp the handle on the carriage wall, trying not to scream against the panic building inside.

‘Stand and deliver!’ a man yelled above the din.

‘Stop your coach,’ called another.

That they began to slow meant her guards were outnumbered and, as the coach clattered to a lurching halt, Chrystelle steeled herself to look out through a cloud of road dust. The sight turned her blood cold. There were at least half-a-dozen heavily armed men, faces masked in handkerchiefs, as their horses shook their manes and snorted from all the excitement. They looked as wild as their riders, especially a terrifying black stallion, and Chrystelle locked eyes with Deidre in fear.

‘Hold steady there now,’ the older woman whispered, trying to sound calm, Chrystelle knew. She was always looking out for her, had done from the moment she picked her up off the street and helped bring her child into the world, but she wouldn’t be able to help her in this and they both knew it.

‘Drop ya guns,’ a voice ordered. It was guttural and menacing, the thick Australian accent harsh. Chrystelle saw the guard on her side relinquish his to the ground and heard the other do the same. To not do so was suicide but it reinforced her terror.

‘Down,’ he shouted and her guards climbed off and raised their arms. The women watched as two of the horsemen dismounted and told the guards to empty their pockets, before binding their hands behind their backs and tying them to a tree beside a small shack nearby. Then another man went to retrieve the guns and investigate the falling luggage. Chrystelle swallowed hard and braced herself for what would happen next, hugging her son, sick at the thought of Deidre being harmed in any way – and at the possible loss of her other precious cargo.

The first man dismounted, ambling over to tap on the door with his gun. ‘Out ya come then.’

Chrystelle and Deidre had no other choice but to do so, and she wrapped her shawl around Dolph who was wide-eyed but now quiet in her arms. She descended with him carefully, the now bitterly cold afternoon air whipping at her hair, and she stood to face them, chin out and determined not to be intimidated, no easy feat as she focused on their weaponry. She stared at the man’s dark eyes instead, reading what she could there.

‘Sorry to trouble you, ladies,’ he said, ‘but I’m afraid we’ll be needing yer purses.’

They gave them over and he emptied the coins and notes from within, not a great amount but he seemed encouraged.

‘Jewellery.’

Chrystelle took off her only piece, a watch John had given her back in London, and Deidre gave him her silver necklace, which held a miraculous medal she’d once had blessed by a cardinal back home. Chrystelle had bought her the chain herself when she noticed Deidre pinning it to her dress each day. It meant the world to her and Chrystelle couldn’t bear not to say something.

‘I think the medal has more value to the wearer than the chain, sir,’ she ventured, heart hammering. ‘Could you find it in you to let her keep it?’

His eyebrows rose above the mask. ‘Bargaining already, are ya?’

Chrystelle swallowed hard. ‘It’s worth nothing, is all.’

‘Everythin’s worth something,’ he returned, eyes raking her now and Chrystelle pulled her shawl up. ‘Cute kid,’ he added and her fear rose. Dolph was, indeed, staring straight at him with his big blue eyes and Chrystelle laid her hand against his cheek, shielding him.

The man on the giant horse dismounted then, tall and lanky as he strode towards them.

‘Give the lady her medal back,’ he said, his accent less pronounced, and it was clearly an order. The other man obliged reluctantly, dropping it off its chain into Deidre’s hand, but there was anger flashing in those eyes as he replied.

‘Right ya are, Lightning,’ he muttered. Lightning, Chrystelle repeated silently, not that it was a name easily forgotten.

‘Go stand watch,’ he ordered one of the men still mounted and he took off immediately. ‘We’re not here to harm anyone,’ Lightning told the women, turning back, his green eyes piercing. ‘We’re simply holding you up – but we won’t take anything you can’t live without, fair enough?’

Chrystelle said nothing but nodded slightly. She was hardly in a position to debate.

‘If you’ll stand aside?’ He gestured towards the horses and Chrystelle moved over nervously as the black stallion watched her and stomped his massive hooves, breathing hard like fire and brimstone resided inside him, and she hugged Dolph fearfully as he twisted about to stare at him in fascination.

She and Deidre could only watch then as the last two men dismounted and they systematically went through their luggage and things. Silverware was procured, and some fine lace tablecloths and napkins, along with Deidre’s good china, all needed but all replaceable. Their clothing held little interest although a few eyes flicked her way with interest at some of her more colourful silky underthings, including Lightning who studied her a bit more intently now.

‘Bit racy for a posh bird, ain’t it?’ the dark-eyed man commented, holding up a red camisole. ‘Must have cost ya a pretty penny.’

Chrystelle doubted most respectable ladies wore such lavish and sensual pieces but how would men such as these know of current trends in high-end fashion? She jutted her chin out once more and gave them her haughtiest glare.

‘Most gentlemen would refrain from comment.’

‘Most ladies would wear white,’ he replied, dangling it from one finger.

‘Depends on the lady, I suppose,’ Lightning said, taking the camisole and throwing it back in the case.

‘If that’s what ya are,’ the dark-eyed man added.

Deidre gasped at that, finding her voice. ‘How dare you say such a thing, you no-good, rotten…vagabond!’

That made the dark-eyed man smirk but Lightning remained thoughtful. ‘Our apologies, madam. We’re not here to judge, only to observe that such…er…garments are expensive, which leads me to wonder what else this carriage contains.’

Chrystelle forced herself to remain, and sound, calm. ‘What you see is all we have in the world.’

‘Moving permanently, then?’ he asked casually, casting his gaze over the assorted contents.

‘Not if all the locals turn out to be like you,’ she said, unable to resist the jibe, but his green eyes merely crinkled at the corners.

‘Come now, we’re hardly ruining your life, are we? I told you we wouldn’t take anything you can’t do without, which brings me to my next question,’ he said, pausing to look around. ‘Not that I’m much of an expert, being a bachelor and all, but where are the baby’s things?’

‘His basket’s right there,’ Chrystelle said calmly but her pulse had jumped into a rapid rhythm once more.

‘True, true, but babies need more than a basket, from what I’ve observed,’ he added, moving to look into the carriage as the others watched on, some a bit nervous now as they looked over at the man keeping watch on the rise. ‘Where’s his other stuff then? You haven’t even got clothes or blankets,’ he said, craning to look up at the ceiling and investigating above and below the seats, ‘let alone a…’ he paused to reach down and lift up the floorboard as Chrystelle’s heart sank, ‘…bassinet.’

‘Hoho! A hidden stash!’ the dark-eyed man said, leaping forward to help him lift the other boards. Chrystelle could hardly breathe as they investigated each item; clothes were shaken and toys turned upside down, as were cloths and soaps and all manner of medicines and vials that Deidre had packed, until all that was left was, indeed, the bassinet.

Lightning flicked back the white coverlet but there was only a small mattress and sheet beneath and he sighed, scratching his head.

‘You know, I could have sworn…’

Chrystelle held herself perfectly still, looking down at Deidre’s tightly clenched fist to avert her gaze and avoid revealing her fear.

Then the man on the rise whistled and all heads turned.

‘Time’s up,’ the dark-eyed man said.

‘Fair enough,’ Lightning conceded, still frowning at the bassinet then looking over at Chrystelle. ‘Guess we’ll leave you ladies in peace.’ Her held breath came out slowly in a mist as she absently warmed Dolph’s little hand, kissing it softly with relief, which he observed. ‘He looks cold,’ he said, turning back to the bassinet. ‘Here, I’ve messed it up anyway,’ he added, dragging the white coverlet from the mattress.

Chrystelle felt a twist of devastation turn in her gut as the mattress lifted with it; the precious package revealed, gummed to the painted wood. Lightning’s eyes met hers then, for the briefest of seconds, before he reached down and tore it free.

‘Bloody hell, what’s in that?’ the dark-eyed man said, rushing back from his horse to investigate. ‘Shit – rip it open.’

‘Hurry,’ urged another, as the man keeping watch galloped back towards them.

Silence descended, disturbed only by the urgent sound of approaching hooves and now the tearing of paper, as all their futures shifted in the alpine breeze. Then Lightning raised burning eyes to Chrystelle and sealed their fates.

‘Sorry, missus, but this is something you’ll just have to live without.’

The rest of it was a blur then as the men rushed to their horses, grabbing the other loot as Lightning stuffed her money in his pocket, but Chrystelle could only stand there in the cold, feeling as naked and violated as she’d felt on a pagan night not long ago.

‘Holy shit, holy shit!’ the dark-eyed man crowed as they galloped off. ‘How much is in there?’ she heard him ask as their voices faded away.

Sure enough, they’d soon tally the sum of the notes and split their new fortune and congratulate themselves on a job well done, but Chrystelle could have told them the true value of what they’d stolen from her that day, if they’d cared to listen. For they’d taken her ability to support her child, her planned future, her livelihood in that package. The last of the support of a kind and elderly man. She couldn’t live without it, not in any comfort anyway. Meagre women’s wages would have them in squalor instead of their dreamt-of new home.

The money Will Worthington felt she’d stolen from his family had now been stolen again, and with it must come yet another reinvention, a change in fortune once more. But she’d meant it when she’d vowed to give her son a decent life, to have him grow to be not only tall, dark and handsome but without poverty, and bitterness-free. She would stand strong on her own two feet and take control again, no matter what the cost to herself, but with another vow in place from now.

For one day that money would be avenged, not by Will, but by Chrystelle herself. Because a man like Lightning couldn’t help but strike again.


Twenty

Alice McIntosh was racing into the wind, hair trailing in ribbons behind her with the lovely sound of her laughter carrying back towards him. Will was surprised at how well she rode astride, and with the skill he would have expected from a gentleman well used to foxhunts, not an Australian girl brought up on a vineyard. Apparently she’d done enough riding during childhood to remember it well when she came up here and took off in these mountains. She looked completely at home, not only on horseback but in this countryside.

The more time he spent with her, the more Alice McIntosh fascinated him, especially now that she’d begun to let her defences down. Enough to let a budding friendship develop and perhaps more, if the look he caught her sending him last night after dinner was any indication. Not as heated as that innocent one that long ago first day but with enough raw curiosity to send a shot of excitement through his blood and leave him tossing in his sheets this morning. It felt good to release some energy with this two-hour ride up to the family homestead to meet her brothers, and, with Charlie keeping a rugged-up Mari company quite a long way behind, he had Alice entirely to himself for a change.

Funny, he’d never felt like that about a woman before. Of course he liked getting them alone for purely physical reasons, but this was different. It was like he was basking in her spirited personality as well as her beauty and it was intoxicating. That unreachable side of her had started to slip away up here and the excitement and enthusiasm she felt for the place shone through. He doubted she could hide it even if she tried.

She wasn’t alone in being entranced by the High Country; even the common eucalypts here were extraordinary. He was passing another magnificent ‘snow gum’ now and Will paused momentarily to gaze up at it. They were fast becoming his favourite Australian tree and he could well understand Charlie being in raptures over their brilliant jewel colours that dripped like paint in swirls of red, orange and yellow on their trunks, especially when they were still wet with rain like this one. They’d seen animals along the track today too, soft-furred wallabies especially, and a rather endearing animal called a wombat. Alice had teased him as he’d walked his horse beside it to get a better view, and oddly tried to strike up a conversation with the funny-looking fellow, but something about this place brought out the boy in him.

It was a wild, strangely beautiful, intoxicating paradise, yet he knew it was dangerous too. Just last night when a storm had rolled over the mountains and into Bright at dusk, the day had turned freezing and deadly in a matter of minutes, the town lashed by a sudden, deafening and unrelenting downpour. There was nothing much else for it than to open another bottle of wine and watch it from the foyer window of their hotel, cosily ensconced near the fire. Yet here they were the next day in calm, brilliant sunshine, like another season entirely had arrived, if you discounted the cold.

Alice was pausing up ahead now, her chestnut mare coming to a stop on a ridge that overlooked the ranges, and he joined her.

‘My favourite spot,’ she told him and he could well understand why. Stretching out before them, the mountains were thickly carpeted in alpine forest that appeared green, then blue, then faint blue as each ridge receded in the distance. Great hillsides basked in the sun or rested in shadow, sleepy beneath crested crowns blanketed in brilliant white snow, and sitting there, next to Alice, Will felt a moment of pure elation. Surely anything was possible in such a land, and with such a woman by his side.

He hadn’t considered he would feel this way about his new home but then again he hadn’t figured on meeting Tom McIntosh and being offered the perfect opportunity on arrival either. Nor had he expected to postpone his quest to pursue Chrystelle Amour while he fell for Tom’s daughter. The last thought lingered as she stared out at the vista before them.

‘It seems to go on forever,’ he remarked, soaking in the mountain vista.

‘I doubt anyone has ever been into most of it,’ she replied, pushing back her hair, which had been swept into long strands about her face, flushed from the ride.

‘Amazing,’ he said but he’d started to grin at her. She dipped her head, half-smiling too. ‘What?’

‘You just seem so different up here,’ he said with a shrug. ‘So, I don’t know, carefree, I suppose.’

‘I feel different up here,’ she admitted, looking out. ‘It feels like home.’

‘Doesn’t Melbourne?’

Alice glanced over at him and he waited, trying to be patient. ‘In some ways.’

‘But…?’

She shrugged. ‘It’s not really me, the whole high society thing.’

That surprised him. She seemed the epitome of a society lady back in the city. ‘You hide it well.’

‘I have to, don’t I? It’s the part I’m expected to play.’ Her tone was laced with resentment now, and quite a bit of it felt directed at him.

‘Do you begrudge me escorting you to places?’

That earned another glance and a slight blush too. ‘No, I…it’s just…’

‘Just what?’

Alice pushed at her wayward hair again. ‘Just that I know you’re doing it because Dad asked you to and because it plays to everyone’s advantage,’ she said, chin out now. She’d surprised him again and it must have shown because she looked over, adding, ‘I don’t like being a pawn, Will.’

‘I don’t see you as a pawn at all.’

‘What then? A queen, I suppose? A figurehead for his dynasty?’

‘Not quite,’ he said, treading with care now. ‘I’m afraid my reasons are far more selfish than that.’

She was blushing again but spoke strongly despite it. ‘You can’t deny courting me gives you connections to important people. I know you’re an ambitious man, Will. I know you’ll use every opportunity Dad has given you to build your own political career.’

He couldn’t deny that so he didn’t try. ‘He and I are both well aware of that, in fact he’s backing me all the way, so how is that wrong?’

‘Nothing. I just don’t want you to use me to advance your political career too.’

‘I’m not using you for that,’ he said carefully, ‘although if we’re being brutally honest I do admit that having you by my side is certainly to my advantage.’

‘I don’t want to be your advantage.’

‘And yet, how can you help but be?’ She looked both confused and hurt but he ploughed on. ‘It isn’t about how you make me look, Alice, it’s about how you make me feel. You inspire me to achieve greater things…like you’re my power, somehow.’

It was a big admission, perhaps too much, and ‘power’ was possibly the wrong word, but that’s how he’d felt from the start. She couldn’t seem to meet his eyes as she spoke. ‘It’s one thing if I… I inspire you, but I don’t want to be a man’s power, Will. I just want control of my own life, on my terms.’

‘And I’m not trying to take that away from you,’ he told her sincerely. ‘That’s the last thing I want to do.’

She seemed to be weighing up whether or not to believe him, tilting her head and meeting his gaze before asking, ‘So what do you want then?’

To win your heart, he wanted to say, but he knew that really would be too much so he settled for a softer truth. ‘For every day to be just like today.’ He smiled at her then and to his surprise she broke into a sudden laugh. ‘Why is that funny?’

‘Because I would have said exactly the same thing.’

That broke the tension between them and they settled into a companionable silence as they soaked in the mountains together once more. A scattering of clouds were spreading across the sky in feathered patterns above what Alice had told him was Mount Feathertop and he eventually remarked on it.

‘Feathers everywhere you look.’

‘Wait until the sun sets and they all light up. Harry always says “heaven above, heaven below”.’

‘I’m looking forward to seeing it,’ he said. ‘Speaking of feathers.’ He nodded at the approach of two large birds to the east.

Alice looked over, suddenly excited. ‘Wedge-tailed eagles.’ Her face filled with rapture and he could soon see why as the eagles glided towards them in tandem, sweeping in graceful arcs. Their wingspan was enormous and Will watched in awe as they sailed above the magnificent peaks, wondrous animals so befitting the stunning mountains below them it felt as if he witnessed the flight of god-like creatures in an otherly world. They climbed together and Alice let out a gasp as they suddenly linked claws and fell in a twisting drop, as if performing an ancient lovers’ dance. Down they tumbled towards vast snow-encrusted ravines, looking as if they’d perish together against the rocks, until breathtakingly releasing each other at the last moment and gliding away. Alice turned towards him, tears in her eyes.

‘Eagle falls,’ she whispered, incredulous. ‘I’ve never actually seen them do it.’

Exhilaration lit her beautiful features and Will felt his heart explode with the fact that he was in love with her, with the same complete and utter abandon as those wild, soaring birds. Everything about her entranced him, from her fire and anger to her kindness and cleverness to this: her joy. He had a desperate urge to kiss her then, and draw in some of the primal mountain spell that flowed around them and make it intimate and theirs, but she was already turning away and he knew it would have to be another moment, another chance. Still, something had shifted here today, something life-changing for Will and he suspected Alice too, a shared twist of fate that time could never reverse.

They watched the eagles drift away a little longer before setting off again, and she broke into a canter, now that the horses had rested. Will followed and it was a heady ride along the rocky trail with the mountain air fresh in his lungs and patches of snow along the way. She was laughing again and he raced to keep up, knowing now that he’d follow her anywhere.

Up steep trails they rode until at last they passed under a swinging sign carved with the words Eagle Falls and past a sheer rocky waterfall to cleared land on a picturesque hillside. Will’s first thought was that the place was much larger than he’d expected, but as a man wearing a gun crossed the yard, his second thought was that it was remote.

‘Ivan,’ Alice muttered, in a voice that indicated she was less than impressed to see him there. He dipped his hat towards her, his cockiness apparent. Then a second man came out of the main house and waved, his grin familiar.

‘Alice,’ he called as a third man emerged behind him and they ran over together. She jumped down from her horse, running too, and Will marvelled at the family resemblance: all honey-blonde and with that infectious exuberance of their father.

‘You got here quick! I wasn’t expecting you until after lunch!’ said one, picking her up in the air while her feet dangled and she giggled.

‘God, it’s good to see you,’ said the other, and he hugged her too. ‘Did you bring me any bikkies?’

‘Is that all I’m good for?’ she said laughing, cuffing his shoulder.

‘Mostly,’ he said, looking at her packs hopefully, then noticing Will properly.

‘Mind your manners and we’ll see. This is Will Worthington,’ she said then, following his stare. ‘The man I wrote to you about,’ she added meaningfully, making Will wonder at the contents of that letter.

Will dismounted and the man shook his hand.

‘Richie,’ he introduced himself, eyeing Will warily. The resemblance to Alice was still strong up close but he had dark eyes on nearer inspection, and he was tall and thickset next to her, his handshake firm.

‘Harry,’ the other man said and Will shook his hand as they sized each other up. He was tall too, but lankier, and there was a keen look in his eyes, which were a paler green than his sister’s, like he wasn’t a man to miss noticing anything important.

Alice looked from one to the other and Will sensed a nervousness in her now. Little wonder, all things considered. They obviously thought he was here to spy on behalf of their father, and he supposed he was, but he was also here to gain Alice’s trust and that meant earning theirs too.

‘Quite a set-up you have here,’ he said pleasantly, gesturing with his hat. It was rather impressive, in fact. The main house boasted a long verandah along the front, partially covered by grapevines, which he supposed was a nod to the family’s winemaking interests. Several smaller buildings sat behind it, and a long barn with holding yards filled with horses. Other than that, the fence around the greater area was unfinished and there was a general sense of complacency about the place as several men sat in the sun on tree logs, simply smoking around a large fire pit and observing.

Harry was watching his perusal, reinforcing Will’s suspicion that the man missed very little. ‘A few of our mates over there are helping us finish a couple of things but basically we’re ready for foaling now. I’ll show you around but perhaps tea first, yeah? It’s bloody cold today. Mind you, it always is,’ he finished as he started towards the house.

‘Will’s sister and friend are still on their way up but I wouldn’t mind one now,’ Alice admitted, rubbing her arms as they followed Harry and Richie towards the house. ‘Guess what? We saw two eagles doing the falling dance on the way up.’

‘Did you now?’ Harry said and Richie put his arm around her as she continued to chat away, basking in her role as the adored little sister, and Will followed, thinking it wasn’t unlike he and Mari.

But the tenderness of the observation was marred by the men in the sun who watched every move they made, and the armed man called Ivan stood still across the yard, reminding Will that he wasn’t the only one who needed to remain vigilant.
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‘More biscuits?’ Alice offered her brothers, and Richie wolfed the one he was eating down before taking another, making her giggle. He always did love shortbread and she and Simona had baked two tinfuls to bring up the alpine homestead. Harry had eaten at least half a dozen too and she figured they missed having female company around. They certainly seemed to appreciate her being here. And Mari. Both brothers had been agog since she’d arrived and she’d managed to twist them around her little finger from her very first smile.

‘Would you like another, Will?’ Alice asked, trying not to enjoy making eye contact with him so much.

‘No, thank you. I think I’ve had too many as it is.’

‘I think I ate half the tin,’ Richie said to Mari and he was rewarded with another smile.

‘I’ve had three and I don’t usually even like sweet things,’ she admitted.

‘That’s cos you’re sweet enough as you are,’ Richie said and Harry groaned.

‘You’re going to have to up your game there, brother.’

The others laughed and Richie pretended to punch his shoulder. ‘You think of something more charming then.’

‘Hmm now, let me see…if you don’t like sweet things then I must say that you’re far too critical of yourself, madam…how’s that?’

‘Appalling,’ Charlie noted and they all laughed again but Mari was blushing now and Alice caught her gaze, knowing the feeling all too well of late. She wondered how she’d feel if either of her brothers showed any serious interest in Will’s sister but dismissed it for now. There was enough going on today, because for all the fun and banter, undercurrents were at play, starting with her need to get Harry alone.

‘Who’s up for a lesson in brumby breaking?’ Richie announced, standing now.

‘Oh no, what do you do to the poor things?’ Mari said, turning to him aghast.

‘Nothing bad, we just break them in for riding…it’s training,’ he assured her. ‘They don’t get hurt in any way.’

‘Unless Ivan’s doing it,’ Alice guessed and neither brother met her eye.

‘I’d love to watch. Mind if I bring my sketchbook along?’ Charlie said, grabbing his coat and scarf before rushing off to his horse to fetch his satchel, and the others were donning their things and following him out into the cold when Harry called Alice back.

‘Can I just have a quick word?’

Will looked their way curiously but couldn’t really object and Alice breathed a sigh of relief when she and her brother were left alone.

‘That was easier than I thought it would be,’ she said.

‘That man watches you like a hawk,’ Harry observed, looking out the window. ‘Did you bring them?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, going to her bag and handing the information over.

He began to read her notes intently as she watched on, looking over to the door from time to time nervously.

‘Perhaps you should do that when we leave,’ she suggested.

‘Hmm? Oh, yes. You’re right.’ He thrust them into his own bag then and put it on the bottom shelf of the larder. ‘Interesting though, the patterns he uses to mix things up.’

‘Yes,’ she agreed, studying him thoughtfully. ‘He certainly has it all figured out.’

Harry put on his hat and looked over at her. ‘What?’

‘What “what”?’

‘I know that tone, Alice.’ Harry put his hands on his hips now. ‘We’re serious about this, all right? We’ve got all the skills and more knowhow now, thanks to you, and we’ve ordered a brand new carriage. Plus, with all the horses at our disposal—’

‘How have you managed to save the money for a carriage?’ she interrupted.

He busied himself with his coat as he answered. ‘We all pitched in, plus we’ve sold a few horses and I had a win or two at the races so, yeah, it cost a pretty penny but it’s done.’

She wanted to believe him. She did believe him, didn’t she?

‘Come on and I’ll show you our latest pack. There’s a real beauty in there I might just have to keep for when you visit.’

He grinned at her and went to go but Alice shook her head, halting him. ‘I want more than just visits, Harry. I want to stay here permanently, if I can, but Dad won’t let me unless you can make a decent living and offer me a respectable home.’

Harry looked at her quizzically. ‘I didn’t realise you weren’t happy in the city. What about all the parties and balls and nice young gentlemen callers?’ He nodded out to the yard pointedly.

‘I’m happier here,’ she said simply.

‘What about Dad?’

‘Maybe…maybe it will encourage him to back down, or if not I can go back and forth between here and Melbourne.’

‘You don’t have to choose between us, Alice.’

‘I know that. Just sometimes it’s hard and…well, anyway, if you make a real go of this you’ll be doing it for me too.’

‘I’ll be doing it, regardless, but I won’t have you living here when the boys are still around. You have to understand this will all take some time.’

‘All right,’ she conceded, ‘but don’t take too long, will you?’

Harry raised his eyebrows then. ‘If I were you, I wouldn’t be worried about time now, Alice. I’d be worried about having too much of it on your hands if you choose a mountain life.’

‘I love it here,’ she said quietly. ‘I could never regret that.’

‘There’s sacrifices you make when you live up in the High Country. You’ve never done it for any real length of time. You don’t know.’

‘There’s nothing in Melbourne compared to here, it’s all just… material things.’

Harry opened the door then, looking over at Will and Mari, who were still strolling towards the horse-breaking yard. ‘It’s not the things you leave behind that end up mattering, little sister.’


Twenty-One

Charlie was in love. Not with a woman, unfortunately, but it felt like the next best thing. The Victorian bushland just seemed to get more and more magical the higher you climbed and here, in the jewel of its crown, he’d found beauty in nearly everything he beheld. From the sheer, snow-dusted ravines to the magnificent gums that truly looked hand-painted, to the hazy blue vistas that disappeared when the great, roiling thunderclouds marched in to both terrify and mesmerise. Yet perhaps nothing he’d encountered so far was quite so exquisite as the animal before him.

Charlie had always had a penchant for horses, especially his own, back in more affluent days, and he’d enjoyed racing them, but this creature was something else again. She seemed to capture everything he’d come to love about the place and he traced the white mare now with his pencil, hoping he’d find enough inspiration later to do her justice on the canvas.

Richie had been leading her for a while now, managing to get a bridle over her head and, although still a little flighty, she was handling the process well enough.

‘Sweet temperament,’ Harry noted as he sat on the rail beside them. Everyone was thus perched save Charlie, even Mari, who Harry had helped up with great solicitousness. Charlie had to smile – it was good to see her get some attention again. She was too lovely and too kind to carry the scars of Robert’s betrayal the way she did through life.

‘She’s skittish but seems to trust him,’ Charlie commented, tracing the horse’s knee and fetlock with concentration from his makeshift log stool at the fence’s base. They were always the trickiest part of a horse to sketch. ‘The moment of truth will arrive when he takes his seat.’

‘True,’ Harry said, taking out a cigarette case and rolling one. It was an expensive case, Charlie noted, supposing it was a remnant of wealthier days yet wondering why Harry hadn’t sold it. Surely he needed the money. Still, that was none of his business.

Richie placed a blanket over her now and the horse bobbed her graceful neck nervously, unsteady in her stance and hooves thudding in the mud.

‘Give her the whip,’ a man who’d been introduced as Ivan called out but to Charlie’s relief Richie ignored him.

Charlie’s pencil paused in mid-air at the comment and he saw Harry notice it. He seemed to notice everything as he sat watching the afternoon’s proceedings and half-listened to the conversations around them.

‘Have you had much experience with horses?’ Harry asked, lighting his cigarette and flicking the match to the ground.

‘Yes, as a matter of a fact I have,’ Charlie told him, flexing cold fingers that were only half warmed in cut-off gloves before resuming his work.

‘Hunting?’ he guessed, watching Richie fetch the saddle.

‘Racing, actually,’ he replied. ‘You look surprised.’

‘I am,’ Harry admitted, glancing at him with interest. ‘I would have though a gentleman such as yourself would consider that a bit…beneath him.’

Charlie chuckled. ‘Gentlemen gamble too, you know.’

‘Yes, but they don’t usually race.’

‘No,’ Charlie said, working his pencil as he added the mane. ‘Not usually. I just took a liking to it and my father didn’t object so I had some fun for a while.’

‘Huh,’ Harry grunted. ‘Fair enough.’

Charlie continued his drawing as Richie carefully put the saddle on the now-snorting horse and Harry pulled on his smoke, turning to Ivan who was still disgruntled.

‘Need to beat it out of her,’ he complained, earning a scathing look from Alice.

‘She’s too gentle an animal to warrant that,’ Charlie mumbled to himself.

‘That she is,’ Harry agreed, overhearing. ‘She’s smart too, and bloody fast, let me tell you. Most brumbies are.’

Charlie looked over to the large mob in the yard, considering their breed. ‘They’re small, a lot of them.’

‘Wiry’s the word we use. Don’t want to make them feel self-conscious.’

They were wiry at that, tightly muscled and nimble as they milled about. ‘Must handle this countryside well.’

‘They’re the only ones who can once you get to the steeper slopes,’ Harry told him, nodding north. ‘They’re good in the snow too.’

‘You’re making me want to buy an animal now myself.’

Harry flicked his cigarette, watching the mare as the girth was tightened. ‘Could be arranged.’

‘Haven’t had a horse of my own for years,’ Charlie said, adding Richie into the captured scene now with deft strokes. ‘Near broke my heart when I lost Trixie, my old girl; raced her at the Nationals once actually. Those were the days,’ he said with a sigh.

‘Every day’s a new day,’ Harry pointed out. ‘Like I said, something could be arranged.’

Charlie shook his head. ‘Couldn’t afford such a luxury, I’m afraid. Unless this sketch gets bought by a wealthy benefactor.’

Harry looked thoughtful at the admission and Charlie shrugged. ‘The days of racing horses are long gone for me, new or not. An impoverished gentleman now, you’ll find, yet lucky enough to have a friend like Will,’ he added, nodding over.

‘He’s the one who appears lucky to me,’ Harry said, watching Will, who was studying Alice intently, and Charlie figured it wouldn’t hurt to further promote his friend’s attributes.

‘He’d give me the shirt off his back, if I asked for it.’

Harry drew on his cigarette. ‘But not a horse?’

‘I wouldn’t ask him for a horse. Besides, I get around okay in the city.’

Harry looked at the drawing then around at the beautiful bushland. ‘If that’s where you end up staying.’

‘My job’s there, and Will and Mari…’

Harry nodded, still smoking. ‘Home is where the heart is, I suppose.’

For some reason that comment silenced Charlie. Besides, the moment of truth had arrived, and all conversation ceased around the pen as Richie mounted the horse with great care and lowered himself down slowly, his grip tight on the reins. Charlie waited, then sure enough she began to buck, prompting jeers and laughter from some of the men.

‘Oh, be careful,’ came Mari’s cry.

Harry looked over at her and smiled some assurance her way and Charlie appreciated the act on her behalf. He was more than just observant, he decided, Harry McIntosh was perceptive. And his brother was pretty damn brave.

Mari was right to be concerned and Alice looked worried too as the mare ran in circles now, desperately trying to buck Richie off. That he was an excellent horseman was instantly apparent, though, and soon the horse was calmer, trotting in her dark socks quite obediently, although her white coat had steam rising from the exertion of her ordeal.

‘Good girl,’ Richie was saying, patting her neck, and she tossed her mane as if in agreement. It made the girls laugh and there was a general sense of relief now as the horse became increasingly more relaxed, her lovely natural grace returning as she found rhythm with her rider.

‘Has she got a name?’ Mari called over and Richie shrugged.

‘Not yet. Why don’t you give her one?’

‘Actually I think we should give that privilege to her new owner,’ Harry said, jumping down from the fence and rubbing his hands.

‘Who’s that? Alice?’ Richie returned.

‘Alice can have her pick whenever she comes up. This one is fast as the wind. Took all day to finally catch her and I think she deserves a racing gentleman to understand her,’ he said, turning and nodding at Charlie. ‘She’s yours.’

Charlie could only gape as everyone else stared at them both in amazement. ‘But…but I can’t pay you for him.’

Harry held out his hand for the sketch and Charlie slowly handed it over.

‘You know, I’m really rather fond of art,’ he said, looking it over with appreciation. ‘Let’s just say you’ve found your first benefactor.’

‘Oh, Charlie,’ Mari breathed, eyes wide.

‘Come on and meet her then,’ Richie said, breaking into a grin, and Charlie wandered over in a daze to gently touch her velvety muzzle and look into her intelligent dark eyes.

‘Name, name, name,’ Alice chanted happily, although she seemed a little teary at the generosity of the moment too.

Charlie whispered the only word that could come to mind: ‘Sketch.’

Because even though the drawing and the horse held no colour, they gave him every hope he’d find it now. Somewhere in this incredible land where changes in fortune seemed to abound.


Twenty-Two

He’d almost expected her not to show up, after all that had been a lot of riding today and Mari had mumbled her apologies at not being up to dinner even before they’d reached the hotel doors, but Alice was here. Taking his breath away again, and with Charlie too busy grooming his new horse Sketch in the stables to care about anything else, it was just the two of them tonight, unchaperoned; a fact that both delighted and unnerved him.

She was wearing a dress the colour of pure snow, white velvet trimmed with fine lace. It hugged every inch of her hourglass figure and she appeared the very epitome of a pristine, modern lady, yet he found himself missing her in riding clothes, hair windswept and a blush in her cheeks. That girl was there though, just below the surface.

‘You look lovely this evening,’ he said, kissing her hand. He didn’t often do that and it seemed to fluster her as she withdrew it rather quickly and bit her lip before responding.

‘Thank you.’

Suddenly the intimacy of the evening ahead tantalised him and he led her to a table in the restaurant corner, near the fire but as far away from the other diners as he could manage. The waiter came and she ordered for herself; a good choice and he copied it: local rainbow trout. Harry had mentioned today that it was delicious.

Thoughts of her brothers intruded then and he tried to push them away and focus on Alice instead but she brought them up, ending that hope.

‘I wonder if Charlie will remember to eat at all. He doesn’t look as if he’ll ever recover from the shock of Harry giving him that mare.’

‘Yes, it was remarkably generous of him,’ Will commented. ‘Impressive to watch one get broken in too. Richie certainly has a way with horses.’

‘Harry’s just as good. They’ve always been that way, ever since we were children.’

‘You’re rather a fine horsewoman yourself,’ he complimented her. ‘I hope you weren’t too disappointed he gave Sketch to Charlie.’

She shook her head with a sudden smile. ‘How could I be, when it meant so much to him? Besides, like Harry said, I have a wealth of horses to choose from whenever I visit.’

‘They certainly are a tough breed but they’d need to be to traverse that rugged country all day long. Our mounts looked quite done in.’

‘Yes, we may have to get a few brumbies brought down for us in advance next time. I just hope ours are well enough recovered to travel back tomorrow,’ she said, as the waiter arrived with the bread and wine. ‘Then again I don’t mind delaying and staying here awhile.’

The waiter poured and there was a brief pause before he responded. ‘I have quite a few meetings on but I suppose I could postpone them, if you really wanted more of a holiday.’

She looked over to the window wistfully to where the last pale purple of twilight was fading. ‘I never want to leave once I’m here.’

‘Yes,’ he reflected, ‘I can understand why. Those mountains affected me more than I expected, to tell you the truth.’ She studied him then and he wondered if that sounded too romanticised. ‘I think I’ll enjoy making quite a few trips up this way,’ he continued, more lightly. ‘Perhaps you’d like to join me when I do?’

Her face lit up at the suggestion. ‘That would be wonderful.’ He could only hope he was part of the reason for such a reaction, not just her brothers and the country itself.

She sipped her wine and he tried not to keep staring but it was hard not to even after being in her presence all day. She was like wine itself, delicious and intoxicating and leaving him wanting more even though he knew the risks involved in over-indulging. With no-one else to break his focus on her, this was going to be a tantalising evening indeed.

‘What did you make of the farm?’ she asked now.

‘Bigger than I expected, although it would need to be to house that many men.’ Alice frowned a little at that. ‘You certainly don’t seem to be a fan of Ivan,’ he observed, using the opportunity to dig a little.

Alice twirled her glass before taking another sip. ‘No. No, I’m not.’

‘I take it he’s the one behind the cattle branding incident.’

‘I’d say definitely,’ she said shortly.

‘Why is he still there, then?’

Alice sighed. ‘I don’t really understand it,’ she admitted. ‘Harry and Richie are both so smart, and I know they see what a conniving snake he is, but they just won’t get rid of him.’

‘Loyalty, perhaps?’ Will suggested, tasting his wine. ‘Your father mentioned they’d been friends their whole lives.’

‘Loyalty, yes, kindness, generosity too, I suppose. It’s like they tolerate him out of habit.’

‘Well, I suppose as long as they don’t listen to him or follow any more of his wayward ideas he doesn’t matter. Harry actually seems the natural leader among them anyway.’

‘He does, but—’ She was prevented from continuing with the arrival of their meals, which looked delicious, and Will waited for her to start to resume their conversation.

‘You were saying?’

‘Oh, nothing really, just that Harry is the natural leader among that lot and Richie’s no man’s fool, believe me, but Ivan is just so…so…’

‘Insidious?’

‘Yes. My goodness, that’s exactly the word,’ she said. ‘You may just make a good politician after all.’

Will chuckled but Alice still looked troubled, despite the quip, so he said, ‘I wouldn’t worry too much. They look like they’re doing just fine with those brumbies of theirs.’

‘Yes, that’s true,’ she said but the worry he’d witnessed over her brothers these past few days remained obvious.

Will reflected that she was no man’s fool either. For it didn’t seem likely that half-a-dozen men could live comfortably enough to sport silver cigarette cases, as he’d seen several pull out, and drink expensive whisky, as they’d begun to do when their party were leaving, just by selling off wild horses. And generous or no, giving a man you just met a fine-looking, newly broken mare wasn’t the act of someone counting his pennies.

No, Alice’s brothers had another income on the side and it wasn’t something they were willing to disclose, which meant it was probably illegal, and it didn’t bode well that many of them wore guns on a remote mountain farm.

He looked directly at her then and the knowledge passed between them, that they both could see the truth but neither would admit it, she out of loyalty and certainly, still, a lack of trust and he quite simply because he loved her. It would break her heart if he investigated the truth and found out they were living dangerous, criminal lives, and he’d come to care for that heart too much now to see that happen.

A pianist had begun to play ‘Für Elise’ and Alice looked over, her pensive expression now falling into sadness. He raised his eyebrows and she shrugged, attempting nonchalance but failing.

‘My mother’s favourite,’ she said, blinking tears away, and Will reflected that she was more than a sister to Harry and Richie, more than a daughter to Tom too. Alice held the sacred space of nurturer in lieu of her mother and he felt the love and responsibility she carried radiate from her now as each gentle note floated their way.

He sent her the most understanding smile he could and they finished their meal listening to the pianist with no more talk of her brothers, only the occasional comment about the food being delicious, and the wine too. But it was idle chat. The real conversation came directly from those keys and into their blood and he could see it weaving its magic over her in other ways now that Chopin was being played, just as it was him.

The hours spent soaking in stunning nature, the looks that had passed between them since dawn, the physical residue of high exertion and now indulgence. All of it was combining with the gamut of emotions they’d experienced and streaming into bittersweet music and the choice was ideal. Lilting and drugging, it seemed to tell the story of their day, and Will began to trace his eyes over Alice with each note, the wine making him bold. It ended with a smattering of applause then a violinist and cellist joined the small stage and a waltz was played.

‘Shall we?’ he said, standing and holding out his hand, unable to hold back from touching her any longer.

Her green gaze held his and she rose slowly, allowing him to lead her to the dancefloor where other couples were beginning to gather. Several covert looks were cast their way and Will knew he was about to dance with the most beautiful woman in the room, but there was so much more at play. His old practice of manifestation appeared to be bringing his sensual dreams of her into reality as he drew her into his arms and held her. This was far beyond a mere waltz.

They’d danced before but never like this. The places where his hands touched seemed seared by the force of the escalating connection between them and there was heat in her eyes now. They remained locked on his as he guided her around, the sway and rock of the dance awakening the desire that had been simmering all day, and she didn’t protest when he leant forward and murmured in her ear that they should take a breath of fresh air outside.

Fresh it was, and very cold, but thankfully no rain or snow fell from the partially overcast sky as they walked down the lane towards the stables, her hand tucked in the crook of his elbow; the warmth from her body emanating as it briefly, torturously brushed against him. Suddenly he couldn’t bear to wait another second and he turned in the pale light and kissed her. She kissed him back, a gasp escaping at the urgency of the act, and he didn’t just kiss her then, he devoured her lips and her cheek and her neck, returning again and again to drink her in, and she matched it as the music sounded faintly through the night.

‘I love you, Alice,’ he told her, unable to hold back the words as he paused to touch his forehead to hers, eyes closed with the force of his feelings. ‘I love you with all my heart.’

He captured her mouth with his once more, not expecting her to say she loved him too, not expecting anything at all, so elated was he that she matched his passion with her own. For she might not quite love him yet but she trusted him enough for this, and that beautiful body was pressed up against his, clutching at him with abandon now. The wild mountain girl unleashed.

He kissed her throat and his hand curved her breast and she gasped again, this time with words slipping out.

‘I…I…oh God, Will…’

‘What is it?’

‘I…want…’

He gave her what he could in the freezing, dark street, finding a wall and flesh in the dance. Passion overrode sense as he sought her bare, warm skin; hands pushing away velvet and lace to glide up even smoother thighs. It sent a clutch of need that drove him close to taking her right there, until the moon appeared from behind clouds and he saw her face and read her eyes. All the desire in the world was reflected there, but the spirit he now loved resided there too, and with it the undeniable truth that she deserved much more than a wanton tryst out in the cold.

Will pulled away and let their pulses calm as their breath came in misted plumes in the night, and drew off his coat to wrap her safe, leading her back to the music, the people, the light.

But he paused at the door to make one thing very clear. ‘I know you’re not ready but one day I hope you will be so I’m asking you now, Alice, just this once, to marry me. If you ever feel the same then you can tell me “yes” but until then I can wait and try to earn your trust,’ he kissed her softly, ‘and your love.’

Her eyes were filled with emotion but she said only a soft ‘goodnight’ and no more, her hand slipping away, regret in the parting. Yet there was no need for more right now, no need to match his declaration of love. For even if she didn’t feel that grandest of emotions, as yet, he knew exactly what he needed to do now to earn her trust so that she would, and, in the meantime, he would settle for Alice’s ‘want’.


Part Five

Red


Twenty-Three

Wandiligong, Victoria, 25 June 1880

‘You don’t have to do this,’ Deidre said for at least the tenth time since breakfast.

Chrystelle sighed, packing her nightgown into her bag. ‘Yes, I do.’

‘There’s other ways— ’

‘None that pay so well.’

She turned to face her then and Chrystelle tried not to flinch beneath the disapproval and concern etched on the older woman’s countenance.

‘We can make do, Chrys,’ Deidre pleaded, reverting to the abbreviated version of her name she used nowadays whenever she was trying to get her way. ‘I could take some more shifts down at the bakery and you could take that teaching position you saw in the paper. Y’clever enough, no doubting that.’

‘Just because I can read and write doesn’t mean anyone’s going to pay me to be a teacher. Besides, it’s a pittance. It wouldn’t even cover the cost of rent.’

‘We’re getting by…’

‘We can’t stay here,’ Chrystelle said firmly. ‘It’s a hovel.’

‘Melbourne wasn’t much better.’

‘That was different. It was temporary.’

‘That bairn doesn’t need much, he only needs you.’ Deidre was teary now and it made Chrystelle bite back tears herself. ‘I’m only looking out for you, love. It’s dangerous work and you’re too good for such things.’

But Chrystelle was resolute as she looked around at the tiny, rundown pair of rooms they were staying in above the pub. The small amount of money they had left from selling off the few trinkets the bushrangers had missed was dwindling fast and work was scarce. They were barely even able to afford living here so goodness only knew where they could end up if she didn’t resort to something like this, and she was determined never to have to find out. She’d seen the havoc poverty could wreak.

The sound of the baby stirring interrupted them. ‘I’ll get him,’ Deidre said, sending her one more look of reproach before leaving the room.

Chrystelle stared at the door thoughtfully before turning to the mirror she’d leant against the wall on the one chest of drawers, the expression reflected there a worried one. It wasn’t as if she wanted to return to a world of sin and debauchery but at least it was on different terms this time. She’d be on her feet, not her back. Maintaining control.

She patted her hair into place. It was still brown but would be hidden by a red wig tonight, an artfully made one that had cost her more than she wished to spend with so little left in the coffers now. Her costume, if it could be termed such, had also been expensive, and she’d had to wait for it to arrive from Melbourne but the time in between had been put to good use. ‘Research and reconnaissance’ she’d coined it, a fancy way to describe watching dancing girls and performers from backstage at the pub in neighbouring Beechworth, but she’d garnered a great deal from observing the women and the way men responded to them.

For it wasn’t just about the female body itself, she’d learnt that much on that fateful Beltane night. A man’s appetite for women varied as much as his appetite for food, their penchants as variable as their preferences in edible fare. Some were constantly famished, some less so but then, occasionally, ravenous. Some merely sampled and picked when others devoured, and some were easily satiated whereas others were never quite so. Sweet, zesty, spicy, exotic; a woman’s allure came down to individual taste, and so Chrystelle had searched for that one thing in common, an advantage that would give her the edge over the other acts. Enough to ensure she was the inspiration for firing all men’s appetites without resorting to the soul-destroying business of being the dish itself.

Tonight she’d discover if she’d managed to find it.

It had taken an outrageously creative reinvention of her past and some quick-thinking salesmanship to get her chance onstage. The successful interview with the owner of the Beechworth pub had eventuated via Eddie Beckitt, her newest friend and the same man who’d allowed her to study the other performances backstage.

At six foot two, no-one would have dared argue with the formidable ex-rugby player and now bouncer at the establishment, and Chrystelle thanked the day she’d sat across from him on a coach-ride between towns in the early stages of her investigations. He was gruff and intimidating, certainly, but Eddie was also as kind as the day was long and completely at her service once she’d offered to share her lunch. The intrepid Deidre had managed to produce a pork pie in the tiny kitchen they shared with the other tenants and Eddie’s grin had spread from ear to cauliflowered ear at the taste. The same reaction had occurred when she introduced him to Deidre herself when she’d met the omnibus, holding Dolph.

‘Ma’am,’ was all he’d managed to stutter after having chattered away for the past two hours. No guessing where Eddie’s taste in women lay, Chrystelle had noted, amused. Deidre had termed any talk of the man’s interest ‘a nonsense’ but the pork pies kept turning up in Chrystelle’s bag whenever she went to Beechworth and she was always there in her best hat to meet the omnibus, nonetheless.

Chrystelle had made many journeys to the town with a range of different missions in mind in the lead-up to this day. If anyone had been watching they might well have been intrigued as to why a young mother would visit the anthropological section of the library on one trip, chat to Indian musicians on another and buy gunpowder on yet another, but fortunately she had no-one to explain herself to. Except Eddie, and that was on a ‘need-to-know’ basis.

However, she would make the three-hour journey alone today on horseback, not wanting a public omnibus, even though she felt confident no-one would recognise her anyway. Not many people knew her in this area, as yet, and she presumed no-one would possibly guess that the exotic performer tonight was in reality a quiet Irish mother from Wandiligong. It was imperative that if she continued they never would. Fortunately, hiding her identity was all part of her act, and hopefully her allure.

Chrystelle picked up her make-up case and packed it with the rest of her things, clicking her travel bag shut. An entire character lay within it, including a new mask to don for a whole other life, and she lifted her chin with a determined glance at the woman in the mirror before she left.

She knew a thing or two about those.
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They were drunk already, and noisy, the air thick with cursing and piano music and smoke as they catcalled the girl on stage. She was wearing nothing but bloomers and a corset, which had them initially excited, but trilling an old-fashioned love song had worn thin rather quickly.

I gave my love a cherry

That had no stone

‘Quit ya wailing and show us ya cherry!’ called out one.

I gave my love a chicken

That had no bone

‘I’ve got a bone for you – right here!’ shouted another.

I gave my love a story

That had no end

‘Oh Lord, let it end,’ muttered Eddie, turning to notice Chrystelle now. ‘Woah…’

His eyes went wide as he took in her wig and the jewelled mask she’d donned. Then they grew even wider at her props, which consisted of nothing more than large plumes of feathers in generous, soft fans, deep scarlet and glittery against her pale skin beneath.

‘Are you? I mean, don’t ya have any clothes on, lass?’ he whispered, scandalised. That she could garner such a reaction from a man in his profession boded well for her plans. She attempted a mysterious smile, last-minute practice before she looked out to the stage, calming her nerves with sure, even breaths. Better than on your back, she reminded herself. Stand on your own two feet. Take control.

It was difficult to remain calm as the current performer finally gave up, running off the stage and past Chrystelle, clearly upset and humiliated. Little wonder. There was booing now as the curtains drew, and the room beyond felt heavily laden with the potential violence that could come from too many bored, inebriated men needing entertainment after a hard week’s work. It rose to an almost deafening cacophony as Eddie peered out anxiously and Chrystelle closed her eyes, bracing herself.

‘Are they there?’ she asked, hoping the Indian cooks from the restaurant across the road had shown up. She’d taken a gamble, hiring them after hearing them play their hypnotising music on one of those investigative days and without their sitar, cymbals and tabla she wasn’t confident this would work.

‘Aye. Go get ’em lass,’ Eddie said, and she tried not to feel the additional pressure of worrying about his welfare should the packed place erupt. She took one more deep, steadying breath then opened her eyes to walk out to the centre of the stage, lighting two large stained-glass lanterns before assuming the position in between them, as she’d planned all these weeks. Her arms were wrapped around her as she faced the back wall, naked, yet with feathers covering all but her ankles and bare feet.

‘Gentleman, may I present Miss Love and her exotic eastern act: the Feather Dance,’ the pub owner announced from front of stage, rather desperately over the din, and Chrystelle focused on embodying her new stage name.

The lights dimmed and the music started, barely discernible above the noise; a tinkling, jingling sound. Then a sudden bang sounded, followed by a whoosh as the small gunpowder explosion she’d arranged with the ever-helpful Eddie went off. The curtains drew back, the room quietening now as the lights came back on, still dimmer than before as she’d instructed, and the wall of smoke began to clear and she became visible to them all.

Someone whistled but otherwise it was still quietening down and Chrystelle waited for the music to continue. The sound of the sitar, tabla and shimmering cymbals began, a beating pulse that she matched by fanning the feathers where she stood, the lamplight flickering against the wall in front as she moved her hips as she’d practised at home. The tabla’s drumming seemed to pull them up then down and she relaxed into it instinctively, going by what little she’d learnt about ancient dancing during those hours in the library in town but relying mostly on what she knew fuelled men’s desires. That universal trait she was banking everything on: keep them hungry.

The sitar’s notes ran higher and higher and she bared one leg from the feathers, still pulsing her hips, and the crowd hushed as she let the feathers rise; to her knee, her thigh. The music changed with a crash of cymbals and she turned her face to the side now, glancing over her shoulder through the mask, the feathers just low enough for the crowd to see her smile, and a ripple of murmurs swept across them.

‘Blimey,’ she heard one man say.

Encouragement enough. She turned to face the room in a rush and float of feathers and they swirled about her, glimpses of skin visible, she knew, but so fleetingly they’d wonder if they imagined it.

‘Is she—?’

‘Dunno.’

She turned in circles now, feathers swirling, and the music swirled with her, an intoxicating, drugging sound. Chrystelle fell under its spell herself, something ancient and pagan in her blood awakening like it had at Beltane, only this time she held complete control, and the power of that spurred her on. She stopped turning, the feathers high around her exposed legs and hips now, and she let them settle as spontaneous applause scattered the room. Then she let them fall further as a sheer curtain was drawn across the stage and she turned to dance her way slowly behind it, her naked back exposed to raptures as she disappeared beyond the sheer material.

Eddie flicked a switch and gaslights illuminated the curtain from behind, her silhouette clearly visible now as she faced the wall once more to let the fans drop to her waist. There were shocked exclamations and whistles at her clearly bare form and she arched her back, winding her body about, snake-like, pulling the fans away one at a time to draw their focus to an arm, a hip, a slight glimpse of breast. Then finally she held both fans at her waist with one hand, cupping the other hand to her breast as she turned side-on, and she knew every man there was desperate she drop it. And so she did. Just as the cymbal crashed once more and the lights fell.

The heavy curtains drew in the darkness as the sitar, tabla and cymbals lilted into an almost dreamlike aftermath and Chrystelle held her breath at the silence when they stopped. Then the room erupted, even louder than before she started, only this time it was filled with applause and cheers and cries of ‘encore’ among whistles and shouts.

Eddie looked over, beaming and shaking his head, and yelled to her to take a bow.

‘Is that even done?’ she called back.

‘Not until now.’

He began to laugh and Chrystelle walked forward in a daze, somehow safe behind her mask still, feathers back in place as the curtains drew back once more.

She was greeted by a standing ovation as the lights flooded the room now, and she could make out the pub owner at the bar, grinning broadly as patrons patted him on the back. Men held their glasses high and showered her with praise, each and every one with that look of hunger she’d hoped to ignite. For that was all she’d given them, in truth, an appetite; glimpses of her naked body, perhaps imagined, perhaps real. They knew it was there as surely as the scent of baking meant there was cake or bread, or as surely as the waft of roasting meat meant a feast was at hand. She’d counted on making their mouths water with desire for the female form, to fill them with the deliciousness of pure, searing lust that she’d come to suspect was half the pleasure of the act itself. She’d gambled and won on the power of their yearning, which she now controlled.

They loved her for the very privilege of being thus tortured, calling out the very word that was also her stage name now. Reinforcing their belief that a promise of love was on offer to each and every one of them, the same ploy she’d adopted when rechristened with the French version, Amour, all that time ago.

‘Love, love, love.’

‘Take another bow,’ Eddie suggested as she walked past him to the dressing room.

‘No, that’s enough,’ she replied, acting on another thing she knew about men by now: keep them hungry for that hunger, always wanting more.


Twenty-Four

Melbourne, 30 June 1880

She’d already made up her mind so why was she hesitating, Alice asked herself as she stood outside Charlie Turner’s small apartment. It was coming down to that trust thing again, something she was struggling with in all her close relationships now.

Whether or not to trust that Will Worthington wouldn’t investigate her brothers on her father’s behalf, and whether his love for her was great enough not to turn them in if he found something afoul. Whether or not to trust that her father would support her brothers, if such a thing occurred.

Which came down to this moment, outside Charlie’s door: whether or not to trust Harry’s word that he needed more figures to plan the launch of their own armed escort business and be competitive with their father. Or to listen to the doubt that rumbled in her mind, strangely enough in Will’s voice, that her brothers were living a lie and risking their lives, using her to guarantee what would end up being their criminal demise.

Alice stared at the wood as if it held the decision for her, scolding herself for her distrust one minute but pausing in her knocking the next. Then all of a sudden it opened and Charlie stood there half asleep, gaping at her in confusion.

‘Alice. What…what are you doing here?’ he asked, looking down the landing then back at her, blinking and rubbing his eyes.

‘Hello,’ she said gaily, sounding nervous to her own ears. ‘Sorry, did I disturb your nap?’

‘No, well, yes, I was just trying to catch a few hours sleep before heading off, but just as well you woke me. Sketch needs feeding and a rubdown before we go.’

His beloved Sketch was housed in stables down the road and Charlie and she had become inseparable during his spare time, racing about the countryside then stopping while he painted or sketched before taking off again. It had changed him, Alice had noted, sparking a wildness in him that reminded her of her brothers, who he’d been seeing more regularly than she now, heading up to Eagle Falls every other weekend.

She envied it, of course, but she didn’t begrudge it. How could she? The occasional society do with herself, Will and Mari was a poor comparison for entertainment. Besides, he and Harry had really hit it off, their mutual intelligence and love of horses laying the foundations down for a firm friendship. Richie seemed to like him too, the few times she’d seen them all together, and Alice welcomed Charlie’s trustworthiness and goodness into her brothers’ lives. He was a far cry from the likes of Ivan. For some reason it made giving the letter to Charlie for Harry easier now, knowing it was in such honest hands.

‘You must be looking forward to it,’ Alice said, wishing she was going up there for a few days while the college was in recess too but there was an important party on Saturday night. It wouldn’t be fair to Will not to attend.

‘Yes, I am,’ he said, looking abashed at his clothes-strewn apartment. ‘I’d best get a move on though.’

‘Oh, yes, sorry to interrupt…’

‘No, no, what am I saying? Won’t you, er…come in?’ he said, picking up a few things and throwing them in his bag.

‘You’re busy so I won’t stay,’ she replied, remaining where she was, ‘I only wanted to ask if you might pass this letter on to Harry for me?’ Her hand shook slightly as she held it out but he didn’t seem to notice.

‘Of course,’ he said, taking it. ‘Did you want me to take up anything else? Biscuits perhaps?’

‘Now, would I be foolish enough to entrust you with shortbread, Charlie Turner?’ she teased and he laughed.

‘Probably not. Worth a try though, wasn’t it?’

‘I would have been disappointed if you hadn’t.’

Charlie grinned at her, running his hands through his ever-messy hair. ‘Come down and see Sketch with me before you go, at least. I think she’s taller since last you saw her.’

‘You say that every time I see you,’ she teased, ‘but yes, I’d love to visit your gorgeous girl.’

Charlie grabbed his coat and cap, locking the door before they set off down the lane, falling into their usual easy conversation, mostly about the mountains and brumbies and her brothers.

‘No word of a lie,’ he was saying as they walked. ‘I swear she near flew straight across it. Didn’t want to get her pretty feet wet, I think, mind you it is called the Snowy River. Not too many would be brave enough to dip their hooves in.’

‘It was funny enough watching Will trying to drink from it further down.’

Charlie laughed. ‘Closest I think I’ve ever seen him come to swearing in front of a lady. Must be like ice.’

‘Couldn’t be more than a few degrees off it. I’ve seen frozen streams up near Eagle Falls; you might see some this visit actually. They often get late spring cold snaps.’

‘I’d love to try to paint one. Seems like there’s a million scenes to capture up though. Incredible country…but of course I don’t need to be telling you that.’

‘No,’ she said, aching to see the spring snowfalls and go riding herself, but there were other adventures to be had here in Melbourne, her heart skipping at the thought of Will and the pure electricity that leapt between them whenever they were together now.

‘Sometimes I think I might just never come back,’ he admitted. ‘I feel so alive up there with no-one to tell me my art is too this or that or my colours still aren’t quite right. I know it. I’m just, you know, trying to find something.’

‘I think your work is beautiful. Those sketches you bought back last time were so clever. You really capture the soul of the High Country, Charlie, that’s how I know you’ve fallen in love with it like me.’

‘If only I could find the colours too, though,’ he lamented. ‘Fred, and now his mate Tom, they just capture something I can’t find.’

‘Why don’t you just slap it on straight out of the tube and see what happens on the canvas.’

Charlie laughed. ‘You know, somewhere in Melbourne my poor teacher just clutched at his heart,’ he said and she giggled as he adopted a very affected tone. ‘An artist’s palette is everything, my dear Alice, everything.’

‘Well, I don’t know, just don’t give up. You’re a fine talent and one day your works will hang in the National Gallery too. Mark my words.’

‘They’re very against us Impressionists now, worse than before,’ he said, all joviality gone. ‘Why is it that the very best things in humanity are governed by the people who least understand it? Art that crusty old professors don’t value, books that will never be read because the publisher was too afraid to take a chance, music that will never be heard because the powers that be didn’t understand it. Why must they crush expression, of all things?’

‘The world needs it,’ Alice replied thoughtfully, ‘but I think some people just need convincing that “new” is good. It’s just fear, you know. Conservatism always is.’

Charlie paused at the stable gate and looked at her, rueful smile in place now. ‘Sorry about that, and of course you’re right. When did you get to be so wise?’

‘I’m not that wise, I just see the same thing time and again out there in society, just as you do, and never apologise for having fire and passion in your blood, Charlie. How could you paint a single stroke without it?’

He sent her an odd look at that but didn’t comment, merely gesturing for her to enter ahead of him instead, and they spent the next half hour petting Sketch and discussing all things horse-related, but as she said goodbye something haunted remained in Charlie’s expression and Sketch pawed the ground. As if she knew the mountains beckoned, and she couldn’t wait to run back towards a heaven that lay above, and below, and break free.


Twenty-Five

Eagle Falls, High Country, Victoria, 2 July 1880

‘Hold it steady,’ Harry advised quietly as the others jeered and crowed, drinking already although it was only two o’clock in the afternoon.

Charlie pulled the hammer back slowly and took careful aim at the bottle on the fence, one eye closed and every sense homed in, waiting for it to explode in a million pieces. He squeezed gently, knowing the kick would come but more prepared this time. A pistol was far less accurate than a rifle, the only weapon he’d had much experience with, and that was a long time ago. In more affluent days.

Some distant rain fell in a grey curtain behind the fence line as they all watched in anticipation, the comments still peppering the air.

‘Too heavy for ya limp wrist, is it?’

‘No pressure or anything, it’s not like anyone’s watching, mate.’

‘Don’t fuck up, now.’

Charlie squeezed and missed again, much to the other men’s amusement.

‘Fiddlesticks,’ he said, making them laugh even more.

‘Fiddlesticks?’ Nai said, doubled over. ‘What kind of poncey word is that?’ He broke into song then:

Oh, he can’t shoot a gun or do other manly tricks

But he sure is fond of fiddling with his stick…

The others were rolling about now, vowing to call him Sticks henceforth, and Harry clapped him on the back, although he was laughing too. ‘Come on now, let’s try again, only this time don’t pull back when you squeeze. You’re anticipating it too much.’

‘Yeah, Sticks. You’re pulling prematurely,’ Chappy said, and they all guffawed again.

‘Bloody Australians,’ he muttered, but he was chuckling too as he reloaded the gun.

The sound of horse hooves rang across the paddock and they turned as one to see Richie arrive on the magnificent stallion Thunder, young Stevo’s pride and joy. Apparently he’d been hidden away when they’d first visited, and Harry admitted it was because of the law.

‘Stevo got himself into a bit of a situation with a sergeant in town and the horse is on the wanted posters too.’

‘How can a horse’s head end up on a wanted poster?’ Charlie had asked.

‘For being entirely too handsome for his own good,’ Harry had told him. ‘Anyway, we just didn’t want Alice or Will to see a poster in town and recognise him. Can’t have them telling Dad we’re consorting with horsey criminals.’

Charlie had laughed at the time but the conversation niggled occasionally, especially at times like this when Richie jumped down, his expression grim as he signalled Harry over.

‘A word, please.’

There were too many of these covert conversations for Charlie not to have become suspicious, but whatever it took for these men to survive up here, Charlie figured he wouldn’t judge them for it. The more he’d got to know them the more he recognised that they were good fellows, with the exception of Ivan, who he wouldn’t trust for a minute if he was Harry or Richie.

‘We’re old mates,’ Harry had said with a shrug when Ivan had lied about drinking his best whisky the other day and had been, in Charlie’s opinion, too easily forgiven. ‘That’s all that really matters in the end.’

Whatever was going on, it was unlikely Charlie would be told anything, not that he wanted to be involved in any way; besides, he was leaving this afternoon. He had to get back to classes with the holiday recess ending, but not before he treated himself to one last night of fun in a town called Beechworth.

He didn’t mind going there on his own but the fact that none of these men ever seemed to leave Eagle Falls, let alone work, further raised his suspicions that something foul was afoot. The term ‘holed up’ had occurred to him more than once and Charlie figured Stevo wasn’t the only one avoiding the police, but he had no desire to find out why. They were good to him and let him visit whenever he liked, leaving him alone to paint most of the day. Not to mention the fact Harry had given him Sketch, which meant the man could do no wrong in his eyes. That his best friend would soon be involved in politics was Will’s business, not his. Charlie wanted to stay well out of the way of taking either side of the law up here.

Richie finished relaying whatever message he had to impart, and Harry seemed satisfied it wasn’t urgent, but the shooting lesson was as good as over now as the latest newspapers were drawn out of Richie’s saddlebags.

‘Town’s abuzz with the news and, well, there’s quite a story in here, lads,’ he told them with a wary glance around and they gathered to smoke, drink and listen. ‘It’s the Kelly gang and this… this might be a bit hard for you to hear, Stevo.’

‘All right,’ Stevo said, but his eyes were wide.

‘Despite the sum of two thousand pounds on their heads and black trackers brought down from Queensland, police were relying on Aaron Skerrit, a friend of gang member Joe Byrne, turned agent, as the best hope,’ Richie read, ‘but on the twenty-sixth of June he was shot dead by Byrne on his own doorstep near Beechworth as the four police assigned to guard him cowered in the bedroom.’

‘Gutless troopers,’ muttered Ivan as murmurs of agreement rippled.

‘Mind you, it’s what that rat Skerrit deserved,’ Stevo said loyally, ‘betraying ’em like that. I say good on Joe.’

‘Bloody oath,’ Whito agreed as he stoked the ever-burning fire nearby.

Charlie couldn’t help but agree too, although he was wondering at the tone of the journalism. Australian papers certainly catered to, and influenced, public opinion, from what he had seen anyway. He also wondered if he would be safe visiting Beechworth on his own tonight, now the scene of such recent violence.

‘Byrne and Dan Kelly then re-joined Ned and other gang member Hart at Glenrowan, taking possession of the hotel and holding sixty people hostage, planning to rob a pending train, but the crew were tipped off by schoolmaster Thomas Curnow whom Ned had allowed to leave the pub with his family.’

‘Rotten bastard,’ said Chappy. Charlie would have liked to have pointed out how many people on the train could have been hurt but figured such a comment wouldn’t be well received.

‘The gang sat up that night, fashioning armour from plough boards and Ned made a cylindrical headpiece, breast and back plates weighing ninety pounds.’

‘Strewth,’ said Nai. ‘Imagine trying to walk in that.’

Richie paused and flicked a glance Stevo’s way. ‘Sorry mate, but this next bit’s gonna be rough: With little sleep and reportedly under the effects of alcohol, they faced the police in the morning light who, by then, had the pub surrounded. Superintendent Hare led the attack and was shot in the arm, meanwhile Ned was wounded in the foot, hand and arm and took refuge in the bushland. Byrne…’ Richie paused, ‘Byrne stood at the hotel bar where he was shot and bled to death…’

‘No,’ Stevo whispered, his young face stricken, and the other men’s chins dropped as they gave him a moment, while the fire crackled and the wind blew the smoke free.

Richie continued, after a while. ‘Many captives managed to escape. Then, at five in the morning, clad in his armour, Ned Kelly emerged from the bush in the early morning mist and marched towards police to where his brother and friend still remained, trapped and hopelessly outnumbered in the Glenrowan Hotel. The police took aim and shot, finding the one weakness Ned had not considered: his legs. He fell and was captured.’

Richie paused in his reading as the fire continued to crack and smoke and each man imagined the terrible scene.

‘An old man named Cherry was shot dead by police as was John Jones, the young son of the hotel-keeper. The rest of the captives were now freed and Dan Kelly and Hart fought the rest of the day until finally, at three in the afternoon, police set the building on fire and all that was left afterwards was their charred remains.’ Richie paused to clear his throat. ‘Ned Kelly will be tried and sentenced on the twenty-eighth of October in Melbourne. It is expected he will be found guilty…and sentenced to die.’

Ivan dragged on his cigarette, muttering an oath while Stevo quietly cried, and Whito walked away to stare out at the mountains and smoke for a while, as each man there came to terms with the deaths, and now the impending execution, of a man Charlie knew they all considered a hero. A bushman, like them, making choices in order to survive in a rugged land with harsh laws, laws Charlie knew they were likely breaking too, but he wasn’t there to judge.

The mood was sombre now as poor Stevo wept and it seemed a good time to leave and give them some privacy. Besides, Charlie decided he might as well start off down the mountain while that rain stayed soft and a fair distance away. The law wasn’t the only power ruling lives up here. The truest master, of both man and beast alike, was the weather and he didn’t want to get caught in a storm with his precious mare, that was certain.

He said his goodbyes, taking a letter back for Alice from her brothers, and leaving them all to sort through their emotions and decide their own fates as he set off down the mountain. It was a long journey, and a reflective one after such news, but the beauty soon soaked in, and the three hours passed quickly by the time he rode into Beechworth.

Sketch pricked her ears as they made their way through with no little wonder – there was a lot to take in. Harry had told him the town had thrived during the gold rush thirty years ago and was now bustling with commerce, trade and industry. It was certainly elegant, from the curling bullnose facade of the telegraph station to the courthouse, the impressively grand town hall and the thickly walled powder magazine where explosives were stored. Each was finely constructed and made for quite a sight as their sandstone walls were burnished by the afternoon sun. The town hall boasted an extensive park as well, reminding Charlie of similar parks back in London, and in all he felt the place rather graceful and civilised, especially when he saw the museum.

It rose majestic and white like an eastern temple, the arched windows and front door church-like and impressive in their design. Apparently, there was a wonderful stained-glass window at the rear celebrating the life of a local man, Irishman Robert O’Hara Burke. Charlie knew the story well from the many artworks depicting the man’s expedition: a famous explorer, he’d been the first to cross the Australian continent from south to north with his partner, William Wills. Both had died tragically upon the return journey, missing the relief party that had waited for them by mere hours. There was a well-known statue on the corner of Collins Street in Melbourne dedicated to the two explorers that Charlie had stood and pondered at a few times. The more he travelled in Australia the more he admired their efforts, especially now he’d seen this lovely town Burke had left to traverse wild, uncharted country for two thousand miles; dangerous land that no European had dared cross before.

Sketch was tiring by now, however, so he abandoned his sightseeing to find a place to stay and settle her in for the night. He located a rooming house soon enough, with decent stables out the back, and there was nothing left to do then but wash up and wander about to see what the town had to offer by way of entertainment. It was Friday night, and the handful of restaurants he saw were busy, but not so the pub. He supposed it could be because many locals were likely in mourning and staying home tonight, then again it wasn’t yet six o’clock. Then he rounded the corner and another pub came into view, packed to the point that men spilled out onto the street, the early hour notwithstanding.

Something was going on tonight, something big, despite the news of the Kelly Gang and the chill in the air, and Charlie wandered over, eyes wide as men craned their necks, going so far as to offer bribes to the doormen to try to get through. Charlie looked around for a reason for such commotion and spotted a large poster on the pub’s wall featuring an elaborate Indian border with a single scarlet feather inside along with the words:

Friday 2nd of July

come see the one, the only

MISS LOVE

perform her exotic eastern act

The Feather Dance

Doors open 6pm sharp – no reservations

Charlie read the last with surprise, looking over to note expensively dressed men standing in a disjointed queue with the working class, and he wondered at the publican’s decision. Perhaps he intended to create urgency and excitement around the scarce opportunity of witnessing something special, something compellingly foreign in such a traditional-looking town.

He joined the throng, eager to see the act for himself now, not really supposing it would be as intoxicating as it sounded but it was better than sitting around drinking with a bunch of strangers all night, as he’d supposed he’d be doing this evening. It was no mean feat to get in once the doors opened and Charlie actually had a brief moment of panic that he’d be crushed. Once inside there was enough room to stand with a glass in hand, if somewhat cosily, and listen to what patrons had to say about this mysterious sensation, the intriguingly named ‘Miss Love’.

‘I heard she wears nothing at all under those feathers. Not a skerrick of material to be seen, my mate Bob said.’

Charlie almost choked on his beer at hearing such a thing. Surely the man lied. He wasn’t the only one doubting the report.

‘It would be a trick of the eye, to be sure,’ said an Irishman. ‘No self-respecting female would do such a thing, not even a stage dancer.’

‘I don’t believe it neither,’ another man said. ‘She’d be wearing something at least.’

They went on to discuss just how scantily clad Miss Love could possibly be without actually being naked and Charlie found himself feeling half amused, half aroused at the images they conjured.

‘Well, naked or not, whatever she did the last time it raised the roof off the place, I can tell you that much. The most alluring woman he ever saw, Bob said. I had to see for myself after he came out with a word like that.’

‘Gentlemen of Beechworth, the moment you’ve all been waiting for has come at last,’ called the announcer from the stage and all conversation ceased as the audience turned to watch. ‘Please welcome the most exciting performer ever to grace the stage in our country town. Hailing from ancient places you’ll only ever visit in your dreams and here to bring her exotic past to life, may I present Miss Love and her intoxicating act, the Feather Dance.’

The applause was enthusiastic but soon quietened as Indian music drifted through the room and Charlie waited for the curtains to part, starting when an explosion went off instead and smoke obscured his vision. Others in the crowd let out surprised exclamations but then the curtains drew back and only the music could be heard as a woman cloaked in deep scarlet feathers stood in the middle of the stage. Her back was turned and stained-glass lanterns painted her in flickering jewel colours as her body swayed in time with the strange music, one leg slowly emerging from the soft fronds, pale skin on display. Charlie stood mesmerised, the colours dancing on that perfect calf, then thigh. Like a paintbrush ran across it.

A shoulder was bared slightly then, and she allowed them a glimpse of her face, mostly obscured by a mask, her mouth curling in a smile that made his mouth go dry. Someone thought to whistle but Charlie was immobilised, transfixed by her every move as she began to twirl. The feathers swirled and rose, and flesh could be seen but only fleetingly, perhaps imagined. A flare of hip, a curve of behind, a flash of flat stomach, quickly concealed.

The music swelled and she moved and danced with it, dropping the feathers low, and Charlie stared at her bare back, tracing every inch of her beautiful skin as the filtered colours played across it. It was like living art. It was exquisite.

She went behind a screen where rear lights silhouetted her and the feathers dropped to her waist, causing shocked rippled mutters and gasps through the crowd. Charlie soaked in every inch of her beautiful form, drawing the outline in his mind, sketching each minute detail of her arms, shoulders, waist; wishing she would turn so he could see more. Never had a woman hypnotised him like this. Never had he felt such a surge of pure hunger to immerse himself in the female body, beyond the physical. Beyond sense, because he wanted to be part of the creation of this sensuality she projected. He wanted to capture it and worship at it, again and again.

Then, finally, tantalisingly, she turned side-on, her hand covering her breast, and then she let that hand fall, sucking all the air from his lungs as the lights fell too. The shadowed image of its perfection burnt into his brain.

The room erupted, cheers and yells and calls and whistles creating a cacophony until she made her curtain call, the word ‘love’ chanted over and again as she stood, mask in place. A mysterious smile played at the corners of her mouth as the feathers drifted ever so slightly about her.

And all the while the lamplight flickered on the wall behind and he knew the lights had touched more than a woman’s skin today, traced more than flesh and blood. They’d found the one thing that had been missing in his life as their hues stroked and licked her flesh. They’d handed him passion at last, beyond anything he’d experienced in this wild land so far, and, just like that, Charlie Turner’s life exploded into colour.


Twenty-Six

He hadn’t clamoured at the side door with many others, nor had he tried to bribe his way backstage or procure an introduction. Miss Love was building her mysterious reputation by being elusive both onstage and off, he was betting, and he was proven right as he watched all the others try to find her, then fail, left to drink the heat in their blood away. Charlie drank too, but not much. He wanted his blood to sear and burn. He wanted to feel the agonised yearning of unrequited passion, unfamiliar to him until this day.

Any memory of the act evoked it, igniting the urge to express the erotic beauty as art. It was getting late and Charlie watched the pub quietly, noting through the window that the men outside at the side door were still milling but his eyes drew back to the main door at the front. He suspected that she’d exit that way, unrecognised. It would be a daring way to take her leave, but, based on her performance he guessed she’d choose it, incognito, of course.

Other performers were starting to exit, each face met with disappointment by the waiting men, although Charlie wondered what they supposed Miss Love looked like. Her body would be covered up now, and a mouth and a chin weren’t much to go by, but Charlie would know. He’d spent a lifetime tracing the physical details of existence, and a lifetime trying to see beyond them.

A few men were laughing nearby and Charlie looked over, amused as one man attempted an impersonation of the feather dance with his coat, his skinny hips in an exaggerated sway that was exacerbated by the alcohol as he fell about. Most people were watching and it was only his trained artist’s eye that prompted him to observe another person behind them; a fairly ordinary-looking woman in a rich green yet conservative dress, understated considering she was exiting a pub on a Friday night. She carried a travelling bag, her hat pulled low, and she would have been rather innocuous if he hadn’t been searching for her. And if her mouth and chin didn’t dip and curve quite so.

Charlie followed her, his movements as nonchalant as he could make them, as she walked out into the cold street, making her way briskly towards the same stables he’d settled Sketch in for the night. His heart began to beat harder as she rounded the corner and he felt guilty as she turned to look carefully around before going through the door, but to lose sight of her seemed unthinkable. Charlie made his quiet way over and watched her rub a bay mare on her nose, talking to her softly and laying a blanket across her back.

‘I know you’re tired, Bess, but it isn’t that far really, and such a lovely night for a ride.’ It was an Irish accent and Charlie wondered if this was the wrong woman, but then she bent to check the horse’s hooves and something in her movement confirmed it: this was the mysterious Miss Love all right. He’d stake his life on it.

The realisation that he was travelling to Melbourne in the morning, and thus she might not be performing here when next he came, made him bold. Better he make a fool of himself and never see her again than say nothing and have it end the same anyway. Charlie took a deep breath, walking casually into the stables and over to Sketch, his heart still hammering. He spoke gently in the silent stall lest he startle the woman too much.

‘Hey there, beauty, how was your night, eh?’

Miss Love stood up abruptly and Charlie glanced over. ‘Oh, sorry, miss. I didn’t notice you there.’

The face that greeted him had wide brown eyes and a light smattering of freckles across her nose, and her hair was brown and soft without what had obviously been a wig. She wore no make-up and she appeared young, far younger than he’d expected, yet there was a wild beauty about her, something difficult to define unless you looked closely enough. Exquisite little details, like that mouth. She seemed oddly familiar too, although Charlie couldn’t possibly fathom why.

‘I didn’t expect anyone here at this time,’ she said, turning back to her horse to continue her administrations.

‘Yes, it’s a bit late for riding, I suppose,’ Charlie said, putting a blanket on Sketch now to saddle up, figuring he’d have to at least appear to be going somewhere. ‘Better than walking though.’

She didn’t respond this time, focused as she was on saddling her own horse and tightening the girth. Sketch was keen to get his attention though, nudging him with her nose and making what Alice had called her sooky noises, which made Charlie chuckle every time, including now.

It prompted a giggle from Miss Love too and he caught her eye again. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘She really has no sense of decorum, I’m afraid.’

‘So I see,’ she said, still smiling as she tied her bags and prepared for her ride.

Charlie hurried to do the same, sensing he’d need to think fast if he was to accompany her. This was a once-in-a-lifetime meeting, his one and only opportunity to make an impression on the most mesmerising woman he had ever seen; the first and only one who had ignited true passion within him. His usual clumsy ways be damned, he needed to channel some of Will’s charm – and fast.

She mounted her horse and he managed to time it that he did the same.

‘So where are we headed?’ he asked and she raised her eyebrows at him, those brown eyes wary.

‘Different places, I’d say,’ she replied, beginning to walk her horse.

Charlie followed, out the doors and into the street, and after a few yards she stopped and he drew alongside her.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ she asked, straight out.

‘Riding a horse,’ Charlie said with a shrug.

The wariness was still there when she replied. ‘Well, you can’t ride with me.’

‘Why not?’ Charlie said, feigning surprise.

‘Because we’re complete strangers.’

‘Charlie Turner,’ he introduced himself, tipping his hat. ‘And you are?’

She delivered him a haughty glare but there was an almost indiscernible twitch about that mouth. ‘None of your business.’

‘Well, that’s not friendly,’ he said. ‘And here I was, expecting the townsfolk in Beechworth to be hospitable to a poor struggling artist like me.’

She glanced over. ‘I’m not from Beechworth.’

‘No? Where are you from then?’

‘None of your business,’ she said again, kicking the horse to a trot. Charlie quickly caught up and she sighed, slowing down once more as they began to pass through the main street and a few drunken men called lewd remarks her way. She ignored them but her hands were tight on the reins.

‘Well, if it’s anywhere near Bright I can keep you company,’ he said, guessing that was where she’d be from as they turned and headed towards the road leading that way.

‘Why would I want that?’ she said, but then another drunk yelled out, making Charlie’s answer easier.

‘Safety in numbers.’

She was considering it, he knew, but she had no reason to trust him so he gave her some. ‘I’m not drunk, as you can see. I have no weapons on me and quite clearly I’m an academic anyway, not a fighter,’ he said, showing her the paint on his cuff ruefully. ‘And if you really still don’t trust me I can stay ten feet behind or in front,’ he finished, figuring he could still talk to her from that far off. ‘What do you say?’

She bit her lip as she considered. ‘Why do you want to ride with me?’

‘It’s a rather boring business, riding in the cold and dark for three hours with only the stars for company. Pretty, but boring.’

She cocked her head to one side and he awaited her verdict, trying not to stare at her graceful neck as he did so. ‘You can escort me on one more condition,’ she said.

‘Name it.’

‘You’ll let me tie you up.’

Charlie blinked in surprise. ‘What, hog-tied on a horse?’

She almost laughed at that but recovered herself. ‘Not quite, your wrists will do.’

He nodded slowly. It was actually a very clever idea. To all appearances he’d be a protector but in reality, beneath the cloak of night, he’d be rendered harmless, especially to her.

‘As long as I can still ride, my wrists are at your mercy, ma’am, although I’ve one condition of my own, if you don’t mind my asking.’ She merely raised her eyebrows again so he continued. ‘I nearly always insist a lady tell me her name before tying me up,’ he said, surprised at his own audacity as she brought her horse to a standstill and he paused with her as she dismounted and rummaged for rope. ‘What is it?’

She found it and he surrendered his wrists as she replied. ‘Chrys,’ she told him.

‘Short for Christine?’

‘No,’ she said, not offering anything more as she finished tying and Charlie watched her remount, figuring it suited her. A slight mystery clung to her name now, just as she was an enigma herself, surprising him with everything he’d witnessed so far. Siren, seductress, exotic temptress turned bare-faced young lady, to whom the freckles of youth still clung, and now this: a clever woman using a man to advantage yet giving very little away. He couldn’t wait to see what else he might learn about her as they set off into the near-freezing moonlit night, where she seemed to radiate colour, even as the world remained grey.
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Charlie was his name, and he was the most disarming man she’d ever met, Chrystelle decided, still marvelling that he’d talked his way into accompanying her. Not that she minded now. In fact, she was grateful for it, deciding this would be the last time she rode from Beechworth to the original farm she was supposed to purchase, but now rented in Wandiligong, in one day. It wasn’t just bone-chillingly cold at this hour, it wasn’t safe, she decided, and Dolph needed her to come home in one piece.

The fact that Charlie had his wrists tied set her at ease, and he was so instantly likeable she was enjoying his company, something she’d found in very few men in her life. Perhaps she had developed a distrust in general due to her father, or perhaps it was simply a lack of decent enough men crossing her path. But aside from Patrick, for whatever true friendship had been there, John, who had been too kind not to like, and her new protector, Eddie, she’d not had any other male friends.

This Charlie had grown on her with each passing mile and she’d found herself laughing far more than she was used to and certainly more than she would have imagined after such an extreme evening. The second performance of her fan dance had been a sensation and the intensity of the emotions she’d experienced had left her feeling an odd mix: part nervous, part powerful, part titillated, part elated. Having a handsome man entertain her as well as escort her had turned out to be perfectly timed and unexpectedly welcome, especially when he was rendered harmless. Although not entirely.

Well may Charlie’s wrists be tied but she couldn’t do much about other possible threats he posed, starting with that handsome thing. He was obviously unwittingly so, shoving his overly long hair about with his tied hands as it flopped on his forehead whenever they slowed to a walk. It was brown and partially curly and it definitely had a mind of its own; quirky she’d call it, like so many other things about him. His coat sleeve wasn’t his only clothing sporting paint blotches; a little green sat on his trouser leg and there was definitely a splotch at the back of his collar where that unruly hair skirted about. His stocking had a hole too, she noted, looking down at his ankle where the hem rose above his boot, and his coat had seen better days.

That he so obviously had no-one to care for him brought out the nurturer in her, something she’d only ever felt for her son and her little sister Bridget before. It felt strange to feel such a thing for a man and Chrystelle tried to frown it away. Any romantic notions towards him were out of the question considering her new profession, but then he made her laugh again and she decided just to enjoy his company for now. There was no harm in that, surely.

‘I suppose they are rather comfortable pillows,’ he was saying about his enormous feet. ‘Rather rude of the snake to choose them for a little snooze though, I remember thinking at the time. Mind you, it did look as though it’d just swallowed a horde of baby possums judging by its fat stomach so perhaps it didn’t want to eat me. It could have though. Twenty feet long, it was, I’m reckoning.’ He’d been increasing the length of it throughout the story.

‘It could have been having its own babies,’ Chrystelle suggested.

‘That would have been the end of me – deadly baby snakes sliding all over the place. No Englishman should have to endure that.’

‘No Irish woman either,’ she assured him. ‘I can’t stand the dreadful creatures.’

‘Well, at least it didn’t attack me. It left that to the birds.’

‘You got attacked by birds?’ she said, starting to giggle again.

‘You may laugh there, young Chrys, but they’re ferocious assassins out there in the fields, mark my words, swooping down with their little beaks and pecking my poor old skull. Serves me right for having curly hair; I think they mistake it for worms.’

Her laughter rang out now but it was interrupted by the low rumble of thunder.

‘Uh oh,’ Charlie said as they looked east to a rapidly building, menacing storm front. Uh oh indeed, Chrystelle agreed.

‘I don’t think we’ll be able to outrun it,’ she said, then she remembered there was a shack along the road, near where she’d been robbed that day. ‘There’s shelter about a mile on, a small place someone’s let go but it’ll have to do. Come on, we’d better hurry.’

‘I don’t suppose you could cut these?’ he said, holding out his wrists. ‘It will be tough trying to gallop otherwise and if I fall off, well, you know what they say about early birds. They’ll be feasting on me come dawn.’

She only hesitated momentarily, knowing he’d be in too much danger without free hands, and besides, she felt confident she could trust him now. Chrystelle whipped her knife from her satchel and set him free before re-sheathing it and taking off, and they galloped through the night, chasing the moon before it became obscured, the roar of thunder building. Lightning illuminated the fields, the trees, the majestic mountains that rose like walls up ahead.

‘There it is,’ she yelled, pointing to the shack and they rode to it, jumping down just as the first droplets began to fall. There was a small stable behind it and they tethered the horses inside, removing their saddles and covering them in blankets, before running to the shack, the rain now torrential. Charlie searched about, finding some stubby candles left by some well-meaning soul and lighting them as Chrystelle rubbed her shaking hands, which were freezing in her wet gloves.

‘Do you think we could make a fire?’

‘Can’t see why not,’ he said, hands running through his hair, and it stood up at an odd angle as a result. He was obviously unaware how comical it appeared as he began gathering bits of broken furniture and putting them on the empty fire grate. ‘Hope the flue works okay.’

She helped by looking around for some old newspaper but couldn’t see any in the poor light. ‘Would this help?’ she said, picking up a broken wicker basket.

‘Should burn a treat,’ he said, breaking it up.

The fire was soon lit and Chrystelle warmed her hands gratefully as the rain pelted outside.

‘Not bad for a bird-pecked Englishman,’ she told him.

‘You can sleep on my feet pillows,’ he offered. ‘I won’t tell the snake, I promise.’

Chrystelle smiled but the intimacy of the situation suddenly dawned on her. She’d been too concerned with outrunning the storm to consider that she’d be alone with him here, in a situation that was entirely too cosy. ‘I’m sure it won’t last too long,’ she said, but it was so cold her breath was coming out in a vapour now, despite the fire’s warmth, and the very real possibility of snow occurred to her.

‘It’s still too cold,’ he noted. ‘What if I fetch the flask of whisky I’ve got in my saddlebag? Think I’ve got some biscuits in there too.’

She nodded but she was worried now, knowing the alcohol would bring welcome heat but thinking she wouldn’t be able to have much if she wanted to keep her wits about her, and he seemed to understand.

‘You don’t have to worry, Chrys,’ he said gently. ‘You have my word I’ll behave as a gentleman should, despite the impropriety of this situation. You can tie my hands again if it reassures you.’

‘No,’ she said, believing him. Funny how easily she did so when she’d only met him tonight, given her faith in men had been so cruelly broken in the past. ‘I trust you,’ she admitted and he looked so pleased she could have kissed him. But she most definitely didn’t.

Charlie went but soon returned with his saddlebags along with a decent-sized gum tree log. ‘Found this in the stable,’ he told her as he dropped it. ‘It’ll smoke a bit but then it should burn nicely – my friend Harry told me the gums are filled with oil which makes them burn well.’

‘How’s the rain?’

‘Lessening but it’s beginning to sleet a little. I think we’d best buckle down for a while yet.’

He fed the fire and placed the log on top while she found two cups and, wonderfully, an old blanket that was big enough to share as they sat opposite each other, biscuits in the middle, drinks in hand. The smoke soon evaporated and the firelight began to blaze brightly, giving off plenty of warm light and welcoming heat.

‘So tell me about your art,’ she said, comfortable with him enough to relax and comfortable physically now too, as she sipped the whisky and felt it run through her veins.

‘I paint in oils,’ he told her. ‘Landscape mostly. I’d been having a lot of trouble with it, actually, but I think I may have made a breakthrough this trip. Can’t wait to have a splash when I get home and find out.’

‘Where’s home?’ she asked, realising she really knew nothing about him. He seemed so familiar though, as if she’d known him all her life. It was oddly reassuring yet disconcerting too.

‘Melbourne,’ he said. ‘I moved there from England with my best friend Will and his sister this year. He’s my non-blood brother,’ he told her with a grin.

‘Sounds like quite a friend to have.’ How sweet he was to call him that. ‘I was in Melbourne for a while. How do you find the city?’

‘Not as freeing as being up here. I live right on the outskirts though and we have bushland at the end of the street that I often try to paint. That’s where the bird wars are waged. Terribly dangerous, of course, but as you can clearly see I’m the brave, dashing type.’

‘Of course,’ she agreed, smiling as he raised his glass and feigned a heroic expression. ‘And what else do you do, aside from painting?’

‘I teach art,’ he said, and she could well imagine him a teacher. The unkempt air about him suited a scholar. ‘What about yourself?’ he asked and she stiffened. What to say?

‘I’m a mother.’ There. That was the most important truth but he looked very surprised.

‘Really?’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Yes, really. I have a baby named Patrick, but we call him Dolph.’

‘We?’ he asked.

‘Deidre and I. She’s my companion. I’m a widow and she helped me when he was born and I was on my own,’ she told him, deciding that was the easiest way to explain things and trying not to notice that he seemed relieved. ‘It’s not really a story to tell a man but suffice to say that’s how he came to be called Dolph, short for dolphin. It suits him, anyway.’

‘How so?’

‘He is so sweet and happy,’ she said, her baby’s face filling her mind. She missed him with a sudden ache. ‘Like a carefree dolphin at play, Deidre says. She spoils him already but it’s difficult not to.’

‘I remember watching the dolphins when we sailed over from England. Such playful animals and very sleek and graceful, not that most people would probably say something like that. An artist’s folly, I’m afraid,’ he apologised.

‘No, I quite agree. Did you paint them?’

‘Not yet, but I did do some sketches.’

‘I’d love to see.’ Charlie grinned at her suddenly and unscrambled his long frame from the blanket to jump up and grab one of his saddlebags which was, unsurprisingly, quite paint-splattered.

‘Goodness, what an exciting satchel,’ she observed as he pulled out a sketchbook and she could see pencil boxes and all manner of brushes, jars and implements within.

‘My toys,’ he said, looking like a happy child as he flicked through his book and found the sketches of dolphins. He handed them to her a little self-consciously and she gasped. They were beautiful.

‘Extraordinary. May I?’ she said, and he nodded as she went through and looked at more. Wild horses filled many pages, clumps of powdered snow on twisting gums and running streams on others. There was even a single bird looking quizzical and she raised her eyes to him.

‘Plotting his next ambush,’ he told her. ‘I call that one King Peck.’

‘And what is this one called?’ she asked, in turn amused and intrigued as he began to tell her the names of different sketches.

‘Lone Brumby…Before It Melted…Finding Her Legs…Nosy Beak.’

The last one made her laugh out loud. It was the depiction of a bird watching a man try to paint, an unnerved expression on his face as he looked over his shoulder.

‘You really are terribly good. I must get you to do one for me some time.’

‘I could do one now. A portrait, I mean.’

Chrystelle looked over at him, wary yet tempted by the idea. She’d never had anyone attempt to draw or paint her and after a night filled with so many physically intoxicating moments it was a tantalising proposition. Have some fun for once, a voice in her mind urged and she wondered if the whisky was already taking effect.

‘I don’t know,’ she said.

‘Come on, I could even do an oil if you like. I’ve a spare canvas in here.’ He took it out and held it up and she stared at it, imagining how it would be to see her likeness created, to have her expression on such an extraordinary evening captured. ‘May as well amuse ourselves.’ He said it lightly but there was something in his eyes that told her he wanted this – much more than he was letting on.

It should have made her cautious. Instead it made her bold.

‘All right then,’ she blurted before she could change her mind. There was a flicker of excitement in his expression that he quickly hid as he busied himself getting organised, taking out his palette that was wrapped in hessian, and opening jars and tubes. He laid out his brushes and leant the canvas on his knees, his back against the leg of the table as he studied her.

Chrystelle drained her glass and studied him back. He was the same person he’d been only moments before, a man she instinctively trusted, yet there was an undercurrent building now as the firelight danced on the timber around them and the wind landed rain and sleet against the windows. It had lain between them from the moment they’d met tonight, a growing, palpable awareness, and she was starting to lose restraint as the whisky lowered her guard and the elements railed, as if to remind her that they were mere mortals. Vulnerable yet very much alive. Her heart began to beat a little faster and she felt a stirring in her blood, the same one that flooded through her when she danced on stage and her feathers trailed. ‘How do you want me?’

The words were out before she could consider them and his gaze never wavered as it burnt across at her. ‘Any way you care to be.’

He was giving her control and she felt the power of it ripple through her as the possibilities lay unspoken in the warm glow. Echoes of Beltane rang in her blood, the best of that fated night only. The heat that had flowed in her veins, the passions that had been unleashed as her body came alive to sensations she’d only imagined, a thousand times more incredible than she’d dreamt. Desire had exploded in a searing wave as ancient rites seduced and pleasures of the flesh reigned, a sensation she’d not experienced since. Not even considered, until the intoxication of performing for hungry men had brought her flesh back to life. Suddenly she wanted to experience it again. Tantalisation and fantasy would no longer suffice, she was hungry too, and she wanted and needed to consume.

She reached up to her hair, realising she hadn’t even taken off her hat when they’d arrived, and she did so now as he watched, poised and waiting, his eyes never leaving her. Hardly seeming to breathe. The hat was discarded and she found the pins in her hair, removing them until it fell in a half-damp curtain to her waist. Charlie traced his eyes down it then back to hers, his own hunger raw now. He spoke despite it.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’

That he’d asked made her want it all the more.

‘Yes,’ she said simply as she began to undo her buttons.

He watched every movement but spoke again. ‘I gave you my word…’

‘And you’ve kept it,’ she said, reaching the last button and pulling the dress over her head. Clad only in her favourite red silken underthings, she moved closer to the fire and lay on the blanket, loosening the strings at her chest, pulling the material apart to reveal her breasts.

‘Red,’ he murmured, gazing at her with burning intensity.

‘Yes.’ He was probably shocked but that only spurred her on to be more brazen. ‘Paint.’
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Charlie could hardly hold the brush as he took in the sight of Chrys lying half naked before him. Miss Love herself, lush and beautiful in the firelight, performing a show that was only for him. That he knew her true identity weighed on his conscience, but she’d concealed it so perhaps that made them even. It didn’t seem to matter right now. Nothing did, save the thudding desire pulsing through him, so overwhelming he could barely think, and the paint.

And the colour. It sang from his brush as red and orange danced, with yellow and white and deep brown too. The brush caressed the canvas with each stroke, like fingers on skin, and he traced the curve of her breast onto the surface slowly, half-marvelling at its perfection, half mad with the desire to reach over and touch her. Knowing every other man in the pub tonight had lusted after her from her partial, or perhaps imagined, nakedness further fuelled his desire, the memory of how she’d affected him flooding through him. For here she was and he was fulfilling that fantasy of painting her; and her likeness fairly blazed, not just in hue, but with the unleashed passion behind each stroke.

Chrys watched on through hooded eyes, and he could make out the pulse at the base of her throat as it leapt about. Her breathing appeared short as it escaped that perfect, perfect mouth and he captured the sight in deep red paint on the canvas. He swapped the brush to run rivulets of long brown hair in a twist past her cheek, her throat, a strand landing on the silk as it lay soft against her skin. She could read what he was painting from where his eyes were drawn, and he saw her swallow hard as he moved lower and she drew her hand away to her hip. It was like the feather dance once more, as he could almost see beneath the material but not quite. It was achingly erotic and he struggled to depict it, brushing his brow with his sleeve as he worked now, the firelight on the red silk casting tormenting details between shadows.

‘Hurry,’ she whispered and he finished quickly now, a few generous suggestions of thigh added before he cast the painting aside and lay upon her in a rush. Their kisses were desperate, the last of the silk rapidly torn away as his mouth and hands found everything the brushes had explored. She was clutching at him and gasping, and he took her sooner than he probably should but it was urgent between them now as their cries of passion filled the room. It soon drove him over the edge, and he climaxed with agonised ecstasy, understanding at last why a Frenchmen he once knew called it the Little Death as he collapsed, panting and spent, their bodies strewn across each other’s as they drew ragged breaths.

The fire shifted and cracked and the wind swept in a low moan outside but neither of them could speak as their drumming hearts beat and their eyes met. There was no regret in hers, nothing save satiation, and she simply smiled and lifted a hand to smooth his hair, prompting him to shift closer and kiss her slowly and reverently on those lips. It was a different dance between them now, a calmer, drugged affair as they stared and held and shared something else altogether. Something that bound deeply, winding its way around his heart.

‘Where’s my portrait?’ she finally asked and he reached over to fetch it. They studied it together and she shook her head wonderingly.

‘How did you do that?’ she said and Charlie wondered at it himself. It was by far the best painting he’d ever produced, although he was quite sure he could never show it to anyone else, least of all his teacher.

‘You’ll have to let me do another,’ he said, itching to paint her again already. The colours had truly exploded and he knew she was more than his muse; she was his passion.

‘Next time,’ she said, lowering her head to his chest, still staring at the painting.

‘You mean you’ll let me see you again?’ he asked, stroking her hair wonderingly.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but no-one can ever know, and it can’t be more than this, Charlie. There’s complications…’ she added, pausing now, and he wondered if he should admit that he knew what those complications were. It was a risk though, too great a one at this point, so he settled for a simpler truth.

‘I don’t care what your secrets are, Chrys. I just want to be with you.’ She looked up at him and he kissed her earnestly. ‘You’ve given me the greatest gift tonight, more than you’ll ever know. You’ve brought colour to my work, colour to my life, and I’ll take whatever you’re willing to give me from this day on.’

‘What if it isn’t enough?’ she replied, stroking his hair again.

‘Anything is enough,’ he told her, kissing her once more, and it soon led to other acts of assurance as passion fired their blood. Long into the night they filled each other’s senses, the touch of skin searing, and, by the time dawn came and they finally made their way outside, snow was falling lightly in random, whimsical flurries.

It landed in her hair as she took her saddle and looked over; and he drank in the sight of her in the silvered light, crystal flakes in her long brown hair, lips swollen from the hundreds of times he’d claimed them with his own during the night. Charlie knew at that moment it was more than passion that he’d found in Chrys, more than colour. More than his own potential, at last.

For despite the feather dance being a mere performance, despite her living this other life, and despite him pretending he didn’t know who she was, a greater truth remained, aside from all the subterfuge and lies. To Charlie she was, truly, the embodiment of love.
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Wandiligong, 11 November 1880

It was a pretty place, Harry decided as he rode in cautiously with Richie; quiet and unlikely to be frequented by police, who would be on alert in the larger towns this historic day. Ned Kelly was due to be executed down in Melbourne, sentenced to death by Redmond Barry, the same judge that had presided over the Eureka Stockade trials twenty-five years ago, but this time public sympathy for the accused was unlikely to affect proceedings. He would die but he would be remembered, Harry predicted, hopefully more famous for making that one last, spectacular stand against tyranny than for his crimes.

‘Time?’ Richie asked.

‘Eleven,’ Harry told him, still wondering at the wisdom of agreeing to meet Will Worthington down here in the flats, yet he’d asked for privacy, away from the others. A detail that weighed heavily in the morning air.

‘Right on the bell,’ Richie said as they rode up to the general store and tethered their horses. There were a few benches on the verandah outside and Harry sat and waited while Richie went to order tea, knowing he’d also return with biscuits or some kind of cake. His brother’s sweet tooth was impossible to satisfy, Harry reflected with vague amusement as he stared out along the street. White-fenced houses with red and grey roofs lined the wide dirt track with the mountains rising high behind them, green and purple in the sunlight today.

It was perfectly, beautifully springtime now that the last snowfalls were most likely done and the caps were melting a little more each day, filling the creeks and rivers with icy-cold fresh water. It never seemed to grow old, watching the seasons come and go up here, each with its own unique beauty. He wondered if spring was his favourite, spending a moment trying to choose, but then Will arrived, making his way towards them on a nice-looking gelding, and Harry focused on the meeting at hand.

Richie came out and stood beside Harry, sending Will a wave. ‘Tea’s on its way,’ and they waited while Will tethered his horse and came forward to shake their hands.

‘Good to see you,’ he said.

‘Likewise,’ Harry said.

‘Come have a seat in the sun,’ Richie suggested. ‘There’s a table in the corner too where we can put our cakes.’

‘What kind did you get?’ Harry asked.

‘Sponge cake, brother, filled with jam and cream,’ Richie said with a grin. ‘Sure beats wallaby stew.’

‘Is that what you live on up here?’ Will said, as they sat on the benches, out of earshot and, indeed, warm in the sun. ‘I’ve often wondered which poor beasts end up on that fire.’

‘Mostly,’ Harry told him, ‘although Stevo’s a cracking fly-fisherman. We had trout a few times last week.’

‘That so? And to think I paid good money for rainbow trout last time I was up this way.’

‘Easier than catching it, I’d say but…hang on, here’s the tea.’ Richie watched the girl serving it appreciatively, tipping his hat as she moved away, and he was rewarded with a shy smile. ‘Phew, I should come down here more often.’

‘Yes, the local sights are quite something,’ Will teased, and they poured the tea and ate their delicious cake for a while with more light conversation and banter. Harry enjoyed it, but he was waiting for the point of Will’s visit to become clear. It would, soon enough. Smart businessmen like him didn’t tend to waste too much time.

There was a pause in the conversation and Will sipped his tea, choosing his words carefully now, Harry knew. ‘So how does it feel to come down to the valleys and into a town again?’

‘What makes you think we don’t leave the mountains?’ Richie asked.

Harry took out his cigarette case and Will’s eyes flicked to it then back at him. ‘Just an educated guess.’

‘I come down and get the papers and so on,’ Richie said, taking a cigarette as Harry offered them around.

‘Into Bright?’

‘Close enough,’ Richie said, frowning now.

‘You seem very interested in our business all of a sudden,’ Harry said, lighting his cigarette and dragging on it.

Will finished his tea and put the cup aside. ‘I don’t want to be, but the fact is it’s become my business too.’

‘Dad’s cut us off so I don’t see why we need someone reporting back about us now, unless he plans to kick us off the farm too.’

‘It’s not your dad’s business I’m referring to.’

Harry flicked his cigarette. ‘Whose then?’

‘Alice’s.’

Richie leant forward, resting his arms on his knees. ‘If you’ve taken an interest in our sister that’s one thing, but that doesn’t mean you have to take an interest in us.’

‘I’m afraid it does actually, which leads me to why I’m here.’ Will paused to light a cigarette of his own. ‘Alice is stuck, not sure if you’ve realised that yet, but she is, well and truly, and it’s because of you two.’

‘What have we done?’ Richie asked.

‘You’re living a life too wild for her to share and all she wants is to be up here too, not just for the very occasional weekend. She loves this country, and she loves you.’

Harry already knew this, of course, but Richie frowned. ‘It’s no place for a lady, living with us.’

‘Not the way it is, no, but it could be, part of the time anyway. She loves your dad as well of course and I think she’d be happiest living between the two homes if she got her fill of up here.’

‘He’d never allow it,’ Harry said, quietly.

‘He would if a few things changed.’

‘Such as?’ Harry said.

‘If you got rid of the boys living there and got decent jobs.’

‘That’s not enough and you know it.’

Will drew on his smoke. ‘No, it’s not. This family rift has to end,’ he stated firmly now. ‘She can’t stay caught in the middle like this and you two have to fix things. Be the prodigal sons and make amends with your father.’

‘He’s the one that’s driven the wedge,’ Harry said, anger stirring at the thought.

‘He had good reason, from what I hear.’

Harry stiffened, pausing to stub out his cigarette while Richie glared. ‘You’re on thin ice, Will,’ he warned.

‘You’re straight shooters so I’m speaking plain: mistakes have been made but it’s not too late to fix them.’

‘How do you know the mistakes we’ve made?’ Richie asked.

Harry watched him closely as he responded. ‘I don’t. But I do know you’re wanted for assaulting a policeman. Sergeant Fletcher from Bright has been making it his personal mission to have all your faces plastered across rural Victoria and, even though you’ve got a fair bit of company on those walls, you still need to clear your name,’ he told them. ‘The way I see it, it’s all or nothing, and this could well be the last chance you have before things go too far.’

‘What are you suggesting exactly?’ Harry said.

‘Like I said, get rid of the boys, get a decent job, make amends with your father…’

‘And?’

Will sighed, looking them both directly. ‘Face the law.’

Harry shook his head. ‘We won’t go to gaol, Will.’

‘I wouldn’t be suggesting it if I thought you would; I have friends in high places now, people who can help. Everything can stop right now if you want it to. This is your ticket out.’

‘What makes you think we want out?’ Richie asked.

‘I think deep down you want what every man wants; your freedom.’

‘We’re free men up there.’

‘Actually, you’re not,’ he corrected him. ‘But you could be.’

That silenced Richie for a moment then he blurted, ‘So what do you get out of this? A bonus from Dad, I expect? A fat juicy cheque?’

‘He doesn’t even know he’s here,’ Harry guessed, and Will’s slight nod confirmed that he was right.

Richie looked surprised, and some of the fight went out of him as he absorbed that.

‘Seems to me you might have another motive though,’ Harry said. ‘Alice tells me you’re serious about taking a seat in parliament. Wouldn’t do to have criminals in the family, I’d imagine.’

‘I’m not in your family.’

‘But you want to be.’

‘I’m not doing it for that, although it would matter, yes.’

‘So why then? To impress her, I take it?’

Will looked him in the eye. ‘I’m doing it to earn her trust.’

They all went silent, considering that, then Richie made a confession.

‘Truth is, I’m not sure I’m ready to forgive the stubborn old bugger.’

‘Better now than letting it go to the grave,’ Will said, a knowing bitterness there as he twisted the ring he always wore. ‘You can’t tell me it sits right with you, this estrangement. He’s stubborn, yes, but he’s a good man and he misses you two, I can tell you that much for certain.’

Richie looked guilty then and Harry did too. Fact was they loved their father, that’s why the whole thing had hurt so much and probably why they were listening to people like Ivan for a quick fix, for revenge. It suddenly seemed clear, down here in the flats, like their heads had literally been up in the clouds in the High Country. The stark reality of the situation appeared blindingly obvious when someone as astute as Will held up the mirror to their lives so deftly.

‘So what are you actually getting out of it if we agree to do this then, aside from Alice’s trust?’ Harry asked, and Will seemed hesitant to respond, but then he stared out beyond the mountains, back to the south and answered him.

‘Hope.’

That word stayed, long after they’d said goodbye and promised to consider what he said. Long after they’d camped out and drunk a few whiskies, discussing it well into the night, and right up until the moment they read in the paper the next morning that Ned Kelly was well and truly gone from the earth. Richie read out his final words.

‘Such is life.’

So final, so done, so futile, perhaps, all that fight, but it gave Harry enough pause to realise he didn’t want to risk living a short existence, always checking his back. He wanted to be an honest man once more and do an honest day’s work, and he knew Richie wanted that too: a life of hope.

‘He’s right,’ Harry said as they sat staring up at the mountains, the newspaper flapping in the breeze as they sipped their tea at the general store once more.

‘Yeah, I know,’ Richie said. ‘So much for our illustrious bushranging career. One bloody hold-up.’

‘Quick as Lightning,’ Harry said with a grin. ‘Pretty good hold-up though. I mean, if you’re going to do something, do it properly.’

‘Ha,’ Richie agreed. ‘We were lucky all right, although I always felt bad for that poor mum. Her expression was indescribable when I came galloping back from keeping watch and you found that money.’

‘Just in time,’ Harry said. ‘Yeah, poor love. She must have thought she’d got away with her hiding spot, although we shouldn’t feel too sorry for her. If she was well enough off to carry that kind of cash around, I’m sure she had plenty more stashed away.’

‘True. Anyway, at least we don’t have to use Alice’s information to commit crimes now. That never sat well with me.’

‘Me either,’ Harry admitted. ‘What was I thinking, actually? Too busy being mad at Dad and wanting to prove something to think straight, that’s for sure.’

‘We both were,’ Richie said. ‘Glad we never told the boys or we would have done ten more hold-ups by now, not that we needed to.’

‘One was bad enough. Bloody Ivan getting in our ears.’

‘Yeah, let’s blame him. That’s a lot easier,’ Richie agreed and Harry chuckled.

‘It’ll be a hell of a lot easier keeping this decision under our hats for now, I’d say. Let’s not say anything to the boys.’

‘There’s still more than enough money to keep them going for a long while yet, even though they have been going through it like water,’ Richie said. ‘Let’s just have fun these last few weeks until the end of the year.’

‘May as well before we become boring and sensible. I say we just search for brumbies and fish and shoot,’ Harry replied. ‘All the good stuff we probably won’t have time for soon.’

‘I may be willing to go on the straight and narrow but I’m never giving up any of that, besides, I think we’re underestimating that next chapter of our lives, really,’ Richie said, watching a beautiful woman dry her hair in the sun in a backyard across the way. It was brown, with gold glints that caught the light, and her fingers ran through it to her waist.

‘No,’ Harry muttered, ‘some aspects won’t be boring at all.’

She shook her hair over her shoulder then, stretching her back and causing her cotton dress to cling against feminine curves so missed these past few months it prompted Harry to splotch his tea straight down his shirt. By the time they’d both stopped laughing he had to concede Richie really did have a point. It was time for all-male company to become a thing of their wild past.


Twenty-Nine

Toorak, 25 December 1880

It was too hot for Christmas, Will decided as he knocked on the McIntoshes’ door. Too hot to deliver the news to Alice’s father that there’d been another hold-up of one of their armed escort convoys either, but that problem would belong to tomorrow. Today of all days he didn’t need to hear that they’d lost the cargo of one of Melbourne’s most prominent lawyers. This day would only be about good news, or so he fervently hoped. Footsteps sounded and Simona appeared, opening the door in a fluster and apologising for the delay.

‘Had to get the roasts in the oven,’ she explained, rushing back to the kitchen to produce what was sure to be a lavish meal, although eating traditional British Christmas fare of baked meats and vegetables in such weather did seem slightly preposterous. Still, he knew it would be delicious, despite the heat, so he could hardly object. He could hardly complain about anything now that he was courting Alice McIntosh properly, Will reflected, as he watched her descend the stairs, ethereal in pale green muslin with holly decorations wound through her long braid.

She came to a stop at the bottom, her eyes locked on his, and neither said a word. Will simply took her hand and led her into the parlour to pull her behind the door and into his arms. A long, hot summer kiss followed, his heart hammering hard against hers, until he pulled reluctantly away, murmuring ‘Merry Christmas’ against her lips.

She opened her eyes slowly and Will wondered if she had any idea how unbelievably sexy she could look at times. It was enough for him to kiss her again but then the clatter and bustle of Simona’s preparations in the next room interrupted them and she pulled away.

‘Come see the tree,’ she said, regaining her composure and smiling, and he followed, clasping her hand until they entered the dining room where Simona was setting the table and he had to drop it.

Alice led him over to the enormous Christmas tree near the bay window. It was covered in decorations, from the top porcelain angel to the candle holders lining the base.

‘What do you think?’ she said, obviously proud.

Will had to hold back a laugh, so heavily laden was every bough with tinsel and tiny dolls and all manner of festive trinkets. ‘Where’s the actual tree?’ he said, peering.

‘Oh hush, I’ve always loved Christmas. That’s when I get to be as artistic as I please without fear of the teacher critiquing my work,’ she said, pretending reproof.

Will held up his hands. ‘No criticism here. It’s actually rather… magnificent,’ he finished, figuring such a display deserved a grand word.

‘This is a very Christmassy house. Wait till you taste Simona’s pudding,’ she said, looking over at the maid who smiled as she finished the table.

‘Oh, go on with you,’ Simona said.

‘I’m looking forward to it,’ Will said, patting his stomach for emphasis before turning back to the tree and nodding at the massive pile of presents beneath. ‘Sure you’ve got enough there?’

‘There’re quite a few for Harry and Richie,’ she said, her happy expression faltering. ‘I just put them under there for now until we travel back up to see them.’

‘February will come around before you know it,’ Will told her, coming to stand beside her but feeling nervous as he said it. He’d find out if he’d made the wrong decision soon enough. ‘Meanwhile we’ll have quite a party today. Mari and Charlie are very excited about celebrating their first Australian Christmas.’

‘You must find it odd with it being so hot,’ Simona commented from across the room.

‘Yes, it does feel strange. You must find it difficult, baking in it,’ Will returned.

‘Not at all,’ Simona said, waving her efforts away as she returned to the kitchen, adding, ‘I’ve a special treat for you I don’t want to burn, though.’

‘Want some help?’ Alice called as she rushed off.

‘No, no, you stay where you are and enjoy,’ came the answer as the door swung closed.

‘What’s the special treat?’ Will asked, coming to stand behind Alice to kiss her neck and she leant back against him.

‘Hmm, something delicious.’

‘Sounds intriguing,’ he said, moving up to brush another on her cheek.

She placed one hand along his jawline and he sucked in his breath, wrapping his arms around her and hugging her close. Her reaction to him fired him easily and it was getting increasingly harder to hold back from taking things further as the months wore on. He’d had to fight the temptation to propose again a few times lately but he knew she still wouldn’t say yes. Something was missing, despite the passion that leapt between them, the easy banter and long conversations they now engaged in. She even stood close by his side at social functions, and he felt there was almost love there, but not quite, and he knew, deep down, that it wasn’t anything he was doing wrong, it was still just that issue of trust.

He could only hold on to hope, as he’d been doing these past few months, but never more so than today when the gamble he’d taken on earning that trust would play out, one way or another.

‘Do you want your present?’ Alice asked, breaking the silence.

‘Isn’t this it?’ he asked against her hair.

She giggled. ‘No, you’re getting something a bit better than that.’

‘Hard to fathom,’ he said, sighing as she broke away. She reached down and struggled to lift up a large beribboned package. ‘Careful now,’ he said, helping her. ‘What on earth is this?’ he marvelled, touched already and curious as he lowered it onto the lounge.

‘Open it,’ she urged and he carefully began to undo the elaborate ribbons. ‘Faster!’ she ordered, impatient and giggling.

‘Perhaps a little less ribboning may have helped…’ he said, trying to unravel them.

‘No criticising my artistic efforts remember…oh, for goodness sake,’ she said, pulling the ribbons off for him with a rip and standing back with her hands to her mouth as he pulled the paper away.

Will stared, genuinely stunned as he viewed the large painting in front of him. It was of the High Country, their spot, in fact, with Mount Feathertop in full glory and two wedge-tailed eagles in soaring flight, and it was signed by Charlie. ‘When did he get this good?’ Will marvelled.

‘Ever since he’s been staying up there every weekend,’ she told him happily. ‘See the title?’

It was inscribed on a small gold plaque at the bottom of the frame. ‘Heaven Above, Heaven Below,’ he read, drawing back to soak it all in. Charlie hadn’t only got good, he’d become brilliant, especially in his use of colour. ‘Those artist mates of his must be rubbing off, or perhaps it’s his teacher.’

‘I don’t think that’s it,’ she said, a knowing smile in place now.

‘What then?’ he asked. ‘Hold on, what’s that look supposed to mean?’

It was her turn to raise her eyebrows. ‘I don’t have a look,’ she said.

‘Yes, you do, smug little minx. Don’t tell me he’s met a girl…’

‘You’d best ask Charlie about that. Where’s my present?’ she demanded then, patting his pockets. ‘Aha!’ She drew it out and it was his turn to watch now as she slid the silver ribbon off with ease and the paper away. ‘What have we here?’

He smiled but he was a little apprehensive too, hoping she’d like his gift as much as he loved hers.

It was a single box and she opened the side to draw out a carefully wrapped object. She undid that to reveal a small crystal-andglass globe with a delicate unicorn inside.

‘Close enough to a brumby,’ he explained, ‘magic horse and all.’

‘It’s beautiful,’ she said breathlessly.

‘It, um, does something,’ he told her, pointing at a small key on the base. She wound it and ‘Für Elise’ tinkled from a tiny instrument within.

‘Oh, Will,’ she said, beginning to cry. ‘My mother’s song…you remembered.’

‘Of course,’ he said, leaning over to softly kiss her cheek, and wiping away a tear just as Tom entered the room.

‘Father in the house,’ Tom teased, pausing with concern as he saw Alice. ‘What’s all this then, love? Why the tears?’

She held up the still-playing globe and he walked over slowly to take it. ‘Will’s gift.’

‘Oh, I see.’ He nodded, emotional now too. ‘Very thoughtful, lad. Very thoughtful indeed.’

The doorbell sounded then and Will offered to get it as Alice gave her father a hug, walking out to open the door to Mari and Charlie, who were laden down with gifts and offerings. Will helped them inside, Christmas greetings abounding.

‘Sit, sit,’ Simona instructed as she walked in with a tray of champagne and glasses, and a bowl of nuts to crack.

‘So early in the day?’ Mari said, amused.

‘It’s after midday,’ Simona said with a wink and no-one complained. It was too hot for tea anyway, that was for certain. Bushfire weather, Tom told them, pointing out plumes of smoke on the horizon.

‘Goodness, I hope it doesn’t ruin anyone’s Christmas. Have you opened some presents already?’ Mari asked, looking at the globe and fanning her face.

‘Just Will’s. Look,’ Alice told her, showing her the music it played. ‘My mother’s favourite.’

‘Oh,’ Mari said. ‘Oh Will, how lovely.’

‘No more tears,’ he ordered, arm around her.

‘I already cried this morning. He gave me a locket engraved with our parents’ initials,’ she told Alice, showing her a pretty silver heart around her neck.

‘Wait till you see what Alice gave me,’ Will told her. ‘Our Charlie has been working hard,’ he added, pointing at the painting.

‘Oh!’ Mari exclaimed again. ‘It’s simply wonderful!’

‘Will you look at that?’ Tom said, coming over to squint at it. ‘That’s just before Eagle Falls – ha! And you’ve actually put in some wedgies and all. Marvellous, Charlie. Truly, just bloody marvellous.’

‘Labour of love,’ Charlie said modestly. Will homed in on his words.

‘Yes, I heard you’ve had recent inspiration. When were you going to tell me about it?’

‘Oho! A lady-love, is it?’ Tom said.

‘Charlie Turner,’ Mari exclaimed and they all looked at him, waiting expectantly.

‘I have absolutely no idea what you’re referring to,’ he told them, but he was blushing and Tom began to laugh.

‘Bloody hell, remind me never to back you in a game of poker.’

‘Oh, leave him alone,’ Alice said, ‘at least until we open the presents and he’s had champagne.’

‘Yes, that’s an excellent plan,’ Will agreed. ‘He’s sure to spill the beans then. Come on, let’s get unwrapping and pouring.’

A merry hour ensued as the presents were given out and Tom was pleased with his new wide-brimmed hat from Will, refusing to take it off despite being indoors. Mari loved her leather-bound journal and quills from Alice and Charlie, who had talked her into attending classes with Alice, and Charlie received a round of applause as he pulled out a brand-new coat from Tom.

‘I really just bought it because your old one looks like something the cat dragged in but now that you’re destined to be a famous artist toffing about town y’gonna need it, I’d say,’ he said, clapping him the back. ‘Really bloody marvellous,’ he muttered again, looking at the painting. ‘Have you ever considered having a benefactor?’

‘Oh, I suppose I could consider it…’ The two fell into conversation in front of the artwork and Alice turned to Mari and Will.

‘Well, it must be nearly time for lunch,’ Alice said. ‘Might just see if Simona wants a hand—’ but she was interrupted by the doorbell. ‘Goodness, who’s that now?’

‘I’ll get it,’ Will said, rushing past, nerves swirling in his guts now. This could either turn out very, very well or end very, very badly.

A minute later he was back and he stood at the dining-room door, clearing his throat, trying not to acknowledge that his entire future depended on this moment.

‘I did have one last present to deliver,’ he told the room, but he was looking at Tom and Alice.

‘Another one?’ she asked but her eyes went wide as he drew back and her brothers walked in, hats in hand.

‘Oh…oh, Harry!’ she cried, rushing forward. ‘Richie!’

Both men opened their arms as their sister fell into them, crying, as Mari and Charlie watched on with Will.

‘Good God,’ Simona said, almost dropping the tray of bread as she swung through the door and spied them, then her gaze drew to Tom. They all looked to him now.

He walked over slowly, his face unreadable as he stood before his sons, then it crumpled as he opened his arms too. ‘You…you came home. Oh, my boys.’

‘Dad,’ Harry said, embracing him now, and Richie’s voice broke as he said and did the same.

‘Why did you…what?’ Alice said, between tears.

‘It was Will’s idea,’ Harry explained, brushing his wet cheeks with one hand. ‘And we thought…you know, seeing as it’s Christmas and all…’

They all turned to Will, and Alice’s voice was a whisper as she spoke. ‘You…you did this?’

‘Merry Christmas,’ he told her with a shrug, but they both knew what this could mean. The risks, the undercurrents, the politics at play; but he believed them when they said they would walk the straight and narrow now. And he was betting on what mattered most: winning Alice’s love by earning her trust, and healing that loyalty-torn heart.

It was Alice’s turn to walk in stunned wonder, and she stood before him now. ‘You brought my family back together…you did this for me?’

It was time to lay it all on the line so he let the words come. ‘I’d do anything for you, Alice. I’ve told you before but now hopefully I’m showing you too: I love you, with all my heart.’

Her beautiful eyes glittered as she simply nodded. ‘Then my answer is yes.’

He scarcely thought he’d heard right. ‘You…you mean…?’

‘Yes, I will marry you, Will. I…I love you too.’

There were gasps and tears and excitement all around them as the others they loved bore witness to the tender scene, but Will saw and heard nothing, drowning in her kiss, filled with wonder that this moment had arrived at last.

A joyful afternoon followed as they celebrated and talked, and more presents were given and the champagne flowed. It was a Christmas Day filled with intense joy as the daughter of the house got engaged and the prodigal sons returned and they literally ate the fatted calf. And the ham. Richie even ate at least a third of the pudding and Alice laughed so hard and looked so happy Will could have cried too if there hadn’t been enough damn tears today.

Then there was dancing and she was in his arms and he couldn’t get enough of staring into those eyes and trying to come to terms with the fact that Alice McIntosh had just said ‘yes’, after all these months of longing and pinning everything on a singular hope.

The new year would bring work again, obstacles and rethinking, politics and decisions to be made, but he would have her throughout it all now, his beautiful bride. Compared to that, everything else seemed to fade.

Will held her close as the sun burnt in a red ball behind the gum trees across the street, and the kookaburras broke into glorious song. How incredible to consider that less than a year ago he’d arrived in this country filled with blind ambition, seeking to manifest opportunity and the subsequent power it afforded for justice, money, even political fame, little knowing there was a greater fortune lying in wait. For Alice McIntosh was destined to be his true opportunity for happiness; her love the only power that would ever really matter, now, and for the rest of his days.


Part Six

Gold


Thirty

Melbourne, 25 January 1881

Harry tapped his feet, looking at the door, nervous now that the day had come.

‘You can change your mind,’ Richie said.

‘Nuh, this is the best way to do it, Will’s right. I just hate lawyers.’

‘Better than the bastards who dish the law out.’

‘They keep these blokes in business, anyway,’ Harry said, running sweaty palms down his knees now. ‘Let’s just hope they get us off, and this over and done with, fast.’

The door opened then, as if the man had heard him, and Harry and Richie stood as one, looking up at Mr Jack Brannigan with surprise. Will had mentioned he was tall, but not this tall. He fairly dwarfed them both, and the brothers nudged six foot in bare feet. He was skinny too, perhaps thinner than any man Harry had met before. He reminded him of a stripling gum, being quite grey in pallor, but he shook their hands heartily enough, introduced himself and invited them in. He put Harry at immediate ease with his genial manner, offering tea and biscuits and an ashtray should they care to smoke. They both lit one immediately and he leant back in his chair, long arms behind his head as he perused them.

‘Well, I’ve had a look at your situation and there’s one or two problems,’ he said, coming straight to the point, ‘but I’m fairly confident we’ll be able to sort this all out. A textbook case of self-defence is what we’ll go for, and if we hold the trial in Bright there’s enough people who’ll testify against Sergeant Fletcher for you not to be too worried about all this.’ He paused, flicking through a few papers on his desk as the brothers breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Are the other fellows involved going to want to clear their names too?’

‘We, ah, haven’t discussed it with them,’ Harry said.

‘Can’t afford a lawyer?’ he asked knowingly.

‘No,’ Harry lied. They could, of course, but they had a string of offences on their records, with the exception of Stevo, and wouldn’t be keen to go anywhere near a courthouse. Not that Jack Brannigan need ever know about that.

‘I might be able to work something out for them. I’d have to look into each man’s criminal history though,’ he said astutely. ‘If they have too colourful a past that could go against you. I’d suggest separate trial days, if that’s the case, but it would be best if you all tried to clear your names at roughly the same time.’

‘There’s some marks against them,’ Harry conceded. ‘Let us broach it with them first. They don’t even know we’re here.’

‘Your father knows, though,’ Jack confirmed, and they both nodded.

‘Yes, he does.’ He’d been surprisingly good about the news that they’d got themselves in further trouble with the law, especially when he heard who it was with and why.

‘Bloody Fletcher’s been beating on prisoners for years before he moved over from Geelong, or so I’ve heard,’ he’d told them. ‘I hope you gave him a decent right there, Harry, m’boy.’

To say his father had been pleased to have them home was an understatement; he’d been positively busting with joviality since Christmas Day, and Harry blessed the day Will Worthington came into their lives. The Englishman was even good enough for Alice, and that was really saying something, from their point of view, and now it seemed he knew a thing or two about choosing a decent lawyer.

‘You’re really supposed to see a solicitor first, then a barrister – that’s me, but I can swing something there. I’d say it would be best to get this over and done with as soon as possible and go straight to trial. Let’s get things organised for next week, if that’s all right. Sunday best and make sure the whole family attends.’

Jack continued on in the same vein before asking for blow-by-blow descriptions of every single moment of the actual day of the crime until he reached what he said was his final point of discussion.

‘The judge and jury like to believe that if they don’t convict you, you’ll go on to do worthy, important things. What are your plans after this?’

‘Dad wants us to join him in the armed escort business,’ Richie told him. It hadn’t been hard to put the idea in his head, actually, especially when they’d impressed him by telling him they’d managed to save up and purchase their own carriage too. Both brothers were excited to pretty much take over running an expanded McIntosh Armed Escort soon, with Will turning his sights towards serious political aspirations and business deals. It looked to be a big year ahead for the entire family but Jack was a little concerned about how they should present their new jobs to the judge and jury.

‘Perhaps don’t emphasise the “armed” part, and make it sound more of a security business, and make sure they understand that you’re protecting the innocent from outlaws, not because you’re familiar with the type, but because you’re familiar with the decent hardworking middle class you were raised among. They should eat that up.’

Harry liked the way the man’s mind worked.

‘Right, that seems to be just about it. Don’t lose too much sleep over this, fellas. I’ll be in contact and will confirm the day with you soon enough.’

Harry and Richie stood and thanked him, leaving the man’s office and heading out into the street.

‘Day’s pretty much a write-off now. Want to head to the pub for a beer?’ Harry suggested.

‘Sure,’ Richie said, and they crossed the road to have one at Mac’s Hotel. It was a popular establishment and there were many others crowding the bar for a lunchtime ale, workers and suited gentleman alike. Funny how the place drew such diverse clientele, Harry reflected, but after all, it was named after a man who spent time in all kinds of society, Captain Melville, a roguish gentleman bushranger. Richie pointed at a picture of him on the wall and grinned at the irony as he lined up to buy drinks and read various plaques while he waited.

‘Miners used to love this place – there was a tent city all around it, and the gold escorts often stayed here,’ Richie told him as they found some bar stools. ‘They even have a lock-up downstairs.’

‘Might come in handy,’ Harry said, sipping his beer. ‘Funny how this is the pub we walked into.’

‘Good day all round so far. I like that Jack.’

Harry nodded. ‘He’s got his head screwed on, all right. We’ll have our work cut out for us, trying to talk the boys into handing themselves in too.’

‘Especially considering recent events,’ Richie said quietly. Neither had felt comfortable when they’d heard of a McIntosh convoy hold-up on Christmas Eve, the day after they’d left home. Ivan left to his own devices was dangerous, and seizing leadership would be the first thing on his mind. ‘Funny how it was one of Dad’s.’

‘Yes, funny that,’ Harry said. Ivan didn’t have any of Alice’s information to go by, Harry had burnt that weeks ago, but he was observant enough to watch for patterns in convoys and reckless enough to take any chance he saw. As for any sense of loyalty to the McIntoshes, well, that was of course beyond a man like that. More likely he was intentionally targeting their family’s business to stir the pot. ‘Whito and Chappy won’t let him get too carried away,’ Harry said, trying to reassure himself as well as his brother, but they both knew how crafty Ivan could be.

‘Still, we’d best get back up there sooner rather than later.’

‘Agreed,’ Harry said, taking another sip. ‘Let’s make this a last hurrah.’

‘I’d like to but, er…actually, Mari wanted me to take her into town to look at bridesmaid material this afternoon,’ Richie said sheepishly and Harry choked a little.

‘Bridesmaid material?’ he spluttered.

‘You know, for the wedding and all,’ he finished lamely, red-faced now.

‘You sneaky bastard,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I was going to have a crack at courting her myself when we got back.’

‘Hey, all’s fair in love and war. You said yourself I was going to have to up my game.’

‘Yeah, well, you’ve upped your game all right, fast-bowled straight past me and left me caught behind. Where am I supposed to find a woman like that?’

‘Just follow Alice and Will about town. They know every socialite in Melbourne.’

‘What the hell am I supposed to do with some stuck-up socialite?’

‘Corrupt her?’ Richie suggested with such an infectious grin Harry had to laugh.

‘I suppose it’s one way to pass the time.’

‘There’s some big do at Government House tomorrow, actually. Mari wants to go and I was going to ask if I could escort her,’ Richie told him, pausing to drink. ‘Will and Alice are coming too, why don’t you tag along?’

‘Nuh, not really my scene. I think I’ll travel up to the mountains with Charlie this weekend though – maybe even see if I can get a glimpse of this mystery woman of his while I’m there.’

‘Maybe she’s got a friend,’ Richie suggested, grin returning. ‘A lovely country lass partial to drying her hair in the sun.’

Harry pretended to drink thoughtfully, leaning back on the wall. ‘Sounds like just my cup of tea.’


Thirty-One

Government House, Melbourne, 26 January 1881

Alice was trying to focus on what Governor Normanby was saying to Will but it was distracting when Richie was asking Mari to dance and her future sister-in-law was blushing so. It made Alice’s own heart sing, to see her so happy at last. Perhaps there’d be two weddings this year, at the rate things were going.

Looking over at her handsome fiancé, for her part, things were going very, very well. Like a dream, in fact. All her Christmases had truly come at once when he’d brought peace back to her family, and never had she felt happier than when she’d realised that he was the one behind it, and her brothers were destined to live honest lives. Watching her father brought to tears when he saw them, and his subsequent happiness to have them home warmed her heart, and it felt incredible to think they’d run the armed escort business together. All her worrying about turning spy and handing over those figures, let alone what they were planning to do with them, had been for naught, and the future looked very bright – once this impending court case was out of the way.

Looking over at Richie now, you wouldn’t suspect he had to face a judge and jury next Wednesday, but it put her at ease that he didn’t seem too worried. Will had assured her it should be fine as well, and that they’d make a bit of a holiday of it when they went up to watch the two of them be acquitted, but as a protective sister she still worried. Not this evening, though. Tonight was all about celebrating the anniversary of British colonisation ninety-three years ago, and it also just happened to be Will’s birthday: the twenty-sixth of January.

The governor had used the occasion to hold a horse-racing event, no great surprise once you spent ten minutes in the man’s company. A ‘whip of the highest order’, one society toff had told her. ‘Shaves the paint off the gates when he drives his carriage through.’ Alice just hoped he wouldn’t do any damage to them, or anything else in this fine place.

It really was a beautiful building, with exquisite gardens, and she had her fingers crossed she’d be able to talk the governor’s wife, the marchioness, into allowing her to hold her wedding reception here. The ballroom they stood in was reputedly the largest in the British Empire, not that Alice cared about that. She just loved the architecture and the beautiful gold and pale blue panelling and archways, and if she couldn’t manage to drag Melbourne society up to her beloved mountains, she supposed she might as well impress them by having it here. It would certainly improve Will’s chances of being elected a member of parliament. A ‘not guilty’ verdict for her brothers would help too.

‘Rounds corners so fast the wheels spin in the air but she’s sturdy enough to handle it. Excellent suspension, you see,’ Normanby was saying as he entertained the group around them with his opinions on the latest carriages on display at the races today. The men were all engaged, discussing speed and design with relish, and not averse to joining in the women’s gossip about whose coachmen’s livery best matched the interiors and furnishings, and whether or not Mrs So-and-so’s carriage had a clock or cut glass tumblers inside.

It was boring small talk, of course, but Alice didn’t mind. Once Will was done hobnobbing they could dance, and drink more champagne, before celebrating his birthday more intimately in their own carriage late tonight. The thought made her smile and he caught her eye as she did so, obviously reading her mind if the smouldering look that crossed his own was any indication.

‘Good Lord, as if the rest of us aren’t already dying of envy, Alice McIntosh,’ Louise Williams said in her ear, stopping beside her. ‘Stop making eyes at that fiancé of yours before he melts into the rug, for goodness sake.’

Alice giggled, not minding the woman’s candour. Louise was a terrible gossip but she did make her laugh at times.

‘I have no idea what you mean.’

‘Rubbish, you’re barely standing upright yourself with the look he just sent you back. Just settle down before my Randolph gets any ideas.’ Alice tried not to giggle again at the thought of the overly eager and rather awkward Randolph Williams trying to send his wife seductive looks across the room.

‘Now, what’s all this I hear about some ridiculous trial up in Bright for those brothers of yours?’

‘Farcical,’ Alice said, drinking her champagne and attempting a bored tone. ‘Really, some of these policemen in the country have absolutely nothing else to do than bully youngsters and try to incite men to commit crime. Harry quite rightly defended some poor lad and they plastered his and Richie’s faces on wanted posters all over the countryside.’

‘No!’ Louise said, eyes sparkling at the deliciousness of the gossip she would relay, spurring Alice on.

‘You won’t believe this but they actually put the poor young fellow’s horse on a poster too.’

Louise cackled at that. ‘His horse? Oh, oh, it’s too funny really, and too stupid for words. How on earth are they supposed to identify one animal from the next?’

‘Preposterous,’ Alice agreed, her amusement feigned now. Louise didn’t last long after that, eager to pepper that information around and Alice moved on to find Marchioness Normanby, but she was waylaid by a hand on hers and another on her waist as Will sailed her onto the dance floor instead.

‘Now, how did you manage that?’ she said, breathless as she gazed up at him.

‘I’m a politician, remember. Always looking out for the right place, right time.’

‘I have important wedding business to attend to,’ she pretended to scold.

‘Not as important as the wedding business I’m going to practise with you tonight,’ he murmured in her ear, and she sent him another one of their secret smiles.

‘Behave.’

‘Hmm,’ he murmured again. ‘I’ve got wedding news for you, actually. Normanby said his wife had managed to organise for you to hold the reception here, so no need for you to run away. You can stay right here and thank me instead.’

‘Oh, how wonderful,’ Alice said, genuinely pleased, but with a hint of disappointment she’d never have the alpine wedding she’d always dreamt of.

‘You sure about that? You sound a little less than overjoyed.’

‘No, no, I am. Of course.’

‘Alice?’ he queried, studying her now.

‘It’s silly, really,’ she confessed. ‘It’s just that when I was young my mother used to call me Wildflower, mainly because I was off in nature half the time, running barefoot and wild. I had it in my girlhood head I would get married among the wildflowers one day, especially when I saw the mountains come alive with them in spring.’

‘We could get married up there, I don’t mind,’ he offered. ‘You know I love the High Country too.’

‘I know you do. I also know it’s more important we use the wedding to promote you, future member of parliament.’

‘This is your wedding Alice…’

‘…and this is your career, Will. No, I’m more than happy with this beautiful venue. It’s a girl’s dream come true.’

‘Not your dream, though, Wildflower.’

Alice gazed at him, loving the sound of him saying it. ‘That doesn’t matter any more. You’re my dream now.’

Then the orchestra chose that minute to play Chopin, as if to confirm it.

Will didn’t think it would be possible to love Alice more but the intensity of his feelings just continued to grow every time they were together, culminating tonight, on his twenty-fifth birthday. Not only was she radiant in a soft gold dress that sheathed her body like a goddess, she was navigating this room like a professional politician herself, charming the men, flattering the wives, feeding the gossips to her brother’s advantage and now selling her own youthful dream to better his standing. To say he adored her for it wasn’t enough, and he would be doing something to make amends.

Alice’s generous and kind nature was just one of many reasons he’d finally decided to take his equally good sister’s advice and let his vengeance for Chrystelle Amour go. Looking at the way things were turning out for Mari, she’d likely be moving on and potentially marrying soon herself, if not to Richie, although he would certainly approve if she did so, to someone else. She hardly needed avenging any more. Besides, the business tips and subsequent dealings he had in the works, coupled with his wages and likely new appointment, were starting to add up and he’d soon be a wealthy man whom she could rely on, if need be.

Chrystelle no longer mattered to him, the family money she’d been bequeathed now just another lesson in life, for he was making his own fortune in this wondrous country. And, even though that was as changeable and unpredictable as an alpine day, he was learning to ride the wind like the wedge-tailed eagles. To trust enough to hold on to Alice and simply fall.

He’d changed his mind about politics too, not seeing it as a means to power so much as an opportunity to make change, and he was inspired by Harry and Richie’s experiences to take a good hard look at rural justice when the time came. This trial next week would be of special interest and, looking over at Normanby, the man who’d signed Ned Kelly’s death warrant, he figured he could use the experience to begin trying to understand just what led so many people to crime in country Victoria. Indeed, just how justified many of the allegations and charges were that resulted from the often seemingly corrupt police force. It was a subject that had fascinated him since he’d been involved in McIntosh Armed Escort and he was excited to see what impact he could make in addressing injustice, living a life that mattered for others, not just himself. Yet another change that Alice had inspired.

There was a pause in the dancing now and a young lady came forward to sing, introduced by Normanby as a local student named Nellie Melba, performing a nationalistic song that had been growing in popularity, ‘Advance Australia Fair’. She was a pretty girl but she looked scared half to death, yet once she began to sing it electrified the room.

It was a long song, four verses in all, and Will watched Alice’s face as she became further entranced with each note.

‘Enjoyed it, did you?’ he asked once it ended to enthusiastic applause.

‘Very much. She’s a talented young lady, although I’m not so sure only Australia’s sons should be rejoicing. Her daughters are rather fortunate to live here too.’

‘Well, considering you just referred to the whole country as female I’d say you and the composer are even,’ Will said as they resumed their dance.

‘I suppose it’s one of the many things you can change if you run the place,’ she said, lowering her voice to a whisper now. ‘Make sure you get women the vote too. There’re a few fools in here I wouldn’t mind tossing out. Matching livery indeed. What about violent policemen putting up wanted posters for horses?’

Will laughed, whispering back, ‘I think I’d better keep you away from those bluestockings at university, especially if you’re going to start being this brutally honest in polite society.’

‘Perhaps we should go somewhere less polite,’ she suggested now, giving him one of those looks that had been driving him wild all day.

‘I vote in the affirmative on that.’

They collected their things and made their farewells, Alice saying the perfect thing to every person, every time, and Will reflected she really was going to make the consummate politician’s wife because she realised navigating high society was, truly, just a game. One that she played effortlessly because she was learning, as was he, all the effort was worth it when it gave you the power to change the rules.


Thirty-Two

Beechworth, Victoria, 28 January 1881

The feathers were floating and Charlie was mesmerised, as always. He hated the fact that she didn’t know he knew, hated the fact that other men lusted after her too, and in a palpable current of desire as the music trailed with the scarlet plumes across her body. Yet he was the only one that really knew her, the true Miss Love, his snow angel, his wanton muse. His Chrys. Infatuation warred with jealousy and it was slowly turning his passion for her into an obsession. But it was impossible to stay away and so he came, week after week, to watch, and burn.

Harry had ridden up with him but had said he wanted to lie low from the law, and didn’t want any trouble this close to the trial, so fortunately he was off meeting a mate at a little hidden-away pub tonight. Charlie was glad he didn’t have to share this with his friend, at least. He wasn’t sure he could quite bear that. The show was reaching its climax now and he waited, breath held with the rest of the crowd, as she disappeared behind the screen and tortured them until that final moment when her hand dropped. The room erupted, as usual, and Charlie knew her audiences wouldn’t tire of this performance any time soon. For as long as such captivating eroticism was on offer they would come.

He watched her take her bow, seething internally as men called out invitations, before grabbing his coat to leave. The fresh air soothed him and Charlie walked briskly, breathing it deep into his lungs as he rounded the corner to where they would rendezvous. She’d be a while but that was a good thing, he knew, allowing him time to calm himself down and rationalise his thoughts.

Following her that first night had been rash and impulsive, ending in a real-life fantasy beyond his wildest hopes, but even then he’d accepted who she was and what she did. He didn’t judge her for it, nor consider her cheap. On the contrary he considered her a performer of the highest quality, a creative soul much like himself. How could he possibly condemn her for it when it had awakened his own abilities, taught his brush to find colour at last? It was art, not smut, and to turn possessive over it rendered him a hypocrite. Yet he was also a man in love; desperate, all-consuming love, and all the reasoning in the world couldn’t change the primal desire to have her all to himself.

Charlie sighed, taking out a cigarette and lighting it, focusing on the fact that for the rest of the night he would have exactly that, her full and undivided attention as he wined and dined her in a quiet restaurant before ravishing her beautiful body in her hotel room tonight. That she had to sneak him in for the sake of propriety only added to the erotic brand of their relationship. All part of the private show that was, in reality, no mere performance.

Yes, he was the luckiest of men, and to allow jealousy to poison what they shared was pathetic and surely beneath him; besides, she had her reasons for doing what she did, he reminded himself, thinking of her son. He admired the Irish country girl within her for being independent, and brave enough to provide for her child in a rugged place on the other side of the world.

Having sorted through his roiling emotions he was impatient to see her now, wondering what new stage their relationship would move to tonight. Perhaps it was time for honesty and he’d find the courage to admit he knew what she did here in Beechworth on a Friday night, but illogically he was holding out the hope that she would simply confess it, as unlikely as that seemed. Either way, sooner or later that secret had to come out, and he was holding on to the hope that, once it did, it would lessen some of this angst he was feeling, almost like they performed her act together. United in the deeper understanding that it was just that: an act. Something they both chose for her to do for her child’s sake.

Charlie threw his cigarette away and peered down the street, wondering where she was, when a voice sounded from behind.

‘Hello, Charlie.’ It was a man and Charlie turned, aghast to see it was Harry, hands in pockets. Slightly inebriated and with a knowing grin in place. ‘Well, well, well, you are one for secrets, aren’t you?’

‘What are you doing here?’ Charlie said, trying to hide his nervousness and looking around for any signs of Chrys arriving.

‘You’re a shocking liar, you know. I figured you were up to something but I didn’t see that coming – erotic dancer from the east, you know it’s the quiet ones you have to watch,’ he said, sending him a cat-got-the-mouse smile.

‘You were spying on me?’

‘Yep. Couldn’t resist finding out what you were up to and holy heck, was it ever worth it,’ he said, still grinning. ‘But why all the secrecy? I won’t tell your lady-love. What-ho, is this her?’

Charlie turned to see Chrys approach, beautiful as ever and conservative in a white blouse and green skirt, yet wearing a wary expression as she looked at Harry.

‘Chrys,’ Charlie said, doffing his hat and kissing her cheek before taking her arm protectively, hoping to God Harry wouldn’t recognise her in any way. He didn’t seem to but he looked thoughtful, like he was trying to place her in his mind, yet he nodded politely enough, bowing as Charlie made the introduction.

‘Chrys, may I introduce Harry McIntosh, a good friend of mine. Harry, this is my…friend, Chrys.’ It was an awkward introduction, made worse by the fact that he could hardly say her last name, ‘Love’, if indeed that’s what it even was. They all seemed to feel it but fortunately Chrys broke the ice.

‘How do you do, Harry.’

‘Very well, thank you, very well. So you’re the reason our Charlie keeps disappearing so often? I can’t say I blame him,’ Harry said, all charm, but he was studying her closely and Charlie knew he had to steer her away fast.

‘Yes, well, it was good to run into you but we really must be off to dinner,’ Charlie said, putting his hat back on.

‘So soon?’ Harry said. ‘Surely you’ve time for a quick drink. I don’t think I’m going to find better company around here tonight, nor lovelier,’ he added with a wink. He was trying to stir him up, Charlie knew, rising to the bait despite that knowledge.

‘I think the kitchen closes at nine,’ Charlie said shortly.

‘Hmmm, food, an even better idea. Mind if I join you?’ It would be too rude to refuse now and Harry knew it as he smiled at them both, palms out.

‘Of course,’ Chrys said politely. ‘The chicken is very good.’

‘Haven’t had some decent chicken in an age,’ Harry told her as they set off down the street. ‘What do they serve it with? Dumplings?’

He chatted and charmed all the way there and throughout the ordering process, winning over the waitress quickly and getting them all wine with impressive alacrity, and Charlie started to relax a little. Chrys seemed less wary too, although still quite guarded compared to the girl he’d come to know.

‘So where do you live in town?’ Harry asked her now.

‘Actually, I live near Bright,’ she said.

‘Oh? I know the area well. Whereabouts, exactly?’

Chrys’s eyes shifted like she didn’t really want to answer and Charlie realised he’d never asked that question himself, oddly enough. They’d parted ways at Bright that first night and since then they’d always met here.

‘Wandiligong.’

‘No! I was there just a few months ago with my brother Richie and our friend Will,’ he told her. ‘Pretty place. So what were you doing in Beechworth tonight that kept poor Charlie waiting?’

It was another perfectly normal question to ask and Chrys didn’t miss a beat, although he noticed she clutched her napkin in her lap.

‘I waitress in town.’ It was the first time she’d mentioned her job, a bold-faced lie.

‘Really?’ he said, as their food arrived. Overhearing her, the girl serving gave her a curious look and Harry noticed it. Harry always noticed everything.

‘It’s a quiet little place and not as fine as this, I’m afraid. Wait until you taste this chicken,’ she said, smiling and nodding at the waitress who tentatively smiled back, casting one last look over Harry before leaving.

‘Looks delicious,’ Harry said, tucking in. ‘Can’t be too terrible a job, I suppose, giving people pleasure for a living.’ He said it innocently enough but Charlie coughed a little with his wine.

‘Yes, I suppose it’s quite satisfying.’

‘A pity you have to work, though. Must be tempting to sit around gazing out at the mountains living in Wandiligong,’ Harry continued between mouthfuls, slicing more chicken and devouring his meal.

‘I’m afraid I have little time for that. I have a baby to care for.’

‘Chrys is a widow,’ Charlie explained.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that,’ Harry said, pausing mid-fork. ‘Must be so hard on your own.’

‘I have a companion, Deidre, and we’re lucky enough to be renting a nice farm, so in all I’ve been lucky, for the most part.’

Harry was staring at her now and took a long sip of wine. ‘What do you mean “for the most part”?’

She hesitated, and Charlie wondered what secret she was holding back now. ‘We were robbed on our arrival. Held up by bushrangers who found the money we were going to live on hidden in my baby’s bassinet. If we still had that, I wouldn’t have to work,’ she said, with a pained shrug. ‘I could sit and stare at the mountains all day long, just as you said.’

‘You…have to work because you were held up?’ Charlie said, incredulous. ‘Who robbed you?’

‘They never found them,’ she said, her eyes sad as she looked over, but with a fair bit of anger dancing in their depths too. ‘Their leader had a large black horse though, a terrifying-looking animal, and they called the man Lightning.’

Charlie stared at her, appalled that she’d endured such an ordeal, the possessiveness of earlier now morphing into a protective instinct. ‘Oh, my poor girl,’ he said, taking her hand and kissing her fingers softly. It brought tears to her eyes but she tried to dismiss them.

‘Anyway, that’s all in the past now,’ she said, attempting a smile. ‘Although the funny thing was that he said he wouldn’t take anything I couldn’t live without, but I couldn’t live the life I had planned without that money. He changed everything when he took it away.’

‘Yes,’ Charlie said, quietly furious now, ‘he did.’ He glanced over at Harry then, noticing he’d gone oddly quiet. He looked shocked, and there was something else on his face Charlie couldn’t quite read.

‘Perhaps they’ll find them one day,’ Charlie said, turning back to her.

‘Yes, perhaps, although there’ve been no more reports of the man on that horse staging any hold-ups,’ she told them, sipping her wine.

‘But you think he will,’ Charlie guessed as determination crossed her features.

‘Yes,’ she said, twirling her glass. ‘They say Lightning never strikes twice but I’m betting he’ll do it again, eventually.’

‘And if he does and he gets caught you might get your money back,’ Charlie realised. ‘You’ve lived up here a long time, Harry, what do you think? Do these types of men ever retire after a big heist or is it a case of once a bushranger always a bushranger?’

‘Depends,’ Harry said, serious as he studied them both now, his dinner discarded.

‘On what?’

‘On whether or not he can live without it.’ He stood then, throwing some money on the table. ‘Excuse me, but I’m afraid I’ve intruded on your evening long enough. Very nice to meet you, Chrys. Charlie,’ he said with a nod, and with that he was gone, a serious, absorbed version of the cheerful if inquisitive man he’d been only moments before, and Chrys turned to Charlie.

‘I’m afraid I’ve said the wrong thing.’

‘No, no, he just thinks a lot, is all. He’s probably worried for you and wondering how he can help or who might know the men who robbed you,’ Charlie said. ‘A lot of his friends are a bit on the shady side and could perhaps shed some light on things.’

‘Why would he do that for a stranger?’ she said, looking over to the door where he’d disappeared.

‘Because you’re no stranger to me,’ Charlie said, taking her hand once more. ‘Besides he’s ridiculously generous. Gave me my horse after knowing me only a few hours.’

‘Truly? He gave you Sketch?’ she said, smiling now. She’d fallen in love with her just like Alice had and often petted and cooed to her, to the point that Charlie had become rather jealous.

Charlie played with her hand. ‘Without Sketch I never would have talked to you in the stables and ridden over to Bright…and been asked to do a portrait by firelight,’ he said slowly, tracing each finger with his own, and she sucked in her breath. ‘So without Harry I suppose we never would have met.’

‘Well, in that case,’ she said softly, moving close, ‘I suppose we owe him quite a debt.’

Charlie couldn’t resist stealing a quick kiss, needing her now, but not quite finished with the subject at hand.

‘I wish you’d told me about the robbery before. I will try to help you recover your money, Chrys, it’s an outrage you’ve been forced to work because of this man, taking you away from your baby and having to traipse over here at night.’

‘I don’t…really mind,’ she said, staring down at their still-joined hands.

‘Don’t you?’ he said, lifting her chin and looking in her eyes, suddenly seizing the moment to let the truth come free. ‘Chrys, I know.’

‘You know what?’ she whispered, fear there now.

‘I know what work you do. I saw you, that first night,’ he confessed, heart thudding hard. ‘I…I followed you.’

‘You followed me?’ she repeated, incredulous.

‘Yes.’ If this was going to be the moment of truth it might as well be the lot.

‘I…I can’t…’ She shook her head from side to side, frowning now and pulling her hand away. ‘You mean you just wanted… and I gave…’

‘I never expected anything,’ he told her, but she was standing and making her way to the door now. Charlie quickly added to the money Harry had left on their table and rushed to follow her past the now-gaping waitress.

‘Get away from me,’ she said, as he struggled to keep up.

‘Chrys, hear me out—’

‘No. Just leave me alone.’ She walked on more quickly now and he jogged to get in front.

‘Give me a moment to explain and I will,’ he begged. ‘Just one minute, Chrys, please.’

She stood still in the darkened street then, glaring though unshed tears in the moonlight. ‘You watched me then you followed me. What possible reason can you give me for that, other than pure lust?’

‘What do you think every man there feels, when you perform? You need us to feel it, your job is to make us feel it.’

‘But not act on it, Charlie.’

‘I never expected anything!’ he said again, arms wide. ‘I just wanted to meet you. I let you tie my hands together, remember? I even gave you the chance to change your mind at the last minute.’

‘You knew what I do and you figured I’d be…be a professional at it. And so I was, I suppose,’ she admitted, angry, but seemingly at her herself now.

‘You never admitted anything, so neither did I.’

‘I trusted you…’

‘Not enough for that.’

She turned her head to the side, hands on hips now. ‘How many men do you know who would accept what I do and take me at all seriously in a relationship?’

Charlie came to stand closer. ‘I know I do. I’ve never been more serious about someone in my life.’

She shook her head, tears beginning to fall now. ‘You won’t be able to stand it. It’ll get to you eventually, the other men and their leering. It’ll crawl under your skin and you’ll become jealous… and you’ll hurt me.’

‘I could never, ever hurt you,’ he said, taking her hand. ‘I’d rather die.’

She stared at him, her beautiful brown eyes sorrowful. ‘I know you think that now, Charlie, but it’ll turn to hurt in the end. The way men look at me will eat at you, it probably already does but you won’t admit it,’ she said, and he felt the flinch of guilt. ‘You’ll hate me for it eventually. It’d be unnatural for you not to feel that way.’

Charlie traced her hair back and cupped her face. ‘So I won’t watch.’

Chrys shook her head. ‘You’ll still know. So long as I do this job and you’re aware I’m doing it we cannot be together, Charlie, I’m sorry.’

‘So…so get a different job.’

She let out a harsh laugh. ‘Don’t you think I wouldn’t be doing this unless I had to? We had to live in tiny, filthy boxes above the pub when we first got here. Women haven’t got many prospects in this country, Charlie. If you don’t have any money you either live dirt poor and work for a pittance or you do the only thing that pays well.’

‘But…but if it’s just money in your way I can support you,’ he said, grabbing her hands. ‘Marry me, Chrys, let me look after you all.’

She shook her head, fresh tears forming. ‘It won’t work, Charlie. I suppose I should have told you more about my life but you were a dream and I didn’t want to wake up…’ She took a deep breath. ‘Truth is, this makes a lot of money and the pub owner has paid me well in advance to secure my shows, enough to put a down payment on the farm we’re renting, the one I was supposed to buy in full on arrival,’ she told him. ‘It was our original plan, Deidre and I, to run a vineyard, liquid gold we’ve heard people say,’ and Charlie heard Tom’s words echo from a year ago.

‘Opportunity,’ he murmured.

‘Yes, that’s exactly what it is. The vines are in the ground and in four years’ time we can begin selling wine but it won’t get good for a few years more. It won’t yield a decent profit for a long time yet, Charlie, and until then we have to hold on…and this is the only way. Your teacher wages won’t come close to paying that mortgage, don’t you see?’

‘But…but you don’t need to stick to that plan, we could live in a little cottage somewhere, we could get by…’

‘Four people in a tiny place, struggling on an art teacher’s wages? No,’ she shook her head resolutely, ‘I won’t live a life of poverty again, Charlie, I saw what it did to my own parents when…When the sweetness of love dies it’s a soulless existence…’ She said it so sadly Charlie’s heart broke.

‘You love me?’

‘How can I not? But it won’t be enough,’ she said, crying now, ‘and I have to do this for Dolph, don’t you see? He can’t live like that, poverty destroys people.’ She shook her head then. ‘I’m sorry, Charlie. Sorrier than you’ll ever know.’

He drew her close, frightened now. ‘But…but you’re my world now, Chrys, my passion, my heart. I love you so much,’ he said, burying his face in her hair.

‘I love you too.’ She sobbed the words, stroking his head and crying now. ‘Too much to let it wither and die if we became each other’s lot in life, and too much to destroy you if we continue on like this. Too much, Charlie,’ she told him, crying, ‘too, too much. I can’t be the one to poison your good heart.’

‘I should never have told you,’ he said, despairing.

‘I was living a lie, we both were, we can’t just pretend our way along. I can’t belong to you, not when I belong to a thousand other men every Friday night.’

‘It’s just an act, Chrys, a performance, what we have is real…’

‘Everything we feel is real. That’s why it can’t work, Charlie, not while I’m also Miss Love.’

She kissed him then, regret and finality in the warm, brief touch, and then she was gone, his arms empty, his heart aching as he called after her.

‘I’ll find him, Chrys, I’ll track that Lightning down, or find the money you need somehow. There must be a way.’

But she was gone, into the dark, footsteps fading away, and Charlie was alone. More alone than he’d ever imagined he could feel, and already desperately plotting a way to set things right. For there was money in this land, more opportunities in her earth, gold on her surface; benefactors and opportunities, and bushrangers with pocketfuls of the stolen stuff.

Chrys had given him the greatest gifts of his life: passion, colour, love. No amount of gold, liquid or otherwise, would stop him from claiming those for good, not now that he knew where the truest of fortunes lay.


Thirty-Three

Eagle Falls, 29 January 1881

‘Stop pacing,’ Richie said. ‘You haven’t stopped since I got here.’

Harry ignored him, turning to retrace his steps across the clearing where they were to rendezvous with Charlie that morning.

‘If only I’d known,’ he said again.

‘But you didn’t know. How could you?’

‘It was everything she had.’

‘She’s got a home…’

‘Yeah, and how’s she affording that? I’ll tell you something for nothing, brother, she’s no waitress. I don’t know what she’s doing to make ends meet but it isn’t something she’s willing to admit.’

Richie frowned, flicking his cigarette. ‘Do you think Charlie knows that?’

‘No. Maybe. Actually, I’m not sure.’

‘Not like you to miss picking up on something like that.’

‘Well, I was a little bit distracted by the fact I’ve ruined the girl’s life,’ Harry said pointedly. ‘Shit, shit, shit. If only I’d known,’ he said again.

‘What if we told Charlie we know who did it and started paying it back on their behalf, a little at a time?’

‘Without raising his suspicion? I doubt Charlie would be that daft. Besides, it’s not much security for her, getting payments from an incognito bushranger. I doubt she’d quit her job over that.’

‘Whatever it is.’

Harry just looked at him now, the guilt intensifying as Charlie’s whistle sounded from below.

‘One thing’s for sure, you can never tell him it was you. Let’s just hope he doesn’t start thinking too hard about the big black horse she described.’

Charlie was within sight now and Harry nodded. ‘Just as well she said he was terrifying. Charlie would never think of Thunder that way.’ He raised his hand and waved. ‘God, I feel like the lowest bastard on earth.’

But about a minute later he felt even worse than that. Charlie looked terrible, like he hadn’t slept all night, and it was immediately clear something was terribly wrong.

‘What’s up, mate?’ Richie said as Charlie dismounted and took off his hat, running his hand through his hair.

‘Smoke first,’ he said and Harry offered him one as Charlie sat down heavily on a fallen tree trunk. ‘She said it’s over,’ he began, ‘but it won’t be. It can’t.’

‘What happened?’ Harry said, sitting too. ‘You looked so happy together.’

Charlie sighed, a deep, despairing sound, and his eyes were red-rimmed, hand shaking visibly as he smoked. ‘I can’t really tell you why. It’s complicated.’

‘I think I might have some idea,’ Harry said carefully. ‘It’s something to do with her work, isn’t it?’

Charlie looked at him, taken aback. ‘How do you know that?’

‘The waitress last night looked surprised when she said that’s what she does. Figured she’d know most of the other waitresses in town.’

‘Right,’ Charlie said. ‘You never miss a beat, do you?’

‘Sometimes,’ Harry said quietly. ‘So what is it she really does?’

‘She’s…’ Charlie paused, struggling to get the words out.

‘It’s all right, mate. We’re not ones to judge,’ Richie assured him.

‘Does she work at the pub?’ Harry guessed.

‘More than that,’ Charlie admitted, drawing heavily on his cigarette before elaborating. ‘She’s that feather dancer, Miss Love.’

‘Holy shit,’ Harry said and Richie looked from one to the other.

‘Who’s that?’

‘Only the most popular performer in rural Victoria right now, I’d say,’ Harry told him, patting his pockets for the leaflet he’d collected the night before and handing it over. ‘Can’t believe it’s her,’ he said, still shocked. ‘But hold on, she only told you that last night, after seeing you every weekend all these months?’

‘She only admitted it last night. I’d known from the first,’ Charlie said. ‘In fact I followed her, after the show, and started chatting to her as we saddled our horses and, yes, well, anyway, suffice to say I was stupid enough to pretend I didn’t know all this time.’

‘She didn’t tell you though. It’s kind of even, isn’t it?’ Harry observed.

‘Not quite. She figured it was my only reason for following her in the first place, but it wasn’t just that, I swear. There was something incredible about her…it’s why I’ve been painting the way I have and the reason I just…I can’t let this happen. I won’t let her go.’

Harry had never heard him sound so determined, his usual easy going demeanour gone as he threw his cigarette away, looking desperate now.

‘Surely she could forgive you, if you explained it that way…’ Richie said.

‘I did, and I think she has, but it isn’t that. She says it can’t work, me knowing what she does, that the jealousy will eat me alive until eventually…’ He shrugged helplessly.

‘She may have a point,’ Harry said, as kindly as he could. ‘You must already feel that way. I know I would; I’ve seen her act, don’t forget.’

Richie raised eyebrows towards him and Harry sent him a silent whistle back that Charlie didn’t see.

Charlie buried his head in his hands. ‘It’s torturous but I’d put up with it. I’d do anything, whatever it took.’

‘Can’t she just get a different job?’ Richie asked.

‘There’s nothing for a woman around here that would pay anything near what she’s getting now and she needs that money. Besides, she’s been paid in advance and she used it to put a down payment on the farm she was renting. It’s a new vineyard, so it won’t be profitable until the vines mature, which will take years, as you both would know.’

‘Still, to resort to what she’s doing…’ Richie said.

‘This wasn’t the plan,’ Charlie said, raising his head to meet his gaze. ‘Not sure if Harry mentioned it to you but she told us last night she was robbed when she arrived here. Bushrangers took the lot, the whole ten thousand pounds she had to buy that farm and live comfortably…and raise her child.’

‘Child?’ Richie said, feigning surprise.

‘That’s what’s driving her more than anything else,’ Charlie said. ‘She grew up poor and she doesn’t want that for him. Said it destroys people. And it destroys love, too.’

‘Many things can destroy a person,’ Harry said thoughtfully. ‘A life spent chasing money can be just as bad.’

‘Yet that’s what I need to do,’ Charlie told him. ‘I need a fortune, and it can’t take years of chasing. I can’t spend my life without her, Harry. I just can’t.’

The fresh mountain air felt heavy then as they all considered that.

‘Dad seems interested in your art,’ Richie suggested.

‘Not thousands of pounds worth. I’d be lucky to get ten quid.’

‘Plus your wages?’

‘Two pound a week.’

‘Perhaps Will?’ he suggested.

‘All tied up in investments. Anyway, how could I ever pay him back? Or your father,’ Charlie added, halting Richie, who was obviously about to suggest it. ‘Or either of you, whatever you were about to offer,’ he added, seeming to read Harry’s next thought. ‘There’s only one way,’ Charlie said, ‘and I think you both know what it is.’

Harry and Richie exchanged glances as Charlie stood and faced them. ‘I’m not stupid. I’ve seen what goes on up here and I know you’ve both been involved in certain things that aren’t within the law.’ He paused as the breeze rustled across the grass. Neither brother said a word. ‘I realise you’re both on the straight and narrow now and I know you’ve got court on Wednesday and the last thing you need is any trouble, but I need your help. I need you to ask the boys if they know this Lightning character.’

‘Why? What have you got in mind?’ Harry said, eyes locked on his.

‘I’m going to rob him.’

‘You want to rob a bushranger,’ Richie said, shaking his head, but Harry remained unmoved.

‘He’s just a man,’ Charlie reasoned. ‘Anyone can be robbed.’

‘May not be as simple as that,’ Harry said carefully. ‘He probably doesn’t have his share of the money any more and no-one has heard anything about him since that one hold-up.’

‘He’s bound to still be around here somewhere and there’re only so many places to hide.’

If only everything were as simple as Charlie made it sound, Harry reflected silently. If only.

‘What do you plan to do? Just walk up to his camp, pull out a gun and ask for your girl’s money back?’

‘I think you could help me come up with a better plan that that,’ he said. ‘If…if that’s not asking too much.’

That wasn’t asking too much, not at all. It was just asking for the impossible to have them help plan an ambush on themselves.

‘What if we can’t find him?’

‘Then I need to rob someone else, someone who actually can afford to live without the money, of course.’

Harry nodded, the guilt twisting in his gut.

‘I’m not sure we can really…’ Richie began.

‘We’ll help you,’ Harry interrupted. ‘We’ll find a way to get your girl enough money to fix this.’

Charlie closed his eyes momentarily in relief. ‘Thank you. From the bottom of my heart, thank you. You won’t be involved though, all right? Not in any actual crimes. I couldn’t bear to be the one to ruin your futures now.’

‘We’ll keep our hands clean,’ Harry told him. ‘You just worry about getting your pistol aim right. You won’t make a very good bushranger if you can’t handle a gun.’

Charlie nodded. ‘I’ll practise while I’m up here.’

‘Less drawing, more drawing,’ Richie ordered, nodding at his ever-present art satchel as they all stood now.

‘I’ll be the fastest draw in the land,’ Charlie promised, even smiling a little as they untied their horses.

‘Just remember to take a pistol instead of pencils,’ Harry instructed as they mounted, ‘and whatever you do, don’t mention Miss Love; the less the others know about her the better,’ he said, flicking his horse to a walk. ‘None of them need to know what you need this money for, Charlie, they’re hardly a romantic bunch at the best of times, and when it comes to cash or gold men can turn nasty real fast. It has some kind of weird, alchemic effect on the blood.’

‘Greed can be powerful when the adrenaline is pumping,’ Richie agreed. ‘You’ll have to watch your back.’

‘They won’t give a damn about your lady-love when it comes down to business and they’d use her against you if they could, especially Ivan. She needs to stay well away from any of this,’ Harry said firmly.

That was all true but the bigger truth remained that the last thing they needed was to have any of the boys recognise her or, worse still, her recognise one of them, somehow. Well might Charlie worry about Miss Love’s livelihood and affections; far worse, he knew the potential danger that she could be silenced by a gun.


Thirty-Four

Bright, 2 February 1881

He might have been puffing out his chest and sneering as they led Harry and Richie over to the accused pen but Sergeant Fletcher was transparently a coward. Will had seen his type far too many times before not to recognise it. His friend Jack Brannigan should have quite a lot of fun with him today, Will predicted, sitting back to watch the show.

Charlie and Mari sat next to Tom and Alice. She’d been fidgety all morning, twisting her handkerchief about as she watched the proceedings begin.

‘Relax,’ Will whispered, nodding reassuringly at Tom too as the bailiff called out, ‘All rise for the judge.’

He was a portly man, Judge Carlyle, and the heat was already affecting him as he took his seat, his face red and sweat curling the tendrils of his receding hair. It probably had him in a sour mood, but Will pushed any concerns away.

The charges were read out: ambushing a police station, striking a police officer, tying up three police officers, breaking a wanted man out of gaol and taking possession of a stolen horse. The last made Richie grin and shake his head, and quite a few in the packed room tittered as well, but horse thieving was as serious a crime as the rest and Will could well understand why Fletcher wanted it included in the charges. The sergeant certainly looked cocky as they were concluded but the crowd merely seemed amused.

Stevo was also to be tried tomorrow, assuming proceedings concluded today, and he was currently waiting at his sister’s home nearby with Tom having put up his bail. It hadn’t been a hard decision to do so. Stevo’s claims were the key to his son’s acquittals, after all. None of the other boys had decided to face the law, though, and Will couldn’t say he was surprised.

Fletcher was called to the stand amid hisses from the crowd, and the judge banged his mallet.

‘Silence,’ he ordered.

The bailiff swore in the sergeant before the prosecutor began and Fletcher told his tale in a loud, authoritative voice, obviously enjoying what he saw as his day of vengeance at last.

‘Stephen Miller was wanted for armed robbery of a coach over at Euroa and we were searching the hotel across from the bank when we encountered the accused and his accomplices.’

‘Did they assist you in your investigation?’

‘Not at all, in fact several of the party insulted me, and Harry McIntosh denied being friends with Mr Miller. Said they’d only just met that day.’

‘What happened next, Sergeant Fletcher?’

‘We proceeded to search the town when a resident informed us that the bank was being robbed. We quickly made our way there and arrested Stephen Miller.’

‘Did he act alone?’

‘We thought so, at first, but the accused were both present and could have been involved as lookouts, I’d say.’

That caused murmurs of disagreement as Harry shook his head and Richie leant back with a grin as if entertained.

‘What happened next, Sergeant?’

‘We cuffed Miller and asked a few questions then led him to the station.’

‘No acts of force necessary?’

‘A little, when he tried to resist and the townsfolk tried to interfere, including Miller’s sister, but otherwise it was without incident.’

Someone in the crowd let out a short derisive laugh at that and the judge sent him a warning look over his glasses.

‘And what happened once inside the police station?’

‘We were processing the prisoner’s details when the door suddenly burst open and armed men swarmed in, led by Harry and Richard McIntosh. They attacked me and beat me then proceeded to tie up the other two officers, then myself. They then threatened us all should we retaliate and made off with the prisoner on a stolen horse.’

‘How do you know the horse was stolen?’

‘We have since found out he is a prized stallion owned by Rupert Briar of Beechworth.’

There was widespread scornful laughter at this announcement, including from the jury, and the judge banged his mallet once more.

‘That horse must have been running wild for twenty years!’ yelled one man.

‘Silence or I will start having people escorted from this room!’ called out the judge.

The prosecutor cleared his throat before continuing. ‘Sergeant Fletcher, did either of the accused have any departing words?’

‘Yes, when I said I would have wanted posters drawn up Harry McIntosh scoffed and told me we would never catch them because they would always outrun us on their superior mounts.’

‘Including the horse he was stealing, I take it?’

‘Most definitely that’s what he meant.’

‘That animal is young Stevo’s horse, as everyone knows,’ called out one man.

‘Caught him fair and square,’ yelled another and the judge rapped his mallet angrily before nodding at the prosecutor to continue.

‘So he used this stolen horse to ridicule the Victorian Police?’

‘He did indeed,’ Fletcher affirmed. ‘That is why I took it upon myself to have wanted posters made of the animal too.’

That produced some very raucous laughter, causing Fletcher to frown at the crowd in outrage.

‘That animal is an enemy of the Crown!’

It took the judge some time to calm the room and a few people were, indeed, evicted for yelling such comments as ‘when you asked him if he did it, did he say “neigh”?’ and ‘I thought that was a portrait of you, Fletcher.’

‘Nuh,’ said another, ‘that would have been the other end.’

The prosecutor was finished with Fletcher and Brannigan stood, his long frame impressive in his immaculate black robes as he crossed the room to have his turn.

‘Before I begin, Your Honour, I would just like to submit this,’ he said, handing over a sheet of paper. ‘It’s a sworn statement from Stephen Miller’s father that the stallion in question belongs to his son,’ he explained. ‘Not stolen by Harry McIntosh, as Sergeant Fletcher seems to suggest, but freely lent to him on the day, as Mr Miller himself has confirmed.’

Those words sent a ripple of gleeful amusement through the room before the lawyer waved his hand as if dismiss the issue of horse stealing and moved on to the other charges in earnest.

‘You say that when you interrogated and cuffed Stephen Miller you used “a little” force but nothing excessive, is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘I have here statements from more than a dozen eyewitnesses who claim that while Stephen Miller lay on the ground, cuffed, you trod on his head until he cried out in agony and kicked him in the ribs, breaking several, while his sister wept and begged you for mercy. Is this correct?’

The crowd was silent now, and mutinous, as Fletcher shifted in his seat.

‘He was resisting arrest.’

‘Yes or no, Sergeant Fletcher?’

‘I may have done.’

‘And is it not true that you told the good people of Bright you made the rules and that you, yourself, were the law as you threatened to execute Stephen Miller, right there and then, without trial?’

‘I don’t recall saying that.’

‘Constable Hobbs does. In fact, I have his statement right here, confirming it. You declared: “I am the rules. I am the law.” True or false, Sergeant Fletcher?’

‘It’s out of context…’

‘Hobbs needed to remind you that untrialled execution was illegal and so you took Stephen Miller to the lock-up to mete out your own justice in private, isn’t that true?’

‘I…most certainly…I didn’t think that…’

‘Hobbs said you took out your bludgeon and beat the man until blood ran all over the room,’ Brannigan continued and there was a terrible pause as Alice lifted her handkerchief to dab her eyes. ‘If not for the cries of Stephen Miller’s sister he could have died that day but fortunately for them both the McIntoshes and their friends rushed in and saved him. Not an act of brutality, not assault; I’d call that a life-saving rescue of a nineteen-year-old still-cuffed man being bludgeoned to death.’

Fletcher looked to the ground and Will watched several of the jury shake their heads in disgust.

‘You said you were the rules and that you were the law and yours are the only rules or laws I see the McIntosh brothers breaking that day; certainly they didn’t break the laws of the Queen of Australia,’ Brannigan said as the prosecutor watched on, open-mouthed and completely outclassed. ‘They took Stephen Miller home and their friend tended his wounds and now that he is well enough to travel he has voluntarily put himself up for trial, as these men have too. Not criminals, I put it to you, but honest, hardworking men from a good family,’ Brannigan pointed out, gesturing towards Tom, Alice and Will himself, then looking over at the jury, ‘fortunately in the business of protecting people and with enough courage to protect a teenager from the very person who should have been of least risk to him: a man of the law. Well, I ask you this, gentlemen, who would you say upheld the law that day, and who would you say broke it?’

Brannigan stalked back to his seat and Will knew Harry and Richie were free men before he even took it, such was the atmosphere in the room now. Sure enough, the rest of the trial was a farcical affair and the jury came to a rapid and unanimous verdict of not guilty, causing the townsfolk present to erupt as the glowering Fletcher left the court and the lawyers were left cleaning up the paperwork.

Will wondered what would happen to Fletcher now. Probably a transfer to another town where he could start his bullying over once more, and Will knew it would be part of the policies he was putting together that such corrupt practice needed to change. Brannigan was right, there needed to be singular law, not laws according to the man who enforced them; but for now it was time to rejoice, and Alice was hugging Harry so tight he was bent over and laughing, pretending to choke, and Mari was beaming at Richie while his father pumped his arm.

‘Damn proud, boys, damn proud,’ he was saying and Will felt a bit of a lump in his throat himself, shaking their hands, glad he’d decided to talk them into doing this and even gladder that they’d so bravely agreed.

‘Can never thank you enough for this,’ Harry said.

‘Don’t thank me, thank Brannigan.’

‘We will,’ Richie told him, ‘but we’re thanking you too. You’ve changed all our lives.’

‘I’ll never forget this,’ Harry said. ‘Not for as long as I live.’

Will smiled, a little embarrassed, but glad to see the whole family so happy and free to move on at last. He turned to say something along those lines to Charlie, who stood a few feet away, but he was halted by the look on his friend’s face as he stared at the flag on the wall and the words underneath, God Save the Queen. It was a haunted expression and there was a pain there that gave Will quite a start.

‘You all right?’ he asked, coming up beside him.

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ he said, but he didn’t look to be. Will had barely glanced Charlie’s way as he took his seat earlier, distracted by helping Brannigan up until the last minute, but now that he did he saw a ravaged version of his friend, eyes bloodshot and a face that looked quite grey.

‘What’s happened? Is it Chrys?’ He’d finally learnt the name of the girl Charlie was seeing but he knew little else about her, which had him more and more worried. There was something too mysterious about the woman, too many questions left unanswered, and Charlie seemed very reluctant to shed much light now.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘she’s broken things off.’

‘Why?’

‘Just leave it, Will,’ he said, starting to walk away.

‘No,’ Will said, his hand on Charlie’s arm. ‘How about we go get a drink and you can tell me what’s going on.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

There was something dark in his tone and Will felt guilty then that he had spent so little time with him lately, but what with all the social engagements with Alice, and Charlie coming up here most weekends, they’d drifted apart. It wasn’t good enough, he knew, not for non-blood brothers.

‘I’m sorry I haven’t been available much lately but I am now. Come on, just one beer.’

But Charlie shook his head, removing Will’s hand. ‘I’d rather be alone right now.’ He moved off as Alice came over and Will felt more worried and guiltier than ever now as he watched Charlie leave the courtroom.

‘Girl troubles?’ she guessed.

‘It’s over, apparently,’ Will told her.

‘Oh no. Oh, poor Charlie.’

‘Yes,’ Will said, ‘I should have been spending more time with him. Maybe I could have helped.’

‘You can’t rescue everyone, Will,’ Alice said, looking over at her brothers and her father and Mari beside them.

‘Depends on who needs rescuing,’ Will said, following her gaze.

‘Sometimes people need to rescue themselves,’ she told him, tucking her hand in the crook of his arm.

‘Yes, I suppose you’re right. When did you figure out that little pearl of wisdom?’ he said, kissing her fingertips as they began to leave.

‘I’ve got brothers too, don’t forget. Whatever fate has in store for them and whatever choices they make, you can only advise, not live their lives.’

‘That’s just the problem, he won’t let me talk to him. How am I supposed to advise him without that?’

‘You’re the politician,’ she said, with a nod at Charlie as he moved off on Sketch. ‘Whatever happened to right place, right time?’


Thirty-Five

She’d decided not to attend, telling Deidre she didn’t want to go with her to watch the unpopular Sergeant Fletcher be flayed by a purportedly fancy lawyer from the city. Apparently Charlie’s friend Harry McIntosh and his brother had been involved in some kind of altercation with the policeman, and the townspeople of Bright would be taking their side today in droves. It promised to be quite a show. The wanted posters had even included a horse, much to widespread amusement, and Deidre had been desperate to get her hands on one to show Chrystelle but they’d been snatched off walls like precious souvenirs.

The likelihood of Charlie being there was the number one reason Chrystelle both desperately didn’t, and achingly did, want to go.

She tried to pass the time with reading a book on winemaking instead, a rather dry one about different kinds of insects and bugs that could attack vines and soil. It wasn’t holding her attention. Dolph was asleep and the house was quiet without her baby’s gurgles and laughter and the lovely little words that he was forming, ‘Mumma’ being her favourite. He was crawling too and there was never a dull moment when he was awake, as they chased him about. But it was dull right now. And depressing.

As much as she loved the new farm, and the prosperous future it would one day bring, lately it felt like a yoke, one she was forced to wear until those halcyon years arrived, and the weight of it was great. Almost too much to bear.

She stood and looked out at the mountains, thinking about what Harry had said the other night, before everything fell apart. That comment about sitting and watching them all day long without anything else to do. There was always something to do when Dolph was awake but when he grew older and went off to school and Deidre busied herself about the place, doing the lion’s share of the housework as she seemed to enjoy, Chrystelle supposed the day would come when she really could do nothing much. The men she hired to work the fields part-time were competent and largely self-managed and, aside from paying bills, that would be her life in future years: a mountain gazer. No more trips to Beechworth to don her mask and be in control of men’s hunger, no more secrecy, no more fear of recognition or attack. Just watching the horizon, as she used to do in her tree back in Raphoe; no longer chasing, just gazing, and drinking a little liquid gold.

She’d grown quite fond of the stuff since moving here, though not in large quantities – she could never be like her father. She was tempted to pour herself a glass now to ease the ache inside, but it was early and she’d regret it when Dolph awoke. Babies and wine headaches really didn’t mix. Chrystelle flicked through a ladies journal instead but that didn’t hold her attention either as her mind inevitably slipped again and again to the one place she most dreaded her thoughts going. Charlie.

She threw the journal aside in exasperation, as if to throw away the torturous images and memories that crowded in on her every waking moment and invaded her dreams. But it didn’t work. Charlie, pushing his hair into comical disarray. Charlie with his hands tied together and riding a horse. Charlie playing with her fingers over dinner. Charlie tracing his eyes over her and his paintbrush across the canvas as she lay before him, hungry too. Charlie being kind. Funny. Understanding. Adorable.

‘Argh!’ she exclaimed, striding out to get Dolph’s pram, deciding she couldn’t stand one more minute of missing him like this. It wouldn’t have worked, she told herself as she lugged the pram out and began to organise the things she’d need to take along for a walk. A life of poverty destroys love and the alternative was just as ugly: to watch him turn as jealousy gradually took hold. She’d seen it with the other girls at the pub and back when she first got started in London under Ruby. Women who incited men’s lusts for a living couldn’t have the love of one man. Even John Worthington, although their relations were exclusive, would have tired of her if she’d taken another client on, or just tired of her anyway. But a woman who incited hunger en masse and on stage? That was too much for any man in love to bear and Charlie would have felt the same. He already was feeling it, she knew.

She couldn’t ask him to put up with feeling that way and she couldn’t put up with the way he’d punish her for it because he did. Jealousy was a nasty, snarling beast and a good man like Charlie didn’t deserve to be its slave.

It made her angry though; not at him, at lust itself. Why did it have to be so closely wound up with love? Why couldn’t it just be something you felt or acted upon without all the other emotions sticking their noses in and having their say?

Because emotion lives in touch, she reminded herself, thinking about his gently tracing fingers, his devouring kisses. Touch was a language that love adored, since it gave it form to express itself like no other way could. And with Charlie, love had exploded and found colour, moving from bodies to canvas, then to bodies once more. The kaleidoscope inside that Chrystelle had once thought turned forever brown had been reclaimed with him, and she’d been able to be beautifully brown on the outside too, without the red feathers or the wig or the mask; without even silk, as he drew it away. Charlie had turned her inside out and she didn’t know how to live with the idea that she would now turn back.

Chrystelle lifted the still-sleeping Dolph gently from his cot and laid him in the pram, being careful not to bang it into anything as she exited the front door lest he wake. That mission accomplished, she made it down the three steps that led up to their front porch and out onto the lane, glad of her hat as the sun bore down and careful that the baby was well covered. It was a perfect summer day, if very warm, but the breeze was nice and she set off at a steady pace, looking at the mountains and trying to force her thoughts away from Charlie. It didn’t work so she picked up speed and walked steadily on, stomping a bit as she used to do back in Ireland when a man annoyed her. It felt good and she moved at quite a pace for an hour or so, covering the few miles to Bright before she’d realised she’d done it. She moved through the crowded town, flushed and thirsty and looking about for a refreshing drink, finding Deidre instead, rushing towards her in excitement.

‘Is it over already?’ Chrystelle said.

‘Aye, not guilty, and it was quite the show. Never laughed so hard in my life at that ridiculous Fletcher getting his comeuppance.’ Deidre was still giggling and Chrystelle looked forward to hearing more and being distracted from her own brooding for a while, but first things first.

‘I really need a drink.’

‘Oh yes, dear, y’must. And there’s Dolph awake now too. Why don’t we head over to the park and get some lemonade and let him have a little explore?’

They did so and Chrystelle drank thirstily from the bottle she’d bought at the little shop, sitting down to hear Deidre’s tale and laughing at some of the comments about the horse. The Melbourne lawyer’s words sobered her though and she was moved by them.

‘How amazing to hear of someone standing up to Fletcher like that.’

‘Those brothers were quite the heroes, by all accounts. Justice was served today, no doubting that.’

Chrystelle ached to ask if they had a dishevelled, scholarly looking man standing with their friends and family but that would sound slightly ridiculous and besides, Deidre didn’t know anything about Charlie. She had her suspicions, being Deidre, but she didn’t know.

‘“Who was the one breaking the law?” he said and then he… oh Jesus, Mary and Joseph, stop eating that now Dolph…’ she exclaimed, running off to haul him out of the flower beds where he’d found some interesting-tasting horse manure.

‘Oh, dear me,’ Chrystelle said, coming over to help and starting to laugh despite the terrible smell and mess he’d got himself into, for he seemed to think it a grand joke, his blue eyes dancing as he said ‘poooo’, a word he’d unfortunately copied when Deidre changed his nappy one day.

‘We’d best get him home. Why don’t you stay and have a little nosey about and I’ll get the bus. It’s along soon.’

‘Will Joe let you on with the pram and a poo-covered baby?’

Deidre’s brother had moved up from Melbourne a few months earlier and now drove the daily coach which meant she often had the chance to have long conversations with him and that suited her fine. Coach drivers knew more gossip than anyone in town, if you knew how to get it out of them, and it kept Deidre quite entertained. ‘He will if he wants more pork pie come Friday.’

‘Yes, well, don’t forget Eddie’s put in an order for two.’

‘Oh Eddie,’ she said, with a dismissive wave, but she was blushing as she bundled off with an adorably waving Dolph and Chrystelle had to smile. At least someone had a nice easy little flirtation going on, unlike her who’d managed to have yet another complete disaster. This one had been doomed from the start though, of course, falling back into her ruminations now that she was alone.

She started walking to distract herself again, more slowly now, taking in the afternoon activity of the unusually full, bustling town. Markets had sprung up as vendors took advantage of the opportunity to sell their wares and hordes of men crammed the pub, including one she recognised immediately, Harry McIntosh.

She hid behind a pole, not wanting to be seen but he was talking to a similar-looking man and an older gentleman and she guessed they were family. They looked affluent in their good suits and Chrystelle realised they must be quite well off, affording such a good lawyer and looking so smart. Then something occurred to her and she moved around the back to where the carriages were parked, her suspicion confirmed as she saw a convoy parked with ‘McIntosh Armed Escort’ painted on the doors.

Chrystelle slumped against the wall, reflecting on the irony that if she’d used Charlie’s friend Harry’s family escort business she’d never been robbed that day. Perhaps that was why he’d gone so quiet that night in the restaurant. He knew he could have protected her. Her thoughts were disturbed then as a man made his way towards the stables and she hid once more. His gait was familiar although she couldn’t place it, and he was leading a horse, a great black stallion. Something clicked again, only this time it was a resounding moment of recognition, for that was the horse Lightning rode the day he robbed her with his gang.

Chrystelle went to draw closer, heart thumping at the first clue to the location of her money she’d come across, but she froze as another man walked straight past her. To her surprise it was Harry McIntosh, pulling his hat low. He went into the stables too and Chrystelle crept over, straining to listen.

‘What the hell did you ride Thunder for?’ said a voice, Harry’s.

‘Couldn’t resist,’ the other man said. ‘You’re not the only one Stevo lets ride him. Besides, we won’t have too many more chances to soon, now that you’re kicking us out.’

‘Yeah, yeah, quit your whinging. You’re about to be rich as buggery but this is absolutely it, all right? We are going fully straight from here on.’

‘But there’s a catch, I’m guessing?’

‘Not exactly, more a bit of a twist, I suppose you’d say,’ Harry said, and there was a pause as a match was lit. ‘I want you to rob us.’

‘What?’ the other man said as Chrystelle clamped her hand to her mouth.

‘You heard me. It’s a big payout, should keep you all going for years, but there’s a condition. You’re not going to like it but it isn’t negotiable. Sticks rides with you…and he gets half.’

‘Half?’

‘Half.’

There was silence then and Chrystelle could hear the tension through the wall.

‘I’m not going to change my mind about this, Ivan. Sticks needs this, and he’s green as grass, so I’m counting on you to watch his back and get this done. Anything happens to him and you’ll have me to face for it.’

‘Reckon you’d look after your old mates first and foremost,’ the man she now knew as Ivan said. It was a bitter comment and she could hear the danger in it.

‘I am looking after you; this is gold bullion and worth a ton,’ Harry said. ‘Wednesday the ninth, that’s five weeks from today, same spot we did the other job and same time.’

‘So that’s it then? Two hold-ups and no more bushranging ever again. Don’t know why we bothered with all the planning and waiting around.’

‘Just don’t do any more until this one. You don’t want to blow this opportunity, all right? You’ll be set up for years so it’s well worth it, and you shouldn’t need to ever perform a heist again, but if you do plan one, don’t contact me about it, all right? We’re mates and we always will be, but this is it, Ives, I mean it. The last time.’

Chrystelle heard Ivan scuff at something before replying. ‘Never thought I’d see the day when you send us back to the Barossa and we go our separate ways. And for what? A lifetime playing footman to a bunch of toffs?’

‘We’ve got plans.’

‘Yeah, and they don’t include old Ivan, do they? Or Whito or Chappy or Nai. You’re turning y’back on the boys from the Barossa, Harry. You’ve gone gutless on us.’

‘It’s not gutless to get your life on track. I cleaned my slate today and I don’t ever want to face a judge again,’ Harry said firmly. ‘Where do you think we were gonna end up? Standing looking at a noose like Ned Kelly, wondering why we wasted our lives? Richie and I are choosing to live long ones, Ivan, with a home, maybe a wife and kids. After this last job you could all choose the same.’

But even Chrystelle could hear the futility of the words before Ivan replied. ‘Can’t see meself ever turning straight.’

And there was sadness in Harry’s voice when he replied. ‘Then, I suppose, such is life.’

Voices approached, and the two men muttered their goodbyes as Ivan exited with Thunder, and Chrystelle saw Harry sneak around the side and make his way back to the pub, avoiding a group of men collecting their horses. They were jovial and a bit drunk and their conversation carried through the wall too, but Chrystelle was beyond comprehending any other words now. All she could think was that Harry McIntosh was organising a hold-up, double-crossing his own father, and all for the sake of a man called Sticks and a bunch of crooked bushrangers from the Barossa.

And that he knew the black horse, had ridden him too, a massive stallion known as Thunder. The same horse that had tossed its mane and breathed fire and brimstone when a man called Lightning had taken what she couldn’t live without. A man with pale green eyes that saw everything above his mask. The same eyes that had turned to shock when she told Harry McIntosh about that fated day, not because he could have protected her, after all, but because he had ruined her. A man Charlie worshipped. The man who’d destroyed her new chance at life.

Chrystelle Amour had found Lightning at last, and with that something even more valuable than the money he’d stolen. She’d found a way to be compensated, and a way to pay him back. For the fortune that would travel in that convoy could change her and Charlie’s fortunes too. The last time she would ever have to put on a mask.


Thirty-Six

Toorak, 2 March 1881

‘They’re a dying breed.’

‘They’re getting out of hand.’

Harry ran his hand across his face in exasperation. Bloody Ivan. He and Richie were furious to discover that he’d turned rogue in their absence this past month while they took over and expanded the family business, pulling a string of hold-ups with the boys, only twice on McIntosh convoys, but two was enough. Why couldn’t he just wait for the big heist next week, like Harry had stipulated?

‘The leader rides a stallion, a black one,’ Will told them, his gaze too knowing

‘Well, it obviously isn’t us or Stevo doing this so I doubt it’s Thunder,’ Richie said. Stevo was in gaol for six months, a light sentence considering he’d been found guilty of the hold-up he’d performed the week before he met them.

‘Who’s got him?’

‘We don’t know,’ Harry lied.

Will sighed, standing up and walking over to pour whisky from a decanter. ‘I don’t know why you’re still protecting them. This is your livelihood now. Your family business, that you’ll inherit one day, and these men are your enemies if they’re out to destroy it,’ he warned. ‘I’ve always been one to believe in keeping friends close, and enemies closer, but these Barossa boys could be both and that’s just too close for comfort.’

‘It wouldn’t be them. Besides, the business is still strong, and we’re moving into armed escort train carriages soon. We’re adapting, and so will the last of the bushrangers,’ Richie reasoned.

‘Like I said, they’re a dying breed,’ Harry assured him, ‘and what with this outlawry act and the Kelly gang gone…’

‘Laws don’t cut it with this lot. They’re fearless, from all reports,’ Will said, sipping his whisky grimly as he passed drinks to the brothers. ‘The main man calls himself Ghost and he boasts to everyone he holds up that’s because he disappears so fast it’s like he’s invisible. Says the police would be too gutless to even try to find him.’

Harry gripped the glass, taking a sip too and avoiding eye contact with Richie.

‘The local townsfolk are calling them the Ghost gang because they take off so quickly,’ Will continued. ‘The police mounts are completely outclassed, gutless or no.’

They’d heard all about it, of course. The journalists were having a field day with such poetic notoriety.

Harry shrugged. ‘Charlie said there’s nothing out of the ordinary going on up there.’

‘You didn’t mention you’d heard from him,’ Will said, eyes quickly flicking his way. ‘How is he? Is he coming home soon?’

Charlie had stayed at Eagle Falls since the trial and was in grave danger of losing his job if he didn’t get back soon. Will had been increasingly worried about him, Harry knew, and frustrated that he still hadn’t confided in him nor, it seemed, answered any of his letters.

‘He’s…trying to recover, I suppose. It wasn’t a long letter, by any means, but I thought he sounded less down than last time. He said he didn’t think he would be back for a while yet, though,’ Harry told him.

‘But what about his job?’

Harry and Richie exchanged glances. ‘He said he’s thinking of not returning to teaching,’ Harry said quietly.

‘Not teaching? What else is he going to do?’ Will exclaimed.

‘He hated working with all those stuffed shirts,’ Harry began, ‘and it’s not like it paid at all well.’

‘Nevertheless,’ Will said, exasperated, as he got up to pour himself another drink. ‘It’s regular income even if it isn’t much. Bloody hell, when is he going to stop dreaming his life away and get serious about his profession? He’s got talent, and Tom has offered to promote him, and within a few years he could win over those stuffed shirts, as you call them. Really make something of himself.’ Will paused, downing the drink in a gulp and leaning on the sideboard. He stared out at the quiet Toorak street below, his expression fierce.

‘Not everyone cares about making something of himself, Will,’ Harry said, watching him closely. ‘Charlie has an artist’s heart, which seems to take over everything else. You know what he’s like better than anyone.’

‘He’s one of those romantics,’ Richie agreed. ‘They feel everything too much.’

‘Nothing wrong with having a lot of feeling but he needs to be practical too,’ Will said gruffly but he was slumping now, dropping his gaze to his empty glass. ‘He’s…he’s in danger, staying up there. I can feel it.’

Harry felt a pang of guilt as he glanced over to Richie, who looked to feel the same.

‘The boys are moving back to the Barossa before we go home next week and until then they won’t let anything happen to him,’ Harry said, and Will raised penetrating eyes his way.

‘You sure about that?’

Harry drained his own glass and pushed it away. ‘I’m sure.’

‘Maybe we should call it off.’

Harry didn’t look at Richie as they drove along in the buggy. ‘It’s just one last job then this is done, once and for all.’

‘He is in danger. We know it and Will fears it, with good reason. This is too big for him, Harry, we really should—’

‘And then what? The man’s desperate and this was his idea, remember? If we don’t control how he gets that money he’ll take matters into his own hands and then we really will have a serious problem.’

‘Maybe if we told Will the whole story.’

Harry shook his head. ‘He’d only stop him and we’re left with the same problem of him doing something rash on his own. Mind you, I suppose he could offer to give him the money himself, although Charlie seems to think he’s tied up in investments.’

It was Richie’s turn to shake his head then. ‘What little he’s got. Mari told me a thing or two about Will’s fortunes the other night and, believe me, he hasn’t got that kind of money on hand either.’

‘How do you know?’ Harry said, glancing over.

‘The family will was changed at the last minute. Seems their father left all the family money to a prostitute who was pregnant with his child.’

‘He…he did what?!’ Harry exclaimed, nearly dropping the reins. ‘My God. What a thing to do! Did people know about it?’

‘They knew, all right,’ Richie said grimly. ‘Mari was engaged to some posh bloke at the time and he called it off due to the scandal, and her sudden lack of a dowry. Seems his mummy couldn’t abide the concept of mud sticking to their family name too.’

‘What a bastard.’

‘Too right. Wouldn’t mind meeting him in a dark alley, but his loss is my gain, hopefully.’

Harry smiled. ‘Do I hear wedding bells?’

‘Could be, brother, could be,’ Richie said, grinning back.

Harry stared back at the road, thinking it all through. ‘So, no money in Will’s coffers, eh? He certainly gives the impression he’s got plenty.’

‘I’m sure Dad thinks so but it doesn’t matter, I suppose. He’s doing a good job and if Dad thought him wealthy and he let him think it, I say good luck to him. I far more admire a self-made man and he’s working hard on achieving that.’

‘So long as the armed hold-ups are under control,’ Harry concluded. ‘They will be in a week, though, and things should go smoothly after that, for all of us. I think he’ll get that seat in parliament without any difficulty too, so he and Alice should be fine.’

‘Eventually, but that’s not much use for Charlie right now… which leaves only one more option: Dad,’ Richie said.

‘Excuse me, Father,’ Harry said in an affected voice, ‘could we possibly borrow a few thousand pounds? Our friend Charlie, you know the one, talented yet impoverished fellow that hangs about the place, he wants to give it to his girlfriend so she’ll stop dancing naked and come home to build a winery like a good little woman should. Perhaps you could give her a few pointers while you’re at it and see if she can’t out-dynasty you?’

Richie chuckled. ‘He would help her, you know, if she and Charlie got it off the ground themselves, but yeah, the few thousand pounds bit is not going to happen.’

‘No,’ Harry said, ‘he’s generous but he’s no fool when it comes to money.’

‘Maybe we could sell the new convoy.’

‘How are we going to explain that to Dad? He’s already taking bookings for it.’

‘So that leaves us with the heist,’ Richie concluded, sighing. ‘Stupid Ivan. What’s he thinking, doing all these hold-ups right before the big one? Half the Victorian Police will be on alert now.’

‘He’s thinking to get me back,’ Harry said, flicking the reins, his expression turning grim. ‘He’s always hated me being in charge of things and this is his way of sticking it to me. Worse part is, he knows I have to put up with it until this last heist.’

‘I think you’re right about that, Harry. Can’t get any more obvious than riding Thunder and assuming your place. Calling himself Ghost is original though. Quite imaginative for a man without a creative bone in his body.’

‘Ten quid that came from Charlie.’

‘Ha, you’re probably right, although I hope to God he isn’t riding with them.’

‘Nuh, Ivan wouldn’t risk it. Not for Charlie’s sake but because he wouldn’t want a weak link in the chain. Charlie’s fast, faster than the lot of them on Sketch, even quicker than Thunder, I’d say, but he still couldn’t shoot for shit when we left. Ivan would be too worried about his own skin to have him on a job of his own.’

‘At least the people he’s holding up next week won’t shoot anyway. I mean, considering it’s actually us.’

Harry nodded but he still looked preoccupied. ‘There’ll be passengers too, don’t forget, and the two armed drivers. Anything could still go wrong.’

‘Couple of women and an old man shouldn’t be too much of a problem,’ Richie said. They’d already looked into the passengers, of course, and a more unlikely trio to retaliate would be hard to find. The pencil-pushing manager of the Bank of Victoria and his two daughters were unlikely to be a threat to a gang of notorious bushrangers. ‘And I’ve booked in Josh McGuire and his brother Bob, who we both know would never fire a gun unless they really had to. I’m sure everything will go fine, although I’ll be glad when it’s over and we can stop lying to Will and worrying about this whole God-awful mess.’

‘You’re not alone there, brother,’ Harry said, but he was thinking of Charlie, up there in the High Country, alone with four hardened men preparing for the hold-up of their lives with the knowledge that he would receive half the loot churning away. ‘I’ll bet Charlie’s thinking that too.’


Thirty-Seven

High Country, 6 March 1881

‘Ready, set…’

‘Go!’ Ivan called, cheating of course. Charlie took off after him, uncaring, having every faith that Sketch could take Thunder on, especially in the gullies. It was a challenging and dangerous steeplechase and Whito, Chappy and Nai were along for the ride too, part of their training as members of the Ghost gang. Being the fastest riders in the area was more than just a matter of pride, it could mean life or death now.

Their mounts were all brumbies and they would traverse some of the toughest countryside around, parts probably unexplored by any other white man before them. But the horses knew their way, following Thunder as if he’d been their leader all their lives. It felt so natural Charlie wondered if the magnificent stallion could have been. He had spent a good part of the past twenty years running wild in these mountains.

Down rocky escarpments they galloped, hooves flicking rocks, and Charlie was careful to stay well low, protecting his face against Sketch’s neck and trusting her sure-footed gait. The crack of stockwhips and the sound of hooves rumbled and echoed around them, and the early autumn cold bit at his cheeks, but he welcomed it. He welcomed it all: the intensity of every muscle straining, the adrenaline rush of the risk of falling, the competitive drive to beat Ivan at one of the many games he’d played over the past few weeks. The thrill, the escape, the beauty. All of it obliterated the singular driving ache that plagued his every day. There was no time for it here, no opportunity for Chrys to take over senses thus engaged.

They rounded the rise and the escarpment gave way to forest now, thickly wooded but the horses knew a way through, navigating tall gums and the underbrush with ease and climbing towards higher ground where clearings were found. Sketch fairly soared now and Charlie felt like he was flying, hard on the heels of Thunder and a crowing Ivan.

‘Yeah!’ shouted Whito.

‘Get on there,’ yelled Chappy.

‘Shit,’ cried Nai, nearly falling as a stray rock narrowly missed his mount.

The snow-dusted mountains were in full view up here and breathtaking in their vast, undulating green and blue vistas, rendering the men on horseback very small. Their quest was primal and ancient; simply to run, man upon beast.

On they went, down uneven gullies, and Sketch picked up pace against Thunder, her skill superior as he’d predicted. Ivan made cruel use of his stockwhip on Thunder’s rump as they passed and Charlie felt the poor stallion’s pain, imagining what Harry or Stevo would have to say about it but helpless to do much right now. Sketch was in flight, and pulling her back to let Thunder retake the lead would be too dangerous, so he rode on and on, deep into wild country where only animals roamed until at last they broke free and the great Snowy River sat like a mirror before them. Sketch ran in and it was Charlie’s turn to crow, the spot marking the end of their race, and Ivan soon followed, then Whito, Chappy and an exhausted-looking Nai.

‘Bloody lucky,’ panted Ivan angrily as they slowed and the horses caught their breath, vapour pouring from their nostrils until they were recovered enough to drink. Charlie wasn’t surprised at his reaction. He’d been dirty with him ever since he’d announced the news about the big gold heist and Harry’s startling stipulation that Charlie get half the takings.

‘Why do you suppose that is?’ Ivan had asked a shocked Charlie, and he’d been further incensed when Charlie refused to say, remembering Harry’s advice that they know nothing about his motives. Half seemed an outrageous dividend for any reason, but Charlie knew Harry had made the decision because he wanted Charlie to only ever have to perform one job, and he guessed the amount would be more than enough for Chrys’s needs. It was all neatly planned out, and a relatively safe heist considering Harry and Richie themselves were guarding the escort, but contending with four tempestuous and unpredictable accomplices in the meantime could well turn out to be the most dangerous part. Especially in such a remote landscape.

So far, so good though. The others had been angry at first too, but gradually they’d come around, especially since they’d been pulling off plenty of other successful hold-ups of their own.

Then Whito had shut Ivan down a few days ago when he tried to stir the pot again, saying, ‘Harry’s robbing his own clients for this so I reckon he’s got good reason to be helping Charlie out.’

That had pretty much sold Nai and Chappy on the idea that the generous split was justifiable but Charlie wondered how they’d feel when the moment of truth came and the gold sat before them, shining with temptation.

‘Greed can be powerful when the adrenaline is pumping.’ Richie’s words haunted him. ‘You’ll have to watch your back.’

However, for now the other three were fine with him, and they led the horses over to the forest edge, chatting amiably as they prepared to settle in and make camp for the night.

‘She sure knows how to handle those gullies,’ Nai was saying. ‘I swear I was seeing sparks from the number of flints she found but not a stumble.’

‘She’s a real beaut all right,’ Whito agreed. ‘You weren’t even giving her the whip, Sticks.’

Charlie shrugged. ‘She doesn’t need it.’

‘Every horse needs a whip. You have to show ’em who’s master,’ Ivan said, his mood still dark.

‘Not Sketch,’ Charlie said.

‘He won without it,’ Nai pointed out. ‘Can’t really argue with that, Ives.’

That did little to improve Ivan’s mood but the cheerful Nai didn’t seem to notice nor care. ‘Drinking time!’ he announced, pulling out a bottle of whisky from his saddlebag.

Whito made a fire, as was his habit, and Chappy checked on Nai’s horse, Sugar, who had a slight graze from her near-fall. For his part, Charlie was on cooking duty and, without Stevo’s excellent fishing skills, it was wallaby stew.

He made a damper to improve the fare, having learnt how from Alice’s maid Simona back in Melbourne, who’d said at the time, ‘Master Tom might be a wealthy man these days but he’s still partial to good bush tucker.’

Charlie was partial to it too, and it was simple enough to make and eaten with gusto by the men as they sat and stared at the view. Smoke drifted in the cool late-afternoon atmosphere and sunrays shone through gaps in the trees in long arms, like godly invitations for them to raise eyes heavenwards. Each gum had a golden glint of outline where it faced the west, made brilliant by the deeper shadows behind, and all was reflected in the silken river, like two alpine forests existed instead of one. Double ethereal worlds, the men seated at their juncture.

It was so peaceful they forgot to talk and Charlie forgot to obsess but he still longed; the yearning within never quite went away. That and his steely determination that this was just the purgatory in between the two sides of his own version of heaven where Chrys resided: the moment before she broke up with him and the moment he set her free and she came back. The split scenery around him seemed to reflect that fact.

The day faded slowly into night as the men drank and Charlie joined them, happy to numb these purgatorial days. It was making Ivan less mean and Nai more amusing and Charlie had to smile as he took Whito up on a dare to run bare-arsed into the river.

‘I’ll give you a quid.’

‘Make it two and you’re on.’

‘Done.’

Much laughter followed as Nai stripped off and ran in, swearing all the while and dancing up and down on his tiptoes.

‘Holy mother of a…shit a flaming brick…what the bloody buggery’s that…oh holy hell.’

He ended up falling in, in the end, howling that he’d slipped on a ‘flipping, flaming, fecking fish’, and Charlie found himself actually laughing for the first time in weeks. It felt good but it was short lived.

‘What was that?’ Ivan said all of a sudden and they all paused to listen, save a shivering Nai who was trying to get re-dressed. It was distant, but the distinct sound of men’s voices could be heard.

‘Someone’s making camp,’ Chappy said, incredulous. ‘How the hell did they end up here?’

‘No idea,’ Nai said, teeth chattering as he pulled on his shirt.

‘Think it might be a good idea to find out,’ Ivan said, swigging from his bottle of rum. ‘Let’s go, boys.’ They all watched him walk towards the horses but no-one moved. ‘Whatchya waiting for?’

‘I’ve told ya before, Ives, you ain’t the boss,’ Whito said.

‘And I’ve told you before, I ain’t trying to be the boss, I’m just trying to get things happening after all these months of doing bloody nothing. It’s paid off so far, wouldn’t y’say?’

He was right about that and he knew it but Charlie was itching to point out he was also risking the biggest job of all with his random, poorly thought-out robberies. It wouldn’t be a popular thing to say though, considering his position, so he remained silent.

‘Where’s ya sense of adventure? Come on, let’s just sneak over and have a squiz. Might be some women among them, y’never know.’

That suggestion from Ivan won him the argument and grins were exchanged before they went over to jump on the horses bareback and Charlie felt he had little choice but to join them lest he appear even more markedly the odd man out.

They set out in the now near-dark and made their way towards the bend in the river where the animated voices were echoing from, no women among them but the men remained hopeful, Charlie was sure. The distance was deceptive, the laughter and conversation sounding closer than it was in reality as it hung in the damp air, and the gang twisted stealthily along perhaps a mile or so, before they were soon close enough to make out a fire. Men stood about it in uniform, and at first Charlie worried that they were troopers but the gold brocade soon showed them to be band members, surrounded by instrument cases and drinking billy tea.

‘Come on,’ Ivan muttered, drinking the last of his rum and tossing it in the bushes, ‘this should be fun.’

‘I don’t think we should,’ Charlie whispered, but it was too late. Ivan cleared the bush and the others followed, half-drunk bottles and pistols at their sides.

One by one the talkative band members went silent to gape at the heavily armed men on horseback before them in astonishment and fear.

‘Well now, good evening there, gents. What a nice little party y’having here, eh?’ Ivan drawled.

None of them spoke. They didn’t seem capable any more, and Charlie scanned their faces with sympathy, although the very scene was darkly comical too. The band couldn’t have looked more incongruous in the middle of the Australian bush if they’d tried.

‘Bit lonely, ain’t it?’ Ivan said, menacing now as Nai took another swig of his bottle and passed it over. ‘Watchya doing all the way out here?’

‘F-air,’ said the only man with a sash, obviously the conductor. ‘We a have a b-bush fair in Bright tomorrow.’

‘That so?’ Ivan said. ‘If y’make it there safe and sound, that is.’

One young man looked set to be sick then and Charlie thought wildly for a way to fix this situation before it turned ugly.

‘I wonder, gentlemen,’ he said, his English accent clear and polished on the night air, ‘if it isn’t too much trouble, could we possibly prevail upon you for a small performance.’

Ivan stared at him and Charlie wondered if he might hit him for interfering but to his surprise he laughed. ‘Ya know, that’s the first smart thing I’ve heard y’come out with in weeks. You heard the man,’ Ivan declared, swaying in his saddle, ‘play.’

The musicians scrambled to do his bidding and the bushrangers remained on horseback as the band assembled in a semi-circle, eight of them in all, and prepared to play.

‘Wha-what would you like to hear?’ the conductor stuttered as he moved to stand in front of them.

‘Whaddya reckon boys? “God Save the Queen”?’ Ivan said.

‘Nuhhh,’ Whito said, ‘bugger that Empire shit.’

‘How about “Hurrah for Australia”?’ the conductor suggested, his baton shaking as he raised it.

‘Beauty!’ Whito agreed.

The band played and Whito sang along with gusto, the others soon joining in, words ringing in the night.

Hurrah for Australia the golden,

Where men of all nations now toil,

To none will we e’er be beholden

Whilst we’ve strength to turn up the soil;

There’s no poverty here to distress us,

’Tis the country of true liberty,

No proud lords can ever oppress us,

For here we’re untrammelled and free.

‘Ha, excellent, excellent,’ Whito cheered, toasting the night. ‘One for the diggers.’

‘How about “Wild Colonial Boy”?’ Chappy requested, and they played that too, causing Chappy to get all teary when it came to the bit about the parents.

He was his father’s only hope, his mother’s pride and joy,

And so dearly did the parents love their wild colonial boy.

‘Right there mate?’ Nai teased.

‘Got something in me eye,’ Chappy mumbled.

On the impromptu concert went, with Nai making up quite a few of his own songs, until the men were too drunk to sit and listen any more.

‘Thank you so much,’ Charlie said.

‘Yes, yes, well done, gents, well done,’ Ivan slurred. ‘Guess we’ll leave ya in peace now. Don’t worry, we won’t come back later and shoot ya in ya swags. Most likely, anyways.’

Eyes went wide at that and Charlie heard the band packing up before they’d ridden ten feet, much to Ivan’s amusement.

‘Shittin’ themselves,’ he cackled and Charlie was glad to be getting him away from them.

They made it back to camp where everyone pretty much passed out straight away but Charlie lay awake for a while, thinking about what had transpired. It was a bit of a breakthrough, having Ivan listen to something he had to say. Maybe he was coming around too and Charlie could relax a little more for these last few days. The thought comforted him and he fell into a better and less restless sleep than usual, but when he awoke it was to the sound of a cracking whip and Ivan’s bloodcurdling crow.

He was standing on the edge of the river, flicking the whip long and hard, the sound renting the air and echoing down the misted tunnel of forest that lined the banks. The others were sitting and watching, faces bleary from hangovers, and Whito lit a cigarette, his expression wary.

Crack. Ivan turned, noticing Charlie was awake.

‘Time to rise and shine, lads,’ he said, pulling the whip back once more, then he let it fly in an almighty rip and it landed on Sketch’s rump.

The horse whinnied pitifully and Charlie jumped to his feet.

‘What the bloody hell did you do that for?’

‘Shit, Ivan,’ Chappy said, as he and Charlie went over to investigate the damage. There was a nasty cut and Charlie raised furious eyes to Ivan.

‘Need to show ’em who’s boss,’ he said, grinning dangerously now, the gap left by his missing tooth on display. He took a swig of leftover whisky, but he seemed more drunk with power.

Charlie said nothing, soothing Sketch, who whinnied in agitation and rubbed her muzzle against him while Chappy tended her, but his eyes never left Ivan’s as he continued to drink and dare a challenge to his assumed authority. And Whito stayed silent this time, merely standing up to fill the billy, dousing the fire with water.


Thirty-Eight

Melbourne, 9 March 1881

She was making her way down the stairs, hair golden in the morning light, and Will watched her, entranced as always. The vision of Alice McIntosh floating like an angel towards him in her house in Toorak would stay with him for life. It was what he’d seen the first time he’d ever beheld her and he imagined he’d miss the anticipation of waiting at the bottom of these stairs when they married and moved into a home of their own. There would be many other visions to behold though, not the least of which would be the one of her lying naked next to him in his bed, the skin he was so deliciously discovering more and more of each time they were together on full, sensual display.

She landed before him and he handed her the bunch of wildflowers he had hidden behind his back before drawing her straight into his arms, kissing her beautiful mouth and being rewarded with that drugged-eyed response he so loved.

‘Have I told you how much I love you today?’

‘You only just got here.’ She smiled, smelling the flowers.

‘I love you today.’

‘Only today?’ she said.

‘Every day is today,’ he pointed out.

‘Hmm. And why are you here so early in the morning, trying to confuse me?’

‘It’s my new tactic, to confuse you into kissing me more.’ He did kiss her again then and she fell into it, wrapping her arms around his neck.

‘Seems to be working,’ she said, a slow, seductive smile spreading now.

‘Today’s my lucky day.’

‘Guess that makes you lucky every day then.’

He chuckled at that. ‘See, now you’re getting the hang of it.’

‘Why are you really here?’ she said, tucking her hand into the crook of his arm and walking with him to the parlour.

‘Just wanted to see you before I head off. I’ve decided to go with the convoy to Bright.’

‘Why?’ she said, stopping still, her green eyes worried now.

‘I want to have a chat to the new sergeant in town about this Ghost gang. It’s really getting out of hand and we’re losing business, can’t have that continue on.’ Not to mention there was fifteen thousand pounds in gold bullion on his convoy, too precious a cargo to risk not protecting first-hand. But Alice certainly didn’t need to know that.

‘But…’ She paused, frowning.

‘Alice, if Harry and Richie are both with me, I don’t think you have anything to worry about. Bushrangers always scout before they strike and no-one’s going to mess with the heroic McIntosh brothers on their own armed escort. They wouldn’t dare.’

‘I still don’t like you going. I’m worried about them enough as it is.’

‘Well, stop worrying, little sister. You mother those boys too much. I’m sorry,’ he said gently, lifting her chin, ‘but you do.’

‘What if…what if I came too?’

‘No,’ he said firmly.

‘Why not? You said yourself no-one would dare rob you.’

‘Because I wouldn’t be able to stop kissing you and reminding myself of my luck all day.’

‘Nice try,’ she said, ‘but seriously why not? We could have a little holiday up at Eagle Falls.’

Will shook his head. ‘Not this time, Alice. I really need to focus on getting this mess sorted out then make it back for the dinner with the governor on Saturday night.’

‘I forgot about that,’ she said, wrinkling her nose.

‘I’ll be home before you know it,’ he said, kissing it. ‘In the meantime, why don’t you spend some time with Mari? She’s already in mourning that Richie’s going to be away.’

‘I found her staring at a white dress in a store window the other day when I met her for lunch. An engagement’s pending, mark my words,’ she said happily. Will was excited by the prospect too. Mari was a different girl these days, the happy, radiant Marigold of old, and more ridiculously kind than ever, especially towards Richie who she’d taken to baking for with almost religious fervour.

‘They’d better make it soon. He’s getting too fat to wear any of his suits.’

‘He is not fat,’ she said, tapping his arm, but Richie had put on a bit of weight and she started giggling. ‘Perhaps a little bit of a tummy forming, but he should lose that riding this week.’

‘Speaking of which, I’d best hit the stirrups. See you Saturday, all right, my love?’

She moved back into his arms and he rested his chin on her hair, holding her for a moment before he departed.

‘Wish that was today,’ she said, muffled against his chest, and he chuckled.

‘Wish me luck instead.’ He kissed her then, one last, worshipful time.

‘Good luck,’ she whispered, eyes still closed, and he committed the image to mind as he reluctantly walked out the door.

‘Ready?’ Harry said.

‘Just about,’ Richie replied, tying the last bag to the roof and pulling all the straps tight.

It was a tight squeeze getting the bank manager’s daughters’ things on board and an uncomfortable feeling, knowing they’d be robbed today and the contents searched. Perhaps Ivan and the boys wouldn’t bother, though – the gold bullion was more than enough of a prize, fifteen thousand pounds worth in all, a fortune, just as Charlie needed it to be.

The share that the boys would take home to South Australia would see them set for a few years at least, longer if they didn’t overspend, but of course they would. Nai would drink and party it away and Whito would join him, debating with anyone who’d listen in pubs across the state about the unfair laws affecting the common man. Ivan would probably keep committing crimes whenever he could, and Chappy would follow because that’s what Chappy did, the Barossa boys’ fates forever entwined. Harry sent up a prayer of gratitude that he and Richie would go their separate ways from them now, knowing that without Will Worthington he and his brother would have ended up the same, lost and restless. Forever chasing an ever-elusive state of contentment that could never have a place in a criminal life.

It was as if thinking of Will caused him to materialise for suddenly there he was, riding towards him with a nod and a smile.

‘Morning,’ he said and Harry nearly dropped the saddlebags he was holding as the pit of his stomach fell.

‘Morning. Forget something?’ he said, throwing the bags across his horse and glancing over at Richie, who looked just as wary as he felt.

‘No, no, just had a last-minute change of plans. I’m coming with you today, as it turns out. Need to have a chat to that new sergeant over in Bright.’ He said it matter-of-factly and Harry had to try hard not to show his dismay.

‘Don’t think we have much room…’

‘All packed up,’ he said, patting his saddlebags. ‘Good morning, Mr Hanson, Miss Betty, Miss Olivia,’ Will said, greeting the bank manager and his daughters, who’d been breakfasting in the cafe nearby before they left.

‘Good morning, Will. Lovely day for it,’ Mr Hanson said, ‘and what’s all this mister business? I thought I told you to call me Cecil.’

‘Of course, Cecil. You remember Harry and Richie McIntosh, my future brothers-in-law.’

‘Ah yes, the famous McIntosh brothers. Must say I’m glad to have such capable, heroic types as our escort, never know when these damn bushranging gangs might strike.’

‘Not today, I’ll wager,’ Will said, tapping the McIntosh name on the door and causing Harry to feel physically ill.

They’re your mates, he reminded himself, everyone will be perfectly safe, but Ivan’s face wouldn’t leave his mind. Will helped the passengers on board and Richie looked over at him in dismay as Harry tried not to panic. Having Will along for the ride added a dangerous element into the mix. The man was smart and quick-thinking, not to mention armed, he noted, seeing the pistol strapped at Will’s waist inside his coat as he moved. He wouldn’t let bushrangers get away with this today if he could help it, little knowing one of them was his best friend. Or he could well recognise any of them and deduce he and Richie were behind it.

Anything could happen now and the relative guarantees of the venture began to crumble as Harry desperately sought a way to regain control.

‘Might work out best if you ride on ahead,’ he suggested, thinking fast. ‘We could certainly use a scout.’

‘Trying to get rid of me?’ Will said, eyebrows raised in amusement and Harry forced a smile.

‘Can’t blame a man for trying.’

Will chuckled. ‘Sure. I’ll move on up when we get to Euroa and keep my eye out.’

‘Sounds like a good plan,’ Richie agreed and Harry figured it was the best he could do for now. Ivan and the boys were too skilled to be seen so Will wouldn’t be much use as a scout and by the time the convoy was robbed he’d be far enough ahead to be unaware it had occurred. Harry took a deep breath, feeling shakily back in control.

‘Ready to go?’ Will said, and Harry nodded at their drivers who clicked their reins and they set off. Harry looked over at Richie as they began the journey at last, their plans already altered, their confidence thrown. Ruing the day they’d ever held up a woman holding a baby and taken what she couldn’t afford to live without.


Thirty-Nine

Wandiligong, 9 March 1881

Chrystelle buttoned her shirt and pulled her belt tight, the men’s trousers feeling strange against her skin, the oilskin coat heavy. With her thick gloves, and a wide-brimmed hat over her bundled-up hair, she would pass for a man, she knew; another reinvention complete, especially once she pulled up the handkerchief at her throat and let her last mask fall into place.

‘It’s sheer madness, Chrys,’ Deidre warned from the door as she held Dolph in her arms. Chrystelle didn’t reply. There was no point in arguing it through again.

Her son was walking now and as Deidre lowered him down he practically ran over to her on his fat little legs, only to pause and stare.

‘Eddie,’ he said, pointing at her hat.

‘No, my love, Mama,’ she said, taking off her hat to ease his confusion and picking him up for a cuddle. ‘Eddie will be here soon.’ He was a regular visitor these days, coming for tea and staying for dinner as the three of them talked the night away, although Deidre still wouldn’t call him her suitor. The light banter had turned more serious of late, of course, but in as much as Deidre was dead against it, Eddie was keen to join Chrystelle and earn a share of the money, as well as act as her protector today, and she knew she couldn’t do this without him. She couldn’t let anything happen to him, either, hence the daily pistol practice out in the bush, learning the skill as she always did: from books.

Eddie had given her a few pointers as well and wasn’t a bad shot himself but she was banking on his menacing size to intimidate rather than any actual shooting coming to pass. It was all meticulously planned out and by the end of this day she would know if vengeance would be served and her freedom to love restored. Only the passing of time would reveal the truth, and she wished she could rip the mask off the future and see its face. To know if she’d be riding home victorious and writing the letter to Charlie to tell him to come to her now, for she was free. Or if she’d be holding Dolph like she was now, unsuccessful yet reminding herself as she always did that sacrificing her own happiness was worth it if it meant giving him a decent life. Or if, indeed, she would make it home at all. The last thought was unbearable and she buried her face against Dolph, promising him silently that she’d never let that come to pass.

The sound of horses arriving drove Deidre to the window and she lifted the curtain to peer out.

‘He’s here.’

Her eyes met with Chrystelle’s then and she saw Deidre’s fear reflecting her own, and it made her cling to Dolph for one long, last time before handing him over.

‘Come back safe,’ Deidre whispered over his soft hair, tears choking her words now. ‘Both of you, you hear me?’

Chrystelle nodded and hugged her before looking over at the mirror and putting on her hat, acknowledging that it was time to play a part once more, the performance of a lifetime, and find out whether this would all end in love or tragedy. Whether she’d reclaim her fortune, or end up fortune’s fool.


Forty

High Country, 9 March 1881

He’d been riding on ahead for a few hours, enjoying being on his own on such a beautiful day, but a few things were niggling him. Will paused on the road, looking around him and sorting it through.

Something was up with Harry and Richie. He’d known them long enough by now to pick up on it, and as much as they were trying to act like nothing was amiss something definitely was. It wasn’t just nerves either – they were too seasoned to be easily rattled by the possibility of ambush. They were worried. Extremely so. It was there in the way Harry had kept falling silent mid-conversation and in Richie’s lack of eye contact and forced smiles. He’d believed them when they’d said they’d gone straight for good, but there was something crooked afoot today, and he didn’t need to be a genius to figure it had plenty to do with their old mates.

Will turned in his saddle, wondering if he should wait for the convoy, go back to it or continue on. Maybe it was as simple as worrying Ivan and the boys would still be up at Eagle Falls and that things might get heated over being thrown out. Or maybe they knew their friends had something to do with these recent robberies and they were worried they’d encounter them today. Either way, he wasn’t comfortable being by himself any longer and he made the decision then, turning his horse around to ride back to the convoy, for if there was one thing Will Worthington had learnt in life by now, it was that trust was a commodity hard earned. Even though he liked and cared for his future brothers-in-law he didn’t quite trust them yet, and he certainly didn’t trust their friend Ivan Reed.

‘Get ya head down,’ Ivan hissed and Chappy did as he was told, ducking low as they peered at the convoy below.

‘Lined up like ducks on a river,’ Whito muttered.

‘Or band players on a river,’ Nai whispered back and Whito chuckled.

‘Shut it, you two,’ Ivan growled and they did, for however much the others still resisted his leadership it was getting stronger each day, culminating in right now, the heist he’d arranged with Harry. Charlie could have told them it had a lot more to do with him than Ivan but what good would that do? Besides, he was still heeding Harry’s sage advice they know nothing about the true reason behind his involvement today. Putting up with Ivan was just part of the gig and he wouldn’t mind his arrogance and bullying if they didn’t also come with such a high level of danger and unpredictability.

The sooner this was over the sooner Ivan was out of his life and Chrys back in it, and Charlie squeezed the handle of his pistol tight, determined to see this through, but the McIntosh name on the carriage doors below gleamed in the sun and Charlie felt guilt among the nerves. That they were stealing from the business Tom owned, and that Will still ran, made him feel sick but he had no time left to change his mind, and essentially no other choice regardless. There wasn’t any other way for him to get that kind of money and, besides, the insurance company were really the ones being robbed. He had no qualms about that, at least.

The rider to the back looked over their way and Ivan grinned. ‘Hello, Harry.’ Charlie didn’t like the way he held his gun pointed towards his friend, and Whito watched him, nervous too.

‘Careful you don’t get too trigger-happy there, mate.’

‘Trigger-happy, what a lovely turn of phrase that is, eh?’ Ivan said, staring down the barrel of the gun.

‘Quit mucking around, Ives, we’d better go down. It’s quarter to.’

‘See ya in a minute, McIntosh brothers,’ Ivan said, lowering his gun. ‘Time to go get us some gold.’

There it was, just up ahead, the old shack. Harry swallowed hard, his heart racing, hoping desperately that everything would go according to plan. Each sway of the wagon and rattle of the wheels seemed to creak and strain in his very flesh and bones as the weight of the people’s lives within sat upon him. Every click of hooves from his brother’s mount reminded him he carried the weight of his safety too. This was Harry’s plan, his attempt to undo a mighty wrong. Terrifyingly the threat of bloodshed was unavoidably the price they had to pay.

Fate tripped towards them painfully now as the shack came ever closer. One hundred feet, seventy-five, fifty at most.

Crack. The gunshot seemed to rip through his heart as they slowed to a stop and the masked men raced out from a stand of trees near the shack.

‘Stand and deliver!’

‘Don’t shoot!’ cried Josh, dropping the reins and raising his hands, and his brother Bob did the same, as Harry had assumed they would.

‘Down ya come,’ ordered Ivan and Harry met his gaze as it swung his way. ‘Drop ya gun,’ he said, pointing his own. ‘You too,’ he added to Richie, and Harry felt the last control he had slip away as it fell to the ground.

‘Hands on heads and over there,’ he gestured, and Harry went with Richie, meeting each man’s eyes one by one, Whito, Nai, Chappy then Charlie, mixed emotions in each, yet it was hard to read a face that was covered by a mask. Difficult to predict what truth of character would be revealed when an identity was thus concealed too.

Each man was a friend, yet each man was an entity unto himself and the real depth of their loyalties would come to the test when temptation sat before them, Harry knew.

‘Out ya get!’ Ivan called to the passengers and when nothing happened he sent a nod to Whito, who jumped down to swing open the coach door.

‘Y’heard the man,’ he said. ‘Out ya get and make it fast.’

‘Come on,’ Harry heard Cecil say to his daughters, ‘it’ll be all right.’

‘We don’t bite,’ Ivan called over. ‘Much.’ He chuckled to himself as the three emerged. ‘Well, hello ladies, goodness me, what have we here?’ he said, and Betty held on tight to Olivia, terrified, as their father wrapped one arm around them in protection.

‘Take what you want but please, sir, these are ladies,’ he told him, obviously terrified too but brave enough for that, Harry had to admire.

Ivan’s eyes held a manic gleam, and Harry knew he was enjoying watching the family’s fear, but even he realised time was of the essence and so he moved on. ‘Tie them up,’ Ivan ordered, gesturing at Harry and Richie, and Whito walked over to do that too, not as roughly as he normally would but enough for show.

‘What’s the cargo?’ Ivan asked Harry, continuing the performance for the passengers’ sake.

‘You’ll have to see for yourself, won’t you?’

‘Wouldn’t want to miss anything, now would we?’ he said. ‘You just let us know if we do. Open her up,’ he ordered Whito and now Nai too, as Chappy held the horses and Charlie ostensibly kept watch a few feet away.

The doors were locked and Nai ripped the keys from Josh’s shaking hands when he produced them, making short work of getting the doors wrenched open. Whito helped him pull out a heavy crate, each taking a handle and lowering it to the ground.

Whito got it open and there it was, shining in the sun, the greatest substance to ever tempt mankind: bars of pure gold.

Ivan’s eyes went from gleaming with maniacal power to gleaming with maniacal greed and Harry watched the transformation nervously, eyes flicking over the others. It was there in them all, in varying form; the raw desire for wealth and all that it could bring.

‘Put it in me saddlebags,’ and they did so quickly, ten gold bars on each side, as Thunder pawed the ground.

They jumped back on their horses and Harry waited for them to ride off, hoping desperately Charlie would get the share promised to him, but unable to help him any further at this point in time. His only reassurance was that Ivan knew Harry would seek revenge if Charlie was short-changed, but it seemed a flimsy insurance when your hands were tied and Ivan sat behind the mask. The gold in his possession now, gun in hand.

He stared over at Harry, studying him with a triumphant grin in place behind the handkerchief. Harry could see it in the crinkled corners of his eyes.

‘Let’s go,’ Whito hissed.

‘Check the bags,’ Ivan said instead.

‘What? No, we should take this and run.’

‘I said check the bags.’

It wasn’t just an order, it was a command, and Ivan’s gun rose dangerously as he said it, causing the others to dismount and walk over to unstrap the bags and begin rummaging through, but they did it quickly and took little. Their resentment and nervousness rose as they flicked looks at Ivan, then Harry and Richie. And the gun.

Only Charlie remained seated, still a few feet away.

‘We’re running out of time,’ Whito muttered in warning as he searched, glancing over at Ivan.

‘Take those,’ Ivan said, pointing his gun at some pearls that had fallen to the side.

Suddenly a shot rang out and Ivan let the gun go, screaming out in agony as a bullet ripped through his right hand.

‘Drop your weapons!’ a man yelled, and Harry swung around to see that it came from the shack nearby.

‘Shit,’ Whito said, as another bullet landed at his feet.

‘Drop ’em. Drop ’em now!’

The men all did so, and Charlie too.

‘Hands in the air!’ They did as instructed. ‘Now away from the horses, move to your left.’

Charlie dismounted to join the others and the bushrangers were isolated together. Harry watched on in shock, fearing for them all but Charlie most of all. Two figures moved slowly out of the shack towards them, one enormous and one much smaller, both in oilskins and with hats and masks. ‘Move and we shoot,’ the larger man said and Harry desperately hoped they wouldn’t do anything stupid, but then Ivan did, of course.

He was pretending to be doubled over in pain, which undoubtedly he was, but he used it to get close enough to grab his gun from the ground with his other hand. He straightened suddenly, firing his gun as he ran to the shelter of the coaches. Panic erupted as the others followed suit, and shots flew from both sides as the two newcomers opened fire and ran behind a tree.

‘Argh,’ Nai cried, collapsing to the ground and clutching his leg.

‘Get under the coaches!’ Harry yelled to Josh, Bob and Cecil and his daughters, running with Richie to get behind a tree as well. Shots continued to fly, and Whito crept over to Nai, dragging him out of the way, as the big man in the oilskin leant out to take aim. Chappy took a shot and the big man fell, blood pouring from his shoulder as the other man knelt over him.

‘No!’ It was a woman’s cry.

‘Move and you’re dead!’ Ivan yelled, holding his gun straight with his left hand. ‘I don’t miss with either hand.’

She stared across and the gun slipped from her hand slowly.

‘Get up!’ he roared and she did so very slowly, her gaze tearing from him to the fallen man. ‘I don’t give a fuck if he’s dead or alive. Get over here.’

She came, stumbling slightly at one point, as Nai groaned in pain and Chappy tended his wound.

‘He’s gonna need a doctor,’ he warned.

‘Not now,’ Ivan said, as the woman stopped a few feet away. He lifted up his injured hand, bleeding profusely. ‘Take off your hat and give me your mask.’

She hesitated but had no other choice, and she removed it, long brown hair tumbling out. Then she undid her mask to reveal a young, pretty face. Harry stifled his gasp of shock, but not so Charlie.

Ivan turned towards him. ‘Friend of yours, is it?’

‘I don’t know any—’ Chrys began.

‘Shut it. I wasn’t talking to you, was I? Give me that,’ he said, grabbing the handkerchief she’d used around her face and tying it around his hand with a grunt of pain, then he turned back to Charlie. ‘Come over here, Sticks.’

Harry watched in horror as an unarmed Charlie slowly approached. He looked around desperately for a way to get his hands free and find a gun, as did Richie, but it was too late. Chrys stared at Charlie as he came and stood by her, blinking in shock as Ivan ripped his mask down. ‘Familiar now?’ She shook her head, but tears were falling down her cheeks. ‘Looks like we have a little case of being double-crossed now, don’t we? And you know what we do with double-crossing bastards, don’t you?’ Cecil’s daughters began to sob as Ivan lifted his gun once more. ‘We shoot them,’ he said simply.

‘Stop,’ Harry yelled as Chrys screamed.

‘No!’

She flung herself in front of Charlie as the gun fired, landing across him. The bullet found her chest.

‘Chrys. Chrys,’ he cried, holding her to him and lowering her slowly down. ‘No,’ he said brokenly, beginning to cry, ‘you can’t be here….you can’t be…be hurt…’ He pulled off his handkerchief, holding it against her and trying to stem the flow of blood. ‘You can’t…’

‘Charlie…’ she said. ‘Why are you…with them?’

‘Oh my love, my love,’ he said, lowering his forehead to hers as he wept. ‘It was for you.’

‘I was trying…to be with you…forever,’ she said, touching his face with her fingers.

‘That can be arranged,’ Ivan said, reloading his gun.

‘No, for the love of God,’ Harry said, struggling desperately against his bindings.

‘Stop this, Ivan,’ Whito said desperately. ‘We need to go. For Godsakes, it’s enough.’

Ivan’s eyes were black as coal as he stared at Charlie. ‘Yeah, I suppose that works better really. Let him rot in gaol for the rest of his life with a broken heart.’

He got on his horse then, and Whito and Chappy helped drag Nai onto his, casting regretful glances Harry and Richie’s way. Then Ivan turned in a circle and cast Harry one last look of triumph before taking off, his crow echoing through the mountain air. Thunder lived up to his name, leading them with a rumble.

Harry and Richie ran to Charlie. ‘Set me loose,’ Harry told Josh. ‘Hurry.’ Josh untied him and then Richie too as Harry knelt to assess Chrys.

There was a lot of blood, too much for any real hope, but she was breathing all right and something occurred to him. ‘Sorry, Chrys, can I just see…’ She winced as he lifted her and saw the bullet had passed straight through. ‘We need to get her straight to a doctor. Now.’

‘You know this woman?’ Cecil said, as the others looked on.

‘She works for me,’ Harry quickly lied. ‘They all do.’

‘Eddie,’ Chrys moaned, her eyes moving to the big man lying near the tree.

‘Oh God, check him, Richie,’ Harry said, pointing.

Richie ran over as Harry got Chrys in the carriage with Charlie and the other passengers, returning to report that Eddie was still alive too but not in a good way.

‘Get him in the second carriage and get everyone to town,’ Harry instructed, grabbing a gun belt and jumping on Sketch.

‘You’re not going after them?’

‘Bloody oath,’ Harry said, grimly, kicking Sketch and taking off, thinking they really were stupid sometimes, his old mates. They’d left the best horse behind.


Forty-One

There were four of them and they were riding flat out, the dust billowing behind them, and Will set off to follow at a gallop. He didn’t know what had happened but did know there’d be very few men in that much of a hurry this afternoon, not unless they were trying to escape the law. Will had suspected there might be trouble, but he hadn’t expected to see Harry hurtling along on Charlie’s horse as he followed them. The sight was a terrifying one and Will hurtled across the plain, catching up with Harry and riding beside him.

‘Is Charlie all right? Will yelled.

‘Yeah,’ Harry yelled back.

‘Do you know them?’ Will added.

‘Yeah. I know ’em all right,’ Harry shouted back.

That said it all, and the two men fairly flew. Will’s mount was a fast one, an ex-racehorse he’d bought from the governor, in fact, and what he lacked in Sketch’s sure-footedness in this countryside, he matched in speed. They were gaining on them, no doubt, with Nai’s horse lagging behind and Whito and Chappy taking it in turn to slow down to help him, but soon it seemed they were abandoning him and Harry and Will saw his horse slow to a walk and Nai fall, pale, to the ground.

‘Leave him,’ Harry yelled. ‘It’s just his leg. Ivan’s got the gold.’

Ivan was a long way ahead of the other two now and they kept looking behind, knowing Will and Harry were gaining and they should split off, but it couldn’t be an easy thing, to let Ivan run off with all that gold. Harry took out his gun and shot in the air and that seemed to make the decision for them. Apparently neither of them were keen to face a showdown against Harry McIntosh nor get caught by his politically connected friend. They peeled off, leaving Harry and Will to pursue the lone Ivan now, and the horses seemed to sense the chase had narrowed, their hooves thundering as they followed Ivan into the forested mountain base.

Thunder knew this country well but Sketch knew it too, and Ivan had no advantage over Harry who’d gone exploring on Ivan’s mount through this area many times. The hillsides eventually connected up towards Eagle Falls, but Ivan would try to lead them through the ravines and lose them in the rocky escarpments. If he made it that far. He was thrashing poor Thunder, who was carrying the extra weight of the gold, driving him cruelly, and Sketch flinched her ears at the sound of Ivan’s whip as they drove on. Then, finally, not too far ahead, they saw him taking a run-up to send Thunder down one of the steepest ravines around these parts, somewhere Will’s racehorse would never be able to go.

‘Shit,’ Harry said, pushing hard to get there and follow.

‘Haaa!’ Ivan cried, galloping forward to take the jump but at the last minute Thunder stopped dead and threw him. He went headfirst, with the saddlebags, straight out down the ravine. Will and Harry came to rest and looked down to the grisly result.

And there, on a bed of sharp rocks and flint stones, lay Ivan Reed, dead black eyes staring at the sky, bones broken into odd angles. Blood from his shot-up hand and now pierced back oozing down the mountainside in a thick dark stream. Saddlebags scattered nearby.

‘Do you want to bury him?’ Will asked.

Harry shrugged. ‘Nuh. It’s fitting somehow,’ and the call of a wedge-tailed eagle found them as it floated far above. It seemed Ivan would become part of the cycle of life up here instead and Will supposed that was an apt result. A wild ending to a wildly lived life.

‘I’ll go down and fetch the bags, you need to get to Bright. Now. Charlie’s with the doctor.’

‘I thought you said he wasn’t hurt?’ Will said quickly.

‘He isn’t, but the woman he loves is, Chrys. Ivan shot her in the chest.’

‘He shot…? Hold on, what the hell was she doing there?’

‘I hired her and her friend to keep watch at a spot I knew Ivan would favour, just in case.’

‘You hired a woman?’

Harry shrugged. ‘She’s not your average girl. I, er…hired Charlie too. He’s been spying for me as part of the gang.’

Will reeled again. ‘You did what?’

‘It was his idea,’ Harry said, holding up his hands. ‘You can’t be his father and neither can I, and if that’s what he felt he had to do then you should leave it. He needs a friend right now, Will. He needs you, but not if you’re going to lecture him, especially not tonight,’ Harry finished.

Will considered Harry’s words. ‘Yes, yes, you’re right,’ he conceded, rearranging his hat and preparing to go, then he paused, looking over. ‘You know, I knew you were up to something this morning, that’s why I started heading back, but a woman in an ambush and Charlie turning spy…I really wouldn’t have ever suspected that.’

‘Life’s full of surprises,’ Harry said, looking down at Ivan. ‘You never know what to expect. Fates seem as changeable as the seasons up here.’

‘Yes, well, let’s just hope fortune favours Charlie tonight,’ Will said worriedly, wheeling his horse. ‘He can’t lose that girl of his twice.’


Forty-Two

Bright, 9 March 1881

The clock struck the hour but Charlie didn’t care about the time. He couldn’t care about anything save the woman whose hand he was holding. The doctor had left her alone, saying it was in the hands of God.

Charlie gently stroked her fingers with his, remembering the last time he did that. Back in Beechworth, at the restaurant, and she’d sucked in her breath and he’d snuck a kiss. It was the second-last kiss she’d ever given him. He couldn’t let her leave the earth. There must be a way, God, he wanted to beg. But he wasn’t a religious man so he spoke to Chrys instead, telling her all the things he’d never got around to saying.

That his parents had died one after the other a few years ago and left him with nothing but a decent education and an artistic streak. He’d done the best he could to survive on that but his life had been grey; it was always grey until he’d met her and found colour. Then his best friend Will Worthington’s father had died, leaving a family scandal behind, so he’d followed him here, to Australia. He’d follow him anywhere, even to the ends of the earth. That Will’s sister Mari had been cruelly heartbroken, but Will cared for her too until she finally healed and now loved again, Harry’s brother in fact.

‘You’ve met Harry,’ Charlie continued quietly, tracing Chrys’s face with tender love. ‘He was there today, do you remember? He’s the one who got me this job that was supposed to bring me a fortune and save you but you…you somehow had the same idea. How did you do that?’ he said, shaking his head. ‘How did you know? But I know why, you said it before…to be with me, forever. But forever can’t be this short…’ He paused then, as the tears ran and his voice fell to a whisper. ‘Forever can’t be this short.’

Chrystelle was sitting in a lawyer’s office and a woman with big blue eyes was staring at her as she ruined her life. Then the woman’s brother was giving her a look of pure hatred and trying to find out her true name but she was never going let him find out. Never again was she going to be known as Anne Brown. That girl had perished in a Beltane fire.

She was given money, something she’d earned with her flesh, but there’d be no more lying on her back. Now she had full control.

But now a man was thundering in on a terrible black beast and, quick as lightning, that money was ripped away, and she had to wear a mask and dance with feathers to make men hungry and regain that precious control.

She was left with no other choice, for it was all for a little dolphin, the sweetest most playful one of all.

Then somehow the mask was slipping, and for once she let it fall, as a man painted her body and filled her with his love. Yet she couldn’t have both the control and the man, not unless she donned another mask and raised a gun, but the gun was trained on her man now. Her Charlie. And it was ripping through her heart.

‘I’m here, I’m here.’ She could hear his voice and she wanted to wake up and be with him, but he didn’t know all the secrets. He didn’t know all the lies.

‘I think she’s waking up,’ said another man. ‘Keep talking Charlie, keep trying.’

‘Open your eyes, Chrys, please, I’m here,’ Charlie said again, but he was fading far away.

‘I can’t do this. I can’t lose her, not again.’

The words cut with their raw sorrow and she wanted to tell him she felt the same, there was too much love to live for, love for him, the dishevelled man with the artist’s hands, love for the little dolphin and woman who cared for him. Her friend Eddie came to mind then and she wondered if he was fighting in the dream world too.

She tried to leave it and open her eyes, but they were heavy, and her chest ached like it’d been split in two. It hurt to breathe, it hurt to love, it hurt to live.

He was weeping now and the other man was insisting he have a break from his vigil.

‘You need to eat or drink something, splash some water on your face.’

‘She…she might come to when I’m not here.’

‘It’ll only be for a minute. Come on, Charlie, for your own good.’

‘You’ve always been able to fix everything,’ he said, and she could hear the tears choking his words. ‘Why can’t you fix this for me too?’

There was a heavy pause before he replied. ‘I’m not God, Charlie.’

‘No, but you fix everyone else, Will Worthington,’ he said, brokenly, ‘why not her?’

The name punctured through her brain and she began to move her head from side to side. It caused a pain so intense she moaned and Charlie immediately grabbed her hand.

‘Chrys.’

Slowly she opened her eyes. ‘Charlie,’ she whispered, her vision unfocused as he came into view, before her eyes slid to the man behind. ‘Will Worthington,’ she muttered as the dream became reality, but he was smiling, why was he doing that? Because he’s not your enemy when he can’t recognise you, and she realised she wasn’t wearing a make-up mask.

Charlie collapsed against her hands and wept as Will placed a hand on his shoulder, and she realised, incredibly, that this was the Will he adored, Charlie’s non-blood brother.

‘A pleasure to meet you, Chrys, at long, long last.’


Forty-Three

‘It can’t be gone.’

‘They must have swapped saddlebags when Ivan wasn’t looking.’

Will ran his hand through his hair. ‘Dear God, the insurance company is going to have a field day with this.’

‘I looked around everywhere but it was definitely missing,’ Harry told him. ‘I’m sorry, Will. I really did do everything I could.’

‘I know you did.’

Will tapped on the desk for a while then sighed. ‘Oh well, I guess there’s nothing else for it but to move on with the paperwork. At least no-one got killed in the end.’

‘How’s the big fella?’

‘Eddie? He’ll live,’ Will said. ‘Could be a handy man to have on board, actually. Anyone who can take a shot like that and survive is made of tough material, although I’m not letting you keep Chrys. Charlie couldn’t stand that amount of worry.’

‘It was a one-off,’ Harry assured him. ‘I wouldn’t have let her do it if I’d realised she was Charlie’s girl.’

‘Thought you’d met before. Didn’t you recognise her?’

Harry frowned, thinking fast for the umpteenth time in the past two days. ‘She looked different dressed like a man in a pub with Eddie, believe me.’ God, he was getting good at lying. Maybe he was the one who should be getting into politics.

‘Doctor said she needs complete rest for a while anyway, bloody good luck the bullet passed straight through. He says that saved her life.’

‘Saved Charlie’s life too. I don’t think he could have come back from that, not after the way he’d been.’

‘Must have been a hell of a life, living as a spy among men like that,’ Will said, shaking his head. ‘I’ll bet he’s got some stories to tell, anyway.’

‘If you Englishmen want adventures you’ve come to the right place,’ Harry said, beginning to grin. ‘You know, I’ve got to hand it to him, he really held his own among those blokes. He can ride the roughest country now, shoot a pistol, drink whisky from the bottle, perform armed hold-ups, pretty wild stuff for a mild-mannered artist.’

‘I didn’t know he had it in him,’ Will agreed. ‘I guess having a broken heart drove him to want to live recklessly.’ In truth, having a broken heart forced him to have to live recklessly, but Will never needed to know that much. Even best friends could have secrets between them and some things never needed to be told.

‘I’m going to miss some aspects of that life myself, I suppose, but we can keep the best bits, I reckon. Eagle Falls can be our playground when we get sick of being well-behaved gents, starting with a bucks weekend for you, I think. How does riding into the wilderness to drink whisky from the bottle and learning to fly-fish sound?’

‘Do you have any idea how?’

‘Not really. How about we call your mate Jack Brannigan and get Stevo an early release?’

‘My aim is to reduce corruption up here, not add to it, Harry. Why do I always get the feeling you’re dreaming up some kind of scheme I’m not sure I want to know about?’

‘Who, me?’ Harry said, feigning innocence. ‘Nuh, I’m on the straight and narrow now, for good. A well-behaved gent, like I said, you have my word…except for up there in the mountains. That’s God’s country and what I do in his backyard is just between me and him.’

‘Heaven above…’

‘…heaven below,’ Harry finished with an approving grin. ‘You know, we may just make a true mountain man out of you yet, non-blood brother.’


Forty-Four

Wandiligong, 30 April 1881

She was asleep as he sat in a chair nearby, just watching her breathe, each rise and fall of her chest like a miracle as she exuded vitality and life. Now that she was home she was healing fast, but afternoon naps were still necessary, and with the adorable but irascible Dolph out for a visit to see Eddie with Deidre, it was peaceful enough to do so. She’d awaken soon enough, and when she did he knew she’d open her arms and he’d climb into bed with her and hold her warm, healing body close. It was too soon for more than kisses and caresses but still a delicious way to spend the afternoon.

They had a lifetime for more, no matter what she’d have to say about money. Life was too short to worry about vineyards and Dolph not having enough, let someone else take it on and wait for it to be profitable. Fighting words, Charlie, he told himself, but the decision has to be hers. They hadn’t discussed it as yet, and he rose from his chair, looking at the travelling bag in the corner that he knew contained feathers and a mask, wondering what decision she would make.

A knock came at the door and Charlie turned, surprised. He walked through the house and opened it, but there was no-one there, just some saddlebags. Stepping over them, Charlie looked out along the lane and there at the top of the rise sat a lone horseman on a mighty black stallion. Harry. Charlie waved but Harry just tipped his hat, then he turned and he was gone, and Charlie turned back to the bags, puzzled as he walked over to peer inside. And there on Chrys’s porch sat fifteen thousand pounds worth of shiny bars of gold, gleaming in dusty bushranger saddlebags.

‘How long have you been sitting there for?’ she asked, yawning and stretching, opening her arms so he would come to her.

‘A while,’ he said, climbing over to sit beside her and lower himself into them, kissing her gently. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Hungry,’ she said, smiling.

‘Well, that’s a good sign.’ He kissed her again but then he drew back and she looked at him quizzically. ‘Is something wrong, Charlie?’

‘I need to ask you something and I want you to know I hold no judgement, I never did, but I think you’ll know what I want you to say.’

‘I think I know what you want to ask,’ she said, knowing the time had come now. She sat up and pulled her hair up, twisting it in a knot and frowning as a slight pain niggled in her chest and back, but it soon went. She really was getting better, which meant this decision needed to be made and it seemed the time to make it had arrived. ‘I don’t want to go back to work, Charlie, of course I don’t, but I don’t want to sell this farm for a pittance and lose what little we have either.’

‘I know,’ he said, watching her, and she sighed.

‘But then again, after nearly being parted from him forever, it made me realise what I really want for my child…I don’t want Dolph growing up with a mother who lives a life of lies. There’s been too many in mine, too many masks,’ she admitted.

Charlie watched her closely as she continued. ‘If I live a life of sacrificing my soul so he never has to struggle, well, how is that good for him really? I’m thinking I’d rather him live as the son of a happy woman than a rich one, with truth in his life and wonderful memories of that…and with a father who loves him too.’

That brought a gleam to Charlie’s eyes and he took her hand. ‘We won’t have much but we could live in a little cottage, as you suggested, and I could work as a waitress or in a shop and you could paint or teach. Deidre and Eddie will be wanting to get married and have a place of their own now, I’m reckoning,’ she pointed out. ‘We wouldn’t have a vineyard filled with liquid gold but we’d be happy, Charlie, and that’s what I want: to live a life of happiness and…and love. So I’m not choosing a life of riches,’ she finished, ‘I’m choosing you.’

Charlie smiled so tenderly she started to cry and he wrapped her in his arms. ‘I love you so, so much.’

‘I love you too,’ she said, filled with it to bursting.

‘You’re wrong about something though,’ he said, pulling away to walk over to the door. Chrystelle watched, confused, as he pulled some saddlebags from around the corner and plonked them heavily on the bed.

‘What’s this?’ she said and he grinned and pulled back the flaps.

‘You don’t have to choose.’

Chrystelle stared in shock at the stolen gold, registering where it was from, how it had been won, the cost, and now the reward, all theirs. Never to struggle for control again.

‘But…but how?’

‘Harry. And there’s a note.’

Chrystelle took it from him with shaking hands, reading it aloud.

‘Once I took something from you and yours that I thought you could live without, but it was never mine to take, and for that I am truly sorry.

‘Please accept it back with my heartfelt wishes that you all live a long and happy life.

‘H. (L.)’

‘Harry was the original Lightning, the man who stole from you,’ Charlie said. ‘I’m sorry, Chrys, I suppose I should have figured that out when he went to so much trouble to help me get you the gold and be compensated but he’s always been so generous, I just assumed he was being so again.’

Chrystelle shook her head slowly, the truth spilling out as she stared at the fortune before them. ‘I already knew,’ she confessed. ‘Figured it out when I overheard him talking to Ivan in the shed behind the pub and I recognised that stallion, Thunder.’

She’d told him about the eavesdropping and how she’d come to be at the heist but she hadn’t told him about Harry. ‘Why didn’t you say?’

‘Because he’s proven himself a good friend and a good man since…covering for us by saying he’d hired me and Eddie and that you were his spy, and he’s proven it beyond anything today,’ she said, still stunned as she took in the magnitude of Harry’s actions.

‘He’s living an honest life now too, well, except for this but we can’t complain, and we can’t take it back. Will said Harry told him the other boys had made off with it and the insurance is already in process so I guess we have to keep it.’ His grin was wide now as he rumpled his hair. ‘Fifteen thousand pounds,’ he marvelled. ‘He’s certainly paid you back with interest! What do you want to do first?’

Chrys bit her lip, staring at the note thoughtfully, and coming to another decision she’d been wrangling with. ‘Confess something else.’

‘What now?’ Charlie said and she let out a sigh.

‘We might need a cup of tea for this.’

‘Sure we won’t need something stronger?’

‘Yes, actually, you’d better make that a wine. It’s a long story but you need to hear it now, especially considering what I need to do.’

‘What’s it about?’

Chrystelle raised her chin bravely to look him in the eye. ‘It’s the story of Dolph’s father.’


Forty-Five

Melbourne, 31 May 1881

Will checked his watch, glad that the weather had held for Alice today. No bride welcomed rain on her wedding day, no matter how much luck people said it could bring. He straightened his tie, wondering if he should just leave early and meet Charlie for a quick drink, when there was a knock at the door of the apartment. Mari usually rushed to answer it, especially now that it was often Richie, but she was already over at Alice’s doing bridesmaid duties so Will went himself.

‘Special delivery,’ said the postman. ‘Nice suit.’

‘Wedding day.’ Will grinned.

‘Well, congratulations to you, mister, just sign here, that’s the way,’ he said cheerfully, as Will dashed his signature on the ledger. ‘Thank you.’

Will closed the door and stared at the letter. It was probably a wedding card or something similar, and he opened it with curiosity, figuring he might as well while he waited. It was a note, just a few lines, with a cheque attached, and he scanned the words.


Once I took something from you and yours that I thought you could live without, but it was never mine to take, and for that I am truly sorry.

Please accept it back with my heartfelt wishes that you all live a long and happy life.

C. Amour



And Will lifted the note to see the amount printed on the cheque. It was ten thousand pounds.
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