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LANDS BEYOND THE SEA
A KINGDOM FOR THE BRAVE






AUTHOR’S NOTE


I have taken liberties with the time-line of Kumali’s tragic story, placing it several years before the era of the ‘lost generation’, and hope the historians among you will forgive me. Kumali is a fictional character, but I could not finish the Oceana Trilogy without showing the legacy she – and her people – inherited.









My journey through this trilogy has been a roller-coaster ride. The hardest part of any journey is the first step, but having taken that, and reached my goal, I feel an enormous sense of achievement. I didn’t really know if I was capable of such an ambitious project, but I have learnt so much during the three years, and have come to really appreciate just how much I owe to the people who love and encourage me even when the going gets tough.


It is to those people – and they know who they are – that I dedicate Legacy. Without them, I wouldn’t be so blessed.









The legacy of heroes is the memory of a great name
And the inheritance of a great example.


Disraeli









PROLOGUE: THE TIES THAT BIND


Moonrakers Farm, New South Wales, 1835


Nell Penhalligan held her granddaughter’s gaze and tried, unsuccessfully, to maintain a fierce expression. Ruby was a darling child and aptly named, for her hair was red, her temper fiery. She was as inquisitive and bossy as her mother, Amy, had been at five, and it was difficult not to smile under such determined scrutiny. ‘It’s rude to stare,’ she said mildly.


‘You’re very old today, Grandma, aren’t you?’ The head was tilted, the blue eyes speculative.


Nell puffed out her generous bosom. ‘I’m seventy,’ she said proudly.


‘That’s nothing,’ interrupted Alice Quince. ‘I’m seventy-four.’


Nell eyed the little woman next to her. ‘Yeah, but I’m in better health,’ she retorted. ‘And I still do a full day’s work.’


‘Hmph.’ Alice tucked stray wisps of white hair beneath her bonnet. ‘A bit of washing and ironing isn’t work,’ she said dismissively. ‘I still help at the shearing.’


‘Get in the way more like,’ muttered Nell.


The child was listening avidly. ‘Why do you fight with Aunt Alice, Grandma?’


‘Because she talks nonsense most of the time,’ puffed Nell, pulling the thin shawl more tightly around her plump shoulders. Despite the blazing sun, she was cold, and should have brought her thicker shawl, but she wasn’t about to ask for it – Alice would no doubt make some scathing remark about her lack of stamina.


‘And you don’t?’ Alice snorted in derision. ‘You fill that child’s head with all kinds of rubbish – things she couldn’t possibly understand.’


Nell winked at Ruby, who beamed back. ‘Me and Ruby understand one another perfectly,’ she replied. ‘Better she hears the stories from me than some garbled version from strangers.’


‘I hardly think telling her about your convict past is appropriate,’ muttered Alice, her bony shoulders stiff with disapproval. ‘Especially considering the reason for your transportation.’ Her glare spoke volumes.


Nell’s life as a London whore had ended the day she’d landed here. ‘You know I don’t tell ’er them sort of things,’ she snapped.


Ruby clambered on to Nell’s capacious lap and snuggled against her. ‘I like Grandma’s stories.’ She gazed up at Nell. ‘Tell me how Aunt Alice nearly got eaten by a dingo and how you shot it dead. That’s a scary one.’


Alice snapped open her fan. ‘I tell that story much better than you,’ she muttered. ‘After all, the dingo was chasing me.’


‘Yeah, but you wouldn’t be ’ere today if I wasn’t such a good shot,’ fired back Nell. ‘Isn’t it time for your afternoon kip?’


Alice’s brown eyes narrowed. ‘Not everyone snores their way through half the day,’ she countered. She struggled out of the chair, her skirts rustling, gleaming blue-black in the sunlight. ‘I’m not sitting here while you fabricate the whole incident. Your daughter Sarah needs help serving tea.’


Nell watched her friend hobble across the clearing and carefully negotiate the steps to the homestead. They were both getting frail, although neither of them would dream of admitting it. Yet, despite their constant bickering, their widowhood had drawn them close over the years and now they were like sisters. She felt the child move on her lap and winced. Her joints were painful and even Ruby’s light weight made them complain. ‘Give me a kiss for me birthday, Rubes, then go and help your mum.’


‘But I want a story,’ she said, pouting.


‘Later,’ she promised.


‘I love you, Grandma, and I love Aunt Alice too. Please don’t be cross with her, ’cos she’s really, really old and Bindi says he can hear the Spirits singing to her.’ The child frowned. ‘I can’t hear singing. Can you, Grandma?’


As Ruby flung her arms round her neck and kissed her cheek, Nell felt chilled. She would have a word with Bindi. How dare the Aborigine worry the child with his superstitions? ‘Darling Ruby,’ she muttered, ‘the only singing you’ll hear today is for me when I cut me cake.’ Nell clung to her, revelling in the vitality of the little girl she adored. ‘Now, run along,’ she murmured distractedly.


She watched the child scamper away, bright hair glossy, ribbons fluttering as her bare feet danced through the grass. The adventure of life awaited Ruby, and Nell felt a pang of sadness for her own lost youth. Where had the years gone? How had they managed to slip away, leaving her with only dreamlike memories of a life lived by a Nell who bore little resemblance to the old woman who sat here feeling sorry for herself?


Cross at letting her thoughts stray and determined not to allow Bindi’s superstitions spoil the day, she leant back into the cushions and watched the bustle as tables were set in the shade of the trees, and the native children were shooed away with bribes of stick candy.


Bindi was squatting by the river with the other native men, their women chattering like galahs as they splashed in search of the crayfish they called yabbies. The little boy whose life had been saved by her husband Billy’s last heroic act was now a man – a man with silver in his hair. She gave a sigh as she took in the scene.


Gum trees bent pale trunks over ochre banks, their leaves trembling as bright finches darted back and forth. The sky was clear, the blue leached by the heat that shimmered on the horizon, and in the distance she could hear the chortle of a kookaburra and the sad caw of a crow. The scene depicted the essence of this ancient land she now called home. It was familiar and dangerously deceptive, as beneath the serenity lay a cruelty that had, at times, brought her and Alice to the edge of despair. Yet, as she looked at her family, she felt contentment, for the trials of taming this primal landscape had given her many blessings despite the price she’d had to pay.


Her son Walter would have looked more like his father if he hadn’t got that dark red hair, but her heart twisted as she noted the lithe strength in her son’s wiry figure and the same glint of silver at his temples that Billy had once had. Despite the resemblance, Walter didn’t possess his father’s careless approach to life and took things far too seriously. He still had a temper, though thankfully it had waned with maturity, but once roused, the family had learnt to keep their distance. Widowed for four years, he kept a firm hand on the reins of Moonrakers and seemed disinclined to remarry.


Walter’s four boys were charging about getting in everyone’s way, and Nell smiled as their little cousin Ruby stood, hands on hips, telling them off. Those boys were as restless as colts – it was a good thing their father put all that energy to use about the place and kept them out of mischief.


Her gaze settled on the homestead. Moonrakers hadn’t changed much, and although she and Alice had moved into Jack’s cabin by the river once Walter had married, it was still the heart of the property. The homestead was raised on pillars to avoid flooding and termites, and had been extended several times to accommodate Walter’s family. A broad veranda ran along the front, screens and shutters kept out the flies, and roses clambered up the posts and sprawled along the roof. The old pepper tree was gnarled, its branches and drooping leaves giving added shade.


The shearing shed was sturdy, and although some of the barns had been rebuilt, and the pens extended, the essence of home remained. As she sat there, an island of stillness amid the chaos, Nell could still see the past as she watched the present unfold. The early years had brought hardship as they’d struggled to clear the land, build shelter, grow their crops and tend the sheep, but she and Billy, and Alice and her husband, Jack, had never lost the belief that one day they would have the best farm in New South Wales. She felt the familiar ache as she remembered the bushfire that had taken Billy and Jack, and the awful flooding that had been swiftly followed by a lengthy drought. She and Alice had survived it all, their initial animosity buried along with their husbands as they turned to one another for comfort and support.


She forced her thoughts to happier times. Her gaze settled on Niall and she smiled. The young Irishman had come courting her eldest daughter, Amy many years ago. How awkward and shy he’d been in his patched clothes and worn boots – a youth, really, but with the experiences of a tortured man in his eyes after his years as a child convict. He was so different to the prosperous man who stood talking to his brother-in-law Walter as their children played around them. There had been joy and sadness visited upon him and Amy over the years, but love and hard work had seen them through, and now they lived in the fine house Niall had recently built behind his new forge in Parramatta. Niall had proved that the human spirit, however battered, could not be quenched.


Her gaze followed her grandchildren. There were ten in all, quite a brood, but it assured the future of Niall’s forge and Walter’s Moonrakers, and brought life back into this old place. She watched Ruby, the youngest of Amy’s six surviving children. She knew she shouldn’t favour her, but there was something about the child that warmed her heart. Perhaps it was because she loved hearing the stories Nell and Alice told her, or the way she seemed to appreciate the time they had for her when her parents were busy. Either way, the child had brought Nell and Alice a great deal of pleasure.


‘Are you all right, Mum?’


Nell, startled from her thoughts, looked up at Sarah. ‘Just counting my blessings,’ she replied. ‘But I wish I had their energy.’ She saw the shadows in her youngest daughter’s eyes as she watched the children race around the clearing, and understood her regrets, for Sarah had never married. She looked after her widowed twin brother and his boys, and now, at forty-two, would probably never know the joy of having her own. ‘Where’s Alice?’


Sarah ran her hands down her apron, her blue eyes narrowed against the sun. ‘She’s issuing orders from her kitchen chair like a sergeant major,’ she said with a giggle. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t stuck your pennyworth in as well. You usually do.’


‘I shouldn’t be expected to work on my birthday. But if Alice is getting in the way, I’ll gladly sort her out.’


Sarah laughed again. ‘Stay where you are, Mum. We don’t need another argument when there’s so much to do.’


Nell settled once again into the cushions. She didn’t really have the energy to argue with Alice, and it was pleasant sitting here in the dappled shade. ‘Get me my thicker shawl, love. The wind’s a bit nippy.’


The fleecy shawl was soon placed around her shoulders, and Nell was about to ask for a cup of tea when there were shouts from the other side of the river. Niall’s family had come on horseback or in wagons, a great gaggle of them, accompanied by the sounds of pipes and fiddles. She cheered up immediately, as the Irish always had a story to tell, a song to sing or an instrument to play, and she loved their enthusiasm for a party.


She watched them cross the bridge over the river, which had become sadly depleted during this latest five-year drought. Niall had never forgotten his mother or his sisters, and had sponsored them and his brothers-in-law by paying their passage to Australia and finding them work. Most of them had stayed in or around Parramatta and were regular and very welcome visitors to Moonrakers.


‘Help me up,’ she ordered. ‘It’s my party and I’m stuck out ’ere on me own.’


She struggled to her feet and took a moment to catch her breath and adjust her bonnet. It was an old one, but she’d replaced the ribbons and added a few sprigs of wattle so it complemented her green dress. Old she might be, but that was no excuse for letting standards slip. Not for her the black bombazine and plain bonnets Alice favoured, but then Alice never did have an adventurous eye. She waited for Sarah to retrieve her fan and crocheted gloves from where they’d fallen, took her arm and headed for the table.


‘That’s your third piece of cake.’


Nell paused mid-munch. ‘At least I’ve still got enough teeth in me ’ead to eat what I want.’


‘Which is why you’re so fat.’ Alice drew in her lips.


‘Hmph. Anything’s better than being scrawny – it’s so ageing, and a breath of wind would blow you away.’


Alice pulled a face. ‘It would take a hurricane to shift you,’ she muttered. ‘I’m surprised that chair hasn’t collapsed.’


‘My Billy made things to last.’ She finished the slice and contemplated another.


Alice surprised her by not retaliating. ‘Yes,’ she sighed. ‘Billy certainly knew the worth of good craftsmanship. As did my Jack, of course. Our little place by the river will stand long after we’re gone.’


‘Now you’re getting morbid,’ said Nell, rather unsettled by Bindi’s talk of ‘singing’, and by the faraway look in her friend’s eyes.


Alice appeared not to have heard. ‘Do you remember that first argument we had, over the sheep?’


Nell wasn’t quite sure where this was going. That first row had started within minutes of Alice arriving at Moonrakers and had served as a forceful reminder that they were women of very differing backgrounds. The animosity it caused had lingered for years. ‘It was a humdinger, that’s for sure,’ she replied hesitantly.


‘You were an uppity piece back then,’ Alice mused. ‘Still are, most of the time.’ Her brown eyes twinkled as Nell bristled. ‘But I reckon we’ve got each other’s measure, and I have to admit I’ve enjoyed our spats.’


Nell raised an eyebrow as she brushed crumbs from her bosom. There was still a hint of the younger Alice in those eyes, but her face was lined from too many years in the merciless sun, her hands were gnarled, and her slenderness was emphasised by the looseness of her dress. Age and the elements had wreaked havoc on both of them. ‘You’re not going soft on me, are you?’


Alice shook her head, the faded ribbons bobbing on her straw bonnet. ‘Just thinking how lucky we’ve been to have each other – and of how much we’ve achieved together.’ She nodded towards the cheerful cacophony of chatter and laughter at the other end of the table, where Ruby was happily perched on her cousin Finn’s knee, gazing up at him adoringly. ‘Thanks for sharing your family with me. It would have been a lonely old age without children of my own.’


‘Now I know you’re getting sentimental,’ said Nell crossly, disturbed by Alice’s unusual show of emotions. She was in the act of pushing back her chair when Alice clasped her arm.


‘You are my dearest friend,’ she said softly. ‘For once in your life, Nell, don’t argue with me.’


Nell could feel the beat of her heart thudding against her ribs. Alice was acting very strangely, and there was a sense of urgency in her voice she hadn’t heard for years. It was as if she was aware of time running out, that she must make her peace before it was too late. Perhaps Bindi’s superstitions weren’t as foolish as she’d supposed.


Yet the thought of losing her friend was a sobering one. She gently took the crippled hand, aware of how the arthritis pained Alice even though she rarely let it show. ‘I don’t know what all this is about,’ she said softly. ‘You and me have always argued – it’s what’s kept us going. Don’t think that because I call you a silly old fool I don’t love you.’ She swallowed the lump in her throat and forced a smile. ‘But don’t you dare tell anyone I said so, or I’ll tell ’em how you went to pieces when Henry Carlton died.’


Alice reddened and snatched her hand away. ‘I didn’t.’


Nell nodded, satisfied Alice was restored to her usual brusque self. ‘I heard you,’ she said triumphantly. ‘Sobbing into your pillow like a lovesick girl’


‘Despite your outrageous flirting with him, Henry was my beau, not yours. I had every right to mourn him.’ Alice glared at her, but couldn’t maintain the furious expression for long and broke into a smile. ‘Oh, but he was handsome, wasn’t he?’


Nell grinned. ‘That he was. Clever too. We wouldn’t have done ’alf so well without him.’


They lapsed into comfortable silence as the sounds of the party faded and memories took over. Henry Carlton had brought new warmth to their lives after they had been widowed, and his absence was still keenly felt. His friendship and guidance had been invaluable, his supply of breeding merinos from South Africa ensuring the quality of their stock after the terrible drought that had brought others to their knees.


‘I sometimes think we’ve lived too long,’ said Alice, on a sigh.


‘Stuff and nonsense,’ blurted Nell. ‘How can anyone live too long?’


‘We’re almost the last of that generation, Nell, and with every year comes news of another death. It seems unfair.’


Nell had had enough. She grasped the arms of her chair and hauled herself upright. ‘Well, I ain’t planning on turning up me bloody toes just yet,’ she snapped. ‘You can sit ’ere in your misery if you want, but while I’ve breath in me body, I’m gunna have some fun.’ She rapped on the table to get everyone’s attention. ‘Let’s have some music,’ she ordered. ‘I wanna dance.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Mother,’ barked Walter. ‘It’s not seemly for a woman of your age, and your heart isn’t up to it.’


She eyed her son. He was in danger of becoming pompous and the need to take him down a peg was irresistible. ‘Seemly or not, this old ticker’s still thudding away. Do it good to get some exercise – and it wouldn’t ’urt you neither,’ she snapped, eyeing his midriff. She turned to Niall’s nephew, a handsome youth of about fifteen, with blue eyes and curly jet-black hair. ‘How about it, Finn?’


Finnbar Cleary took Nell’s hand, his eyes bright with laughter as he sketched a bow. ‘It would be a pleasure to dance with the birthday girl, for sure. And I have me in mind that a waltz should suit the occasion. ’Tis all the rage in Europe.’ The others quickly picked up fiddles, pipes and the large, plate-like drum that would be beaten with a bone-shaped stick to set the rhythm.


‘Mother! I forbid it!’ Walter’s face was puce.


‘You can forbid all you like. I’m old enough to do as I please.’ Nell winked at Finn and stepped into his embrace. ‘Take no notice of ’im,’ she murmured. ‘Walter always was a stuffed shirt.’


It had been many years since she’d danced, and the feel of a strong arm around her, and the warm hand clasping her fingers made her forget the inconveniences of age, and as he slowly guided her into the dance, she breathed in the scent of his freshly laundered shirt and felt young again.


The fiddles played their lilting tune to the haunting notes of the pipes as the drum stirred the feet and heart, and when the dance was over, Nell was breathless and giddy. She allowed Finn to guide her back to her chair and eased herself into the cushions. ‘That was fun,’ she gasped, as she fanned her hot face and tried to catch her breath.


‘It was my pleasure.’ He bowed once more and a lock of dark hair fell over his eyes. Smoothing it back, he winked at her before leaving to join the others in a wild jig.


‘He’s lucky you didn’t have a heart seizure,’ muttered Alice.


‘At least I gave it a go,’ retorted Nell, who was still battling to get her breath. ‘I notice you’re not joining in.’


‘I have more sense.’ Alice pulled her wrap more firmly around her bony shoulders. ‘You won’t catch me making a fool of myself with a boy young enough to be my grandson.’


‘Good thing he didn’t ask you to dance, then.’


‘Too old for all that nonsense,’ replied Alice. Her expression softened as she watched Finn swing Ruby into his arms for a fast polka. ‘But he’s a handsome young fellow, I’ll give you that.’


‘He’s so like Billy, even though they aren’t related,’ Nell sighed. ‘Right down to the way his hair falls in his eyes.’


Alice was silent as she sipped lemonade. Her foot tapped in time to the music, and her gaze followed the dancers for a while before she turned her attention back to Nell. ‘I’m glad you’ve enjoyed your party, and I do so envy your vitality. If the truth be known, I would have loved to dance.’ She smiled, her expression soft with affection as she got to her feet and planted a kiss on her cheek. ‘Happy birthday, Nell’


‘Where are you off to? The party’s not over yet.’


Alice patted her shoulder. ‘I’m tired,’ she said. ‘Time for my bed. It has been a lovely day, Nell, a really lovely day.’


Nell was tempted to follow her to make sure she found her way in the darkness, then accepted that Alice knew the way as well as she, and that her old friend needed some peace and quiet after the long, busy day. She watched until Alice was lost in the deepening shadows, before turning her attention back to the dancers. They were getting rowdy, the prodigious amount of rum and beer adding to their enthusiasm, but not necessarily to their skills, as they twirled and stumbled across the grass. Even Walter had loosened up enough to take off his jacket and clap in time to the music.


‘I’m tired, Grandma,’ said Ruby, as she came to lean against Nell’s thigh some time later. ‘Tell me a story.’


Nell gathered her into her lap. Ruby’s curls had become a tangle, the ribbons long lost, and her fingers and mouth were sticky with cake. She smiled as she held the little girl close. ‘Once upon a time, long, long ago, when I was younger than your mummy, I went on an adventure,’ she said softly. ‘I sailed in a big ship which had lots of masts where sailors would climb right to the top like possums. That ship brought me from England to this land where no white man had lived. It was a frightening place back then, thick with trees and strange creatures, and black men who threw spears. There were no houses, and we had to clear the ground to grow our food.’ She eased the child into a more comfortable position as her joints complained. ‘But none of us knew ’ow to grow wheat, and after two years we was all starving. Billy was in charge of government stores, but it made no difference, and we ‘ad to make do with what we could catch or forage.’


‘Tell me about Grandpa Billy,’ mumbled the child around her thumb.


‘Billy was tall and ’andsome. With a twinkle in ’is eye and a strong arm to guide me,’ whispered Nell, her voice soft with love as the memories sharpened.


‘Just like Finn,’ the child murmured. ‘I’m going to marry Finn when I’m a big girl. Then we’ll be like you and Grandpa.’


Nell smiled. Ruby had declared her love for Finn many a time. ‘That would be lovely,’ she replied. ‘But I was telling you about Billy. He rescued me when there was a terrible fight on the beach the day me and the other women landed, and we stayed together for years and years. He and Uncle Jack built Moonrakers, and it was ’ere that your mummy was born.’


‘She’s asleep, Mum,’ murmured Amy, as she kissed Nell’s cheek. ‘I’ll put her to bed.’


Nell touched her daughter’s face and smiled. ‘The thought of bed is enticing,’ she admitted. ‘I think I’ll turn in too.’


Amy took Ruby and hoisted her on to her hip, her copper hair tangling with Ruby’s and gleaming in the candlelight. ‘Stay here and I’ll take you when I’ve got this one settled.’


‘No need. I know me way.’ She kissed Amy, caressed the soft, slumbering cheek of her beloved Ruby and smiled. ‘Thank you for the party. I’ve had a wonderful time.’


Amy chuckled as she glanced across at Niall, who was regaling them all with an Irish song. ‘There will be some sore heads in the morning, but yes, it’s been a good day.’


Nell took her proffered arm and hauled herself out of the chair. As Amy headed towards the homestead with Ruby. Nell took a lingering look at the gathering before she turned away. The party showed no sign of flagging, but the little shack by the river and the comfort of her bed awaited her.


The sounds of the party echoed in the stillness, growing more distant as she tramped along the riverbank. Even after all these years it felt strange not to be returning to the homestead and the bedroom she had shared with Billy. She paused for a moment to catch her breath as she saw the moon’s reflection on the water. The same reflection had inspired Billy to call this place Moonrakers, and she smiled as she remembered the former smuggler laughing uproariously at his cleverness. ‘Oh, Billy,’ she murmured, ‘how I miss you.’


A rustle in the scrub made her start. ‘Who’s there?’ she rasped.


‘Bindi, missus.’ The Aborigine stepped from the shadows, his wild mop of hair glinting silver in the moonlight.


‘What on earth are you doing lurking about, giving me a fright?’


The broad brow creased, and the amber eyes were puzzled. ‘Bindi alonga missus. Take alonga gunyah, safe, safe.’


‘I know me way home, thank you, Bindi. Gawd knows I’ve done it enough times.’ She smiled, regretting her sharpness with him. She had known him all his life and he was as much a part of Moonrakers as she. ‘Go back to the party,’ she said. ‘And no more talk of singing to Ruby. It’s unsettling and she doesn’t understand.’


The amber gaze was mesmerising. ‘Missus understand,’ he said. Then he nodded as if to confirm this statement before melting into the darkness.


Nell’s heart was beating too rapidly, and her breath was laboured. Bindi had given her a fright and no mistake – why the hell did he have to spoil everything by looking at her like that? She shivered, blaming the sudden chill on the night breeze as she continued on her way. She was angry with herself for being so easily upset, and angry with Bindi for talking nonsense. The native superstition that death came with a song from the Spirits was thought by some to be rather romantic, but at her age it was unnerving, and although she didn’t believe a word of it, she caught herself listening to the night sounds just in case the Spirit Voices could be heard whispering in the darkness.


As expected, there was no lamplight to guide her up the shallow steps, but as she hauled herself on to the veranda, she realised Alice was sitting in her usual chair. She paused to catch her breath. ‘I thought you said you were going to bed.’ There was no reply. ‘Come on, Alice, you can’t sleep here. It’s cold and you’ll get a chill.’ She took the other woman’s hand and, with a sharp cry of distress, sank into the adjacent chair. Alice’s sleep was one from which she would never wake.


Nell’s heart thudded as she gripped the lifeless fingers and tried to accept what had happened. ‘You knew, didn’t you?’ she muttered. ‘Just as Bindi knew. All those things you said, the memories we shared. It was your way of saying goodbye.’ The tears ran unheeded down her cheeks as she blinked at the moon, which was now floating high in a sea of stars. ‘Oh, Alice,’ she sobbed, ‘who the ’ell will I fight with now?’


She lost all sense of time as she held her friend’s hand and watched the moon drift across the sky. Her heart was hammering, and she was still short of breath after that long walk and the scare Bindi had given her. She and Alice had shared so many years, had squabbled and celebrated like an old married couple, their love and respect for one another never faltering, even in the darkest days. They had lived and worked as one, and it wasn’t fair of Alice to slip away, to abandon her to this awful silence, this emptiness.


Yet, as the moon dipped lower, and her tears dried, she thought she heard the faint sound of singing on the night breeze. It was beautiful in the stillness and a great sense of peace washed over her as she realised she was being called home. ‘Jack’s there with you, isn’t he, Alice? Can you see my Billy?’


‘I’m here, darlin’.’ The soft voice came from the shadows. He emerged into a patch of moonlight, his dark hair flopping in his eyes as he smiled the same slow, sweet smile she had never forgotten. ‘You didn’t think I’d leave you on your own, did you, Nell?’


‘Billy.’ She sighed as she rose from her chair and took his outstretched hands.


‘Come, Nell. It’s time.’


She glanced over her shoulder towards Moonrakers, where her family slept.


‘We’ll watch over them together,’ Billy said, as he drew her close, ‘’cos I know you’ll want to keep an eye on young Ruby.’


Looking into his eyes, she felt the purest joy, and when he led her into the blinding glow, she walked with the lithe step of a young woman in love.










PART ONE


Homeward Bound










1


On the tracks, October 1849


Ruby pulled the collar of the oilskin coat up to her chin and shivered as the mare splashed through the mud. This was not the most romantic way to begin married life, and although she could sense the warmth of her grandmother Nell’s spirit travelling with her, she hadn’t expected to feel quite so down-hearted.


The latest drought had broken with devastating ill timing, for there were still many miles to go before they reached the valley beyond the Blue Mountains, and as the rain hammered on Ruby’s hat, it bowed the brim so the icy water ran down her neck and soaked her to the skin. The downpour was the only sound to be heard as the four oxen plodded through the valley, for even the roar of the nearby waterfall was muffled in its thunder. Talking was impossible, and anyway, the six of them had nothing to say to each other in the misery of trying to ignore sodden clothes, keep the sheep and string of horses together, and the overladen dray from getting bogged down in the mud.


Ruby had met James Tyler a year ago, and it had been love at first sight for both of them. He’d arrived at Moonrakers looking for work, bringing with him an energy and hunger for adventure that matched her own. He’d swept her off her feet with his charming ways, good looks and roguish smile, and when he had expressed his desire to follow Blaxland, Lawson and Wentworth’s route through the Blue Mountains to the endless pastures and plentiful water that were so perfect for rearing sheep, she’d known she had to go with him. Her childish passion for Finn was exactly that, and James – kind, sweet-natured James – was the man she’d been waiting for. When he had proposed six months later and slipped the ring on her finger – when he had kissed her for the first time and held her close in the moonlight – she had known without doubt that this was the man with whom she would share the rest of her life.


Her father, Niall, had at first refused to countenance her marrying an English Protestant when there were good Catholic husbands to be found among the ever-increasing Irish community. He’d been further disturbed by the young couple’s intention to travel into the wilderness, where frequent native attacks were being reported ever more regularly by the squatters. Yet he’d eventually yielded to her unswerving determination to follow in her grandmother’s pioneering footsteps, and Ruby had married James three weeks ago on her nineteenth birthday. Niall’s gift to the newly-weds was the lease for several thousand square acres of prime grazing land.


Niall, whose keen eye had yet to fail him, had exploited both the market crash five years before and new legislation by buying offloaded sheep at sixpence a head, cattle that had once cost six guineas each for seven shillings and vast parcels of land for pennies. His forward thinking meant that as long as the demand for wool continued, Ruby and James’s futures were secure.


The four oxen lumbered along as they pulled the enormous dray, which was loaded with supplies. The sheep had lost their skittishness and formed a bedraggled mob as they were chivvied along by the young Scottish shepherd and his dogs. The three ticket-of-leave men – convicts who’d been freed to earn a wage for the remainder of their sentences – led the string of horses through the rain, ready to put their shoulders to the wheels if they got stuck again, and James had abandoned his seat on the dray to grasp the leading ox’s harness and encourage it to keep going.


As the rain fell in a blinding curtain, the surrounding trees trembled beneath its force and Ruby huddled deeper into the oilskin coat. The oxen managed twelve miles on a good day but only three or four on days like this, and she was beginning to wonder if they would ever reach the valley, for the precipitous mountain trail still lay ahead. Yet the dreams she’d nurtured since listening to the stories from Grandma Nell and Aunt Alice remained, as did the yearning to experience her own adventure. Her imagination had been fired by those stories, and although the reality of experiencing the hardships and battles of the pioneer was daunting, it nevertheless strengthened her resolve. With the spirit of Nell to guide her, she and James would survive this trek into the unknown and would raise their flock and their children in a landscape far from the crowded settlements that now surrounded Sydney and crept along the coast.


She was startled from her thoughts by a shout and peered out from beneath her dripping hat-brim. James had brought the oxen to a halt. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘The river’s about to run a banker,’ he shouted back. ‘We have two choices: stay here and get flooded out or cross and risk getting drowned.’ He took off his hat and ran his fingers through his fair hair in frustration.


Ruby eyed the swiftly flowing river, noted that it seemed shallow enough a bit further upstream and looked back at her husband. ‘We can’t stay here. The land isn’t high enough to give protection if it floods, but if we take the dray further up, there’s a way across.’


James regarded her, his brown eyes thoughtful as he tugged on the hat and turned to the others. ‘What do you think?’


It seemed the men agreed with her, and James climbed back on the dray and took up whip and reins. With grumbling unwillingness, the animals headed upstream to where the water tumbled over a bed of rock and shale, and offered dubious passage to the other side.


Ruby dismounted as the shepherd and his dogs brought the mob of sheep to the riverbank. The oxen bellowed in fear. She understood how they felt, as it was a daunting prospect. The river raced over glossy shale, eddying around boulders and dragging at tree roots and reeds that clung to the banks. Broken branches and clumps of weed raced past, and in the rapidly dwindling light she could see the bloated corpse of a wallaby that had become stuck between two rocks.


‘I’ll cross first and find a way,’ shouted James. He handed the reins to Fergal, the sturdiest of their hired men. ‘When I signal, bring them over.’


His wink to Ruby before he waded into the water was one of bravado and her heart began to thud as she realised he was as scared as she. Step by step he found purchase on the slippery river bed and countered the force of the water. It reached his hips and then his waist, but still he ploughed on.


Her heart hammering, Ruby’s mouth dried as she willed him to reach the other side.


And then he was gone.


Ruby screamed and would have plunged in after him if the shepherd, Duncan, hadn’t hauled her from the edge. ‘James,’ she yelled. ‘James, where are you?’


‘There!’ shouted Fergal. ‘He’s over there.’


James was clinging to a boulder downstream, but he was still in danger. Ruby’s breath was a sob as James strained against the current to drag himself clear. She urged him on, every muscle tensed as if she too was battling for survival. James grappled with the slippery boulder and, with inexorable slowness, began to gain leverage. Inch by inch he dragged himself up until he was slumped on what appeared to be a rocky outcrop. Scrambling and slipping, he used this natural causeway to gain the other side. Ruby burst into tears as he waved from the opposite bank.


‘Och, there’s nae time for tears, lassie,’ muttered Duncan, the shepherd. ‘I have tae get these sheep across yet.’


Ruby was so relieved James was safe she lost her usual reticence with the dour Scot and gave him a beaming smile. ‘Then you’ll need all the help you can get,’ she said. ‘What do you want me to do?’


He glowered and mumbled something she couldn’t hear above the rain, then turned and began to marshal dogs and sheep. Ruby shrugged. Duncan Stewart was a free man and a skilled shepherd, but he’d never win prizes for his manners. She turned to the most senior of the ticket-of-leave men, who was checking the ropes that tied their possessions to the dray. ‘What’s the plan, Fergal?’


The Irishman surveyed the river. ‘James has signalled that there’s a sharp dip where he lost his footing, so I’ll have to be taking the beasts midstream and then south to those boulders.’ He nudged back his hat, eyes narrowed against the rain as he gloomily surveyed the river. ‘The sheep are another matter,’ he muttered, scratching the stubble on his chin. ‘If the flow’s strong enough to sweep away your man, then a woolly stands no chance.’


‘We can take the lambs on horseback,’ she replied.


Fergal glanced at the milling sheep and shook his head. ‘You’ll have your hands full with the packhorses. I’ll get the dray across, unload it and come back for the sheep. It’s the only way.’


Ruby gathered up the reins of two of the extra horses and climbed back into the saddle as Fergal told Duncan his plan and the others followed suit. Fergal clambered on to the dray, and, with a crack of the whip, set the oxen lumbering towards the water. They baulked and snorted as it sucked at their legs, but the sting of the whip and the shouts of the men kept them moving and the dray was soon up to its axles in water.


Ruby nudged her mare out of the shallows, and as the chill swirl rose beyond the stirrups, she had to fight to keep the horses calm. Their ears were back, eyes rolling with terror as their necks arched and they yanked on the leading reins. The mare’s hoofs slithered over the shale, and at each shout and crack of the whip Ruby felt her flinch.


‘Steady girl,’ she murmured, as she struggled to maintain a grip on the leading reins and her purchase in the saddle. The water reached her thighs, the packhorses were being buffeted by the current, and the heavily laden saddlebags threatened to drag them down.


‘Gerrup there!’ yelled Fergal, as the oxen stumbled and bellowed and almost came to a halt. ‘Gerron, yer bastards.’


The oxen strained as the dray’s wheels scraped over the treacherous rocks that littered the river bed and threatened to sink in the soft shale. The tightly sealed barrels at the bottom of the load were soaked as the dray approached midstream, and with each jolt of the wheels the precious cargo began to shift. Ruby knew there was nothing they could do if it came untied, and as she and the two men urged the oxen on, she prayed it would hold until they reached the other side. The whip cracked repeatedly as Fergal used every oath he knew to keep the beasts going. As they scented the sanctuary of the far bank, they at last began to pull their burden willingly.


Ruby was soaked, her hands numb with cold as she urged the horses on to firm ground. As she slid from the saddle and searched for James, she realised he’d gone to help the others, who were still fighting to get horses and bullocks ashore.


One by one the men reached the bank and the spare horses were hobbled so they wouldn’t stray. Fergal’s voice was gruff from yelling as the bullocks dragged the dray away from the water. ‘Hurry,’ he rasped to the men, as he jumped down. ‘The river’s rising every minute.’


In silent desperation their numb fingers fumbled with sodden ropes, and the bundles, sacks and casks were carried into the trees. Tools, seed, furniture and clothes were quickly unloaded and placed beneath the oiled canvas that had kept most of it dry thus far.


Ruby helped Fergal unhitch three of the bullocks and get them hobbled, and then adjusted the harness so the remaining beast could pull the dray. She glanced repeatedly across to the far side of the river, where Duncan waited, surrounded by sheep, the faithful dogs panting at his feet. The river seemed higher and swifter – the bullock would take time to cross and would then have to make the journey back. It was a huge risk, but they had no choice.


‘I have an idea,’ shouted James. ‘Take off the wheels, tie the ropes to the rear corners and lash them round these tree trunks. We’ll float the dray but guide it with the ropes so it can be pulled across the flow.’


The sturdy hubs were swiftly knocked away, and the iron-rimmed wooden wheels were hauled off the axles. Once the ropes were secured, James sat astride the bullock as it dragged the dray through the mud and into the water.


Ruby added her meagre weight to the ropes as the men used the tree trunks for leverage and slowly eased them out. They held their breath as the current began to batter and tug at the dray, but the ropes kept it steady and it floated neatly behind the bullock. As the beast finally reached the other side, they gratefully released the ropes and James reeled them in, lashing them round the nearest tree. It would be up to him and Duncan to pay them out on the return journey.


Peering through the rain, Ruby could just make out the two men who were coaxing the bell-wether, the lead ram, on to the dray. She was about to get back in the saddle when Fergal stopped her. ‘Stay here,’ he ordered.


‘You’re going to need every pair of hands if we’re to get them safely across,’ she retorted.


‘James doesn’t want you at risk again,’ he shouted over the thunder of rain and river. ‘Do as you’re told and stay here.’ Without waiting for an argument, he took his horse back into the water.


Ruby clenched her fists. Fergal might gain his freedom in less than a year, but he had no right to order her about, and it was infuriating to be made to feel useless when she was perfectly capable of helping. She stood on the riverbank, burning with frustration as Fergal and the others headed for the other side.


Duncan’s dogs worked swiftly, nipping and nudging the reluctant sheep until they followed their leader on to the wooden flat-bed. With the two smallest lambs tucked safely in the vast pockets of his coat, and one tethered by its feet round his neck, Duncan stepped on to the dray as the bullock was hurried back into the water.


Ruby held her breath. The sheep were tightly packed and beginning to panic, and the makeshift raft was fast becoming unstable. Two of the rams locked horns as the ewes jostled, their lambs in danger of being trampled as they bleated in terror. The dogs ran across their backs, nipping and snarling to bring them to order, but they were too badly spooked. One of the ewes took a flying leap, landed in the water and was swept away, to be swiftly joined by a second.


Fergal managed to grab its fleece, haul the beast out of the water and dump it across his saddle. The others positioned their mounts to form a barrier on either side of the dray, preventing more of the stupid creatures following suit. The riders had to contend not only with terrified horses but the pull of the current, and the sheer instability of the makeshift raft that seemed destined to drown its cargo.


Ruby swung into the saddle. The ewes were bumping and boring, and unseen by the men, a lamb had been knocked into the water. Digging her heels into the mare’s flank, she set her in a gallop along the bank. The lamb was bleating piteously as it was swept along by the current, and Ruby knew her only hope was to head it off further down.


The current was stronger now, the mare whinnying with terror as it was forced to swim. She could see the lamb being tossed and spun by the raging eddies. The mare was struggling against the tide, but Ruby clamped her thighs, let go of the reins and reached out. Her fingers touched sodden wool and she grabbed the lamb by its neck. Hauling the terrified creature out of the water, she stuffed it down the front of her voluminous oilskin coat and snatched up the reins. Now all she had to do was get back to the bank.


The river tugged and pulled and almost knocked the mare off her feet as Ruby coaxed her to keep going. The lamb struggled and bleated, its little hoofs battering her chest as it tried to escape the coat, but Ruby ignored the discomfort, determined to get the three of them to safety.


They emerged to shallower water and at last gained higher ground. Ruby was trembling so badly from cold and fear she couldn’t dismount. She sat there in the teeming rain, the lamb quieter now, its head peeking out of her collar as the bullock finally dragged the dray out of the river. She began to sob with relief as the sheep skittered off into the bush, the dogs giving chase. James was safe, and although they had lost a ewe and two lambs, the majority of the mob had made it. Her tears were a release, for until now she hadn’t fully digested the very real danger they had all been in.


She handed over the lamb to Duncan, who glared at her and turned away without a word, and as she was gathering enough energy to dismount, she was yanked from the saddle by James.


He clasped her to his chest. ‘Don’t you ever pull a stunt like that again,’ he said fiercely. ‘I thought I’d lost you.’


She clung to his sodden coat as the rain battered them and was soothed. There were still hundreds of miles ahead of them, but no matter what dangers lay in wait. Ruby’s faith remained unwavering. As long as she and James were together, they would survive.


Kumali knew the gubbas – the white people – couldn’t see her, for she was camouflaged by the surrounding trees. She remained in the gloom as she watched the antics in the river. The woman was brave and strong, and although her man was angry, he obviously cared for her, and Kumali sensed they were good people.


Kumali was of the Gundungurra, whose tribal lands encompassed the Wollondilly River to the south, the Nepean River to the east and the caves of Binnoomur to the northwest. Mandarg, her great-grandfather, had told stories of the gubbas, and these had been passed down to her mother’s people. He had known that these white invaders would soon find a way over their sacred mountains. He had spoken of the good men he had met during his time in Warang, yet had warned them of the savagery of others, and the carelessness with which all whites plundered the sacred Dreaming Places and Songlines. His wise counselling had been heeded, but none of them had really understood the devastating effect the gubbas would have until it was too late.


They had come many moons after Mandarg had gone to the Spirits in the sky, and now the hunting grounds beyond the mountains were forbidden to her people. The white men had brought their women and cattle, their sheep and their labourers, and had stolen the Gundungurra’s traditional lands. Their firesticks had cleared the forests and chased away the possums, koalas and birds, their ploughs had ripped up the grass where kangaroos and wallabies had once come to feed, and their guns and poisoned flour had murdered the starving Gundungurra.


Kumali’s heart was heavy. It had become a battle between the gubbas and the few survivors of her tribe, but the stealing of cattle, sheep and grain was punished by hanging or, worse, a rout by the squatters and their black stockmen, who seemed to take pleasure in slaughtering even the youngest of her people. As her mother’s grandfather had foretold, the enmities between the tribes had been used by the white man to clear the land, and the choices left to her people were stark: remain free, starve and be hunted, or live with the white man and be at his mercy.


Kumali grimaced. She was free for the moment – had walked many miles to escape the boss who beat her and forced her into his bed – but she knew from experience that he would send one of his black-fella trackers to find her and take her back to his farm in chains, for this was not the first time she’d run away.


As the travellers became lost behind the grey curtain of rain, Kumali emerged from the trees. The river was fast and deep, and although she was a strong swimmer, she was reluctant to cross. The Elders had told her about Mirringan and Gurrangatch, and she feared that Gurrangatch, who was part fish and part reptile, might have been swept from his lair in the Wingeecaribbee River into these waters and be lurking in the depths to ensnare her.


She hesitated, her fingers plucking at the thin cotton dress the missus had given her. It was her only protection from the chill, and it clung wetly to her like a second skin. Kumali blinked against the rain and stared down into the water. Gurrangatch was still angry from being chased by Mirringan, the tiger cat, and Kumali shivered as she thought she saw a flash of silver in the tumbling waters. She chewed her lip, weighing up her options.


Her life had begun in a mission compound, where initiation rites and the Elders’ teaching had to be carried out in secret, as the minister had forbidden them. She had grown up with little understanding of the Ancient Ways the Elders talked about, for life in the gubbas’ compound had a way of destroying independent thought or action. Hunting was banned; their meagre food allowance came from the mission. New laws denied them the right to have a meeting of more than two people, so there were no more corroborees, and although they were permitted to build gunyahs for shelter, these could be ransacked at a moment’s notice should the minister suspect there was rum hidden inside them. Women and children were taken from their families and forced to work in the gubbas’ houses and fields, often sent many miles away so they were never seen again. Kumali knew their fate, for it had been her own.


She stepped back from the river and squatted in the shelter of a tree. She had been taken three years ago, when she was twelve, and she could still remember her mother’s screams, could still hear her father pleading with the man to release her. Ropes were tied round her neck and wrists, and she was hauled away, her mother’s cries echoing long after she’d lost sight of her. Her innocence had been taken brutally on that first night, and as the long journey progressed, she had learnt that this was her future.


Kumali fought back the tears, refusing to give in to the hurt and bewilderment that still sometimes threatened to overwhelm her even though she was now fifteen summers. Her new master, a cattle farmer, was cruel, and his beatings had left their mark, not only on her body but on her soul. She was worth nothing, and if she died today in the river, no one would sing the ritual songs and mourn her passing.


The rain’s thunder eased and she looked out from her meagre shelter. The clouds were clearing, the sun struggling to break through. Kumali eyed the river, but still she hesitated. The thought of death was terrifying, and although she knew what awaited her at the cattle station if she was caught by the tracker, surely it was better to experience this fleeting chance of freedom – to live as the Ancient Ones had done, and try to learn how it must have been in the old days.


The thought was dismissed almost immediately. She didn’t know how to survive in the bush, had no hunting skills, no intimate knowledge of her surroundings, no spear or knife. She had heard of the big cities that sprawled further south and east, but suspected life there would be just as harsh, for they were populated by the gubbas. The same held for the coastal plains, where she would be even more vulnerable, for the black-fella tribes there were traditional enemies. With a deep sigh she wrung the water from her dress. All she knew of life had been learnt in a mission compound or on a cattle station – it gave her little choice.


As the rain ceased and the clouds drifted apart, a shaft of sunlight fell on the opposite bank. It pierced a path through the trees as if pointing the way. Kumali stared at the golden beam and realised it was a sign. All hesitation gone, she waded into the shallows. If she survived the crossing, then she would follow the tracks of the bullock cart and the woman who had been so brave.


At sea off Tahiti, October 1849


Hina Timanu stood on the deck of the whaler, Sprite, and looked towards the misty smudge on the horizon. It had been almost two years since he’d seen his homeland, and although they were still several leagues from her shores, he thought he could already detect the aroma of cooking fires, frangipani and hibiscus.


Hina was twenty-eight, a gifted linguist and a seasoned whaler. He wore the standard-issue canvas trousers and serge shirt of the deckhand, but his height, muscular girth, long black hair and blue eyes set him apart from the Europeans he sailed with. It was something he’d become inured to over the years, for his own people were brown-eyed and short of stature, but the legacy of his mother’s white great-grandfather lived on in him, and far from being shameful, he carried his difference with pride.


As the smudge began to take shape, Hina felt a thrill of expectancy. The months of hunting in the icy Southern Ocean had become a distant memory, and as the heat danced in waves over the far-off volcanoes, he wondered if Sprite had been spotted yet – and if Puaiti would be on the beach to welcome him. Her name meant ‘Little Flower’, and her beauty put the hibiscus to shame, but she was the youngest daughter of a chieftain who demanded a sizeable offering in return for his daughter’s hand. Hina experienced the familiar surge of mixed emotions – hope that his wages from the trip would be enough, doubt that it would and the suspicion that her father would find another excuse to keep them apart.


‘You’re thinkin’ about that wahini again. I can always tell.’ The speaker was Bones, a runt of a man whose real name had been forgotten long ago. ‘I don’t blame you neither,’ he said with a lascivious wink, ‘and I for one can’t wait to get me ’ands on a woman.’


Hina’s bare feet made little noise as he strode along the wooden deck to follow Captain Jarvis’s orders, thereby saving him from having to reply. Bones was like the rest of the crew: eager to lie with the wahinis and take what they freely offered without a second thought. After his years at sea, he could understand their reasoning, for few other ports offered such enticing and beautiful entertainment, but Hina had witnessed the sickness they left behind, and the distress it caused, and although the children of these brief couplings were seen as blessings, the missionaries made it clear they didn’t approve, and would harangue the women at every opportunity.


The dark cones of the volcanoes rose from the lush canopy of palms that grew down to where the black sand shelved gently beneath the turquoise water. Shoals of brightly coloured fish darted away as turtles poked up their heads to eye the intruder before lazily swimming off to make way for a pod of dolphins that streaked through the water ahead of the bow.


Hina watched them, smiling at their sheer exuberance, as he waited for the order to furl the sails. Then a shout came from shore and he squinted into the blinding sunlight, searching for the beloved faces of his family, and for Puaiti. And there they were, clambering into the dug-out canoes – the bright sarongs and garlands of flowers as dazzling as the sun.


He swiftly furled the sail and lashed it down. The anchor sank with a splash as the first canoe came alongside. Hina climbed the bow-rigging, tore off his shirt and dived into the water. It was like cool silk against his skin, and as he surfaced, he was almost submerged again by the small body that hurtled against him and clung to his neck like a limpet.


‘Puaiti,’ he gasped.


‘Hina, oh, Hina, I have missed you so.’ Her words were punctuated by kisses.


He held her close as he trod water. Her eyes were as dark as night, the lashes long and bejewelled with droplets. Her lips were soft and warm, yielding beneath his kiss, her firm, young body pressed so tightly to him he could feel her breasts against his ribs. ‘It has been too long,’ he murmured.


Her eyes were misty with desire as she ran her hand down his chest and cupped his erection. ‘I too am impatient, but we have only to reach the beach,’ she sighed, ‘and then we will be one again.’


He acknowledged the greetings from his brothers and sisters with a wave of his hand, knowing they understood they would see him later, much later. To the sound of their encouraging shouts and happy singing, and with Puaiti still clutched to his chest, he struck out for shore.


The glade was far from prying eyes, deep beneath the canopy of palm trees. The pool was fed by a stream and sat in the basin of dark rocks, where it trickled through a narrow fissure into another stream. Bright birds flitted above them, dipping occasionally for a drink, their melodious songs filling the air.


Hina’s heart was racing as they stood in that cathedral of green light and music. Puaiti was more beautiful than he’d remembered, but now they were alone he was content to wait, to look at her and allow the desire to build, for the pleasure would be even greater, and now they had all the time in the world.


Puaiti seemed to understand this, and she stood before him, her dark gaze never leaving him as she loosened the belt of his trousers and eased the canvas down. Her small hands moved with almost unbearable softness as they cupped and stroked and caressed.


Hina touched her tawny cheek, reverently tracing the delicate brow, the curve of her cheekbone and the swell of her lips. His fingers followed the column of her neck and the sweep of her shoulder to the tangle of wet hair that reached almost to her hip. It was as black as the most precious pearl, and the hibiscus that was tucked behind her neat little ear exuded a perfume that heightened the sensuality of the moment.


Puaiti’s eyes darkened as she reached for the knot in her brightly coloured sarong. With one graceful twist the material slithered to her bare feet. She eyed him through her thick, dark lashes. ‘Puaiti is still beautiful?’ she whispered. ‘You still desire her?’


Hina could only nod, for he was transfixed. Her skin was golden, the swell of her hips in perfect symmetry with the narrow waist, taut belly and ripe breasts. The nipples were dark and swollen, thrusting from those golden orbs like exotic flowers, and he couldn’t resist brushing them with his fingers.


She stepped closer, her eyes drowsy with desire as she arched her back to his touch. Hina could scarcely breathe as his hands slowly travelled down her stomach to the glistening black triangle of hair. His fingers gently entered the warm, welcoming core that was Puaiti and he heard her gasp with pleasure. Falling to his knees, he drew her hips closer and kissed her belly, revelling in her musky perfume and the silken softness of her skin. His tongue flicked inside her and he tasted her essence.


With a groan of desire she pressed her hips towards him, urging him to take her, to bring this moment to the conclusion she wanted, needed, had waited for, for so long. Hina drew her to the valley floor, his need just as great, and as he kissed her trembling thighs, she opened up to him. Sliding over her, he resisted for a heartbeat and then entered her. He was home at last.


The night was warm and scented with woodsmoke as they sat around the fire. Hina heard the sigh of waves lapping the shore, and the rustle of palms in the sea breeze. They were the familiar and much-loved background sounds to which he’d been born, and as the talk flowed around him, he drew Puaiti closer, wanting never to leave again.


‘When will you speak to Puaiti’s father?’ Oriata’s eyes showed a mother’s concern for her son.


The mood broken at the thought of Vainui, Hina tried to look confident. Vainui’s name meant ‘Big Water’, and he lived up to it – leading the fishing canoes to the furthest reaches, diving the deepest for the black pearls, thereby guaranteeing his powerful position on the island. He was daunting, and Hina dreaded approaching him. ‘I will ask for a meeting tomorrow.’


Oriata eyed him thoughtfully, then nodded. ‘You are a good son and have worked hard. Vainui should be proud to give you his daughter.’


Hina noticed there were strands of silver in her long hair and felt a great sadness. He’d been away too long. To dispel the gloomy thoughts that threatened to overshadow this joyous homecoming, he turned to his grandmother Manutea. Her hair was as white as the ice in the Southern Ocean, but her eyes still burnt with the fire of youth. ‘Tell me one of your stories,’ he coaxed.


‘You have heard them all many times.’


Hina smiled, not taken in by her dismissive tone. ‘You know you love telling stories,’ he pressed, ‘and it’s been a long time since I’ve heard them.’


She eyed him, her lips twitching in a smile. ‘Then I will tell you of the golden gift my father once had, and of how it was lost because my mother was tempted by coloured glass.’


Hina rested against the log, his arm round Puaiti. His grandmother knew this story meant more to him than most, for it explained his blue eyes and the red teardrop birthmarks on the skin of his nape.


‘A long, long time ago there was a beautiful young wahini called Lianni. In those days Tahiti was a peaceful island, with few ships and even fewer missionaries.’ Her wrinkled face showed her displeasure at the current state of affairs before she carried on. ‘There was a ship, a fine ship with many important people sailing in her. They came to build the large stone place on the hill, so they could look at the sky through strange things they called telescopes. It was said they wished to watch the sun darken a part of the sky, but no one really understood what they were doing, or why it was so important.’


Silence had fallen, and even the youngest stilled to listen, for Manutea was a great storyteller.


‘A young man travelled on this ship. His name was Jon.’ She stumbled over the unfamiliar word, took a sip of coconut milk and continued. ‘He was a fine fellow, with dark hair and eyes the colour of the Tahitian sea. There were red marks here’ – she pointed a gnarled finger at her temple – ‘as if his blood was crying, for they took the shape of teardrops.’ She nodded as if to affirm this was an apt description. ‘He saw Lianni and they fell in love. Lianni knew he would leave – just as all the men do when they come on ships – but she was happy to love him for the time they could be together – just as you and Puaiti are happy.’


Hina returned his grandmother’s smile. ‘I am not leaving,’ he said. ‘This is my home, and once Big Water gives his consent, we will be married.’


The old woman’s doubts were clear in her expression. ‘Let us hope your wish comes true,’ she said softly. ‘But for Lianni and Jon, it was a love meant only to last until his ship set sail.’ She took a breath and another sip of coconut milk. ‘On that final day he gave Lianni a gift – a very fine gift – which she promised to treasure. She did not know what it was for, but from my father’s description, it was probably a pocket watch. It was round and gold, with a fiery white stone set at its heart. There was a tiny clip at the side, and this opened to reveal the treasure inside.’


She lowered her voice and everyone drew nearer. ‘Inside was a white disc, with gold numbers all round it and two tiny gold hands, but best of all were the images painted on either side. They were of Jon and Lianni.’ She smiled as if she had memories of this extraordinary gift. ‘He looked fine and proud, with his strong face and blue eyes, and the artist had even painted in the red teardrops, so there could be no mistaking him. Lianni, of course, looked beautiful – as beautiful as all the women in my family.’


Hina smiled as she looked round the circle, defying anyone to disagree. ‘You are still beautiful, Manutea.’


‘My hair was not always this colour.’ Her eyes grew misty. ‘I remember when—’


Hina realised she would drift from the story if given half the chance and hurried to interrupt. ‘So he sailed away and Lianni kept the watch. What happened next?’


‘She cried many tears after he had gone, for she had not told him she carried his son, but now she had his special gift to give to the boy when he was old enough to understand its importance.’


She paused and stared into the darkness beyond the campfire. ‘Tahamma was a strong baby, with his father’s eyes, and the same red teardrops. Lianni was a good mother, and she loved Tahamma more than her life, but sickness had come to Tahiti from one of the sailors and our people were dying. Lianni was close to death and begged her aunt, Tahani, to take the boy to another island before he too fell ill. She made Tahani promise to keep the watch for Tahamma and guard it well. She was not to know Tahani would give her life for it.’ An uneasy stillness settled over the listeners as they saw tears glisten in the old woman’s eyes and trace her wrinkled cheek. ‘Tahani’s husband, Pruhana, was a bad man. He had been banished for beating Tahani and trying to steal the watch, but he came back in the night and killed her. Tahani must have known he would return, for she had given the watch to her brothers to keep safe, and Pruhana never found it.’


She wiped away the tears and settled more comfortably on the rush mat. ‘Tahamma was given the watch on his marriage to Solanni, but my mother did not understand the importance of this gift, and when a ship came and she saw the merchant’s sparkling wares, she exchanged it for a jewelled knife. My father was very angry and banished her for six seasons. She was very afraid, for she had to live alone and not eat at the communal fire. Those months were very hard, for she had me and my brother, and there was no one to help her. My father, Tahamma, forgave her in the end, but never forgot his lost inheritance, and that is why the story has been passed down to each generation. I think he hoped fate would one day bring the watch back to where it belongs.’


‘It is probably destroyed after so many years.’


The old woman eyed Hina and shook her head. ‘I think it was worth much money, and such things are not lost for ever. It is somewhere, out beyond the sea, waiting for the tides to bring it back to our sacred island. One day it will come, I am sure of it.’


Hina dipped his chin so she couldn’t see his smile. His grandmother might think she had the gift of foresight, but there had been little proof. If the watch did exist, it was probably just a cheap memento that legend and myth had built into a treasure. Finding it after all this time was as improbable as catching moonbeams.


Kernow House, Watsons Bay, near Sydney, October 1849


‘Frederick, where are you?’ Gertrude Collinson’s voice held a note of anger as she repeated her question for the third time. ‘Frederick Cadwallader, I know you’re hiding. Come out this instant.’


Freddy realised his father’s half-sister was at the edge of her formidable temper and he reluctantly emerged from the crawl-space he’d discovered in the abandoned nursery. He’d stumbled on it quite by accident, and the cleverly masked dovetail joint in the panelling had slid open as if in an Arabian adventure. He’d been hesitant at first, for it was narrow and dark, and spiders’ webs had got trapped in his hair, but his courage had been rewarded, and now, as he looked at the treasures he’d found, he knew they were worthy of any pirate.


‘If I have to come upstairs, there will be trouble,’ barked Gertrude.


He hastily stuffed the booty back into the darkness, checked the secret door was firmly shut and ran down the stairs. The treasure was a delicious secret, and he would examine it properly tonight.


His aunt was in the entrance hall, arms crossed, face like thunder. ‘What on earth have you been doing? Just look at your filthy knickerbockers, and your hair, your face.’ She grabbed his ear between finger and thumb as if afraid he would mark her pristine grey dress and dragged him back to the bottom of the stairs. ‘My brother and his wife are due to arrive from England today. How dare you get so dishevelled? Go and wash immediately, and change your clothes. I will not have you disgrace me.’


Freddy rubbed his ear as he took the stairs two at a time. He did wish his aunt would attack another part of his anatomy when she was angry, for his poor ear had withstood so many tweaks it was beginning to stick out like a flag.


As he poured water into a bowl and began to wash away the dirt and cobwebs, he thought of their guests’ imminent arrival with little enthusiasm. The house had been in uproar for the past three months with builders and decorators swarming all over it, his mother taking refuge in her drawing room, his father spending more and more time in his city office. Aunt Gertrude had turned into a harrying, flustered bully who ordered maids, gardeners and stable-hands to work from dawn to dusk in preparation for this important visitation. Yet no matter how hard everyone laboured, it never seemed enough. Gertrude Collinson seemed determined to show her sister-in-law that, despite living in the colonies, her management of the household was as gracious as any in England.


Freddy suspected his mother, Amelia, was in awe of Lord and Lady Cadwallader, just as she was of Gertrude, which didn’t bode well, for Amelia would become very grand – like she did when they went to visit Governor Fitzroy at Parramatta – and that meant he’d have to mind his manners even more than usual.


He changed into the fresh clothes laid out by the maid, and carefully plastered his dark hair with water before combing it back from his forehead. It was a trial being eleven, he decided, for although he’d escaped the strictures of the nursery, he was still regarded as too young to have any say in his life. This visit from his uncle heralded a new beginning – one he wasn’t at all sure about – as when it was time to return to England, Frederick would go with them. His father had enrolled him in a boarding school in London, and his future holidays would be spent at the family seat in Cornwall.


‘I just hope I fit in,’ he muttered. His smile returned as he realised there was a good side to those future plans. There would be an entire ocean between him and Aunt Gertrude.


‘Frederick! Your mamma is waiting. Hurry up.’


With a sigh he put down the comb, eyed his reflection in the mirror and hoped he would pass his aunt’s fierce scrutiny. He cast a longing look out of the rain-spattered window to the tree house. It was his refuge, his pirate ship and treasure store – a perfect place for the bounty he’d discovered earlier. Frustration burnt. If only Gertrude would give him a few more minutes …


‘Frederick, come down this instant.’


With a groan of despair he snatched up the top hat and hurried out of the room.


His mother, Amelia Cadwallader, was resplendent in one of the new dresses the local seamstress had sewn from a series of fashion plates imported from London, the effect of which was spoilt by her flustered expression. She stood beside Gertrude, her gaze darting back and forth as she twisted the furled parasol and smiled nervously at her son.


Gertrude’s gaze swept over him, the blue eyes missing nothing. Freddy stood to attention, not daring to meet the glint of humour in his father’s eye, knowing that to do so would have him burst into laughter, which would mean another tweak of his ear.


‘I suppose I should be grateful you have at least removed the cobwebs,’ Gertrude sniffed. ‘But you still resemble a ragamuffin. I despair.’


Amelia cast him a pitying look before she swept out of the front door and down the steps to the enclosed carriage, her wide skirts and shoulder flounces billowing like a ship running before the wind.


Freddy risked a glance at his father as they followed in her wake, and grinned as Oliver Cadwallader winked at him.


‘You look very handsome,’ murmured Oliver, grimacing as he eased his tight waistcoat. At forty-eight, he had become portly, his brown hair and moustache liberally sprinkled with grey. ‘Don’t mind your aunt, son. She doesn’t really mean to be harsh.’


Freddy suspected otherwise, but was astute enough not to argue. If only his mother would stand up for him more often, he thought wistfully. Since Gertrude’s arrival three years before, she had become less attentive to his needs – almost a shadow of the mother who had once been sweet, amiable and loving.


‘My half-sister merely wants to make a good impression on our brother and his wife,’ said Oliver quietly, ‘but she will soon realise that neither Harry nor Lavinia care a fig for appearances.’


‘Are you looking forward to seeing your brother again. Father?’ They were waiting on the veranda for Amelia to settle into the carriage, her voluminous skirts taking up all of one seat and most of the floor.


Oliver smiled. ‘Of course. I haven’t seen Harry for years, and letters don’t really give the full picture, do they?’


Freddy didn’t know – he’d never received a letter. ‘It must be strange to have a brother you rarely see. Still, I suppose it’s better than not having a brother at all.’


Oliver must have heard the wistfulness in his voice, for he smiled down at him and softly knuckled his chin. ‘You will soon have your cousin Charlie to fill the void. But be warned, Freddy, brothers aren’t always the best of friends. They fight and argue, and the competition between them can get quite heated at times. Harry was a likeable chap, though, a good chum when we were boys.’ He stared into the distance. ‘I’ve missed his company.’


‘Why are you standing about?’ barked Gertrude. ‘You’re late enough already.’


‘Yes, do hurry. I fear I shall catch cold if I sit here much longer,’ added Amelia fretfully.


Freddy and his father exchanged knowing glances. It was going to be a very long day.
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