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To my indecently talented and loyal friend, Patricia Burn.


 




Glossary of Australian terms


 


billabong—A small pond of water, often isolated, sometimes fed by a small seasonal stream.


damper—A type of unleavened bread made in Australian camps, baked by burying it in the ground with a layer of coals or wood ashes.


swag—A pack of belongings and/or a bedroll, often doubling as both.


billy—A wire-handled tin used for boiling water to make tea.


brumby—A wild horse or mustang.


mob—An unruly herd of animals, usually horses or cattle


cattle duffing—Cattle rustling or stealing.


dog on—To inform or turn traitor.


coppers—Police or constabulary.


Territory or Northern Territory—The land extending from South Australia to the northern coastline of Australia.


Great Dividing Range—The mountain range extending all along the east coast of Australia through Queensland, New South Wales, and Victoria, ranging from 0 to 200 km from the actual coastline.


Snowy Mountains—Part of the Great Dividing Range in New South Wales west and southwest of Sydney, which includes the tallest mountain in Australia, Mount Kilimanjaro. One of few mountain ranges in Australia that receive seasonal snowfall.


 




Chapter One


 


JIM KELLY rode along on his strapping stock horse mare, Shiloh, through the Australian bush. It was early summer in December 1876. The harsh Australian sun had tanned his face and arms to an even bronze. He sat the powerful bay mare easily as she cantered along a vast open tract of grassland. He wore a faded red-checked shirt and slightly frayed blue work pants, with carefully oiled tan buffalo-hide boots. The open scrub flatlands he traversed were about fifty miles west of the Great Dividing Range, which followed the eastern coastline of Australia. Jim turned to call to Mark Turner, who was riding behind him, “You had enough yet?”


A few curses came from Mark, and Jim smiled to himself.


“You could give me a turn with your saddle, you know,” said Mark, who was on a black thoroughbred mare.


“I could. Only Shiloh hates being ridden bareback, and she’d probably buck me off. Then we’d have one horse and one saddle.”


“I don’t care if I never ride again,” grumbled Mark, cantering the black mare to catch up with Jim.


Jim eyed him with some amusement. “You must be pretty sore.”


Mark growled, “Can we stop?”


Jim looked around them but shook his head. “Too open. We need to find a creek or a riverbed, somewhere with some trees where a fire won’t be visible.”


“Well, can we pick up speed, then? Regret’s got a smooth canter. That might help.”


“Okay,” said Jim but reined to a halt. He surveyed the countryside around them. For as far as he could see, the land was flat. Kangaroos bounded casually away as they heard the voices of men, but quickly settled back down to graze, only the occasional flick of their long ears indicating their awareness of the travelers. The heat haze of the afternoon blurred the horizons around him. He squinted and saw a line of blue hills branching off the main range about ten miles ahead of them. Through the shimmering mirages, he could just see some trees at the base of the spur. He turned Shiloh slightly toward them and said, “This way.”


“Why head back into the ranges?” asked Mark.


“Water,” replied Jim and urged Shiloh forward into a canter. Jim heard Mark groan behind him, but the black mare followed Shiloh eagerly. As they passed a large gum tree, a goanna raced along the ground, then up the tree, scrabbling up the smooth bark as quickly as it had run across the flat ground.


They had been riding for about an hour, the big strong mares loping along easily, and then the mares started misbehaving. Shiloh threw up her head and slowed suddenly, nearly pitching Jim forward off her back. He scolded her, “Shiloh!” and urged her on. Regret bucked as they moved on together, and both mares began to flare their nostrils and snort.


“What’s wrong with them—oh, oh, that’s disgusting!” exclaimed Jim, screwing up his nose and allowing Shiloh to stop.


“Oh,” said Mark from behind him. “Is that a dead horse?”


“Smells like it. Couple of days old, by the stink.” In this heat dead animals began to smell within a day or two.


“God. Can we go upwind of it?” suggested Mark.


“Oh, definitely.”


They turned to ride south upwind of the smell. Suddenly both horses’ ears twirled around, and Regret let out a loud neigh. Mark swung his head to the left. He pulled Regret up, and Jim rode back to him and said, “What is it?”


Mark hushed him with a hand, and in the silence, Jim heard the faint sound of a horse’s whinny.


“Dead horses don’t neigh,” Jim observed drily.


“No, and they don’t call for help, either,” said Mark and kicked Regret toward the sound, his discomfort forgotten.


“Really?” Jim kicked Shiloh and followed him. He had only heard the horse faintly in the distance.


“That was a human voice!” yelled Mark from ahead of him.


By the time they arrived at the source of the whinnying and the smell, Jim had his fingers pinching his nostrils shut. He stared at the scene before him. A eucalypt tree was lying across the ground, fresh splintered wood and a deep black scar up the trunk telling the story of a lightning strike. The tree had pinned a rider and horse beneath it. The horse was obviously dead. A line of blackened hair a handsbreadth wide from its ear and down its neck and leg tracked the course the lightning had taken down its body. The rider was pinned between the horse and the tree, his leg trapped. Another dark gray horse was spinning about close to them, its hooves coming perilously close to the man as it became excited at the arrival of the other riders.


The horses all shied as a huge yellow dingo shot out from the side of the dead horse away from the man and disappeared off into the bush with a growl. Mark pulled out his rifle but lowered it again as the wild dog disappeared.


“Hold Regret,” said Mark, handing her reins off to Jim as he jumped down. Jim had to let his nose go to do so and grimaced as the smell of the dead horse assaulted his nostrils.


The man on the ground stared up at them with glazed eyes and said again, “Help?”


His face and hair were covered in the dust that the horse beside him had stirred up, so Jim could not tell how old he was.


“You’ll be fine. You’re lucky we turned up,” said Mark. He surveyed the situation quickly, then said to Jim, “We have to get this tree off him, and now.”


“You’ll need help moving it,” said Jim, looking for somewhere to tie Regret and Shiloh out of the way. He found a handy tree and tied the mares to it. They snorted at the dead horse and pawed the ground.


Mark said nothing, just untied the line that held the dark gray horse to the saddle of the dead horse, led the horse over to another tree, and tied it up. Then he strode over to a large branch that had obviously broken off the main trunk when the gum tree hit the ground, picked it up easily, and jammed it under the trunk of the eucalypt for leverage. He turned to Jim and asked, “Ready?”


Jim grabbed the prone man by the shoulders and nodded but said, “You’ll never lift that.”


“Just get ready to get him out.”


The trunk of the eucalypt tree rose with surprising speed, but what Jim hadn’t been prepared for was the sudden scream from the man in his arms. His face contorted with pain as the pressure of the tree finally came off his leg, and he didn’t stop screaming even as Jim pulled him out and away from the dead horse. Jim heard a loud thump as Mark released the branch and the gum tree hit the ground on the far side of the horse.


Mark whipped off his belt, wrapped it around the man’s upper leg, and pulled it firm. The man’s screaming eased to low moans of pain. Jim asked, “What did you do?”


“The blood returning is what’s causing the pain. I’m slowing that down by tying his leg back up. We can let it loose gradually over an hour or so. It’s still going to be painful, but he won’t be screaming,” explained Mark and then bit his lip. “Damn.”


“Your medical kit was in your saddlebag, wasn’t it? And that’s back at the Tenterfield jail.”


“Yes. I had laudanum in there and some ginger to chew on to stop him bringing it up. He’ll need that, or more. He needs doctoring and medicines, and he needs them soon. That leg’s been trapped for too long. His blood will turn septic in this heat if we don’t do something.”


Jim looked worried. “We need to get him to a town.”


“No,” said Mark emphatically.


“No? You just said we need medicines for him!”


“We can’t risk it. It’s not worth the risk.” But then his face cleared as an idea obviously came to him. “There’s an Oriental camp ten miles south. Min Yong will have everything we need and more.”


“Orientals?” Jim was instantly wary. The Chinese miners had a reputation for claim jumping and sticking strictly to their own kind. There had been riots over mining rights over the last twenty years and rumors of white men disappearing when they entered Chinese mining camps. “What would they know about medicine?”


“The Chinese? About four thousand years’ worth more than most white doctors do,” retorted Mark.


“Really?” Then Jim glanced back at the young man at their feet and said, “He’s out of it.”


Mark quickly placed his fingers on the man’s neck and nodded. “Pain knocked him out. Probably best at this point. Let’s get this saddle off the dead horse.”


“It’s gonna stink.”


Mark shook his head. “I’m not riding another mile on Regret without a damned saddle.”


Jim pursed his lips. “No, I guess not.”


It took them a good half hour, but eventually they sorted out the three remaining horses. Mark used the branch again to lever the dead horse up while Jim unbuckled the girths and dragged the saddle off it, and then they put that on Regret. The young gray horse only had a flat packsaddle on, so they tied their swags front and back of it to provide a serviceable saddle for the injured man. Mark hefted him up to a sitting position on the horse and Jim helped tie his hands around its neck and his belt to the packsaddle. The man murmured incoherently as they tied him there, then slumped down onto the swag roll in front of him. Mark mounted Regret and led them off at a walk, with Jim behind, keeping an eye on the man and making sure he did not slump too far and fall off the packhorse.
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