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‘Looks like we’re not going to make it tonight, boys,’ said Tommy’s dad. He kicked the tyres and swore.


Tommy sighed. All day in the car, and then 15 minutes from their destination it just hiccups and dies. In the middle of nowhere.


‘Where are we, anyway?’ Tommy grumbled.


Martin fussed with the map. He had a smartphone, but he was the sort of kid who still used maps. Tommy didn’t have a phone; his parents weren’t rich like Martin’s.


‘We’re just outside of Mt Egerton,’ Martin said.


‘OK,’ said Tommy’s dad, pulling his phone out of his pocket. ‘Let’s get this heap of junk towed to a servo and we’ll get a bed here for the night.’


The boys scrambled out of the back seat to wait with Tommy’s dad. The sun was going down and it was late autumn; by the time the tow-truck arrived, Tommy’s fingers and toes were frozen. They checked into a motel: Tommy’s dad in one room and the two boys next door. It wasn’t what they had planned, but it was kind of exciting to be staying in a strange motel in the middle of nowhere.


Tommy’s dad was worried because he was stuck in a motel in Mt Egerton when he was supposed to be in Ballarat for business. He told the boys to walk down the road to buy takeaways for dinner while he stayed in to make some phone calls. Tommy and Martin glanced at each other with shining eyes. They were only too happy to explore the strange streets alone after dark! If Tommy’s mother was there, she would never have allowed it. But she was busy studying, so when Tommy’s dad had told her that he had to take a business trip to Ballarat during the school holidays, she had suggested that Tommy could go with him.
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‘It’s an old goldmining town,’ she had told Tommy. ‘You’d be interested in that.’


It was true: Tommy had a great interest in the gold rush days. It had started when he’d found an old hat in a cave near his grandfather’s farm at Uralla. The hat was a battered old straw-like thing made from the leaves of the cabbage-tree palm; the type of hat that bushrangers used to wear. The hat seemed to have mysterious powers; whenever he put it on his head, it would send him back to the days when bushrangers roamed the countryside. He had had many strange and exciting adventures since he found it.


Tommy’s friend Martin was the only other human who knew about the hat. Tommy’s beloved best friend, Combo – who happened to be a horse – knew about it too, but he didn’t quite count as a human, although sometimes Tommy believed that Combo could think like one. Tommy wasn’t allowed to bring Combo on this trip to Victoria, so his mother had suggested that he take Martin for company instead. She liked Martin; he was a ‘good influence’, unlike Tommy’s other friend, Francis, who was always getting into trouble.


Tommy was pleased to have Martin along for the trip. Martin was kind and fun, even if he could sometimes be a bit of a worry-wart. Martin had once found a pair of old boots that had the same magical power as Tommy’s hat, but he didn’t like to use them. He’d only been back to the past a couple of times with Tommy; for some reason, the idea of coming face-to-face with a bushranger frightened him!


The boys left Tommy’s dad in his room and wandered down the road. It was dark and quiet and the street was empty. The moon hung low and bright in a black sky. Tommy shivered.
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