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CHAPTER 1










Storm




At the end of a dirt track that had seen more sun than rain, the thunderstorm felt like a sign to Connie that she had actually reached the end of the world. There was no time to tie up the animals or cover the buggy. The rain was thick, and a lightning bolt struck a nearby tree in a blinding flash of fire. The storm was angry.


Is the burning tree a warning? Connie wondered.


In the light between the darkness, she saw Da signal to a clear path through the scrub, Dog close by his side. They had come too far to turn back now.


Minnie had fainted at the first flash, and through the forks of light, Connie could see Da carrying her over one shoulder like a sack of potatoes, her head lolling and bobbing awkwardly with each heavy step. If she knew how inelegant she looked, Minnie would be horrified. The thought made Connie smile to herself as she held Ma’s hand on one side and clung to Silas on the other, following Da on and off through the darkness into the scrub.


John trudged behind as they followed the track to a cleared area at the foot of a cliff. Beyond this area was a huge cave, belonging to generations of local wombats.


Heavy drops of rain continued to fall, but inside, the floor was dry and sandy, littered with stones large enough to sit on. Connie sat at the mouth of the cave and watched the storm rage.


Silas came to sit close beside her. He had caught a fever when he was very young and his face was covered with deep dimply scars. Most of the time he kept his head down, but through the flashes of light, Connie could see his face lifted towards the angry sky.


‘Will Horse be all right?’ she asked him.


‘You know she will.’


Her precious grey brumby could gallop faster than the wind. Horse was more beautiful than a bird, and when Da let Connie ride by herself, Horse seemed to have wings instead of hooves. Back at the old hut, when great thunderstorms came trampling through the bush and the clouds were dashed with streaks of lightning, Connie would sneak out to the stables to make sure Horse wasn’t scared, or at least wasn’t as scared as she was, pressing against her warm chest to slow her beating heart.


‘I remember the last time it stormed before we left Bream Creek. You went galloping through the storm, leaping each dash of lightning before it disappeared. I could hear Horse neighing even through the roaring of the wind, and you rode so fast that when you got back, you weren’t even wet,’ said Silas, his calloused hands ruffling her already knotted hair.


Connie laughed as another bolt of lightning split the purple sky in two. ‘Her hooves moved so swiftly and softly on the earth, it felt like we were flying,’ she said, leaning in closer to the warmth radiating from Silas’ body with real puffs of steam.


‘You remind me so much of that brumby, Connie. Never lose that wild part of you. Out here, it’s what will keep you alive.’


Silas understood.


She snuggled in deeper, letting the smell of sweat and sunshine that was her older brother sink into her tired bones.


Silas always understood.


They watched and waited as the storm passed. Connie had always felt as if the wind and rain were the parts of her that she wasn’t allowed to show, and as the clouds split to surrender the moon, she was disappointed it was over. She wanted to follow the storm further over the mountains, but her duty was to follow the sun to where the wide open plains called to her family.


From the beginning of the journey, as she followed the track that curved around mountains and passed through valleys, the fronds of ferns brushing her cheeks and the crunching of leaves beneath her feet, she had felt the wildness inside her growing. As her eyes closed, one thought repeated over and over in her mind – I am nearly home.


She was nearly herself.


She was nearly free.


She could feel it.




CHAPTER 2










Dawn




Sometime after dawn, Connie woke to the sound of a dreamy faraway song, followed by a soft and weary sigh, then a rustle of wings. She opened her eyes. Horse was waiting for her at the mouth of the cave. Behind her, the sun baked the grey, white and yellow back of the spotted, blotched and striped goanna sleeping on a rock outside the mouth of the cave. There was not a cloud in sight, and the endless blue sky stretched overhead, broken by the white and yellow flashes of cockatoo crests as they flew from tree to tree, squawking loudly as Dog rushed from the cave.


‘Ah, that was a storm,’ exclaimed Silas, stretching and sitting up beside her. ‘Da fair chained the bullock wagon to the red gum, and it flapped like a sheet.’


‘It was wonderful.’ Connie sighed as she stretched and stood to pat Horse, the sun shining down on her hair, turning it golden. Red hair and freckles ran in the family, so did strong wills and thick ankles. Connie, unlike her two elder brothers, had all three.


‘You are wonderful.’ Silas ran his fingers through her hair and gave her an unexpected kiss on the forehead. It was as if the sun had come out from the shadows within and was now rising in his eyes. ‘Life is wonderful.’


She hadn’t seen Silas this happy, ever.


Silas loved fences and called them names like Dog Leg, Chock and Block, Post and Rail or Lazy Cockies, but most of the varied bush fences they passed were nameless. Connie would make him laugh by making up even sillier names as they rode along, side by side.


It wasn’t until they were a mile away that Connie realised she was missing her dillybag. The precious pebbles in Connie’s dillybag were never out of her possession, except when the bag was hung on the branch of a tree – on the lower reaches of the coolabah and the gidgee they had found further north – for safety at each stopping place. They had been hanging in the branches of the tree that had been struck by lightning.


‘Silas, I left my pebbles behind.’ The memories of all the places she had collected them along the way tugged at her sadness.


Silas sighed but didn’t stop walking. ‘That’s not such a bad thing. Out here, there is no place for things that tie us to the past.’ His strides were long, but he slowed a little to let Connie catch up.


Silas often took Connie out walking when their mother needed her out from under her feet. Even though at fifteen, Silas was also officially too old to spend time with his little sister, he always listened carefully to her questions and was the only one in the family with patience enough to answer them. As soon as Connie could toddle, she had started following him around, and now that she was twelve, being with him was the only time she felt she could be herself. She couldn’t remember ever not being cared for by him, and one of her most precious possessions had been the dillybag he had made for her.


Trying to distract herself from her sad thoughts, Connie tucked her dress into her undergarments as she tried to climb the trees beside the track. ‘Dresses are no good for climbing trees or crawling into wombat holes. I wish I could wear pants like you.’


‘Don’t be saying that or Ma will think I put you up to it,’ clucked Silas, but his eyes twinkled and blinked in agreement.


‘Ma doesn’t know what fun it is to turn head over heels and get all dirty and wet and lovely.’


‘I feel sorry for Ma. She has such a lot of work to do, the kind that makes deep lines in her face.’


Connie knew that she shouldn’t have a favourite brother, but she couldn’t help it. Silas was the only one who took the time to show her where there were nice sweet things you could dig up around the edges of the creeks, and he didn’t worry about dirty knees or sweaty faces and gave the best hugs that made you feel like the whole world began and ended in his arms. Ma and Da were much too busy for hugs like that.


‘I will make you another dillybag when we get home.’


‘Home,’ repeated Connie. She was nearly home.




CHAPTER 3










Mungallala




When they reached Mungallala Creek, they were met by horses, not people. Standing a little apart from the others was a huge stallion. Horse clearly noticed him before Connie did.


The stallion was wild, untamed, and his chestnut coat shone in the rays of the afternoon sun. He pawed the earth and galloped around his mares to protect them.


Horse shifted and strained below her.


‘Stay with me, Horse,’ pleaded Connie. She felt the power and the pull the stallion had on Horse, who was obviously torn between her instincts and her loyalty.


Lifting his legs high and pounding the ground with each stride, the stallion’s nostrils flared in anger at the newcomers. With an arch of his neck and a toss of his head, his mane blazing, he led his family away further up the creek.


Connie patted Horse and led her back to where the others had gathered.


John greeted her with a scowl. ‘You have to keep up, Connie. It’s dangerous to fall behind.’


He always wore the cap of untanned kangaroo skin Da had made for him for his seventeenth birthday. It was hard for Connie to believe her big brother was nearly a man, but if Minnie Caldwell had anything to say about it, he would be a man sooner rather than later.


‘She shouldn’t be riding a horse on her own anyway,’ scoffed Minnie, tightening her grip around John’s middle.


Minnie’s people came from the North of Ireland and were a family with military tradition. She was soft and formal where Connie was determined and hasty. Dainty in size, with small features and little hands and feet, compared to Connie’s thickness, she had laughed when Connie had told her about losing the precious pebbles in her dillybag.
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