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Tommy Bell was in the middle of nowhere. At least, that’s how it seemed to him.


‘Race you to the creek!’ cried Martin, and Tommy nudged his horse, Combo, into a gallop. It felt as if they were flying over the grassy plain. Tommy laughed; he felt superhuman! Everywhere he looked, there was nothing but grass and trees and, above him, an endless blue sky. The middle of nowhere seemed a wonderful place to be.


Tommy pulled back a little on Combo’s reins. He didn’t want to get too far ahead of Martin and his grey horse, Kevin. He didn’t want to make Martin feel bad – but the truth was: Combo was the best. He was faster, smarter and more loyal than any horse alive.


The trees ahead became denser; the creek was near. At the water’s edge, Tommy and Combo drew to a halt. They stood by the gently flowing water and waited for Martin.


Tommy was in the heart of Bowen Downs Station, right in the middle of Queensland. He had been invited there by Martin for the school holidays. Martin’s dad had a brother who worked on the station, and Martin’s family sometimes went to visit. Tommy had been surprised by Martin’s invitation. Their friendship itself had been a surprise. In fact, it had begun shortly after Tommy had stolen Martin’s donut and then kicked him in the shins.


You wouldn’t think that would be a good start to a friendship, but it was. Tommy had felt terrible about the whole kicking and stealing business, and Martin had forgiven him. Martin didn’t have many friends; he was shy and clumsy. Other kids said he was spoilt because his parents were rich and gave him whatever he wanted. It was true that Martin was very rich. But when Tommy looked at Martin, he didn’t see a spoilt brat – all he saw was a kind and lonely boy.


When Martin’s dad had invited Tommy to Bowen Downs, he had been excited at first. A real outback holiday! But then he thought about leaving Combo behind for the whole school holidays and he just couldn’t do it. Luckily, that wasn’t a problem. ‘Bring Combo too,’ Martin’s dad had said. ‘You’ll need a horse up on the farm.’ So that was that.


Martin and Kevin came lumbering down to the creek where Tommy and Combo waited. Poor old Kevin was panting and sweating. The boys dismounted and let their horses drink from the creek. Tommy and Martin wandered along the river bank, skimming stones and chatting. They came to a crop of rocks shaded by ghost gums, and sat down for a rest.


‘Mrs O’Grady told me that Bowen Downs has been a cattle station since 1862,’ Martin said.


Tommy groaned. Mrs O’Grady, their teacher, managed to turn everything into a history lesson. To be fair, she usually made it interesting. At least, that’s what Tommy thought these days; it hadn’t always been that way. But since he and Combo had discovered the cabbage-tree hat, they’d had all sorts of strange adventures that had brought them face-to-face with real nineteenth-century bushrangers. Tommy hadn’t told anyone about his adventures; he knew that no one would believe him. He could hardly believe it himself, let alone understand it. But it had certainly improved his grades in history at school.


For a moment Tommy wondered whether he should tell Martin about his time-travel adventures. Would Martin believe him? Tommy thought that he might. He probably won’t laugh at me … But Tommy wasn’t ready to test him yet.
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