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Declan, an Irish lad from Australia, is running from the law … seeking his fortune.
            
 
To Lin, a servant girl from China, this New Zealand gold-mining town is  a hostile and terrifying place.
            
 
Both are drawn to the goldfields for the same reason. They do not know each other but their paths will cross … their different cultures will clash.
            
 
Because with gold, comes greed, violence and tragedy … and their lives will change forever.
            
 
Ken Catran is the author of more than 30 books for young people, including Letters from the coffin-trenches which was shortlisted for both the 2003 New Zealand Post Children’s Book Awards and the Esther Glen Medal.
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NOTE

All characters in this story are fictitous.

Although Chinese miners, along with groups from many countries, had been coming to New Zealand since the 1860s, the first recorded presence of a Chinese woman in New Zealand is in 1895. Her name was Matilda lo Keong and you can read more about her in the Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, www.dnzb.govt.nz.
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Chapter One
            

‘COMING ALONGSIDE!’ came the shout from above.
In the hold, Declan knew they had arrived. He was already gathering up his few possessions to get off the ship as quickly as he could. I do not need to worry, he thought. The fastest mail packet would not have caught up with him and they did not know his name.
Do not think about Michael, he whispered to himself. Think about finding a new way in this land, with near enough to no coins in your pocket.
The ship swayed and creaked. There was a thudding jar as it came alongside the new wharf, scraping its wooden ribs against the rope-bound posts. The man beside him cursed as his pack fell over and his possessions tumbled out.
Declan caught the tin can that clattered out, glimpsing a shovel, axe and rake still sticking out of the long canvas pack. The man, brown-faced and long-whiskered, winked as Declan handed back the pan.
         
‘Silly to lug this stuff from Australia, eh? Well, more so to pay for a fresh set from the merchants eh? They get all the gold in the end.’
Declan nodded. They did. He and Michael had tried to ‘correct the imbalance’ of that situation. Cute words they had chuckled over — but now Michael was dead and he a wanted man.
‘The diggings are a long way from this city,’ Declan said.
The other man nodded, pulling a red woollen cap over his fair head. ‘Aye, ten good days by Shanks’ pony. But they’re digging it up in lumps, I hear, and the water is yellow as sunshine with colour.’
With a clatter of his tools he was gone, jostling among the crowd of men scrambling to get off the ship. Declan wanted to get off but found himself hesitating.
Shanks’ pony? He supposed it was a good enough term for walking the soles of your boots off. And digging it up in lumps? Oh they were saying that at Ballarat too, but precious little of it he saw.
‘Up now, let’s be having you!’
The mate was bawling again before he clumped over to open the next hold. Men were climbing up ahead of Declan and already the sweating, stinking half-darkness was cleaner. Still he lingered. Why?
         
He could hear the mate shouting now into the next hold. It was partitioned off but he could hear the wails and yells and all that cursed jabber he had had the six days from Melbourne to Dunedin. They should have stayed in their own heathen climate. Thieves all, who stole from honest miners. All the Ballarat diggings had stories to tell about the Chinese miners. Now they brought wives and their yelling kids.
Still, he had bigger problems than them, and put their wailing from his mind as he headed over to the ladder.

LIN HAD BEEN in the belly of this beast for many days. Even so, it was still terrifying, emitting all sorts of groaning noises like the fearsome thing it was.
The belly bucked as she rolled up her thin mattress, the one lantern swaying overhead so its light flashed yellow, then dark. When storms came the light went out and the belly rolled black and roared even louder. The wooden ship-ribs would creak, with trickles of water running between them. All around her people would be gasping, sobbing, wailing with terror or pain, because disease was here in the yellow dark. She was always sick herself, from the motion of the ship. The smells were as thick as evil itself. Banging noises overhead, loud yells from the Big Nose crew, the sounds of creaking rope and flapping sails. The combined sound was like demon music and her stomach was always upset, bitter.
         
The ship rolled over. There were more shouts and a horrible bumping that hit her body like fists. Trying to sit upright, she banged her head painfully against the wooden walls.
Suddenly she heard a loud clatter overhead and a patch of bright blue sky appeared. A fearsome Big Nose face was looking down, eyes glaring. His words were like animals growling.
‘Ye hear down there? Tis harbour, so out ye are, and a blessing to be rid of such heathen cargo.’
Beside her, Master Choy squinted up into the glaring blue square. He understood some of the strange English tongue but not much.
‘We can go now, I think.’
Others had picked that up too and were busying themselves to get their possessions together, rolling up their bundles. And even though she hated this dark, stinking place, Lin was seized with a sudden panic: outside was a fearful new land.
‘Pack up, let us be out of here,’ said Master Choy.
His own thin face was tight with distress and grief watching the canvas-wrapped bundles hoisted up and remembering that dreadful day when his son, Lee’s father, had died and been wrapped in such a bundle, then tipped overboard. Such a terrible fate when they had all started this voyage with such hopes.
         
My home is burned, our fields dust and stalks, my memories of locusts, starvation — Lin shook her head angrily to clear such thoughts. She blinked back tears as she shouldered her light bundle and followed him up.
Into daylight and those tree-tall masts towering overhead. But now the big sails did not billow and boom with life, or the rigging snap-crack like a taut whip. She saw sailors in their shapeless white trousers and baggy jackets. The oak-tall captain in his blue uniform.
Beyond the ship, more noise. She knew about ship-side noises and city noises, but these had a different smell from home. Horses and unwashed bodies. Following behind Master Choy and holding Lee’s hand tightly, she hurried down the swaying gangway, her big straw hat jammed on tight, scarcely daring to peep out from under it. Then someone was jostling behind her and she skidded, tripped on the uneven wooden boards and fell. Lee squealed and his grandfather turned. Behind her, a hand yanked her up and she turned.
She saw flaming red hair. Intense blue eyes in the shadow of a slouch hat. Heard a voice growling.
‘Awa’ from underfoot, lassie.’
She felt his tight grip tingling on her cotton-sleeved arm as he shouldered past and into the crowd. He turned once, a different look in those blue eyes, then was gone into the crowd. Master Choy was pulling her forward.
         
‘Come, keep your feet, keep up, hold tight to Lee!’
He was right to scold. Lee’s father was dead, Master Choy was all he had, and he was nearly fifty years old, a great age, frowning with responsibility.
She let him tug her forwards, thinking about that man and how his blue-eyed look had changed. He was a strange man, but she would see many strange sights and she soon put him from her mind.

LEANING ON THE ship’s railing Declan counted the coins in his pocket. A shilling or so: enough for a pie and a mug of tea, perhaps. Then he would have to live on his wits. He smiled grimly. Considering what lay behind him, that would not be much of a living.
He looked about him at the other passengers surging off the ship. He wondered about hanging back, then decided to go with the throng. The policeman on the dockside wore a different-shaped hat from Australian police but the same blue uniform. But this one was not looking for him. Even so, he turned up his collar, glad he had shaved off his red beard. What had Michael said? You could hide in a fire, with whiskers that colour.
Michael … All of that was behind him now.
         
He joined the swirl at the gangway. Home was behind him too: his mother and Bridget — she would be thirteen now. Ahead, a little girl squawked as she stumbled and fell. He picked her up, growling.
A Chinese girl, she blinked her round eyes up at him and he grunted back. Yes, Bridget: just the right age. He turned away, the hurt still in his eyes. She was still watching him when he turned back for another look. He strode off into the crowd.
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Chapter Two
            

‘I DON’T KNOW what is to be done now,’ said Mrs Hoy. ‘The arrangement was that you and your son should go to the goldfields.’ She gave a sharp look at Lin and little Lee. ‘Not the children.’
It was dark inside the store and Lin had never seen so much food piled in one place. All around her was the rich smell of herbs and ginger, dried fish, fish sauce in stoppered stone jars. There was soya oil, tea, rice and dried vegetables. Also cups and bowls, brass and iron wok ladles, chopsticks and bales of cloth.
The Hoys owned all this and lived in a house made entirely of wood; they must be very rich, she thought. She made herself listen to Mrs Hoy, her words as sharp as her looks.
‘It is much better if the girl and your son stay here. She can work for their keep. I have plenty for her to do.’
         
Lin could believe she did. And could sense what sort of task-mistress Mrs Hoy would be. Her husband sat beside her and so far he had done none of the talking.
Master Choy sipped tea and stroked his beard. He must consider this is a good idea, thought Lin. He and Lee’s father had only intended to work a few months before setting up in business themselves. And Lin was bonded to the family as a maidservant. They had treated her well but that was all she was.
Little Lee sat stiffly beside her. He was nine — old enough to know what was going on; he had cried for hours when his father died of the coughing illness. She breathed in the thick smell of ginger and tried not to show her fear. She badly wanted them all to stay together. She knew Lee wanted that too. Master Choy was speaking again and she made herself listen.
‘We still have the arrangement,’ he said.
Mrs Hoy pursed her thin lips and shook her head. ‘An old man, a little boy and a girl? They will not want that, will they, husband?’
Mr Hoy just nodded, looking at Lin. Now a cold finger was pressing into her stomach because Master Choy gave a little nod. She tried not to tremble as he turned to her.
‘Take Lee outside,’ he said.
Lin nodded. The final details were to be discussed. She took Lee outside onto the wooden pavement. They stayed in the doorway though, hands held tightly, because outside was so fearsome.
         
The road stretched very wide. It was late summer and the heavy rains had turned it into a muddy, rutted river. Through that mud river splashed carriages and carts like monster iron-wheeled fish. Short carts piled with boxes, long carts with huge barrels roped to them. Horses huffing and snorting as they strained, their hooves spraying more mud. Lin flinched as specks hit her face.
And the people! They were tall, ugly and clad in garments of thick, coarse cloth that fitted closely, not flowing and comfortable like cotton and silk. The men wore funny brimmed hats, their big-nosed faces sprouting thick whiskers like fungus on a tree. She held on to Lee, lost in this shouting, clanging, bellowing and crashing strangeness.
A spindly two-wheeled open coach was driving past. Inside was a woman with a curious feathered hat on her head. Beside her sat a girl of Lin’s age, with strange fair hair, stranger blue eyes, her dark red clothes and bonnet trimmed with white fur. She gazed at Lin as though she were a wild animal.
Lin shuddered. She would hate it here! Under Mrs Hoy’s rule and with the clanging stink of this city beating around her. Drivers cracking their whips, shouting at their horses in their strange language, which sounded like rocks grinding together.
         
A hand touched her shoulder and she jumped, looking up — Master Choy.
‘Come,’ he said.
She wriggled a moment, like a fish pulled from the river. Then she turned back towards the red-painted door of the Hoy shop.
‘No,’ said Master Choy.
Lin looked up again. He was smiling at her, his long beard wisping in the breeze. And his firm hand was not pulling her back through that red-painted door but guiding her up the street.
‘Lin, we will stay together. I think this is best for us all.’
Lin gaped at him, blinking back tears. He smiled down, then another cart rolled past, scattering mud over them all. Lee squealed and Lin rubbed her face. Master Choy was brushing mud off his tunic but still smiling. She wanted to hug him but that wasn’t right: she was only a maidservant. So she hugged Lee instead.
‘Where are we going, Grandfather?’ he piped up.
‘To the place where there is gold in the rivers and among the stones.’
Lee clapped his hands and Lin smiled. The gold river place might be just as fearsome but they would meet those strange terrors as a family. And she would work hard and prove herself worthy of her master’s decision.
         
‘A man called Hing is in charge of our party,’ he said. ‘He needs money so I am sure he will take us. Yes?’
Lin smiled again and Lee did too. Even the strange horrible noises and smells seemed more bearable now. Master Choy was motioning to another shop, two doors down.
There was a sudden shouting down one of the side-streets, in a dark alley. Lots of the strange-dressed people were turning and running. There was a man in blue, with a blue cap — police. Master Choy had already pointed them out.
         
Lin tensed: police were to be feared, but this one ran past and down the alley. The shouting died away and Master Choy pulled her forward again. There were still tears in her eyes, but happy tears.

IT WAS A mad-brained thing, he knew, but done in a moment. Now he was running and Declan paused a moment around the sharp corner of a building, in a dark, muddy alley.
That big department store was so inviting: filled with the clothes, tools and food that miners needed. Rows of boots and oilskin coats, thick flannel shirts and heavy denim trousers; bins of shiny tin gold-pans, axes, picks, shovels. Slabs of salt bacon and bags of flour and potatoes.
         
And all sorts of men, some as ragged and down-at-heel as him, crowding one another, buying, or just fingering the goods with envy. The shop assistants wore white shirts and black aprons, neat black bow-ties, little moustaches, their hair slicked back or parted in the middle.
City folk he thought: dull white faces and set lips, their eyes showing a superior contempt. He had seen those faces before in Australia. Michael’s voice sounded clearly in his ear.
‘D’you see those dough-faced flunkeys, acting fancy because we work with our hands — and them on a weekly pittance like the slaves they are?’
One of the white-shirted men had turned away, smoothing his hands down his black apron. Behind him the till-box was not quite shut. The man had his back to it now and Declan edged closer.
They would not miss a few coins — knowing this was only ointment for his conscience, because he had already made up his mind. One quick step and he was behind the counter, flipping the drawer open. Grabbing a handful of coins, his sleeve catching on a stand of razors as he pulled back. The coins and razors clattered to the floor.
Now it was like a dream gone bad. The assistant had turned, already shouting. Others turned and Declan ran for the door. One of the white-shirted men followed but a miner’s boot came from nowhere, tripping him up. Then Declan was outside, running down the street in his heavy boots. The shrill whistles behind him would bring every constable within earshot.
         
He had ducked down this alley, the last of several. He stood there panting, shame tugging at him like the mud pulling at his heels. His heart pounded and he sweated. But Michael was gone and he needed money — what had his big brother said? — ‘Sure, they care not a rotten tatie about us!’
At the end of the alley was a gutter, filthy with rubbish. He skipped across and up a track, looking back at the late afternoon shadows. The whistles had stopped, but that did not mean the traps would stop looking for him. Police were police, here or Australia. This city — Dunedin — was tight on law and order. And he’d got not a penny from the till.
He was working his way up the hillside now, pausing a while in some bushes until the shadows deepened. High, this hill was, with good, rich-looking houses. Housebreaker, the thought came over him. Is this what it must be?
         
Above him was a lane running down behind the houses. Coming down the lane was a man in a light brown suit: a gentleman, thought Declan, judging from the neat brown bowler and those well-cut clothes. Twirling a light walking-stick  and whistling. The whistle stopped as Declan burst out of the bushes.
         
‘I want no trouble!’ He had debated grabbing a rock, but instead just clenched his fist. ‘Come on, hand it over.’
‘I take it you refer to my wallet?’ The man’s tone was mild, not even surprised. He had sandy hair and a small, neat moustache; his grey eyes held a sharp twinkle. ‘Who steals my purse, steals trash —’
‘Come on!’
Declan took a step closer, waving his fist. Unflustered, the man sighed and took out his wallet. A gold signet ring twinkled on his hand; a gold watch-chain ran over his waistcoat. No, too hard to dispose of, thought Declan, and a giveaway if he was caught. He snatched the wallet, stuffed some notes into his pocket and tipped out the coins, the gold gleam of a guinea among them.
‘May I have the wallet back? Sentimental value …’
Declan threw it down, then paused a moment. The man’s soft, polite tone unsettled him, made him almost want to apologise. Those sharp grey eyes scanned him.
‘No life for a young man. You’ll end up in jail, you know. Give the money back like a good fellow — keep half a crown for yourself.’
No — no! Anyway, the traps were already after him. Declan threw down the wallet and ran. Down the path, he snatched a look back. The gentleman was still standing there, watching him. He even raised his hat.
         
Further down, out of sight, Declan turned off the track, slipping and skidding back down the hillside. A good suit of broadcloth and tipping his hat meant nothing. He could trust nobody. He found another alley leading to the city, and a stack of wooden crates to hide behind for a while.
He hated the feeling in his stomach. A sick feeling — just like when he, Michael and others had waited under those dripping gum trees for the gold-wagon. He did not like being a thief. Or the way that bowler-hatted man had looked at him — was it pity?
When it was dark, his empty stomach drove him from cover. The streets were still dangerous; he turned up his collar to hide his red beard as best he could. Pulled his hat down to his eyes. The city centre was well lit, with long hissing flares of gas, and he knew better than to venture there. Instead he headed to an upper corner and a pie-cart lettered with big words: Hudson’s Pies.
Declan had counted his stolen money. Some eight pounds: more than he’d held for months. Enough to get him to the gold fields and safely lost among the thousands like him.
The mug of steaming black coffee and the pie cost sixpence. The pie had a thick crust, good meat and rich gravy. He ordered two more, spilling more coins on the counter than he had intended. They clattered loud as his heartbeat. He stuffed them in his pocket, revealing the crumpled pound notes as he did. He felt the pie-cart man notice.
         
Declan gulped his second cup of coffee and stuffed the last pie, half eaten, into his pocket. Soon a trap would be along on night-patrol, asking if the pie man had seen a red-haired man acting suspiciously …
He shivered as he walked. There would be little sleep for him this night, or during the next few days on the road. But police whistles did not sound so readily in the mining camps.
He slipped down more side-roads and out of the city. It was night now, and a half moon showed the silver-dark shadows. The road cut to sharp black and white stripes and splotches. Declan quickened his pace, shivering again as the cold wind blew.
Now he needed a horse.
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Chapter Three
            

LIN WAS USED to long roads. And she had seen some terrible things on them, like endless lines of starving, homeless people. But this road seemed more cruel and bleak than any she had seen. It was littered with sharp stones, was sometimes little more than a track hacked between gullies. Sometimes it even dipped through icy river water. On either side were hills with jutted outcrops of rock like dragon’s teeth.
She wore clumsy shoes, not like her familiar light sandals. Her feet dragged as though in chains. She was carrying a heavy bundle of cooking pots that made her stagger. The rope cords hurt her hands and she suspected that leader Hing had given her a heavy load in the hope she would have to turn back. Well, she would not. She would never be parted from Master Choy and Lee.
She did not like Hing. He was thin, vain and self-important. And always at great pains to tell everyone what an excellent leader he was, how good at English. Taught (he said) by Scots missionaries who had marvelled over his quick understanding of the language. When he sailed, Hing said, they had followed him to the dock, begging him to stay.
         
Master Choy had a look on his face when Hing said this. The same look he had had when Pig-Farmer Wong had tried to sell him an old sow, saying it was good for many litters yet.
Hing was a cousin of Mrs Hoy. On the day of departure they had whispered together and glanced at Lin. Perhaps they were both hoping she would return to Mrs Hoy. Well, she would show him. Lin set her mouth, stepping bravely forward on her sore feet.
Lee was staggering under his load too and Lin added some of it to her own at the first stop. Her shoulders and arms ached with burning pain like long streaks of fire.
Long days of walking lay ahead of them, Hing had said. At least ten days before they reached Boot Creek. It was a strange name, and when she asked Hing what it meant he waved her away. Maidservants were of no importance. She had asked Master Choy and he smiled.
‘I do not know,’ he said, ‘and neither does Hing.’
On the road were trudging groups of men; Master Choy said they were miners on their way to the gold camps. Men in rough cloth coats and hats, nearly all sprouting thick whiskers on their faces. Black whiskers, snow-coloured, or brown as autumn leaves. Big men, most seeming giants to her, who trudged along, their eyes on the road. Most carried loads that would have flattened her.
         
On the road, too, were wagons, drawn by huge, snorting horses: bigger horses than Lin had ever seen. Men were seated on these wagons with long whips that cracked a fearful sound and made her shudder. The wagons were laden with barrels and bales and sacks, the iron-rimmed wheels grinding and even sparking on the rocky road.
She particularly noticed the way the men looked at her. Looks of anger.
Hing kept them carefully together and on one side of the road. He scolded if anyone fell behind. Even so, Lin saw the glowering looks under bristly eyebrows, the muttered snarls, even loudly-spat words she did not understand. But she understood the tone well enough.
Once, as a wagon clattered past, the driver cracked his whip over their heads, making even Hing duck. Master Choy did not, she noticed. The man had shouted, his horse neighing and his iron wheels grinding sparks on the road.
There were ox-teams too, moving slowly, six to eight of the big animals. Their ears always flicked, their tails twitched and they rolled big white eyes at her as they passed.
Lin liked oxen. There had been a pair in her village until the bandits rode through. So, as one team passed, she plucked a handful of grass and held it out to the nearest. There was a roar from the driver and a whiplash flicked the grass from her hand and stung her fingertips. Lin flinched away in terror.
         
Hing scolded her, and even Master Choy frowned. This is a strange and hostile land, Hing said. The Heavenly People are not always liked and must keep their heads down. So she kept her head down and walked until her feet burned like her back.
There was still work to do when they stopped that night. She helped the two other older women in the group prepare the meal. Their shelter was a big outcrop of slab-sided rock that broke the cold wind, but not the frosty chill that promised a long, cold winter.
One of the women was called Gum. Lin had nicknamed her Dumpling because she made good-tasting dumplings and was shaped like one. Fah was thinner and always snatching up wayside plants and stuffing them in her bag. She found mushrooms and once a long creeper with ear-shaped parts climbing over a deserted earth-walled cottage.
The men ate together. Lin, Gum and Fah ate when the men had finished. The creeper ears, tasted good stewed with rice. She could see, though, that Gum and Fah were not sure of her, perhaps thinking she would slow them down.
After the meal Gum made her take her shoes off. She and Fah looked at the red chafing marks and blisters. Gum clucked and wondered why Mrs Hoy had given her such shoes. Fah scowled, just like Hing.
         
‘Perhaps you should go back to Mrs Hoy. Your feet will cause you great pain.’
‘Going back to Mrs Hoy would cause even greater pain,’ she replied, greatly daring in case they were friends of hers.
Gum and Fah looked at each other and suddenly smiled. Gum tapped her bare foot gently. ‘We can do something about these sores and blisters. But there will be pain.’
There was pain as Gum pricked the blisters with a needle and as Fah rubbed some green nettle leaves over her red patches. But she bit her lip and did not ‘ouch’ once. When Lee wandered over she waved him back; this was women’s business.
Gum packed the shoes with grass. ‘Walking will be sore tomorrow but easier after that,’ she said. ‘We will help you keep up.’
‘Yes, to annoy Hing,’ whispered Fah, who was his cousin.
Lin smiled, despite her pain. She was one of the women now, and would do her best.

DECLAN HAD FOUND one of those rocky slab-sided outcrops too. He huddled behind it, and around him the black cold wind shrilled like a banshee scream. Banshees, ghost-horses and the Dead Coach: stories from his County Clare childhood. They were easy to believe on a cold, screaming night like this.
         
But they were as distant as Ireland itself, the little sod-roofed cottage and the potato patch. His soldier father dead in some empire war, his mother in childbirth. He and Michael had struggled to keep up the field, with little Bridget helping them. But the crop had failed and the Gombeen man came.
         
Declan huddled more closely. He had been drawn to the twinkling yellow fire ahead. Miners would not refuse a man comfort … But as he got closer he had heard the jabber of strange voices, the clatter of chopsticks on bowls.
Chinese folk. Declan did not dislike them, but they were different, and he would not ask for shelter. So he stumbled back, his face in the blasting cold, to his own set of rocks. And his memories.
The Gombeen man: the hated rent collector. His men had thrown out their small sticks of furniture and pulled the roof off the cottage so nobody could use it as a home. Bridget had stood wailing in her ragged dress, tears streaming down her cheeks. The Gombeen man had pushed her aside, making her fall. It had been an accident but Michael had struck the man anyway and he had fallen, cracking his head against the stone doorstep.
         
They had not waited to see if he was dead. They grabbed Bridget and ran, to shouts of ‘Murder!’ After hiding all night, they sought out the village priest in the morning.
The Gombeen man was not dead but a warrant had been posted for assault. So they had left Bridget with the priest, Father Seamus, and made the long hike to Dublin port. A ship to Australia needed crew, no questions asked. So chance had taken them to the Ballarat goldfields.
It was a bad chance, thought Declan as he shivered. They’d no luck in the gold diggings: anything they made went to the merchants. So Michael and some other wild spirits had tried to make their own luck and it had ended in gunshots. Michael … Declan shivered again, not just with the cold.
Now Bridget was in some orphanage. He was on his own.
The cold wind had blown out his matches. A crust of pie was his dinner. He would get little sleep among these rocks, but it was better than a dark stone cell, and he’d earned that already. He clenched his blue frozen fingers into fists and shivered, and shivered.
He had committed one serious crime already. In for a penny, in for a pound, as Michael would say.
He still needed a horse.
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Chapter Four
            

AT THE END of seven days’ walking Lin’s feet were still sore but then so were everyone’s. Even Hing was limping — and doing much less talking.
Their camp lay under a rise of ground, the road on one side, the river on the other. Lee dropped his bundle and ran ahead, looking around at the rocks and gravel.
‘Where is the gold?’ he shouted. ‘I cannot see any!’
There were shouts of kind laughter. ‘No, it hides well, but a smart boy like you will find it,’ chuckled one of the younger miners. He was called Han, and had a thick mop of untidy black hair and a short pigtail.
Hing at once began to talk loudly. They had bought this old claim for a good price, he said. It had been worked by Foreign Devil miners but they were rough fools who missed as much gold as they found. They were Heavenly People and their industry would make them rich. And he — Hing tapped his chest importantly — was expert at finding gold.
         
Lin caught that look on Master Choy’s face again.
A ring of fire-blackened stones, rubbish and rags of clothing showed where the previous miners had made their camp under an overhang. Lin at once began clearing it up, piling it onto the fire that Gum started. One of the men was knocking together pieces of a gold rocker, others were unwrapping their pans. Work would start at once.
A natural ledge of rock ran along the overhang and on this she stacked their bags of rice, beans and noodles. It was simple food because much money had gone into buying this claim. As she worked, she looked up over the rise to a distant noise.
It was the noise of Boot Creek, a long sprawling town of tents and shanties, Master Choy said. It followed the river like a long tattered snake and some five thousand men worked there. Some camps, he said, had twenty, even forty thousand men in them. Lin was scared at the thought of all those Foreign Devils so close, but also curious.
Young Han and another man were selecting flat stones and building simple drystone walls as windbreaks. Han looked at Lin but she did not look back. Then Master Choy scowled at Han and the young man seemed to lose interest.
There were other Chinese along this section of the river, working the same deserted claims. Hing said he had to file his claim and tell the police where he was going; of course the police, said Hing, respected him as an important man.
         
Lin glanced at Master Choy — yes, the little look again.
Yet he and Lee listened intently as Hing showed them how to use a gold-pan. The big dumps of gravel and rubbish left on the riverbank would be worked over again to find more gold.
Lin hoped so. Master Choy had put much cash into this venture and it had to pay off. She would work too, everyone would, as hard as they could.
There was a distant clattering and she looked up. A horseman was coming over the slope that screened the town. He reined in a moment, blackly outlined against the thin grey smoke always misting over the mining encampment. Then he rode towards them. Miners on the road skipped sharply aside.
‘Someone is coming,’ Lin said.
Hing stopped her in mid-sentence. ‘Girl, do not interrupt —’
Then he stopped, his mouth forming a round O. ‘Ah, I think that is a policeman.’
Lin froze. In her village the police were little better than the bandits.
The miners all stopped. Gum sat down behind a big rock and Fah squatted beside her.
         
Lin did not move because she was sure the policeman had seen her. She was rigid, her mouth open as he rode up to the rise, seeming to glare straight down at her … Straight away she was full of terror.
In this fearsome land of strange, ugly people she was looking at the most fearsome creature yet. He was tall and barrel-shaped so that his blue uniform enclosed him like an inflated pigskin bladder ready to burst. Brass buttons twinkled like demon eyes down its middle. His face was red and his moustache and beard of brown. His thick brown eyebrows met in the middle over hard blue eyes. Big red ears stuck out under his blue cap. A thick brown belt encircled his waist, a gun in a long brown holster at his side. But Lin did not have to see those to know this man was fearsome indeed — and he was looking straight at her!
She sprang up and bowed deeply, as Master Choy had taught. The man just glared and dismounted. His horse was a big black bony creature with yellow teeth sticking out from loose rubbery lips. Lin bowed to the horse, just in case.
The man came scrunching down the gravel side. His long black boots were brightly polished. When he stopped, he hooked both thumbs into his brown belt. His bearded mouth opened and his voice roared.
Lin did not understand a word. Luckily Hing had appeared from nowhere, snatching off his cap, his pigtail bobbing as he ducked his head. Speaking hastily as he bowed.
         
‘Girl, this is Sergeant O’Halloran of Goldfields Police. Show the utmost respect because he is a very important man.’
Lin did not need to be told that but bowed again anyway. So did Master Choy and Lee beside her. Master Choy was still holding a handful of gravel that he slowly let go. Another roaring flood of words came from the bearded lips, like rocks grinding.
‘So ye are the Chinese, and a fine set of bluidy rascals ye look!’
Hing translated in a respectful murmur. ‘The sergeant says we are fresh-made, blood-covered and crafty.’
Lin shivered, her eyes also on the ground. What awful insults. Another rock-grinding bellow split the air.
‘Now ye behave yourself, because I am a bigger bluidy rascal and ye shall learn.’
Hing’s pigtail bobbed again as she translated. ‘The sergeant says we must behave because he is also blood-covered and crafty and can teach us a great deal.’
         
The sergeant ground his well-polished boots in the gravel, cleared his throat and spat. It landed in a patch of leavings that Lin had not looked in, and now had no intention of doing so. Then he remounted, with much grunting and creaking of leather. He gathered up the reins and glowered down.
         
‘Yes, remember I am the biggest bluidy rascal of all.’
‘He is larger and more blood-covered than anyone,’ murmured Hing.
The sergeant growled to his horse and rode off, up the incline. The other few workers unfroze and returned to their work. Gum came up slowly from behind her cooking pot. Hing mopped his forehead with a bright yellow handkerchief.
‘Why does he make us sound like soldiers in battle?’ piped up Lee. ‘There is not a drop of blood on us.’
‘I am not sure,’ replied Hing. ‘It is an expression that the Big Noses have. Of course he is not English tribe but Irish tribe and they use it a lot.’
‘Do the English tribe allow another tribe here?’ asked Master Choy.
Hing nodded. ‘Yes. Once we used barbarians to police the Great Wall. I think they use Ireland people the same way.’
‘Is he mad?’ whispered Lin.
‘You could always ask him,’ said Hing as he turned back to the rocker. ‘My strong advice is that you do not.’
Lin went back to work. She had no intention of asking the sergeant if he was mad. In fact, if he came again, she would follow Gum’s example and hide.

DECLAN SAT ON a rock, sourly watching his new horse munch a clump of wayside grass.
         
‘Ye divil beastie. Eating hearty while me stomach flaps empty against me backbone.’
‘Breakfast’ that morning was a drink of water from the river, and ice-cold it was. He had tried to buy food from passing miners but most just shook their heads. Food was precious and costly in the diggings. Finally he had bought an end of stale bread — for two silver shillings.
Now the evening shadows were gathering again and another cold, sleepless night lay ahead. In the distance another fire twinkled. It betokened warmth and company, even food. Miners who would maybe let him share their stewpot. Or perhaps a patrol of constables who might look at his horse, who may’ve already heard of a robbery that morning.
Declan had looked carefully at the horse himself while waiting behind the big rock at the road bend. He had let some riders pass because others were in sight. Then the merchant had come by on his grey mare.
There were hundreds of grey horses in the goldfields — and now not even a single trudging miner in sight. So he had thrown off his long coat, wound his spotted red handkerchief around his face, pulled down his slouch hat — just as he and Michael had done that day.
         
The man was easy enough to rob. Just a growl, his hand in his pocket taking the shape of a gun-barrel. The fat-faced man had slid off his horse, already sweating. His riding coat was bundled behind the saddle and Declan threw it off. Wrong size, anyway.
         
‘Thank you most kindly,’ he said, and, mounting the horse, galloped off. The merchant’s shouts followed him. The man had a long hike to Boot Creek and a night in the open would do his well-fed carcass no harm.
Declan stood now and the mare whinnied as he stroked its nose. A good quiet beast, he thought, and, taking the reins, led it down the road. Sod another night in this cold and his stomach growling like thunder. He would take his chances at the fire.
In for a penny, in for a pound.
The fire was set in rocks, well to the side of the road. The men turned to the clatter of hooves and footsteps as he led the horse up. They had bearded faces and Declan kept his pace steady: even police had beards.
Not an hour would he rot in jail!
The smell of cooking made the saliva rush to his mouth. By Old Boru himself, he was hungry! More stones crunched under his feet as he stopped, breathing a sigh of relief. These were miners. Four of them, their stewpot bubbling. One man stood up: wrinkle-faced, with a long moustache and pointed beard. A battered derby sat slantwise on his head, and his shrewd eyes looked at Declan in the twilight.
‘I saw your fire,’ said Declan. ‘Would a shilling buy me a share of your meal?’
         
‘A shilling?’ asked the wrinkle-faced man. ‘Glory, tis only rabbit and spuds: a shilling would buy it all. So may we have a sup, your lordship?’
He grinned but his eyes remained curious. I offered too much, thought Declan as he dismounted, hooking the reins over a bush and taking the saddle off. The wrinkle-faced man held out his hand.
‘My name is Eb Hinchley, Hinch to me mates.’
‘Declan O’Murtagh,’ — he said, wondering if he should’ve given his real name.
There was grain in the horse’s nosebag and Declan set it on before he sat down. The others muttered their names as he took his battered tin plate from his sack. The stew was hot and good; he ate quickly, sopping up the juices with a hunk of camp-bread. Hinch’s sharp eyes watched him over the flickering firelight.
Black sugarless tea in his equally battered mug. Declan sighed, feeling better. ‘What’s this place — Boot Camp — like?’
‘Boot Creek,’ corrected Hinch. ‘Aye, about five thousand and more on the way. First-comers dug it up in lumps, I heard. Splitting out of the cracks it was.’
Yes, they always did, thought Declan but he’d never met one of these ‘first-comers’ with their lumps of gold. The fire was settling and at least he’d sleep warm on one side — even if his hind-quarters froze. But he would wait until the others were asleep because there were all sorts in the goldfields.
         
He grinned wryly. Yes, he was the living proof of that.
Hinch had produced a deck of well-thumbed cards, grinning around. ‘Who’s for a quick game, eh? Will you join us, Declan.’
‘Aye, I will.’
It wouldn’t do to offend these men. And he’d only lose a few shillings. He sipped the tea again, his eyelids already heavy.
One game would do no harm.
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Chapter Five
            

LIN WORKED ALL morning. The gravel cut sharply at her knees when she knelt; her hands were red and freezing. Specks of gravel wedged painfully under her fingernails. But Master Choy and Lee were working, so she did too.
She was getting to know the miners. They were all different: some had been here five years, for others this was their first trip. Ngan had left his wife and children in China and declared he would return when he earned a hundred pounds. Wise, thought Lin. A hundred pounds was a very large sum and Ngan would be a wealthy man.
Most were like him, but Soo had made his hundred pounds and lost it playing cards. And Old Lok had earned money only to lose it in expensive living. Even spending it on delicacies imported from China — Master Choy had snorted at that. Lok was paying for food he could buy more cheaply back home. But sometimes men lost their wits around gold, he said.
         
Hing, of course, said he would soon earn his money. He would become an important man at home, with lots of servants and a big house. Perhaps the most important man in his province. Master Choy muttered something about being glad Hing did not live near them.
Fah and Gum hoped for good marriages and, in her dream-thoughts, so did Lin. But Master Choy would decide that, and it would not be until Lee was older.
Even as she worked, she was aware of the tension. It was clear in the men and the way they glanced up and around all the time. Big Nose miners were constantly walking past and some stopped to look down at the diggings. Sometimes they shouted; one threw a stone. It splashed near Hing but he kept working.
Suddenly Lee yelled so loudly that Lin thought he was hurt. He leapt up, shaking himself like a little dog and screaming excitedly.
‘Look what I have found! Gold — a big enough lump to buy a farm!’
Lin was near him and first over. His face was split in a happy, proud grin as he pranced and jumped, managing to extend his hand at the same time. Lin gasped.
The rock was no larger than a pigeon’s egg but in the late afternoon sun it flashed streaks of yellow, like pale sunlight. Lee threw it into the air and caught it again, still shouting. Now the others were clustering around him, Master Choy with a hopeful look on his face.
         
‘May I see it?’ asked Hing.
Hing — of course — was an expert on gold. He took it, the other miners chattering in a group. Gum came trotting over to stand beside Lin. The passing miners were forgotten and Lee’s face shone happily.
‘Grandfather, this will give us a home and fields, yes? Or a big store like Mrs Hoy’s …’
Master Choy nodded, but he was looking at Hing. So was Lin and that little cold finger touched her stomach again. Hing was about to speak and there was a strange look on his face. Humour, and — malice?
‘This is not gold,’ he said.
There was a hush. Lee’s smile became a gape of dismay. Such silence that they could hear the slap of the river against the rocks behind them.
‘Fool’s Gold,’ said Hing. ‘This will not buy a lump of dirt, let alone a farm.’
Old Lok looked at it and nodded. There was a sudden shout of laughter from the other miners. It was not unkind but loud, and Lee flushed. Even Gum gave a high cackle. They all moved back to their work but Hing paused a moment.
‘Next time the Foreign Devils throw a stone at us, throw this one back. Maybe they will fight over it a moment and we can laugh at them.’
         
‘The boy did his best,’ said his grandfather protectively.
‘He will have to do much better,’ replied Hing.
He splashed back across the river. Lee was left holding his rock and Master Choy took it gently from his hand. ‘It is an interesting rock,’ he said. ‘We will keep it.’
Lin looked after them as they walked back to their diggings. Oh, poor Lee, she thought: he is hurting. Hing did not have to cut up his fine dreams so sharply. Lee so much wanted to earn the respect of the men.
She went back to her own heap, flinching as her cold red fingers scrunched into gravel. Hing would joke about this, tonight at the fire. The boy who thought he could buy a farm with a pebble. And Lee would be further humiliated.
So her day went on. She panned the gravel carefully, watching for the one glittering speck, but there was nothing. Lin was almost afraid now to find something. If it was that Fool’s Gold then Hing and the others would have another laugh. Anything but that.
Over to one side, Lee still dug and panned but with his face turned away. He was ashamed, she knew that, and would be weeping angry tears. She knew also that it would not help to go over and comfort him.
She winced a little as the cold water flowed over her red hands. Would they stay like that forever? A future husband would think them ugly. Her shoulders ached too, but Lee’s unhappiness hurt more. Another small clatter of stones came and she looked up sharply. But it was only a rider, passing by.
         
Lin looked again. The horseman, in one of those strange wide-brimmed hats and a long coat, looked somehow familiar: that long bright red beard, those blue eyes as he turned to look.
Was it the man from the ship who had lifted her up so gently?
She watched as he rode on past. Gum suddenly tapped her shoulder and she turned, thoughts of the red-haired man gone. It was time to make a brew of tea for the men.
Lin nodded and made to follow. A last little stone rolled in her pan and she picked it up. It had the same streaks of mica yellow and she almost threw it in the river. But Master Choy had wanted to keep the other stone; so she slipped this one into her pouch and followed Gum.
When she looked again, the red-haired stranger was well down the road.

DECLAN REINED IN his horse on the slope above Boot Creek. He was still angry and looked back, past where smoke rose from the Chinese camp. But Hinch and his mates would be far back on the road.
         
That one little game of cards that would do no harm … The aces and queens had collected so enticingly in his hand — well, any man would have upped the stakes. Then Hinch had shown his hand with that artful grin. And here he was, with only a pound or two left in his pocket.
It had been a crooked game, he was sure of it. They had seen him off with mocking smiles, Hinch even raising his hat. Declan had debated getting his money back. But they all had thick sticks and their big grins told him it would be unwise.
He shrugged and put it behind him. Easy come, easy go. He looked down the slope to the mining camp.
Before him, on both sides of the river, stretched an endless, tumbled clutter of dwellings. Along the riverbanks and spilling onto the gravel were the canvas-roofed tents and shanties of the miners. They overlapped and crowded one another, seeming tumbled like a fall of autumn leaves. Over them palled that mist of grey from the campfires.
The wind blew the noise away but soon enough he would hear it. The loud babble of many different tongues; and with it the many stinks of men crowded closely together, living in their clothes day and night.
Along the foreshore itself, cairns of piled rock marked each claim, rockers and long sluice-troughs, pans, shovels and picks. The foreshore itself was torn and gouged as though attacked by the teeth and claws of a ferocious beast.
         
A beast not seeking flesh and blood, thought Declan as he rode down, but seeking the tiny specks and little nuggets of gold hidden in that gravel, washed down over millennia from the mountains. The heavier particles dropped as the water slowed over those millennia, seeding the gravel with a rich harvest.
In the distance the river cut through a gully, its sides also slashed and gored by the gold-beast. Beyond the camp was another rise, over which the smoke hung more thickly. More shacks and shanties lined whatever trodden track could be called a road.
Over that rise lay the real heart of the goldfields. The merchant stores, bare-planked wood or just canvas on a wooden frame, beaten earth floors. These sold the pans and shovels, bacon and flour, denims, shoes and blankets. Also fine silk shirts and suits, top-hats and expensive gilt jewellery, even perfume and women’s fancies. For the men who struck it rich and had gold dust to dribble between their fingers.
And gold dust was needed for their top-heavy prices, Michael had said so bitterly. Draining the wealth from a man more quickly than a sword drained his lifeblood.
Hotels too. Declan grimaced. Even the luxury of a hot bath was beyond him now, let alone a steak meal and a few drinks. The banks here were better built, with proper floors and a steel safe, and were watched over by white-faced city folk. All the gold gleaned from the riverbank, and bartered in the stores and hotels ended up there.
         
Banks were greedy, snapping wolves that devoured the gains of honest miners, Michael had said. He had made it sound right to try to steal the gold shipment.
That’s all behind me, thought Declan, though I am riding a stolen horse. He dismounted close to Boot Creek and set his course for the riverbank and the shanties. Now the babble of many voices came to him: Americans, Swedes, Danes, Dutch, German and French. His own Irish, as well as British, Italian and Russian. Men from all corners of the world were jammed here, and to his nose came the familiar smell of wood smoke.
This time I will keep out of trouble, he thought. Work hard, maybe strike it rich — then pull out before the stores and banks get it all. Send for Bridget from that orphanage and set up home.
All the things he and Michael had talked about last time.
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Chapter Six
            

LIN ATE HER supper that night in silence. Lee had said little since the Fool’s Gold incident and only Hing did much talking. Of all the miners that day, he had found the most gold, even though it was only several small specks.
Lin had peered at them in fascination. On the oilskin patch they twinkled with rich life in the firelight. It was only a small beginning said Hing, but he was sure this claim would work well; he of course would find more gold than anyone.
Master Choy had snorted at that, but explained his outburst by saying a moth nearly flew up his nose. Hing had joked about Lee, who simply bowed his head.
After dinner Hing brought out his little brass scales to weigh the gold. It flickered at barely half an ounce altogether and Lin saw Gum’s frown. Whatever Hing said, that was not good.
Her anger rose a little. She was only a maidservant but she felt it wasn’t fair how they had laughed at Lee for doing his best. She remembered the tiny pebble she had found and, pulling it from her pouch, flicked it over. By accident it pinged directly onto the scales.
         
Lin had not meant that to happen and froze. Oh, now Hing would laugh even louder. Master Choy would scold her for sure. She held her breath and prayed for Kwan-ti to come riding up and frighten Hing with his sword.
The silence continued and she looked up.
Hing picked up the pebble and was looking at it closely. But his lips did not curve into another smile. Instead they tightened and his eyes went wide. When he spoke, he swallowed first and even seemed to gasp.
‘Where did you find this?’ he asked.
‘In my workings,’ replied Lin.
Hing rubbed the pebble and passed it to Old Lok. Lok rubbed the black off between his thumb and finger and suddenly out shone a little sparkling gleam of yellow. A sharp pure gleam that dazzled brighter than the sun in the firelight.
‘Gold. A solid nugget,’ said Old Lok.
Lin just gaped, but Master Choy did not. He stretched out a long arm and took the pebble. It flashed again in the flames and suddenly everyone was talking, even laughing. Master Choy dropped the nugget into Lee’s hand and the boy smiled with joy.
         
Only Hing sat silent, and Lin could guess why. At her own village the headman was just like Hing. The slightest challenge to his authority and he would sulk. A common maidservant had found more gold than him on the first day — and he had not even wanted her along in the first place. So he was angry, and worse — a little shamed.
We need him, she thought. He does blow more hot air than a blacksmith’s bellows, but he understands this Devil language and knows how they think. She stood up in the firelight.
‘Please,’ she said.
The excited jabber stopped and all eyes turned to her. It was a terrifying moment and Lin had to think very fast indeed. Then she bowed to Hing.
‘Honoured leader,’ she said, still thinking fast. ‘I want to thank you for the leadership and good luck that you have shown today.’
Everyone was looking at her. Lin took a deep breath and went on quickly.
‘First you gave Lee wise guidance in finding false gold, as a leader should, and soon after that, I found the nugget. That was wonderful luck for such a lowly person as myself and I am sure it happened because I listened to your excellent words. I am sure now that we will all prosper because of this.’
Hing was speechless, but only a moment. ‘Of course — yes! That is just what I intended to tell these oafs — er, the other miners. Listen to me and you’ll find nuggets the size of your own foolish heads.’
         
Everyone was smiling now, and the men all had a small cup of rice wine. Master Choy smiled at Lin as he took his. Hing went on boasting about his leadership. Soon, thought Lin, he’ll be saying he put the nugget there for me to find.
But Lee was smiling happily too, and that was her reward. His bad luck had become their good luck and he felt better. Lin was happy too. They had food in their stomachs and a warm place to sleep. A hand touched her shoulder and Master Choy’s whiskers brushed her cheek.
‘Have you heard the expression “All men like a little honey”?’ he asked.
Lin thought, then shook her head. Her mother had died early and her father was always too tired from work in the fields to talk much.
Master Choy nodded. ‘I have often wondered if women’s wiles are taught from mother to daughter. I see now that every woman is born possessing them.’
With a broad smile he went back to the fire. There were happy murmurs as some of the men settled down to a fantan game. Lin lay down beside Lee, wrapping them both in the ragged quilt. The fire was close and the stone wall kept the wind out.
         
As she closed her eyes, she puzzled over what Master Choy said. One day perhaps he would tell her. And she did not need Kwan-ti to chase Hing after all.
A sudden thought leapt to mind and she opened her eyes again. She had seen that red-haired stranger ride past just as she found the nugget. Did he bring her luck? No, she thought, surely it was just chance that she saw him twice. She closed her eyes again.
She dreamed of Kwan-ti that night, in splendid bamboo and gold armour, a gold, dragon-shaped helmet on his head. On his milk-white stallion, waving his long silver spear. The war god, scourge of wrongdoers and champion of the poor and downtrodden.
He galloped through the clouds, the sun dazzling his golden harness and saddle like gleaming fire. He was a wondrous sight.
But even in her dream Lin puzzled over why he had a bright red beard, and red hair flowed from under his gold helmet.

AMBROSE WAS MIDDLE-AGED. Over fifty, he thought. He was short, stocky and broad-shouldered, his face baked brown and wrinkled from desert sun and winter ice. His nose was dented and he had front teeth missing from a brawl, gold-hunting in Alaska. He limped because of lost toes from frostbite. Two fingers were missing: caught in the crusher, mining in Capetown. His cheeks were pitted from the smallpox that nearly killed him in Bolivia, and one ear was chewed from a claim dispute in Ballarat.
         
‘Been everywhere, laddie,’ he said. ‘Musta dug up me own weight of the yellow stuff.’
Little to show for it, thought Declan. A patched little tent draped over a rope between two uprights. A much-dented gold-pan, pick-axe and shovel and small bundle of possessions. Shirt and trousers clumsily patched and his jacket holed at the elbows. But there was always a big gap-toothed grin on his face and Declan liked the old boy.
         
He had ridden along the lines of shanties until he saw the upended shovel stuck in the gravel. It was a Ballarat sign meaning work was available. Ambrose had scratched his grizzly mop of hair as he looked him up and down, then grinned and nodded.
‘Aye. You’ll do.’
Declan had worked hard that first week, and the second. He found a stable for his horse and if he turned his face away when a constable rode past, Ambrose did not seem to notice. Ambrose shared everything, down to the last twist of tea. They slept in the same small tent and Declan even got used to the old boy’s snores.
In his short time in Ballarat he had met many men like Ambrose. Men who had mined all their lives, wherever the yellow metal had shown itself. He had lost his partner — ‘ran off with a showgirl, the damned fool did’ — and needed another. They would share everything they found together.
         
Declan knew that. Ambrose was, as he himself said, a ‘square guy’. At the end of the first week he divided what they had taken, after paying the merchant’s bill. It was just an ounce and Ambrose grumbled that prices were rising all the time.
‘Two pounds for a bag of flour that’d cost fi’ bob in Dunedin city,’ he said. ‘And bacon twice that. Ah, the best gold claim is behind one of them damned counters.’
Declan nodded. It had been the same at Ballarat, the same anywhere — the cost of food took most of the gold. Ambrose winked and, taking a glass coffee jar out of his pack, slipped his gold dust into it. The jar was a quarter full and he shook it lovingly.
‘Soon enough I’ll have me a good spree with this.’
Ambrose talked lovingly about his sprees. They accounted for some of the scars on his body and his broken knuckles. Before Ambrose put the jar away he chuckled.
‘See how I trust ye, boy? Showing you me savings like this?’
Declan nodded and smiled. And Ambrose was no fool — no pushover. When he opened his pack, he’d meant Declan also to see the brass-bound wooden handle of an old-fashioned revolver. And he had run one thumb down the heavy iron bullet cylinder. Declan understood perfectly what he meant.
         
He and Michael had trusted their partner. Woken up one morning to find him gone, and their hard-won gold …
         
‘Should you trust someone so quickly?’ he asked.
Ambrose looked at him consideringly; his gap-toothed smile still showed. ‘Oh, I’ve learned, these thirty years,’ he said. ‘I know good from bad. Of course a lad may turn his head when a trap rides by. Initials on his saddle that are not his. But mistakes don’t make him bad.’
His grin grew at the look on Declan’s face. Then he blew out the candle and settled down, pulling the blankets up to his chin.
Declan lay down too. So Ambrose had seen through him quickly enough, but would still give him a chance.
I’ll take it, he thought. No more trouble.
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Chapter Seven
            

LIN WAS NO longer worried about her red hands and broken fingernails. Gum had assured her the marks would go away in time. ‘Young Han will like you, red hands or not,’ she had whispered, and both she and Fah cackled at her blush.
Han did look at her sometimes — looking away when he encountered Master Choy’s scowl. Lin did not look back because that would offend Master Choy even more. He had paid her father a good price and had authority over her.
When the harvest had failed that last time … When the paddies had dried and the rice withered … When at last they had had to eat the seed rice, so that even if the rains came, there would be nothing to plant …
Then the locusts had come, eating everything that was left. And — she shivered — the ‘starvation ghosts’. The endless shuffling lines of starving people driven from their lands and searching vainly for something to eat.
         
They had passed the village, eyes wide in their skull-like faces, the dust coating them a light brown. Shuffling, shuffling, men, women and children, the babies too weak even to wail. The village had no food to offer them. Food would only remind them of their great hunger.
         
All of them would die. Lin had known that — and that soon, perhaps, she and her family would join their shuffling lines.
So her father had sold her. She was a daughter and a useless mouth; it was the proper thing to do. The money Master Choy paid him would keep their family another year — give them another chance of life.
And she no cause to complain. Unlike some, the Choy family were kind employers, and when the time was right they would find her a husband.
Working in the cold gravel on the bleak riverbank of this strange land made her think of home. Of the good years. Mr Su, who raised ducks. Every morning he marched his quacking, waddling flock down the street to the paddyfields. A wave of his stick and the waddling birds split in perfect formation: the females in their shades of brown, the males in their brighter turquoise, black and white. Mr Su was very proud of his ducks and always sad when he had to wring their necks for sale.
Herself, working in the paddyfields, ankle-deep in the warm, slushy mud. Pushing in the green shoots as her father taught her, the broad straw hat sheltering her from the sun. The ox lowing nearby and baby Ng peeping with his big brown eyes from the bundle on Mother’s back.
         
‘Yes, we are far from home,’ whispered Master Choy.
Lin jumped at the voice in her ear. She nodded and bent over her work. The old man watched a moment, then went back to his own pile. It was his gentle way of reminding her she was daydreaming. Even so, she dreamed a little — but this time, it was about the future.
Three weeks they had been here, and were finding gold each day. Small amounts but steady, and nobody else — she was proud of this — had found a small nugget like hers. Hing, of course, expected to, any day now. She was learning English words too, from Gum, and a strange new thought was coming to her head sometimes. Would she stay in this land? Some Heavenly People did, and prospered. But she was only a poor servant girl and unlikely to make a rich marriage.
Something flashed and she bent over her gravel. Another little speck — she picked it up, holding it on the tip of her finger. It was always so fascinating to find a rich, precious speck among that lifeless grey stone. She placed it neatly with the others on her oilskin patch.
She had seen nothing of the ‘Shoe Water’ town yet. Gum told her it was a fearful place, but Lin was still curious. Hing was passing and she bent more closely to her work. He grunted with approval at the little specks of gold and went over to Master Choy.
         
Lin listened as she worked. It wasn’t hard, as Hing had a loud voice. He was telling Master Choy that supplies were running low. It was time to go into the town and buy more. Master Choy should come along to see how it was done, he said.
Lin’s heart jumped. Dare she ask Master Choy to take her along? She bent even more closely over her gold. She would need to win his favour, and the best way was to work very hard …
That night after supper Gum sang a little song about a girl who fell in love with a moonbeam. Everyone laughed and joked and Master Choy told his long funny story about how pigs became roast pork for the first time when a farmer accidentally burned down his pig-sty. Even Hing laughed and Master Choy beamed. Lin knew this was the right moment. She leaned over and whispered her request into his ear.
He looked at her and his white eyebrows met. Then he nodded and said he would think about it. He was in a good mood and performed Lee’s bedtime trick, picking up a rock and seeming to swallow it with an elaborate flourish of his hand. Then another and another, rubbing his stomach and even burping with pleasure.
         
Lee always laughed at this, even though the laughter was followed by yawns. Lin led him off to bed, hoping Master Choy would let her go; knowing better than to ask him again, though.
Shoe Water was a strange-sounding name for a town. And Foreign Devil mining towns were fearsome places, she was told. But she still wanted to see one.

‘SOME FELLA WAS on his way to the Arrowtown diggings,’ said Ambrose. His pipe jigged in his mouth as he threw another spadeful of gravel into the rocker. ‘Coming to the creek here, stops to take a stone out of his shoe. And guess what?’
‘He pulled out a nugget,’ said Declan.
‘And made his fortune in a week’s panning,’ said Ambrose.
Good story, thought Declan. Like the man who fell into a ‘glory hole’ full of gold dust. Or the man who sat on a boulder that turned out to be a giant nugget. He grinned.
‘How long did it take him to lose it?’
Ambrose chuckled. ‘Oh, they don’t all lose it. Them continentals — Dutch, German, French — they’re the chappies to get rich. Me, one day I’ll get a farm. Black soil so rich, you can stick a pole in it and it’ll sprout green leaves.’
But not this week or the next, thought Declan. The old boy was already licking his lips at the thought of his spree tomorrow. He wanted Declan along too. They would start with a hot bath, champagne and oysters. Then ‘slap-up grub’ and a ‘dancing-girl show’. Just the hot bath made Declan sigh, but he shook his head.
         
‘I can’t pay me whack,’ he said.
Ambrose leaned on his shovel a moment. ‘A bad lad would have just said yes. But you need persuading, eh?’
Declan bent to his own shovel, then Ambrose suddenly whacked his behind with the flat of his spade. Declan straightened angrily and the old man laughed.
‘I’ll persuade you!’
Declan made sure his next shovelful went over Ambrose’s shoes and the old man laughed again. Together they rocked the wooden cradle and Ambrose leaned over.
‘There,’ he said. ‘There, there and there.’
And each time picking up a speck or particle of gold. This was a good claim, he said — Ambrose could ‘smell’ a good claim — and plenty of gold left to work.
Keeping an eye on Ambrose, Declan bent over his shovel again. It was near evening: all around them the clamour and shouts of mining were coming to an end. Fires built up red in the gathering dusk and the sizzle of salt bacon could be heard.
Bacon and camp-bread — dough of flour and water baked and browned over the fire. It was plain food but it kept hunger at bay. And Declan could dream about a farm of his own too, with rich black soil. For the first time, it seemed in sight. All he had to do was keep his head down and work.
         
He was hopeful. Things were coming right.
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Chapter Eight
            

‘JUST WALK CLOSE behind me and if anything happens, I will deal with it,’ Hing had said.
Lin trembled with excitement and even fear because this was a most important day. In all the long weeks working their claim, this was the first trip into the White Devil town with all its strange and terrible wonders. Hing had not wanted to go but Master Choy suggested in his quiet way that she might. So she was.
The little procession of miners went over the rise into Shoe Water. Lee had begged loudly not to be left behind and his last angry wail followed them as they left the camp. Lin and Gum brought up the rear, both already nervous.
Hing strutted ahead, preening himself like a peacock in his best red silk tunic. It was all right for him, thought Lin. He was well known (so he constantly told them) and liked among the merchants because he always paid promptly — in gold.
         
Even so, she noticed that Hing kept well to one side of the main street as they entered the town. If the rutted, muddy expanse set here and there with holes and awash with rainwater could be called a street. In the middle a carter cursed and cracked his whip; his horses strained but the iron cartwheels sank more deeply into the mud.
Around them, jostling one another, wandering all ways across the street, ignoring the carts, were more of those thickly bearded miners. She darted fascinated looks at their big ugly faces until Gum hissed and caught her sleeve. ‘Foreign Devils do not like being looked at,’ she said. ‘Keep your eyes on the ground, girl. They are all mad and may attack you any moment.’
Lin did so, but still could not resist the odd darting glance. The smells here were even stranger and thicker than in the city and she had never seen such buildings anywhere. Some had canvas roofs held down with ropes and flapped and shook as the wind caught them. Others were of wood and seemed, even to her eye, hastily built. The planks of unseasoned wood creaked and split; windows had fallen out or were broken, the gaping holes criss-crossed with wood like blind eyes.
One building looked stronger and better than the rest, its name black-painted in the thick bold Devil lettering than ran so strangely sideways — not the sensible up and down of their own writing. Gum was glancing too, whispering that it was a bank, where the Devils kept their gold.
         
Lin risked only one glance. At home, places of wealth were fiercely guarded by tall, terrible-looking warriors, armoured like lobsters. Yes, there was a policeman near it in his brass-buttoned blue uniform, seeming to scowl across the road at them. The doors were closed, the long windows barred and set with strong wooden shutters.
Others, also better built, had their doors open and she looked inside as they passed. She saw piles and sacks of food inside, a pyramid of gleaming square cans, each red label like a glaring round eye. A boy in an apron that reached almost to his ankles was sweeping at the door. He thrust his broom at Lin, grinning as she flinched, and called something after her. It sounded rude.
‘What did he say?’ Lin whispered to Gum.
‘Never mind,’ said Gum, her hands shaking. ‘Pretend not to listen.’
Another doorway emitted strange-sounding Devil music and a thick, horrible smell of tobacco and alcohol. A woman stood there in a gaudy red dress covered with flashing sequins. She smiled at Lin, her lips painted a thick red, and the girl looked hastily away.
There were more miners here, some sitting against the shopfronts, legs sticking out, and Hing walked carefully around them. One group, shouting among themselves, spilled out onto the muddy road. He went around them too, and Lin’s shoes sank into the cold, squishy mud. Their rough shouts beat around her like clanging pots; she dared not look but fancied that heads turned and some of those angry shouts followed them.
         
Now, to Lin’s relief, Hing was raising his red-sleeved arm and pointing as he turned into another of those open doorways. A store, more sacks and piles of tins. A clean-shaven man with a brush of snow-white hair in black trousers, white shirt and a blue pinstriped apron was at the entrance. Hing bowed and the white-haired man raised a finger back; his lips formed a small, polite smile.
         
They all filed into the shop, Master Choy turning to make sure Lin was still there. She was too nervous to smile, still scared of those miners whose shouts seemed to follow them. Gum was entering the shop and she made to follow. It would not hurt to risk one look —
Lin stopped and gaped.
There was another of those music places over the road. A rough clumsy swirl of miners poured out of the swinging doors. One among them was well dressed by Devil standards, in the long black coat and top-hat that she knew were symbols of wealth here, but he was clinging to a porch support and waving a bottle. Then his hand slipped and he staggered a few paces into the road before pitching down full length into the mud.
         
Lin knew why. After the good harvests in her village there was some left over to make rice wine. Villagers danced then, and the men became loud-voiced and red-faced, and stumbled a lot. But they did not wear their best clothes like the top-hat man, who was now sitting up and laughing, not caring that his fine clothes were smeared with mud.
Gum was hissing again, pulling at her sleeve, and Lin made to follow. Then she gaped again because another man had come out of the music place. She had seen him only twice but there was no mistaking that long bright red hair down to his shoulders.
The Red Stranger!
In the same long coat, his hat tilted back. The other miners were still laughing at the top-hat man sitting up in the mud; his hat had fallen off beside him now.
The Red Stranger squelched into the mud, walking over to the man. He helped him to stand, pulling him back onto the boarded pavement. Mud clung to them both, and to the boardwalk, like a thin, mucky cloak. The top-hat man was flopping now and wobble-legged; his shoes tapped on the uneven planks of the boardwalk.
‘Lin!’ came Gum’s hiss, loud and angry as a cat.
Lin let herself be pulled inside, her thoughts still on the Red Stranger but her nose full of a bewildering mix of strange odours, her feet clattering on a well-made floor.
         
All around her lay a strange and bewildering richness.

DECLAN BORROWED A little hand-cart from the hotel — it was kept there for wheeling drunks. Two miners from the next claim helped him: Joey, a little Englishman, and ‘the Dane’, a tall, unsmiling man from Denmark. They had also helped Ambrose spend his fat roll of notes when he changed his gold dust at the bank.
Ambrose was asleep when they placed him on the cart. His fine coat was smeared with mud, the stuffing oozing from a split in the shoulder. His silk scarf was untidily knotted and stained with food, his fine pinstripe trousers torn at one knee. His white whiskers flickered in time with his loud whistling snores.
Joey and the Dane helped him pull the old man into place, stuffing a rolled flour-sack under his head. Declan looked around for the top-hat but a cartwheel had since gone over it. There were no jeers or rude remarks from the other miners, although one spat with envy.
‘Lucky old Hatter. At least he enjoyed himself.’
Joey nodded and even the unsmiling Dane grinned as they took the cart handles and began pushing. As they did, there was a clatter from across the street — a stack of tins had collapsed. One rolled out onto the boardwalk and a little girl in a long dark blouse and floppy blue trousers followed it.
         
She picked it up. Chinese, noted Declan. Another Chinese in a red silk tunic appeared in the doorway, shouting angrily. An older man with a long beard appeared too, and pulled the girl back into the store. Beside him, Joey scowled and muttered.
‘Never see them free-spending or shouting drinks, eh?’
‘Close-fisted heathens,’ muttered the miner who had spat. ‘Don’t belong in a Christian land and that’s a plain fact.’
There was an angry murmur of agreement from the other men but Declan did not care. There were all nations here — Arabs and Africans, even Canadian Indians from Vancouver. There had been Chinese at Ballarat too, and they were Christian. Not his business. He just shrugged and helped them wheel Ambrose up the road to his claim.
Ambrose’s feet stuck over the edge. The fine leather dancing pumps were scuffed and covered with mud. They would not last five minutes in the gravel, thought Declan, and nor would his fine clothes, and tomorrow morning he would wake with the mother and father of all hangovers.
The spree was over.

ONCE MASTER CHOY had told Lee a wonderful story about a deep cave full of treasures, guarded by a green-scaled, fire-breathing dragon. Yellow gold, brighter than the sun; silver, shining like the moon. Big emeralds like frozen green sea-tears, blood-red rubies and sapphires blues as the sky.
         
This place was full of a different treasure: strange riches made up of ordinary things, but Lin had never seen so many all piled together at once. Things she would never see in her village. Perhaps she would have in Canton city but it was dark when they passed through to the harbour.
The others were scattered around the shop, most as goggle-eyed as her. Hing stood at the counter, bargaining with the white-haired shop-owner in a low but penetrating voice. Neat little bags of gold dust and a pair of brass scales were lined up before them.
She darted a look at the shop-owner, at his strange grey eyes and bristly white hair. His mouth was set hard, and so was his smile when it came. Hing was always talking about how silly the Big Noses were but she sensed that this one would be hard to fool. Anyone who owned all this wealth must have great cunning.
That stack of bright copper kettles and cooking pots alone … Their village headman possessed one, but it was a poor battered thing and was stolen by the bandits. Beside it on hooks were rows of shiny tin mugs, and below them, stacks of tin plates and big gold-pans.
         
Lines of black stout boots, shiny with wax. Rows of oilskin coats, looking slick as black snakeskins. Boxes of knives and forks because Devils were too clumsy to use the simple practical chopsticks. Round tins, square tins, even oblong and triangular tins with bright paper labels pasted to them.
Most of the labels bore pictures of food. Black cherries with a green leaf over them; orange apricots, green apples, white slices of pear. Animals like cows, goat and sheep; round-eyed silver-scaled fish. One huge stack had a fat pink pig on the label. One pig represented wealth in her village — how many pigs made up all those cans? she thought.
Sacks of beans, flour, lentils, barley and rice. Slabs of fat-streaked dark bacon hanging from hooks. Biscuits, dried fruit and nuts. Long thin yellow sticks — a kind of foreign noodle, whispered Gum.
As Lin stepped back she brushed against a line of pickaxes. One clattered over and Hing and the shop-owner at once looked down. She bent to pick it up and hooked the edge around a stack of large cans.
         
CRASH! Down they came, crashing and banging like tin-plated monsters, the entire stack collapsing in a thunderstorm of tumbling metal. Lin skipped aside, bumping into Gum and knocking her over. One can rolled down the shop to the door. Lin picked herself up and ran after it, followed by the shop-owner’s deep roar of fury.
         
Lin grabbed the tin off the boardwalk. It was split and oozing red, she saw with dismay. Hing’s hand grabbed tight on her shoulder.
‘Stupid careless monkey! We will have to pay for that now!’
Master Choy appeared too, speaking sharply — but to Hing. ‘Yes, it was careless, but no matter. I am very fond of the contents of that tin and invite you to share it with me tonight. Let go of her shoulder, Hing, and stop poking holes in the air.’
Lin followed them back into the shop doorway. They paused by a tangle of brown harness, shiny with beeswax. Hing scowled at Master Choy.
‘I was not aware you could read English labels,’ he said suspiciously. ‘What is in this can?’
The label was smeared and without an illustration — just those odd level lines of Devil writing, white against purple. Master Choy smiled.
‘Oh, yours is still far superior,’ he said, ‘and I would like this to be a pleasant surprise.’
Hing scowled again and headed back to the counter. Master Choy smiled and touched Lin’s cheek. ‘Go and help Gum,’ he said, ‘and try not to trip over anything else.’
She blinked back tears and nodded. Such a good, wise man, she thought, and so kind. Two of the men were already leaving, each with a sack of rice. Lin turned back a moment.
         
Across the road, Red-hair and two others were wheeling the top-hatted man away in a small cart. Was it his father, she thought, or a cousin? The top-hat was still in the middle of the road, flattened by the scoring cartwheels and now the colour of mud. It was sad to see such a fine hat ruined, but obviously the owner was very rich to have left it there. He could easily afford another one.
She went back to the counter, thinking of the Red Stranger. The shop-owner still frowned from his grey eyes and Hing made sure Lin carried a heavy sack of beans.

JOEY AND THE Dane had taken the barrow back to the hotel — the least they could do, thought Declan, since Ambrose had emptied his pockets for them. For himself, too, he remembered with shame, but the old man had refused to take no for an answer.
He remembered what that miner had called Ambrose. Hatter: slang for a veteran miner. Because he knew Ambrose would never buy that farm. He would dig out his claim here, spend it all, then trudge on to another diggings. He would go where the gold was until he was too old to go anywhere.
He dragged Ambrose into the tent and pulled his shoes off. Tomorrow when the old boy woke, he would be back in his working clothes and nothing to show for it.
         
Declan shivered. Would that be the pattern of his own life? Would he only dream of rescuing Bridget? She’d be old enough now to be sent out working for a few pennies a week — slavery was a better name for it.
Joey and the Dane were back now. Joey peeked in the tent, then pulled out his pipe, knocking it on his shoe. He rummaged through his pockets for tobacco and scowled.
‘Skint again, and ten ounces of colour taken out these last few days. Damn merchants get it all.’
‘And the gambling dens and hotels,’ replied Declan, grinning.
Joey ignored this. ‘I passed them Chinese going out. Laden like mules with food, they were. And all paid from a played-out claim? Sharp practice there, if ye ask me.’
He wandered off. ‘Sharp practice’: more like hard, long hours of work, thought Declan. He’d seen how the Chinese worked at Ballarat, and heard the same remarks against them. A man with empty pockets needed someone to blame.
He needed money, and needed it soon. Otherwise he would end up like old Ambrose, now tossing and mumbling in his sleep. Perhaps dreaming of that farm with rich black soil that would sprout leaves on a stick.
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Chapter Nine
            

NOBODY EXCEPT HING had minded about Lin overturning the tins. Fah and Gum teased her gently about it while they made dinner: an excellent meal of fried rice and noodles, with tinned fruit to follow.
Everyone was happy. Han tootled on his pipe and Master Choy told Lee his story about the mountain that had to hide its heart; he had already told him the story several times, joking that he wanted the boy to memorise it.
And after the fruit came Master Choy’s tin. Spilling out some of the red juice, he passed the contents around.
Everyone took one of the round red bulbs but Lin noticed that after the first bite they seemed to lose interest. Well, perhaps their stomachs were full, but she always had room in hers. She took a big bite when the tin reached her. It was salty — a strange taste — and she had to make herself chew and swallow. So did Lee, and some others threw theirs in the fire when they thought Master Choy was not watching. Lin was puzzled — this was Master Choy’s favourite food? Funny he had never mentioned it before.
         
It seemed to be, though. He ate one, then another and another — and another, with almost the same flourish as his rock-swallowing trick. Everyone watched in awe. Lin could not remember him ever being so hungry. Finally he hiccupped and patted his stomach.
‘My favourite,’ he said. ‘We can share the rest tomorrow.’ He replaced the lid on the tin.
This was greeted with silence, Lin noticed. She had not liked the strange salty-tasting bulbs but dared not say so and risk hurting his feelings.
She thought hard, then shook her head. No, he’d never mentioned liking pickled beetroot.
Perhaps elderly people had different tastes.

IN THE MORNING the beetroot was gone. The large tin stood empty and shiny in their shelter. Lin picked it up, wonderingly. Surely nobody could have eaten them all — or stolen them. She busied herself over their little fire as Lee sat up and Master Choy stirred, grumbling.
‘Master Choy, all the beetroot is gone,’ she said.
He blinked a moment, then nodded. ‘Oh yes. I carelessly kicked the tin over when I got up in the night.’
         
Lin looked. The tin was clean and dry, as though washed, and there was no trace of red juice on the earth floor. Master Choy saw her look.
‘It happened outside,’ he said hastily. ‘I put the beetroot in the moonlight. Moonlight is very good for beetroot.’
Lin nodded. It must be true if Master Choy said it, because he knew a great many things. She opened her mouth and he interrupted again.
‘Yes, I know what you are going to say. Where are the spilled beetroot? Well, I threw them in the river because it is very bad luck to have spilled beetroot near a home. Now, do you have any other questions while we freeze waiting for the fire?’
Lin stuffed dried grass over the embers and blew on them. She apologised meekly. But she smiled as she puffed on the fire. Was it possible? She dared one more look at Master Choy and got such a frown that the smile fled from her lips.
She wanted to keep smiling but dared not. So she puffed and puffed until he scolded that she was blowing ash everywhere — did she want them to look like black demons?

‘IT WOULD’VE BEEN his heart. From what you tell me of his last forty-eight hours, it would’ve tipped the balance.’
         
The doctor closed his bag and jammed his hat back on his head. He shrugged and turned away. One doctor among five thousand men always had more than enough to do. Some of the men in the crowd around Ambrose’s tent began to drift away. Death was nothing new in the goldfields and there was a day’s living to make.
Declan watched as Ambrose’s body was laid in a cart, covered by his ragged blanket. Those stained leather shoes stuck out the end. He had found the old boy like that, wrapped in his blanket and eyes shut; he had not stirred when Declan shook him.
‘Poor sod. Still, he died having fun,’ said Joey beside him. ‘Something, eh?’
‘Something …’ said Declan.
There was a graveyard of sorts beyond the town. He had enough money to get Ambrose a cheap pine coffin and a wooden cross — remembering that he didn’t know Ambrose’s last name. A common grave, soon forgotten, for the old Hatter.
He noted a disturbance among the men remaining now. They were being pushed aside and Declan looked over. He went rigid with dismay. Saw a blue-uniformed policeman and another man, red-faced, white-whiskered.
A man Declan had met before — when he had robbed him of his grey mare.
         
The hard grey eyes met his. But his red hair had been tucked under his hat and a handkerchief had covered his face. He could not be identified by his blue eyes alone — surely?
The policeman was speaking. Morris Randall, proprietor of Randall’s Trade Emporium, was applying a writ of seizure to the claim of one Ambrose the Miner for unpaid debts.
‘He paid you,’ said Declan. ‘He told me your shop was the first stop he made.’
‘Nothing in my books.’ Randall tapped a leather-bound ledger under one arm. ‘See for yourself.’
‘You’ve had all morning to alter that, you damned thief!’ yelled Declan.
‘Enough of that,’ interrupted the policeman. ‘The court will decide. Meanwhile, move your swag. Nobody works this claim until the ruling.’
‘You can take his rags too,’ said Randall, the trace of an iron sneer in his words. His grey eyes were like iron too.
‘Courts and cops in a rich man’s pocket, eh?’ shouted Declan, and a murmur came from the miners. He was echoing what Michael had said.
‘Enough of that, lad,’ said the policeman in a low, hard voice. He looked around. ‘All of ye — get clear!’
         
The miners shuffled and growled but broke away. Declan rolled up his few clothes in his blanket and hefted the old man’s canvas bag. Dropping it again a moment, he took out Ambrose’s gold jar and threw it at Randall. It smashed at his feet.
‘Root around for that, ye old pig! Y’may find a speck of colour.’
There was a shout of laughter from the miners, and even the policeman smiled grimly. Declan walked on past, and Randall’s eyes followed him. There was a flicker in them and they narrowed in memory.
‘Let’s have a brew of tea, lad,’ said Joey.
Declan nodded. But after that he was on his own. Scarce five pounds saved from his gold and that would go in days. He would be as he came: penniless and without friends.
Randall was following the policeman back up the bank. He turned and looked back. His eyes narrowed again.
Declan made himself look unconcerned, but he was worried. If Randall suspected, he might set the police on him. Even find his grey mare in the stables.
He sighed. Not only short of money and friends, but on the run — again.
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Chapter Ten
            

THIS WAS AN important day in the camp. With the cost of supplies deducted, Hing weighed out each miner’s share of the gold dust. He did so with great and solemn majesty on his brass scales; he called up each man in turn and presented his gold like a lord tipping servants. Master Choy took his with a deep bow that made Hing scowl. Lin smiled. Master Choy always knew exactly the right thing to do.
Nobody would work for the rest of the morning. They all had hiding places for their gold and they disappeared one by one. Master Choy drank a bowl of tea first, and told Lee the story about the mountain with a heart.
Lee listened, as he always did, his eyes round. But he had heard it so often he looked slightly bored. He asked for a new story and his grandfather shook his head. ‘Not until you have memorised this one,’ he said. Then he went off, chuckling.
         
Gum nudged Lin. ‘Go for a good walk. See if you can find some mushrooms. I will look after Lee.’
Lin smiled. That would be nice! She slipped on her shoes, almost used to them by now. With a wave to Lee she trotted up onto the road. There were fewer travellers on it now, and at the moment nobody in sight. She thought she glimpsed Master Choy far across the fields but looked away. It would never do to be thought to be spying on him.
She walked down the road. It was a clear autumn morning and she skipped over the rain puddles. There was something fresh and clean about this land: nothing like the sunbaked yellow earth of her village. But Master Choy would go back to China when he had enough gold and she shuddered: another ship voyage to endure.
After some distance she stopped. There were speckles of white in the distance, but further ahead than she meant to go. But Master Choy loved his mushrooms so she walked on, skipping over a low drystone wall.
She picked one and smelled it. Yes: that nice rich odour. She began pulling up mushrooms until they almost filled her little cotton bag. Lin was delighted; even Hing would be pleased. Although he would doubtless tell her that he knew where to find even bigger mushrooms.
Then as she bent to pick the last one a loud voice spoke behind her and she jumped. A voice full of rocks clunking, a tone of amusement and — dislike?
         
‘Look at the thieving Chinee, will ya?’
Four men stood on the other side of the drystone wall. They seemed to have come from nowhere. Miners or town labourers, all young, all sneering. The one who had spoken, in shirtsleeves and hat tilted back, spat.
‘Private property. Can you not read?’
He pointed to a crudely lettered sign by the wall. Lin had seen it but the lettering had meant nothing to her. Nor did his words, but she did sense the ugly tone.
‘A lesson the sneak-thief needs, eh, lads?’ The others growled like a pack of dogs. ‘Taking our gold, now stealing our food.’
There was a clatter and some stones dislodged as one man jumped over. He was holding a long stick, standing between Lin and the camp. Another made to climb over.
Grabbing her bag tightly, Lin fled off down along the wall. The men growled like dogs seeing a rabbit and gave chase.
Lin jumped over at the far end, just ahead of Shirt-sleeves, who clutched at her. She ducked and, in a blind panic, scampered away. They followed, boots splashing in the mud. A stone flew past her.
         
She was on the rise now and Shoe Water town lay before her. Slipping, she skidded down in the mud, her mushroom bag flying away. The young men were still behind her, shouting, as she ran into the main street. She cannoned against a man who roundly cursed. She ducked down a side alley, running in blind terror and panting hard.
         
The din of the town beat around her. She was in a side-street. A horse and rider galloped past, splattering her with mud. A drunken man lay in the mud and she skipped away from his clutching fingers. The louts were close behind.
         
She stopped again, hopelessly lost. Everywhere she looked there were scowling faces and harsh voices jabbering. She skidded and landed on her bottom in the muddy street, and heard a roar of unkind laughter.
A fat lady, grey hair piled in a greasy bun on her head, was waddling towards her. Her face may have been creased in a smile but Lin was taking no chances. She ducked away, down another alley, shoulders hunched and head down against the noise and terror — and crashed into something. A packing case. It overturned as she tumbled over. More loud roars and rough hands were grabbing her. She wriggled, squealing in panic at the circle of angry, whiskered faces around her, their shouts like a loud storm.
She was jerked up. The packing case was upended and cards were scattered everywhere. She was muddy now from head to foot and frantic with terror — this was the worst of nightmares.
‘This blasted brat has ruined our game! Me holding kings and aces!’
         
‘Damn ye, girlie. I had fi’ pounds riding on this game.’
Lin tried to tell them she was only running away from Foreign Devils; that she just wanted to go back to her camp. But although she babbled this clearly enough, the red-faced scowls did not lessen.
‘Listen to the heathen chatter. Tis mocking us, she is!’
‘Aye, needin’ a coupla good licks to be going on with!’
Lin wriggled but was held tight. One of the men began slipping off his broad leather belt. She wailed for mercy, flinching as the belt was raised. Oh, for Kwan-ti to come riding —
‘Be leaving her. She’s scared witless.’
Another hard, rock-sounding voice, another man shouldering up. The hands that grabbed her were being pulled away. She looked up at her rescuer and gasped.
The Red Stranger!
Blue-eyed and long-haired, just as he was on the Dunedin dockside. There were growls from the other men but he glared around, one hand bunched into a fist. The growling subsided and Lin flinched again as a woman took her hand. In a blue and yellow striped dress, her face thickly painted, smelling strongly of perfume. But her voice was gentle, her hand pointing unmistakably. Go.
She should pause and give the man proper thanks. But she was still terrified and her heart beat like a bird fluttering in a cage. So she ducked away, out of the alley and down the side-street.
         
There was no sign of her tormentors but she was still lost, still badly scared. Loud clatter and big-nosed ugly faces all around her. She ran, ducking like a frightened rabbit. Overcome with fear, she found a corner between tent-lashed pegs, under a flap of canvas. She was too scared to go on and huddled, shaking with terror, tears streaming down her mud-stained cheeks. Not daring to move.

WHY IS IT, thought Declan, and not for the first time, that with all the aces, kings and queens in the deck of cards, they are never in my hand?
He had found this game an hour ago and the players looked square enough — not like Hinch and his bunch of scoundrels. So he had put down his swag and joined in. Now he was not sure about the ‘square’ players. Nearly all his money was in the pot and the man facing him was grinning slyly. He was long-faced and his yellow teeth jutted over his lips like a horse.
‘Are ye finished, laddie?’
Declan scowled. ‘Laddie, eh?’ Well, old Sly-chops had better be careful because if he was cheated this time, it would be a matter of boots and fists. The long-faced man played his cards over his teeth with a snicking sound and grinned.
         
‘Well, laddie —’
With a sudden crash, the packing case that was under their table upturned. Cards and money scattered under a hurtling cotton-clad body, one that rolled over, wriggling and kicking. A girl.
Sly-chops yelled and grabbed the girl. Chinese, her muddy face already marked with tears. She yelled and the players roared savagely. Sly-chops was already slipping off his belt. She saw it and squealed with terror.
Bridget had squealed with terror when the priest took her away — like a rabbit in a snare.
‘Be leaving her. She’s scared witless.’
The men hesitated — there was something in his cold blue eyes and colder voice. Lin wriggled free and one of the women led her away. She broke free and bolted.
Declan knelt quickly and scooped up his money. Sly-chops was still swinging his belt and Declan straightened, his tone very soft.
         
‘I would not be using that.’
Sly-chops showed his jutting teeth in a snarl. ‘Our game ruined and you take the brat’s part?’
‘Tis a chance to count the cards, then,’ returned Declan.
One of the women tittered. Sly-chops stopped swinging his belt and bent to pick up his cards — treading some into the muck, Declan noticed. But he had his money back and would not be caught again. That little cotton-clad accident would not come twice.
         
He pulled on his coat and one of the women touched his arm. Not so young, hair dyed, and face wrinkled under the thick makeup. Cheap red-glass earrings tinkled in her ears. She pointed.
‘She went thataway. The poor wee slip will never find her way back to Stoney.’
Stoney. The nickname for that Chinese camp. Anyway, what was she on about? The ‘poor wee slip’ was none of his business. A hot meal was what he wanted now — and to think about getting clear before the traps came, asking questions. No time to spare for a runaway Chinese brat.
Sly-chops still glowered at him as Declan walked to the end of the alley. Only the sudden memory of Bridget had made him intervene.
Even so, he caught himself looking up and down the street for her. He scowled — this was nonsense, she was no kin. He had himself to think about.
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Chapter Eleven
            

LIN HUDDLED TIGHT in her shelter, not daring to move. She was very frightened and very cold. Even if the others were looking for her, they would have no idea where she was. Perhaps at night she could creep out — but how to find her way home in the dark?
Her teeth chattered and her knees knocked. The Red Stranger had saved her, just like Kwan-ti would have. Could Kwan-ti have sent him? But surely no respectable god would have anything to do with a Foreign Devil. Anyway, he was gone now and perhaps those other men would find her again …
‘Hsssst?’ came a voice.
It was uttered in Big Nose tones so she did not answer. She huddled more tightly and tried not to pant so loudly. She was in terrible danger.
‘Hssst … Chinese girl?’
         
A hand and brown coat-cuff appeared outside her canvas shelter. It held a curious little curved stick of pink and white stripes. Then a face appeared: blue-eyed and long hair falling to shoulder length.
‘Hey, Chinese, come out now. All safe.’
She did not understand the words but it was the Red Stranger. He had appeared when she found the nugget, and he had saved her from those men. Even so, she was scared and her legs would not move at first. And what was that pink and white stick? He held it closer and she sniffed at it curiously. It smelled faintly sweet.
‘Come on, will ya?’
The Red Stranger would not hurt her, she knew that. So, slowly, her nostrils flared like those of a wary animal, she crept out from under the canvas. The Red Stranger made no attempt to grab her. He stepped back and even smiled. He still held out the strange-coloured stick.
‘Tis good peppermint. Take some and be eased.’
She did not understand a word and only stared at him. He broke a bit off the end, slipped it into his mouth and crunched hard. He licked white fragments from his lips and swallowed, grinning now at her scared look.
He broke off another bit and held it out. Lin slipped it into her own mouth and bit hard. She blinked because a wonderful sweet taste flooded her tongue. She swallowed, choked and coughed. A strange sound came from the Red Stranger.
         
Laughter! The first kind Big Nose laughter she had heard.
His hand gently thumped her back as she coughed. Then he pushed the rest of the stick into her fingers, took her other hand and pulled, pointing. She resisted with another tingle of panic.
‘Come on, tis the guiding Saint Christopher I am, not a Gombeen.’
His tone was gentle, the sweet taste still in her mouth. So she let him take her past the wooden buildings and back down the side-street. There were some stares, even shouts, that he answered shortly, like a dog snapping. Nobody touched her but she still shook, the candy stick tight in her hand.
He took her up to the ridge and, letting go of her hand, pointed. She nodded, knowing where she was now. It was a fast half-hour run to the camp — and she would run very fast indeed.
She lingered a moment, though, fascinated. That bright red hair — and why did he help her? She asked him in simple clear words but he just shook his head and pointed again.
‘Away, ye heathen colleen. Go now, like a robber’s dog.’
She delayed not a round-eyed moment longer but ran. Then stopped, realising she still had the candy stick. She turned and took a step back, holding it out.
         
There was that smile again, but the blue eyes were somehow sad, as though his thoughts hurt. He shook his head and motioned. The candy stick was hers. He even chuckled, although his eyes remained sad.
Lin turned and ran down the road. She ran quickly for a minute, then stopped and turned again. The Red Stranger had been joined by another man in a broad-rimmed hat. They were talking and not looking at her.
She nibbled a little off the peppermint. Lee would love this — but the thought of Lee brought new panic. They would be looking for her and she was in for a severe scolding. Master Choy’s displeasure was worse than being beaten.
Hing would scold her too. They would all think she was a stupid girl for straying so far. She would have to work hard to get their respect again and was in for some hard days. But that was better than one more minute in that town of smells and Devils.
Yes, and she would be scolded for losing the cotton bag of mushrooms. Even so, she ran as fast as she could.

EVEN WHEN THE woman had told him in which direction the girl fled he had hesitated. It was one thing to stand off a few bullies — he’d do the same for any kid, so he would. But what she did afterwards was none of his concern.
         
‘She’s nothing to me,’ he muttered to himself.
So why did she not leave his mind? Why did he buy a stick of peppermint candy when he should be getting his mare and leaving town — before Randall remembered where he had last seen those angry blue eyes? He was ducking every blue uniform he saw and this was no time to become mixed up in other people’s affairs.
Even those of a skinny, wide-eyed girl who reminded him of Bridget.
Telling himself all this — and it made perfect sense — he nevertheless had looked until he found her. Then he was down on all fours, as if coaxing a puppy from a fox-hole. And trying not to grin too hard when she finally did emerge like a — like a frightened puppy. Thinking it was poison he offered her, not candy. Having to grin at the surprised look on her face when she crunched hard.
And now watching her skip across the creek, water splashing around the frayed edges of her baggy trousers, the peppermint stick clutched tightly in her hand.
What now, ye silly creature, he had growled when she turned around, then realised she was asking if he wanted the stick back. So he had laughed and flapped his hand until she turned and fled again, her loose tunic catching in the breeze. Bridget had skipped and run like that.
         
Bridget. Where was she now? Old enough to be bonded out to slave away her growing years as a servant or factory worker.
A voice from behind tore Declan from his dark, swirling thoughts.
‘You’re a hard lad to find.’
He turned. It was Hinch, from the road. The same battered hat tilted sideways, the same easy grin on his face.
‘A shame we lost sight of ye, lad. In a town of all these thousand souls. But when Nell at the Yellow Chalice talks of a fire-headed lad ready for a fight — well, they pointed me this way and here I am.’
‘So here you are,’ returned Declan.
He did not like Hinch. The loss of his money at cards still rankled; nor was there any reason why the man should seek him out. He walked quickly back to town, Hinch trotting beside him.
‘Have ye found yourself a place, laddie?’
Declan disliked the way Hinch called him ‘laddie’. It implied youth and stupidity, uttered with a sly humour. Well, he had shown one man his fist today, and would do so again if necessary. Hinch seemed to sense this because his tone changed.
‘Now, come to our claim, have a good meal. Me and the lads could do with a strong pair of hands. Equal shares too, mind.’
         
There was something careful, guarded, in Hinch’s tone. But the thought of a hot meal was good. First he would pick up his mare from the stables. Job or not, Declan sensed that his time here was running out — whatever job Hinch offered.
It would do no harm to listen.

THAT NIGHT, LIN didn’t say a word to anyone. She helped prepare dinner, ate her own and cleaned the pots without a word. Nothing was said to her either, but at least there were no more scowls.
Plenty had been said when she had run home. There was little sympathy, even for her encounter with the louts. She should have been looking out for them. She should not have run like a rattle-brained hare into the town. White Devils might do anything and nobody would know her fate!
Hing was especially rude. She should never have come (he said) and, like all women, had no more brains than an empty pot. Fah and Gum had glared at him and Hing ended on a hasty note. Even so, Lin suffered the most from Master Choy.
He had not raised his voice or even threatened to beat her, as he was entitled to. But his cutting, direct words were worse than any stick across her legs. She must remember she was in a very strange country that did not like the People of Tang. That miners were rough and violent men. That her conduct reflected badly on him, and she must never wander so far again.
         
And Gum had scolded her for losing the cotton bag.
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Chapter Twelve
            

‘YOU SEE THERE?’
Hinch was pointing to the road out of town where it forded the river. They were on a stone outcrop. The canvas roofs flapped below, among the taller wooden buildings, the smell of evening smoke in the brisk wind.
‘Yes. A stone track. What of it?’
Declan answered shortly. Hinch had taken him back to camp where the other men had hailed him like a lost son. Again that sly humour and the grins. A fat bushy-bearded man called Big Stewie, a lean, rat-faced man called Todd. Bert, with the big moustache, who had eyed him so intently the other time they met.
But it was cold and he wanted that meal he’d been promised. He did not like the way Hinch gripped his arm as he pointed. He shifted and Hinch grinned, letting go.
‘See the roof of the bank, lad? See the big stores? Well, that is where our gold goes. Spent on flour and bacon so we can keep working and make the merchants even richer. And the bankers. Seem sensible to you, Declan?’
         
Declan said nothing. Hinch was leading up to something. They took ten pounds a week from their claim — enough to make a profit. Hinch had not mentioned the grog-shops or gambling dens, where the rest of it ended up.
‘So you’re selling up?’
Hinch spat. ‘And get how much? Ye know what a worked gold patch is called. A hole in the ground owned by a lair. Enough for new boots and the chance to wear them out, taking Shanks’ pony back to the city. I have a better idea.’
‘Then tell me fast because I’m sure out of patience.’
Hinch whistled softly, seeming to listen for something. Then came a sound and he grinned. A clattery sound, the crack of a whip, a mix of wheels and hoofbeats. A red-painted wagon rounding the far corner of the track.
         
As it came closer Declan could hear the creak and jangle of harness, see the iron-rimmed wheels striking sparks on the rocks. Two constables sat on the wagon seat, both with rifles slung on their backs. Following were two more constables on horseback, each with carbine and leather-holstered pistol.
         
Hinch pulled him down out of sight. He led the way back to a track and the far end of the miners’ camp. ‘That is an empty wagon returning,’ he said. ‘The full ones are a good deal slower. And those sharp turns before the ford slow them down even further.’
         
He gave Declan a sly look, waiting for an answer. Declan made his words sound light and dismissive.
‘So ye’d lighten their load, being a kind fellow? But what about them blue-clad boys with guns? They may not wish it to be lightened.’
‘They may not have a choice,’ returned Hinch softly. ‘Are ye with us, then?’
‘No. I am not.’
Hinch just grinned again. ‘Are you sure? Now, d’you remember Bert? Him with the big moustache?’
Bert, the one who had given Declan those intent looks. Declan shrugged. ‘What of him?’
‘He remembers you. He’s another Ballarat lad — and one with a good memory.’
Ballarat! Declan said nothing and Hinch continued, his voice soft as the slither of an eel. ‘So you’d know a little about bailing up, eh?’
         
‘Bail up!’ Michael had shouted in the streaming rain. But a constable had reached for his gun and there were shots, screams. Michael falling from his horse …
         
‘And ye have a price on your head, young Declan.’
Michael’s body splashed into the muddy puddle, his blood mixing with water, his blue eyes staring sightlessly …
         
‘And how would you be proving that?’ He kept his voice steady, his eyes intent. ‘Bert looks no angel either, and nor do you.’
Declan was beginning to dislike Hinch’s grin very much. ‘True enough, Declan. But we are not riding a grey mare that is the property of one Morris Randall, merchant of this parish. And who has posted a reward.’
His grin went at the look in Declan’s eyes. ‘Lad, I’m offering you a straight deal. The wagon is there for the taking, but we need one man more.’
This, or leave the camp tonight with an empty belly and empty pockets, thought Declan. With gold, he could go a long way, get Bridget from the orphanage. Sure, the merchants and banks took from the miners, but that was no answer, as old Father Seamus would have told him in round terms.
But Father Seamus was thousands of miles distant, and so were the green hills of County Clare. His brother Michael, who just wanted a good farm. His bitterness rose like a tide. Always authority was blocking him. Whether in a blue uniform or a merchant’s apron: Randall using the law to rob old Ambrose before his body was cold. The law, always punching a man in the face.
‘Are you with us, Declan?’
‘No blood-letting,’ he heard himself say.
‘The plan’s too neat for that. Now, let’s get some tucker and talk like sensible men.’
         
Declan knew he was not thinking sensible thoughts. That he was only making excuses. But he followed Hinch down into the crowded patchwork shanties and the camp stink. A cold evening wind rustled the canvas tents and creaked the ramshackle huts.
He would do it because he wanted gold. Only gold would make up for the bad years and Michael’s death. For Bridget, lonely and scared in that dark stone institution. And for his own frustration because he had done nothing since he came here.
Nothing except help that little Chinee lass, but that was nothing — and would bring him no good.
Only gold would help now.

LIN WAS STILL upset as she put Lee to bed. She had failed everyone and felt a terrible shame. As she prepared herself for bed, Master Choy told Lee his treasure mountain story again and made the boy repeat it. Lee still stumbled over parts of it and Master Choy clucked with annoyance.
‘You must learn it all,’ he said.
He came over to her when he had finished and she flinched, expecting another scolding. But he only wanted to know more about the Red Stranger.
         
Lin could think of little more to say. Just hair, red as flames or polished bright copper. Eyes as blue as the deep sky colour fired into precious porcelain. And the hurt look he had, too — as though remembering something painful. Lin knew she was still very much in disgrace but there was a question she had to ask.
‘Master, he rescued me, just as Kwan-ti might have. Could Kwan-ti take on a White Devil face?’
Master Choy did not rebuke her. He even considered it for a moment.
‘Perhaps. But why should he wish to? Or have such strange-coloured hair and eyes? Go to sleep, girl.’
It was dark and perhaps she only imagined the little smile on his lips. But she lay down, pulling up the quilt and closing her eyes. Kwan-ti or not, she thought a long time about the Red Stranger before she slept.
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Chapter Thirteen
            

‘I’M TELLING YOU, tis theft! Tis plain, black theft and not another word for it, eh?’
A loud murmur greeted the words. And their subject so closely echoed Declan’s thoughts that he walked further down the riverbank to where the bonfire blazed and the crowd of miners gathered. There was something familiar about that voice, too.
‘Scooping it up in handfuls, they are! Scooping it up in big handfuls and not a speck of it rightfully theirs.’
It was Joey, the short English miner from the claim next to Ambrose. He was waving his big yellow pipe in one hand, thumping it into the open palm of the other, his face alight with anger in the red flickering blaze.
Declan had eaten with Hinch and the others: a good meal of stewed bacon and beans. There was no sly humour in their faces now. They had discussed their plan in low voices. Four of them had guns — all they would need was a moment of surprise. The constables would not lay down their lives for the sake of bank gold.
         
Declan had frowned. These words had a familiar ring. But at Ballarat some fool had lost his nerve and stepped out too soon, giving the police time to pull out their short-barrelled carbines and big six-shot revolvers. Modern guns — not the old black-powder piece he had taken from Ambrose’s swag. He hoped that properly loaded and handled, it would do the job.
         
But there would be no firing. Hinch had emphasised that, with a sidelong look at Declan. No shooting.
‘Them Chinee are not only stealing from us, but from the womenfolk and poor starving kiddies we left behind!’ It was Joey again, pulling his thoughts back to the night.
Declan laughed, the sound unexpected over the bonfire crackle. Heads turned. ‘So it’s a wife and kids you have now, Joey? And when did the happy event take place? Yesterday you were a single man and glad of it.’
There was a shout of laughter from the other miners and Joey glared angrily. He owed money to Randall too, Declan guessed. Joey was scared at seeing Ambrose’s claim repossessed, and lashing out as scared men did.
‘There’s many here who do!’ shouted Joey. ‘And them thieves will rob us blind and take the gold back to their heathen land.’
         
All of them would take their gold back home if they could, thought Declan. But another murmur of agreement greeted Joey’s words, and an angry shout or two. These men were aching after a long day’s hard work. Their hands red and sore, the cold in their bones. They murmured again like the swell of water on a gravel shoreline.
‘So, let’s some of us meet at daybreak.’ Joey’s voice snarled its glib message of discontent over the crackling red flames. ‘Anyone who likes can join us. Kick their backsides back to China-land and share whatever gold we find!’
He emphasised his words with a jab of the yellow pipe. In the silence that followed, Declan said, ‘And you’ll be scooping it up in handfuls, eh, Joey? And explaining how we missed it the first time around.’
This time there was no supporting laugh and Joey glowered. ‘If some was missed, it is still ours. You need not come, Declan. So rich that it must have been a relief when old Randall kicked you off the claim.’
More laughter: this time at Declan. Then growling, excited chatter. A hand touched Declan’s shoulder and he turned. Hinch motioned him away, out of the firelight.
‘You’ll not win that fight. And why bother for a few Chinee? Don’t matter a toss what happens to them.’
Declan let himself be led down the beach. Why had he spoken up? His thoughts ran to that little Chinese girl so like Bridget. He’d heard of Chinese camps being broken up by mobs. But more likely nothing would happen in the cold light of day. And keeping order was the job of traps, not him.
         
Hinch was speaking again. ‘We break camp tomorrow.’
It was time to stop thinking about everything except what lay ahead. Nobody would be buying Bridget peppermint canes in the orphanage. His first duty was to her.
Not some Chinee he would never see again.

HE WAS WOKEN next morning by a pebble hitting his nose. He sat up, throwing aside his blanket. Sitting opposite was Hinch, grinning wide. More important, there was a blackened steel pot on the fire and from it came the hot, rich aroma of coffee.
As Hinch splashed coffee into tin mugs he explained the plan. ‘We sorta slip out separately during the day. Join up at a cave in the hills. Bide there a couple of days, maybe more.’ He indicated the lean, rat-faced man. ‘Todd here will keep an eye on the bank — come and tell us when the wagon goes.’
Declan nodded. It was a good plan — better than leaving on the actual day of the hold-up. The coffee was sweetened with treacle and breakfast was a lump of the thick, fire-blackened  camp-bread. He looked around, up and down the riverbank. Hinch followed his gaze.
         
‘Aye, some of the Chinee camps’ll be getting a visit this morning, I’m thinking. Good cover for us, eh?’ He clinked his tin mug against Declan’s. ‘We know where the real money is.’
Big Stewie stuffed a last lump of bread into his mouth. ‘We’ll have it away sweet and live like kings.’
Yes, so they had all talked at Ballarat, thought Declan. But the plan was made and the die cast. And if the Chinese camps got a roughing-up then it was none of his business. But into his mind, unbidden, came the image of the wide-eyed girl. Forget about her — and Bridget! Because if this went wrong, he would never see Bridget again.
         
Hinch refilled Declan’s cup, glancing at him as he spoke. ‘Stewie and Bert leave about an hour apart from each other. Then, towards afternoon, me and Declan. Slow and easy.’
They would keep an eye on him, thought Declan. Well, he would not back out. The job was well planned and he was overdue for some good luck. He swallowed some hot coffee and suddenly scowled.
‘A problem, lad?’ came Hinch’s voice.
Declan made himself shake his head and smile. ‘Coffee over-hot,’ he said. ‘Maybe we should chuck this stuff at the cops. That would knock them flat.’
They laughed, but Hinch’s shrewd eyes stayed on him. Declan sipped his coffee, returning the gaze. He tried to banish the unwelcome thought of the Chinese girl from his mind. And Bridget. He was uncertain, angry with himself. But he had slept in and the mobs were long gone.
         
He could not warn the Chinese miners in time, even if he wanted to.
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Chapter Fourteen
            

LIN WAS WORKING at her patch of riverside when the shadow came. She picked out three tiny grains of gold, wondering, as always, at that sudden rich gleam of yellow. As she laid them on the oilskin, young Han stopped a moment and grinned.
‘You have a sharp eye,’ he said.
Old Lok looked up and called over. ‘Hey, young cousin. Get to work and stop wasting time on idle chatter.’
The other men laughed and Han splashed back across the river to his tailings. Then came the shadow.
It came as a sudden heavy footfall and that smell of the town: unwashed bodies and tobacco. Lin looked and saw a man standing there, in heavy canvas jacket and ragged pants, a yellow pipe clenched in one corner of his black-whiskered mouth.
         
‘Got me colour there, young thief!’
         
Quickly he bent to grab the oilskin. Just as quickly Lin caught it up and ducked away from his grabbing hand. It was so fast, none of the others had moved.
There were more miners behind Yellow-pipe. Some twenty or so, crunching up loudly now behind their leader. Hing splashed quickly over but before he could speak, two things happened.
The first was that Yellow-pipe kicked Hing’s legs from under him, then pushed him hard so that Hing was thrown back into the river. The second was that a volley of stones flew from the miners towards the Chinese workers. Ngan yelled as one struck him on the arm; Han staggered to a glancing blow on the head.
‘Clean out this whole damn nest of robbers!’ roared Yellow-pipe.
On this signal the other men raised a terrible shout and ran forward. Lin saw that most carried thick sticks. Afterwards she realised how carefully it must have been planned, how quietly they must have stolen up. None of her band carried weapons and safety lay in flight. Old Lok, whose joint pains slowed him, went down to a swinging blow, and Gum screamed as a stick landed on her back.
Lee! Lin looked around — there he was, open-mouthed with horror. She ran towards him and cried out as a stick landed painfully on her arm. Yellow-pipe. She ducked a second blow and grabbed Lee’s hand.
         
‘Gimme me gold, ye slippery vixen!’
He swung again as she pulled Lee away. The boy’s legs unfroze and they ran down the riverbank to a cluster of heaped boulders. Long before they got there, Yellow-pipe’s clumping boot sounds stopped. Lin risked a glance back.
         
Upriver, Yellow-pipe and the other miners were stamping around the encampment, still shouting. Smashing sounds of destruction came downriver and Lee’s hand tightened fearfully on hers. Of their own band, there was nobody to be seen. They had run off, wisely thought Lin, rather than fall victim to such madness. She was thankful that Master Choy had been out of camp.
After some ten minutes the shouting died down and the miners straggled off up the bank and back onto the road. A smoky cloud rose from the camp and drifted over the river.
There was silence and the clouds of smoke grew thicker.
Even so, Lin did not move, and kept Lee tight by the hand. It could be a trick. She waited until others of their band reappeared. One — it was Soo — splashed across the river and went warily to the road. He turned, waving. The miners had gone.
‘Come, Lee,’ she whispered. ‘I think the danger is over.’
         
Once, when she was very small, bandits had come to their village. She had been too small to remember, but she knew her father had caught her up tightly and run. He told her later. They were like two-legged locusts, he had said.
The bandits had galloped into the village on their shaggy ponies. They had looted each house of all possessions — every pot and pan, every bowl and cup, bedding and broomstick, father had said. They found the hidden foodstocks because they were crafty peasants themselves. They had set fire to some houses; cleaned out the village bare as a sun-dried turtle shell.
The miners had contented themselves with smashing everything.
They had broken the rice bowls and cups, crushing them underfoot. They had kicked over all the stone-walled shelters and piled the bedding on fires. It was soon dragged off and the dark smoke clouds began to thin and clear. But even the chopsticks were broken and the copper cooking pot had been beaten flat. Gum wailed, more sharply than when the stick hit her.
‘Why would they do this?’ asked Lee in a low scared voice.
Lin could not find the words but Hing could. ‘Why?’ His voice was sharp, bitter as the autumn wind and cold as the river. ‘Because they despise us. We are the People of Tang but they call us thieves — they, who are worse than bandits themselves. They are filth and dirt!’
         
Hing was still wet, his cheek bruised where a stone had hit it. Lin knew that his anger was because this was the end of their camp. Everything was smashed and trodden underfoot; the miners had found no gold and had taken out their fury on everything they could destroy.
Lin knew also that they had smashed more than the camp. Gone was their safety and security. Even though other Chinese miners would help them, this was the end for now. The end of Hing’s leadership, and for the time being, their dreams of wealth and a voyage home.
Gum was still wailing at the sight of her copper pot. Lin comforted her and helped Fah put a bandage on Han’s forehead.
‘You were very brave standing up to them,’ she whispered.
         
He tried to nod but winced with pain. ‘He must rest,’ said Fah. ‘He’s not badly hurt.’
Lin nodded. Lee was pushing the fire stones back into a circle but that would not help. There was nothing to cook with. But at least he was safe. Master Choy would be relieved when he returned —
She stopped. Master Choy!
Somehow, a sudden sense of fear grew in her. He was away at their own little hidden gold place. Would the miners find him? Perhaps Yellow-pipe would be back! She mustn’t scare Lee. She did not let the fear come to her voice as she stood.
         
‘I will go and find Master Choy.’
Fah looked over and nodded. A silent nod of agreement between two women. Lin knew Fah would look after Lee. I am nearly a woman, she thought, confused, and fled up the bank. The clattering stones seemed to echo her tumbling thoughts.

‘LET’S BE GOING, lad.’
It was just after midday. Men were trickling back to the claims now, some throwing their sticks into the river, some shouting excitedly, others quiet and muttering.
Declan tightened his saddle girth. Fools they are, he thought. The cops would never turn a blind eye to this. He knew how a trap’s mind worked — it was a challenge to their authority.
‘It’ll keep the cops busy,’ remarked Hinch as he mounted.
Declan nodded and mounted too. He was relieved to be leaving the diggings before his grey mare was spotted. They cantered down the track and Hinch pointed out the turns in the road. At the last bend with a big outcrop of rock, he reined and pointed.
         
‘That’ll be where you stand, Declan. Behind the rock to stop them if they try to run through. We get the gold, then it’s an easy scrape over the ford and away.’
‘Aye,’ said Declan.
The sky was overcast, dark as the swirling water, as they crossed the ford. The horses snorted but the swirling current only came up to their saddle-girths. Then it began to rain: big heavy drops splashing into the water. Declan unrolled his riding coat and reined in on the far bank.
Hinch stopped beside him. ‘We stick together and we’ll pull this off, lad. Trust is the word.’
‘Trust,’ echoed Declan as he pulled on his coat. He gathered the reins again and grinned at Hinch. ‘Hinch, I trust you and your mates like I’d trust a fox in a hen-house.’
         
He was buttoning his coat and managed to brush his fingers against the brass-bound wooden handle of his revolver.
Hinch’s smile went for a moment, and then he smiled. He’d got the message. He turned his horse onto the trail and Declan followed.
Behind them, water pattered into the grey rippling waters of the ford.

LIN FOUND MASTER Choy up the road.
         
There was a heavy dark bruise on his forehead, and blood ran from a cut over one eye. The pockets of his tunic were torn open; whether he had hidden the gold or had it stolen she did not know. Yellow-pipe and his band must have met him on the road. Clubbed him — even kicked him as he lay on the ground.
She knew that Master Choy was badly hurt.
Her yell brought Hing and some others running. They gaped with horror, then gently carried Master Choy back to the ruined camp. All the bedding was scorched and smoke-stained but there was nothing else to lay him on. Lin put her arms around Lee and felt the boy shake with terror.
Master Choy was still unconscious as they bathed his wounds and bandaged him. Lee crouched beside him and they built up the fire. Hing and two others would go to the next Chinese camp upriver and borrow whatever they could for the night. Even their food had been thrown around and trodden into the gravel.
‘We must get swords and guns,’ said Soo. ‘Attack those people and punish them for hurting us like this.’
‘That would just bring more of them,’ said Old Lok wearily. ‘And the White Devil law would take their side. None of these barbarians would help us.’
Not even the young red-haired man who saved her, she thought … but this was no time to think of him. Now that the initial shock had worn off, the others were angry and resentful. Master Choy would have soothed them but he was unconscious. So they sat waiting until Hing and the others returned from the next Chinese camp. Lin and Lee began preparing a meal. Gum helped but she was still shaking.
         
There was a sudden clatter of stones from the riverbank and everyone jumped. Gum cried out — were the miners back? There was a further scramble of stones and a gruff shout; a whinney, then a horse scrambling down the bank. The rider reined in and sat looking at them.
It was the red-faced, blue-uniformed and brass-buttoned policeman.
The men got up slowly, and with dark, sullen looks. Lee crouched closer to his grandfather, his hand closing over a rock. Lin’s hand was laid firmly on his — no!
If the policeman sensed the dark mood, he gave no sign of it. He dismounted with a loud creaking of harness. His horse crunched onto the river and began to drink noisily.
‘Well, now, this is a bad enough mess, eh?’
His boots scrunched as loudly as the horse’s hooves as he walked around the campsite. Hing began talking in English. Lin did not know what he was saying, but read his low, angry tone. The other men muttered too, the afternoon shadows long and dark, their faces angry in the flickering red fire-glow.
         
The constable was listening to Hing. He even pulled out a little black-covered notebook and made writing marks in it, sucking the point of his pencil often. He nodded and grunted several times. Perhaps he thinks he is impressing us, thought Lin. But he was not wise or principled enough for that. No White Devil was.
The constable walked up to the cooking fire and looked at the debris. Gum and Lee sat rock-still, not looking at him. Then he walked up to where Master Choy lay. Lin pushed the rock from under Lee’s hand. She shook inwardly but the others were being defiant so she must not show fear.
She glanced up quickly at the expression in the man’s hard eyes. He looked at Master Choy and grunted again. Oh, you sound like a pig, she thought. Just go and leave us alone! Then he knelt with a creaking of his high leather boots and ‘huff!’ of effort. He pulled a brown paper bag from his pocket and held it out.
Lin looked at the bag. There were sticky black-and-white striped lollies inside, smelling like the Red Stranger’s candy stick. The red-faced policeman said something in his rough voice and nodded.
         
‘He’s asking you to take one,’ said Hing’s voice. ‘Don’t; he is not our friend.’
Lin glanced quickly up at the constable again, at those hard eyes. Then lowered hers and sat still. So did Lee beside her. The man ‘ahemmed’ and rose with another creaking of his glossy black boots.
         
The boots scrunched loudly back to the horse and he remounted with a loud jangling of harness. He swung the horse’s head around and looked at Hing.
‘I’ll not rest until these charming laddies are found. Ye can depend on that.’
He set his horse at the bank and rode off down the road. Hing looked after him, his mouth set hard. ‘The constable says he will not sleep until he finds them. But he called them a good name so he must like them. I think he will do nothing.’
The men went on muttering in angry tones. Fah began preparing food and Gum joined her. Lin made to and they waved her back. Stay with Lee and Master Choy, they said.
She was relieved because she did not want to move. This would be a bad night, she knew: the worst since her mother died. Master Choy was a good, kind man and might die: that was too terrible to think about. Lee huddled beside her, his face screwed up in his effort not to cry. He is a brave boy, she thought.
Fah brought over bowls of hot rice, including one for Master Choy if he woke up. She whispered for Lee to eat but he did so slowly, looking at his grandfather.
         
Lin had no appetite either. The men were huddled together, still muttering like the first wind-noise of a storm. Fah had checked Master Choy and stayed by Lee a moment.
‘His breathing is better.’ Fah glanced over to the men. ‘They can mutter all they like but there’s nothing we can do. Those dogs must be friends with the police since he spoke so well of them.’ She went back to the fire to begin serving the men their food.
Lin put down her bowl. She was thinking — strange thoughts that she puzzled over. Why had the policeman offered lollies, just as the Red Stranger did? And that look in the policeman’s eyes: frowning and angry …
She was not sure Hing was right about the constable liking the miners who attacked them. But that didn’t matter now. She must sit beside Master Choy all night. There would be no sleep, but that was the least of her worries.
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Chapter Fifteen
            

WHEN MASTER CHOY opened his eyes the next morning he had the look of a weak, bewildered old man. It hurt Lin as much as seeing him unconscious. With Lee white-faced beside her, she fed him a little hot soup until he shook his head and closed his eyes again.
‘He must rest,’ said Fah. ‘But I think he is better.’
Lin let her tears fall from relief, but she was still unhappy. Everyone felt unsafe and there was talk of leaving the diggings early, perhaps returning next spring. That would mean a winter in this strange country — she shuddered — perhaps at the mercy of Mrs Hoy. Lin was quite certain she would rather freeze in the goldfields — or even face those miners again.
Master Choy slept on. His breathing was easier now and Fah put a crushed wad of herbs under the bandage that covered his bruise.
Then came a sudden sharp clatter of hooves from the road. They all jumped up and Lin pulled Lee close to her. It was the constable again with another European man in a broad-brimmed hat. And riding up beside them came a third man. Lin gaped in surprise because he was Chinese.
         
The three riders came down the slope to the camp and dismounted. The Chinese man was in his forties, with a strong, determined face and a pigtail hanging down behind his black bowler hat. He wore a European shirt, jacket and trousers and a long, tan-coloured riding coat.
‘Good morning,’ he said in Chinese. ‘I am Tse Sear Sing from Lawrence.’
He was a merchant from that town, selling to Chinese miners there. The police had asked him to ride over and assure the miners that everything was being done to find the gang who wrecked their camp. The sergeant growled something and Tse nodded. Arrests would be made and some of them would have to identify the gang. This meant they would have to stay around for a while longer.
Hing protested. It was getting close to winter and they felt unsafe here now. They were thinking of going and returning next year.
Tse shook his head. They must stay: it was important to stop this sort of thing happening. He indicated the other man, who had stood silent. He was a doctor who would look  at Master Choy. And the farmer whose lands they bordered would look out for any returning mobs. The police would patrol this road too.
         
The doctor went over and knelt beside Master Choy. Lin went over fearfully. She was not sure how much real medicine a White Devil doctor would know. Behind her, Hing was protesting again.
‘There is no point in staying,’ he said. The sergeant had referred to the wreckers with fine words and Hing repeated them. ‘Charming laddies.’ Tse laughed. Did Hing, the fine English speaker, understand nothing of Devil speech? Sometimes the words they used meant the exact opposite. It was called irony.
He talked quickly to the sergeant again, then translated. ‘If you leave the claim, some must remain a few days if needed. The police will make sure nobody else works here.’
‘Why should they do this for us?’ asked Hing.
‘Because that is how White Devils make their law,’ replied Tse. ‘I know it is rough and strange but it seems to work. They have a moral authority that is quite unlike ours.’ Tse thought for a moment. ‘Could a peasant in uniform arrest a high mandarin if he suspected him of doing wrong?’
‘Of course not. Unless he wanted to be beaten for his insolence,’ said Hing.
‘He could here. You see they have a different sense of what is proper. It works for them, except in America where everyone is mad.’
         
The doctor had walked back to them. He and Tse spoke a moment, then Tse turned. ‘Your friend will recover. But he will be weak for a day or two and have a headache. Perhaps some loss of memory.’
Hing remembered his manners and invited them to have tea. If Lin were not so worried, she would have smiled at the sergeant’s attempts to hold the little bowl without spilling hot tea over himself. But she was too concerned about Master Choy and it was all too strange.
The previous year, on the road by their village in China, some merchants from the Flowery Flag Land — White Devils called it America — had been beaten and robbed by bandits. They were not people of Tang and so nobody did anything. Penniless and starving, they had wandered footsore back to Canton.
After the visitors had gone, Lin thought about this. White Devil law protected them here and nor did the sergeant ask for money. Tse lived here and, judging by his good clothes and fine gold watch, he was a man of wealth. He had also said he intended staying in this country — they were all astonished. The thought of not returning home had never occurred to them.
‘What about when you die?’ they had asked. ‘You’ll have to be buried here and not with your ancestors.’
         
Tse had just smiled. ‘My body will be shipped home,’ he said. ‘It’s easy enough to arrange.’
Perhaps it was, but it was still all very puzzling. The thought of living forever in another land seemed terrifying. Just as terrifying was the thought that Master Choy might be ill a long time. Lee called and she went over.
‘Master,’ she whispered softly.
Master Choy’s eyes were open but he still looked bewildered. He had been whispering to Lee and now looked at Lin. He tried to say something, then shut his eyes again.
‘We must let him sleep,’ she said.
Lee pulled her a little way off. He spoke in a low voice. ‘Lin, I am puzzled. Grandfather asked me if I knew the mountain story well and I said yes. Then he said that he had forgotten it and looked very upset. What does that mean?’
Some memory loss! But why was the story about the mountain so important? Even a mountain with a heart of gold? Then suddenly she remembered something the old man had said about legend and truth. ‘A heart of gold …’
‘Lin, what is the matter?’ Lee asked.
‘Nothing, little brave hero,’ she said, managing a smile.
Lee smiled back but it was a little forced, like hers. Both were too concerned about Master Choy. And now Lin was thinking awful thoughts that churned inside her head.
         
Legend and truth. Gold. Master Choy’s joke the week before about old men and memory. And his journeys out of camp to his hidden treasure. To his own gold.
‘Lee,’ she said, ‘do you remember all of the story?’
Lee thought a moment, then shook his head unhappily. ‘I remember most of it.’
‘Please tell me everything you remember,’ she said. ‘It may be very important.’
THE STORY OF THE SHAKING MOUNTAIN
There was once a very small mountain who badly wanted to be as tall as the others. Nor did he like the animals who walked on his lower slopes and gnawed at his hide. So he would shake and groan to throw them off. And try to make himself bigger.
Of course this annoyed people very much. They were always having to round up their animals and repair their needs. So they sought advice from a wise man. He said they must find the mountain’s heart and destroy it. Then the mountain would become just another lifeless pile of stone.
The mountain heard this through some birds and was very alarmed. He wondered where he could hide his heart. It was a glowing and precious lump of gold.
            
The emerald-eye lizard said, give it to me. I will hide it deep among the rocks. But the mountain would not. Humans might dig into the rocks.
Give it to me, said a tall tree. I will hide it in my topmost branches. But a human might cut you down, said the mountain, and the tree wept red tears at the thought.
Give it to me, said a falcon. I will hide it in my high nest. Again the mountain refused. Hunters captured falcons to train them and might find his precious golden heart.
Give it to me, said the owl. I will surround it with prickly false gold to deceive humans. And they like me because I destroy rats and mice, so will not upset my nest. And I hunt at night when humans are asleep.
The mountain thought this was an excellent idea. So he gave his golden heart to the owl, who laughed his joy and guarded it well. And every night when he heard the owl hoot his laughter, the mountain knew his heart was safe in the nest, hidden by prickly false gold.
That is why mountains shake and one owl laughs. Because it knows a golden secret.
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Chapter Sixteen
            

HING, OF COURSE, considered himself a great storyteller. The missionaries he had learned English from were always in fits of laughter (said Hing) at the wonderful funny stories he told. But he had never heard one like that.
Lin had not told him the full story, only the outline. Hing just shook his head; it was certainly no legend he had ever heard of. And if she wanted to go looking for mushrooms again, then she had better be more careful.
Lin nodded. Of course the mushrooms, to make a tasty broth for Master Choy, were only a pretext. The more she thought about it, the more she recalled to herself the careful detail of the story. It was a key to where Master Choy had hidden his gold, she was sure of it.
Should she go and look for it? He might be very angry when he found out. Or he might not even remember telling Lee the story. And Lee was too young to go looking himself. She thought about this, then nodded to herself. She would go.
         
‘Keep the camp in sight at all times,’ Gum called sharply, and she waved. She would — the field she had seen Master Choy in was quite close to the camp.
She set off up onto the road.
There were no sheep in the big paddock when she reached it and skipped over the drystone wall. Sheep were timid creatures who ran away at the sight of anything strange — this thought made her smile. She was like that herself — only now she had to be bold.
She walked along the dividing wall to the next paddock, noticing she was following a beaten little path. The farmer would come this way with his dog. Lin tensed — she did not like dogs — and looked around warily at the far end.
There was another big rocky outcrop by the gate to the next paddock. A flicker of movement and she turned to see a little brown and yellow lizard with bright green eyes darting out of sight between two stones.
A lizard with emerald eyes? Give it to me, said the lizard. I will hide it deep among the rocks!
         
But the mountain did not want its golden heart hidden in such a place — Lin paused, remembering this dismaying truth.
There were no mountains nearby. A big chain of them stretched away in the far distance, white streaks of snow already on their grey sides. But there were only hills here: green and low and dotted with sheep. She stopped, looking around and thinking hard. How had the story gone?
         
… a very small mountain who badly wanted to be as tall as the others … Yes, and animals who gnawed on his side.
         
Sheep eating grass on the side of the hill? A shadow flitted over the grass and she looked up to see a big brown bird wheeling as gracefully as any kite, turning in slow, wide circles. It was hunting small mice and young rabbits, just as they did at home.
Give it to me, said a falcon. I will hide it in my high nest.
         
But sheep and falcons were familiar enough sights in the country. What about the tree? The mountain refused because the tree might be cut down. Standing there, her hand resting on the gate-post, she suddenly realised that it was there in front of her. The gate-post was the cut stem of a young tree, still with a curious smooth bark on it. The gate was attached to it with clumsy wire hinges. She ran her hand over the grey bark. She understood now, the pattern of Master Choy’s story, and because of that, she saw the next mark.
At the base, a faint chop-sign had been scratched lightly — very lightly — just above the gash of an axe-cut. It must have happened when the tree was cut down because the resin had oozed out and set solid in dark red — the tree wept red tears!
         
On one side the uneven fields humped out endlessly, with no possible hiding places she could see. On the other side was a gully filled with thick undergrowth. Lin ran towards it.
Master Choy had planned this as a map for his grandson … Lin stopped a moment, tears in her eyes. What a wonderful man he was to have thought of all this. Elderly, with his strong years behind him, but still caring for his family. He had used the story like a map of memory, always planning for young Lee. He was a master well worth serving. She broke into a trot again, grinning, because she was matching wits with a very clever old man.
There were shadows in the gully and the darkness seemed colder. At that moment she heard a sound — a chortling little cry like a laugh. An owl, not with the deeper call of the night-hunters at home, but lighter, almost chuckling. An owl scarcely awake, deceived perhaps by the dark shadows — or sensing that she was close.
Give it to me, said the owl!
         
Lin pushed into the undergrowth. She could only just see the faint track, the grass flattened and broken. She ouched loudly as a prickly gorse bush touched her arm. It still had the last of its bright yellow blossom and she stopped rigid. What had the owl said?
I will surround it with prickly false gold to deceive humans!
         
And because they liked owls, which preyed on the mice that ate their crops, people would leave it alone. So she pushed deeper into the thorny bushes, wincing as her arm and cheek were jabbed. Skidding down a darker bank, she felt the tangled undergrowth closing around her like green clutching hands.
At the bottom of the gully she found the faint trail again. There were more bushes to push through, as she made her way carefully. Master Choy was full of wiles and this might be a false trail. The bushes caught and tugged at her long dark hair and she pulled it clear. Blood ran down her cheek from the scratches but that did not matter. Now she heard another of those chortling, chuckling sounds.
She pushed her way forward into the deepest thicket. One bush tugged at her clothes with sharp little thorns, another left sticky little balls on her sleeve. Her heart was pounding now because this was Master Choy’s private business; she was still not sure she had the right to be there.
Ahead lay a scrubby tree. She froze as a flapping sound and harsher note sounded: a screech, sharp as a dagger in the darkness. Lin looked up and gasped. An owl had flown up and was perched on a branch over her, blinking.
Owls nested in trees — or at least they did at home. But this was a new country and the birds here were different. Old Lok talked of a hook-beaked parrot who lived in the snowline and was a great thief; of a long-beaked little bird that could not fly at all.
         
The owl was small and brown-feathered. Light and dark brown in flecks, with a short tail and big yellow eyes that blinked angrily.
There was a cleft ahead where the tree-roots straddled an old hole. Lin inched slowly towards it, wary of the owl. ‘I will not hurt your nest,’ she whispered, but the bird just hopped to a higher branch and ruffled its feathers angrily.
She put her hand into the hollow and her fingers touched some warm feathers — and were pecked by sharp beaks. An owl was in there, perhaps with young. The other owl fluttered down with another outraged screech.
Gasping in pain as she was pecked, her fingers searched blindly around the brushwork of the nest. Then suddenly she touched something else — a small cotton-wrapped bundle. Inside it she felt something like earth or little stones — the gold dust.
Now the overhead owl fluttered around her face and Lin flinched at another sharp peck to her hand. She pulled it out and backed hastily away. There were peck marks all over her fingers, some with little beads of blood.
Well, she thought, smiling despite the pain. That part is true: owls do guard gold well!
         
She backed further away, hearing a last outraged chortle as she did. Then she was back up the side of the gully and through the thorn bushes again. Her hands hurt and there was blood on her face, but she was smiling because the Choy family gold would be safe, no matter what.
On the way back Lin cleaned her face as best she could in a puddle. The sky was overcast and already she could feel the light touch of more rain. She looked carefully around before coming out of the cover but there was nobody to be seen. She ran quickly across the field and back onto the road. The camp was ahead.

‘WHAT HAVE YOU done to your face?’ asked Lee when she got back.
‘Oh, just little scratches,’ she said. ‘Is Master Choy much better, now?’ The bruise seemed less red and he was sleeping peacefully. Fah told her not to be impertinent; she had no intention of answering questions from a mere servant. One who had been away probably having a quiet sleep. Gum heard that and came over.
‘No, away getting mushrooms,’ she said. ‘Where are they, girl?’
Lin opened and shut her mouth. She had forgotten about the mushrooms. She lowered her eyes and put a contrite look on her face as Gum scolded her for an idle scatterbrain who could set to work right now and clean the pots for supper.
         
Inside, her heart sang.
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Chapter Seventeen
            

‘THE GOLD-WAGON goes about mid-morning on Thursday,’ Hinch was saying. He drew a zigzag line in a patch of smooth earth. ‘We go down today and hide up among the rocks.’
‘Why today?’ said Big Stewie. ‘It’s two days away.’
Hinch’s voice was patient. ‘We don’t want to be seen on the road tomorrow, now do we? So today, slow and easy and keeping out of sight.’
Stewie nodded, licking his lips. His big hands fumbled. He’s nervous, thought Declan and so is Todd, rubbing his long nose. Those two will crack if there’s trouble. Hinch and Bert were the brains of the gang.
They had spent this morning checking their gear. If a saddle-girth busted during the escape, nobody would wait for the fallen rider. Declan was nervous but resolved. All his fortunes — and those of Bridget — would ride on this.
         
He had loaded Ambrose’s old revolver. It was a long cumbersome business with powder, wad and lead ball. Hinch had slipped brass cartridges into his modern Colt and chuckled.
‘Where did you get that old cannon?’
‘Ambrose bought it in California. He said there were plenty of shady characters on a goldfield.’
Yes: they meant to double-cross him if they could. It was in the little glance exchanged between Hinch and Bert. How Stewie suddenly fumbled his cartridges and dropped them. Well, he would see about that. Forewarned was forearmed.
And that thought came again, the little nagging one that caught in his mind like a stone in the shoe. ‘I’m thinking four cops to a gold-wagon is a pretty small escort. You’re sure about that, Hinch?’ There had been ten troopers on the Ballarat escort.
Hinch finished his coffee and smacked his lips.
‘I’m sure. They’ve never had a gold-wagon robbed in this little country, nor bush-rangers either. Not until us, eh, lads?’
There was a chuckle but Big Stewie still looked nervous. Hinch stood up and looked at the overcast sky. More rain was falling and he swore, then grinned again.
‘The rain will cover our tracks. Come on, lads, time to saddle up. Soon, tis the banks that will be poor and us rich, eh?’
         
Fine words, thought Declan, but he would still not turn his back on Hinch or Bert. The rain pattered loudly on his saddle as he swung it onto the grey mare.

MASTER CHOY WAS awake and his eyes were clear, his headache gone. He ate a bowl of hot soup and told Lin to stop grinning like an idiot. Lin did so but could not help noticing that all the others were smiling too, even Hing. Lee squatted beside his grandfather.
‘I think I know that story now, Grandfather,’ he said. ‘Anyway Lin says the golden heart of the mountain is quite safe, so it doesn’t matter if you can’t remember.’
Master Choy shot him an amazed look, then one at Lin. His eyes narrowed. Lin explained hastily that the doctor thought he might have suffered a memory loss. Master Choy snorted.
‘I have fought as a soldier,’ he said. ‘It would take more than a little tap to do that.’ Then, ‘What are those scratch marks on your face? How did that happen?’
‘Master, ah …’ Lin hesitated a moment. ‘I just fell over, like the clumsy big-footed girl I am.’
Master Choy kept looking at her and she inwardly quailed. It had been an impulse to go looking for the gold, and Master Choy might be very cross indeed. She was conscious of his sharp gaze. Then he turned and began joking with Lee.
         
It was later that he called her over with news that made her heart jump.
‘Normally this matter would not concern you, Lin. But this is a strange new land and things are different.’
It was a great honour to have Master Choy confide in her like this and Lin bowed, listening intently. He was still a little weak but sitting up, his face full of authority. What he said made her gasp.
He was thinking the family could buy land here. It was cheap and very fertile and there would always be a ready market. Some people of Tang were already doing this — or talking about it. Just as they had done in other countries.
And, he went on, that would mean changes to their plan. He would not go back home as soon as intended. Other family members would come out — Lee’s uncle, perhaps, who had four strong sons. Lee would stay with him, but she could go home because this White Devil land was no place for a woman.
‘Mrs Hoy is here,’ she said, adding quickly, ‘Master.’
The old man smiled. ‘You are not Mrs Hoy, and there is very little chance you will ever be like her.’
He kept a straight face as he said this, and Lin wasn’t sure if it was a compliment or not. Master Choy told her to go off and think about what he had said.
         
Lin got up. There was no work today because most of the men were packing up, ready to leave. Hing, Old Lok and young Han would stay longer to give Master Choy time to recover his full strength.
Nobody was happy about leaving so soon, but they had been late arriving and winter would soon be upon them. Old Lok said the winters here were fearsome. A group of forty White Devil miners had frozen to death once, he said, caught by a blizzard.
Lin walked down the riverbank. She kept a wary eye on the road above, jumping once as a cart clattered past. Her thoughts shifted and tumbled like gravel sliding in the rocker. She badly wanted to stay with Master Choy and Lee but this strange land did terrify her. She remembered what happened in town and shuddered; she would be safer in a cage of hungry tigers.
And Master Choy was doing her a great honour, letting her decide. Servants generally had no say in family matters. If she went home she would work for Lee’s mother, who was a kind lady, although his sisters did boss Lin around a bit. But she would be home … She shut her eyes at the thought.
On the path to her village was a river — not like these angry grey waters, but brown and slow-moving. The lilies from which her name came, clustered thickly in the water. Over them swarmed thousands of dragonflies in dazzling brilliant colours: blue, red, yellow, copper, purple and green.
         
She had loved walking down the path. The dragonflies would separate before her and it was like walking through a living rainbow. And the good brown earth under her feet, between her toes. The thousand little sights like that she would never see here.
But then there were the bandits, she thought. And the famine. Whereas the sun would not bake this ground into a hard pie-crust of ugly cracks. Nor did people here have to sell their children …
The riverbank curved ahead into the water and she could go no further. Riverwater frothed at the grey pebbles and a current swirl littered the shore. Pieces of wood, a sodden flour-sack, even a crumpled miner’s hat. The river had risen with the rain and she kept glancing up. Soon it would rain again.
There were flat grey stones here with the little yellow tracks in them. She had seen them piled into the drystone walls. They were not gold and she sighed. Master Choy had nowhere near his hundred pounds, despite all their hard work. She could tell this easily from the size of his stash.
She jumped again at the sound of hooves on the road. Horses — that might mean miners and trouble! Lin looked around but the approaching clatter was between her and the camp. The bank just along from where she stood sloped to the river and she had seen men on other occasions take their horses down to drink.
         
The end of the bank, where the river was flooding, seemed to angle sharply and she splashed across, wincing at the cold water around her ankles. Yes, she could just squeeze around to a small alcove that was screened by trees and bushes.
Here, the current had scooped into the bank as though with an iron ladle. Above, an old tree leaned over, its roots exposed like hooked dragon claws. It creaked and a scatter of earth fell on her as she ducked under cover.
She heard hooves sliding on the bank and scrunching in gravel; then the creaking and jangle of leather harnesses as men dismounted. They spoke in the rough, rocky tongue of the White Devil.
They were muttering, and one was talking more than the others. He had a grim-sounding chuckle. She pressed harder to the earth bank as men and horses came into sight. They were leading their horses down to drink. The men wore long coats, and big handkerchiefs wound around their necks, and hats pulled low over their faces.
She pressed further back and more earth fell. One of the men was quite close now. She held her breath, rigid with fear.
         
Then the man took off his hat and rubbed his forehead. Lin gasped, her eyes round like saucers.
The Red Stranger!
He was watching his horse drink. He stood with one arm over the saddle, not taking part in the muttered conversation behind him. Those blue eyes were brooding and his lips were set. Tendrils of long red hair were escaping and caught in the wind. Oh, so like fire! she thought.
The Red Stranger again? Her heart beat faster and her breath hissed between parted lips. He always seemed to be there when things happened to her. What did it mean this time? And why was he with these men, all of whom had long-barrelled guns?
Another scatter of earth hit her and the tree creaked like a dragon shifting position but she dared not move. The mutter of conversation had ceased; someone called to the Red Stranger. He nodded, slapping his grey horse on the flank.
They were going. In a few minutes she would be safe again. Then the tree creaked again and a stone fell, with more earth. It hit her on the head and Lin squealed.
One of the men turned. He had grey eyes and a big moustache. He looked over, saying something to the others. Lin went rigid; something about those men told her this was not a good time to be found.
         
Think it was a bird, she prayed, or a little animal. Big-moustache took a step forward but the Red Stranger said something and pointed up to the creaking tree. That was where the noise came from.
         
Big-moustache was still looking, as though his grey eyes could see through the sticky-leafed bush in front of Lin. Then he nodded, one of the others called impatiently and he turned away. Lin sighed with relief. The Red Stranger had saved her again — without even knowing it this time.
Those men and their guns — what was the Red Stranger doing with them?
They had led their horses back up the bank, mounted, and the clatter of hooves was dying away. Lin stepped out of cover. She picked up the stone that had fallen on her head and threw it back up. ‘Keep your stones, old tree!’ she shouted.
She splashed around the alcove and back onto the bank. Something gleamed and flashed on the gravel and she bent to pick it up, then withdrew her hand. It was a brass cartridge, capped with a grey lead bullet. Lin did not touch it. They were dangerous, she knew that much.
She skipped over it and down the riverbank. A few minutes’ brisk running brought her near the camp, and all the way she thought of the Red Stranger. Her thoughts went when she got close, though, and saw the people all clustered around a group of men. Two horses stood at the riverside.
         
Mr Tse was there with the sergeant. He was saying arrests would be made soon and the miners needed to identify the men. Nobody wanted to do this but Tse was firm. These attacks had to stop.
Hing said rapidly that they could not. The others were leaving today and would need his guidance on the path. Han and Old Lok cut in at once. Surely Hing could stay an extra day? He had given them such excellent instructions coming over, that they could easily find their way back to Dunedin. Finally Hing scowled and nodded.
Lin went over to Master Choy. He was sitting up reading one of his scrolls, and her heart filled with happiness at seeing this. He was much better and asked her for some tea.
As she heated the kettle and poured the tea her thoughts drifted back to those men at the riverside and their guns. She had sensed threat and danger among them. Miners did not carry guns like that.
She dared not tell the sergeant herself. But perhaps she could tell Master Choy and he would tell the sergeant. That brass cartridge still lay back on the riverbank. With these thoughts on her lips she turned to Master Choy — then thought again.
         
The Red Stranger was with them. If they were bad men, then was he bad too? Something inside her — instinct? — said not to believe this. She did not know why he was with those other men who talked in such growling voices. He saved me, she thought. I can’t do anything that may make trouble for him.
‘Hot tea is much preferable to cold tea,’ came Master Choy’s voice.
She ducked her head and took the cup over. He looked curiously at her set face but said nothing. Behind them, the sergeant and Tse were remounting their horses. So the moment was gone. Then Master Choy spoke again and she made herself listen.
‘Have you thought about going home?’ he asked.
Going home. She had forgotten. She muttered in a small voice that she needed more time. Master Choy sighed.
‘It is a difficult decision,’ he said. ‘Lee likes you very much.’ He paused, then added, ‘And it is good to see you taking such an interest in his story.’
‘It was a very good story, Master,’ she mumbled.
‘Yes.’ Master Choy sipped his tea and put down the cup. Quite suddenly he took her hand and looked at the little marks left by the owls’ beaks. Then gently touched the faint scratch marks on her cheek.
‘But only a story,’ he said. ‘And be careful when you gather mushrooms. You never know what a thorn-bush may hide.’
         
Lin nodded with another ‘Yes, master.’ But she felt her face flushing. He had said that in the smoothest of voices. But — she could have sworn — with the faintest flicker of a smile.
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Chapter Eighteen
            

DECLAN WAS ON the other side of the big rock, by the bend in the trail. He had a good view of the red-painted gold-wagon as it rattled towards them. Two constables were mounted upon it, and two more on horseback rode behind.
And about time too. They had stretched a canvas over two rocks and huddled beneath it all night to keep out most of the rain. They could have no cooking fire this morning — the smoke would give them away. Declan was cold, tired, and just wanted the thing over.
He tied his handkerchief around his face, settling it just under his nose. His fingers touched the cold revolver handle. Guns led to killing … He pulled it out and the brass fitting gleamed. Turning the bullet cylinder, he prised the copper caps from each charge with his fingernail. Now his gun was only for show. Hinch had said there would be no firing.
         
The sound of wheels and hoofbeats was coming closer. The jingle of reins, the driver calling loudly to his horses.
Robber. Odd how that word caught him like the kick of a cow. The Gombeen was just another robber; so was the estate-owner. And the thief who’d run off with their last chicken was a robber. His mother had spat the word with such bitterness.
He heard the clashing jar of a wheel going over a rock. The guard’s carbine was slung on his shoulder and he gripped the brass handrail of his seat, with the other hand throwing little stones at the horses to keep them going. The two horseback guards fell behind as the track narrowed — as Hinch had said they would.
The handkerchief fluttered as he breathed out, sucked against his mouth when he breathed in, damp with saliva. The hand on his gun was already clammy with sweat. The little copper caps twinkled on the ground — well, he would do no murder.
Robber!
         
Vividly, from nowhere, came the wide terrified eyes of the Chinese girl those men had wanted to punish. Like Bridget’s wide eyes and her little wail of fear as the Gombeen man threw her out of the cottage. The Chinese girl had jabbered words of fear in her own tongue.
         
Bridget spoke only Gaelic, so she would have jabbered to unhearing ears as well.
Robber! As though his mother spat the word now.
         
Then rain began to fall, pattering loudly, mixed with the clatter of wheels and hoofbeats, close now. Declan flinched. Time yet to back away? To tell the others …
The dull bellow of the shotgun started it.
Big Stewie, the fool, jumped from cover, stumbling, hand tightening on the trigger. Both barrels blasted into the air. And, like the born fool he was, he was knocked flat by the recoil.
He scrambled to his feet, hat knocked off. Now Hinch and Todd came out of cover with their rifles. Bert jumped out too, his revolver waving. Hinch shouted hurriedly to the guards, his voice cracking.
‘Give us the gold — no trouble! Just the gold and nobody’s hurt!’
The wagon reined in. The two constables raised their hands exchanging a look, and once glancing back — why? The mounted constables stopped their horses, hands raised clear of the carbines in their long leather saddle buckets.
It’s all going to plan, thought Declan. Easily done — too easily?
Big Stewie was jumping up and down, screeching, waving the empty shotgun. Hinch shouted for him to shut up, then to the guards to throw down the gold-box. There was another of those odd glances back as they did.
         
The box landed with a loud crash. Stewie’s gun-butt splintered the lid, snapping the steel padlock. Hinch pulled the broken lid open as Declan, from his rock, caught his breath. Eight small sausage-shaped canvas bags, each with the bank stencil clearly black-lettered upon it. All as planned, and he’d not even shown himself.
Robber, thief, even Gombeen? Well, this once.
Then suddenly, over the shouts, horse noises and excited movement, came a new sound. The sound of the plan going wrong. Snagging and tearing open like Bridget’s shawl against the door-handle as the Gombeen pulled her out.
Because uptrail from that last bend came four more troopers. A rearguard — they had not thought of this — perhaps slowed at that last river crossing, and now upon them.
         
They galloped down, heedless of their comrades under the rifles. The foremost levelled a long blue-barrelled revolver to fire. A puff of smoke, the flat sound of the shot.
Big Stewie turned, stumbling again and falling flat, the shotgun falling out of his hands. Hinch dropped the goldsack  he was holding. Todd and Bert turned, dumbfounded. Real bandits would be firing back by now, thought Declan, but these were fools who only thought they were bandits. And their plan was coming unstuck like a drystone wall in an earthquake.
         
And without knowing why — only that it was crazy — he found himself out of cover and waving his own useless revolver. The gold was there — so close!
The wagon constables were ready to jump as the rearguard bore down, all firing their revolvers now. Declan heard the familiar flat snicker of bullets. Todd fumbled and dropped his rifle. Bert triggered one shot that went nowhere, then dropped his.
‘Come on!’ shouted Declan.
He was at the gold-box now. Big Stewie was hunched on his knees, blood running from one arm. The rearguard reined in, horses neighing loudly as if they sensed the excitement.
One constable called out, ‘Over, ye fools — hands in the air!’
A wagon constable jumped down. He was close enough for Declan to see the sweat on his bristly cheeks, the snort of escaped breath as he landed. Hinch, beside him, was rigid and shaking — no help from there.
Then, as the constable recovered himself, Declan kicked hard, throwing him back against the wheels. The horses snorted, the coach moving, the second constable over-balancing.
         
Each little bag had a looped handle of twisted rope. Hooking his fingers through two of them, Declan staggered under the unexpected weight. Hinch was still rigid as a dismounted constable ran towards him. Cold purpose flooded Declan like icy riverwater as he brought up his useless gun, hoping the steady barrel and the glint of his blue eyes would say enough.
The constable hesitated, backed away.
Declan had two gold-bags — enough, no more! — and began backing away himself.
         
He was aware of Hinch being grabbed, unresisting. The others too — but now he had the rock between him and the constables. There were shouts, and a bullet splashed against stone as he remounted his horse and kicked her into movement, galloping away down the road.
The constables, apparently surprised by their easy victory, were rounding up the would-be robbers when one shouted and pointed to Declan. Two remounted and swiftly gave chase.
Reins tight in one hand, the gold-bag cords cutting hard into the other, revolver thrust into his belt, Declan urged his horse forward. He managed to stuff one of the bags into his coat pocket, transferred the reins and rammed the second into his other pocket. He was balanced now, each side of his coat swinging its solid rich weight against him.
         
There was more pistol-popping behind him but he did not turn. Shots fired from a galloping horse would not reach their mark. He lay flat against his mare’s neck as she raced ahead. Banshee could run rings around any government nag, he knew that. He was around another corner and at the river now — reining in.
The rain, pattering now around him — the rain that had splattered so heavily on the canvas roof while Hinch made his splendid plans — had swollen the river so that it now raced, showing white like the torn edges of a wind-caught cloak.
         
The waters over the ford were dark and full of dirt from the diggings. Sharp edges of timber, planks and the thicker supports, where cradles and run-off sluices had been caught, smashed on the rocks. It was far too deep and swift to cross.
Another shot, the crack of a carbine this time.
Declan looked back. The two constables had reined in, out of pistol shot like sensible fellows. They pulled out their short carbines and one dropped to his knee and started firing. It was impossible not to flinch but the bullet went nowhere.
The two men were coming forward, their boots sliding on the wet rocks. Soon, more would appear. They would come slowly, not knowing his gun to be empty, and pen him against the angry foreshore. This was his last sharp, cold breath of freedom: it would be close, stinking prison for all the good years of his life.
         
No — no!
         
No time to regret, to curse Hinch’s silver tongue or his own stupid folly. The coin was spinning for life or death — and years in prison were death. Turning Banshee around, he rode straight towards the constables. They were reloading, and hesitated before swinging around.
‘Hip, Banshee, ride, ye good beast!’
There were shouts and another carbine crack as the constables worked out what he was doing. But he was past them now, and splashing into the river. Banshee neighed shrilly as she felt the cold water strike her breast and flanks. The same water flooded around Declan and he gasped, kicking his feet free from the stirrups. He splayed them out, the flaps of his gold-laden riding coat dragging over his thighs.
Another shot. But it would have taken time for the constables to run up close enough. And breathless, tumbling men made poor, uncertain shots. Banshee was swimming strongly for the far bank. Clinging to the reins and saddle, shouting encouragement, he began to feel hope. Halfway across now … Perhaps on the far bank he would turn and wave his hat …
The shattered edge of cradle timber struck his face hard, jabbing painfully. He felt warm blood running down his cold cheek. Another bigger chunk hit Banshee, who neighed in the foaming water, the force swinging her around and pulling her back from the bank. She was caught in the strong current …
         
Declan clung on, now gasping and choking, swallowing filthy water. Then another piece of timber hit him, almost knocking him from the saddle. The gold weight was dragging him down, pulling his face into the water. He should slip off his coat, kick off his boots but there was no time to do either; only the useless metal weight of the revolver was forced clear and fell away.
He held tight, the reins strained to breaking, the rush of icy water sweeping him and Banshee deeper into midstream. The water was smacking black and raging, he was numbed, already exhausted, and his senses began slipping as the river battered and raged, smashing him with its freezing anger.
His thoughts were black and confused. So, the coin was spinning for death. His mind sank into a dream-like trance.

HOME WAS JUST as Declan thought it would be. The little cottage with the sod roof, and the grass ankle-deep and green. Their old spotted cow pulling it into her mouth with a long pink tongue. Hens clucking somewhere.
         
That was a little puzzling because he was sure they had sold the cow and had the last hen stolen. But that could not be so, because the sun was so hot on his face and the heat shimmered in waves around him.
The potato patch, the brown earth fresh-turned and the crop planted. Nearby, the covered trench that held last year’s crop; there were still plenty and they would not starve. So that dreadful black disease had not taken.
His father was there, grinning at him. His mother too, pink-cheeked, the same red hair as him, not yet streaked with grey. He had not seen them come but it was all so natural. And there was Michael, slapping his shoulder and grinning like the old days.
Someone was missing and he looked around. Yes! Bridget was running across the long green grass, her skirt flapping around her ankles. She was smiling, shouting sweet as any lark. Oh, it was good to be with his family and the heat of the sun so strong that he had to close his eyes.
That did not matter. They were still there in the darkness and he was comforted. He was sinking, slipping into darkness but that did not matter. His gold-hunting days were done and he could relax because he was so tired — so warm now, none of that bone-aching cold he could somehow remember. He could sleep now, dream, and when he woke, his family would be there.
         
Declan slept on, slipping darker and deeper until no dreams came; only a blackness that was peace.
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Chapter Nineteen
            

IT WAS LEE who saw the strange river creature first: a tumbling thing of grey and brown, rolling and somehow flapping in the choppy, driven water. Lin ran up and stood bewildered; the creature washed closer, seeming to scrabble, rolling a frenzied white eye on her.
‘What is it?’ yelled Lee.
‘It’s …’ She paused as the creature washed closer, scrabbling again at the shallow banks, ‘… a horse …’
And she broke off because now she saw a white hand holding the reins tight. A man! She ran to her knees in the swirling icy water, Master Choy’s warning shout behind her. She could go no further: the wind-driven waves were splashing up to her waist.
A chance swirl had driven the struggling horse into the shallows; its hooves scrabbling on gravel. With a last frenzied effort, it dragged itself shoreward, saddle hanging to one side, the taut dropping reins still dragging its head askew. Then they snapped and Banshee collapsed half out of the water.
         
Lin flinched from a weakly flailing hoof. She looked at the sodden brown coat and white hand, limp as a dead fish. Grabbing it with both her own, she yelled to the others. Lee splashed in behind her, and even Master Choy, his trousers rolled up above his knees.
They pulled on a second dead-fish hand and out came the body, the long coat pulled up over the head and shoulders. The current swirled strongly angry at losing its prey. They laid him on the shore, water streaming everywhere. Master Choy pulled down the long brown coat and they rolled the man over. Lin gasped.
The Red Stranger!
‘Master, it is him! The red-haired one!’
He lay limp, his eyes closed, his face running with quick blood from the long cut over his eye. Master Choy pulled the wet shirt open and listened for a heartbeat.
‘Is he dead?’ whispered Lee.
Oh no, he couldn’t be, gasped Lin to herself. Red-hair was her Kwan-ti: he could not be dead. Master Choy raised his head. His face was as solemn and cold as Lin was and a colder hand closed around her heart.
‘He is alive,’ said Master Choy. ‘But not for long, I fear.’
She took one hand and he took the other and they dragged the Red Stranger up to the fire. His boots left long scuff marks in the gravel. They laid him by the fire and Master Choy pulled off the torn wet shirt and scrubbed the man with a handful of cotton rags. He frowned as Lin threw more wood on the fire.
         
‘Not so much. You will roast him like a piglet!’
He put his own blanket on the Red Stranger though, then he and Lin pulled off the boots. Toes that were blue with cold stuck out through holes in the brown socks. Master Choy waved her away and, reaching under the blanket, pulled off the pants. The Red Stranger lay unmoving. Lin swung the pot of rice soup onto the fire.
‘I will decide whether we feed him,’ Master Choy growled.
‘He saved me, honoured Master,’ replied Lin, although her heart pounded at talking back to Master Choy. ‘So I will give him mine.’
‘And I decide who shares the food,’ he growled. ‘Of course we will, I had already decided that.’
He frowned but was working hard, massaging the Red Stranger’s chest and shoulders. Lee had come up and was watching.
‘Grandfather?’ he asked.
‘Not now,’ he replied shortly.
Lin knew his moods. He was worried about having a White Devil in the camp. More might come before the others returned from town — and if he died there would be awkward questions.
         
‘Grandfather!’
‘Be silent!’ snapped Master Choy in a sharper tone than Lin had ever heard him use. Even Lee blinked and shut his mouth.
Master Choy and Lin rolled the Red Stranger over to warm the other side of his body. There was still no life, and, from the purse-lipped look on Master Choy’s face, there would not be.
The fire blazed hot. It sent up tiny red specks into the dark overcast sky — like her sparkling thoughts. The Red Stranger could not die because he had saved her; now she must save him. Lee was dancing up and down with excitement and finally burst into speech.
‘Grandfather, I have found a big pile of gold.’
Master Choy looked up sharply and so did Lin. Han had been gathering the man’s clothes, including the long brown coat they had pulled off first. As Lee piled them together, one of the pockets had torn open and a small sausage-shaped bag had rolled out. It was torn too, and as he picked it up it split open on a sharp rock.
A pile of gold coins tumbled out over the grey gravel. They clinked and shifted, shining in the afternoon sun. Even one of those coins was worth a lot of money, Lin knew. And there were dozens of them.
         
And Lee was pulling a second canvas bag from the other pocket.
More gold than Lin had ever seen in her life.

IT WAS NEARLY dark now and the fire was sparkling. The Red Stranger lay limp, although his breathing seemed easier. But Master Choy did not know if he would survive. If the cold-sickness was in his bones, then he would not.
He had counted the gold in the first bag, and pressed and kneaded the second bag without opening it. Gold dust and small nuggets, he thought from the feel of it. He weighed it in his hands and put it beside the first pile.
‘How much is there, Grandfather?’ asked Lee.
‘A great deal,’ his grandfather replied. He shook his head. ‘This would buy a fine home, good land — enough land even for a family with ten sons.’
A family with ten sons would need much land for inheritance, thought Lin. So this was a huge amount; perhaps it would even have fed that procession of ‘starvation ghosts’.
‘He must be very rich,’ whispered Han.
Lin was glad the Red Stranger was rich. But Master Choy just set his lips and shook his head.
‘No, this man is not rich. His clothes are old and patched. His boots have holes and so do his socks. And look at this.’ He pointed to a black stencil mark on the second bag. ‘Hing showed me this sign. The mark of a bank. The only place a poor man could get gold coins. I fear this man is a bandit.’
         
‘But he saved me!’ gasped Lin. ‘He could not be a bandit!’
Master Choy smiled, but sadly, his face still lined with worry. ‘You know nothing about him. But perhaps it will not matter. I think he will die.’
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Chapter Twenty
            

‘DID YE HAVE to pile so many stones upon him? Did ye think a tiger would dig him up?’
Lin stood stock-still, her eyes on the ground as Hing explained. By the time he and the others had returned, the man was dead and buried. And his face had been badly damaged by the rocks in the river so they could not have identified him.
The sergeant nodded. He was as red-faced as ever and had pulled off his helmet as he approached the grave. Now he mopped his forehead with a red-spotted handkerchief. He sighed heavily and replaced his helmet.
‘Well, maybe it’s for the best. Nothing waiting for him but prison.’
Scrunch, scrunch went his booted feet as he walked back to his horse. He paused to nudge the still wet riding coat, then bent with a sharp ‘huff’ of effort to pick up the two canvas bank bags. He growled something to Hing, who turned to the others.
         
‘The sergeant says we are very honest to return these. Many, he says, would have not have.’
‘We?’ thought Lin, but kept silent. Master Choy was saying that of course the gold must be returned: it was not their property.
Hing translated this and the sergeant frowned, as though perplexed. Then, through Hing, he asked for the Dunedin address they would be staying at. He wrote it down in his notebook, again licking the pencil several times. He growled something to Hing, who gaped a moment, then quickly translated.
‘The bank will give a reward of fifty pounds in gold for recovery of their money.’
Fifty pounds! This, with the gold they had found, would make them rich. Even Master Choy looked astonished for a moment and Lee just gaped. They were rich! The sergeant chuckled and remounted his horse. He stowed the gold in his saddlebags.
‘Tis a fine spend-up you’ll have in the big city.’
‘The sergeant says you can spend it all in Dunedin,’ said Hing wistfully.
‘We will buy land with it,’ said Master Choy. ‘That is better than gold.’
Hing translated this and the sergeant nodded. Then he laughed, but Lin knew a little more about White Devils now. This was a kind laugh and, despite herself, she laughed too. So did Lee. The sergeant waved and swung his horse around. He was still laughing as he rode up onto the road and towards Boot Creek.
         
I still do not really understand these White Devils, thought Lin, but we laughed together, and that’s something.
         
Hing was still looking wistful and she knew why. Fifty pounds in gold was a great deal. Of course Master Choy had seen the look too, and spoke in that very smooth voice — one that Lin knew often held a smile behind the words.
‘Leader Hing, I hope you will accept some as a small gift for your excellent leadership. You and the others. I know, of course, that you would have done the same.’
Lin was quite sure Hing would not have. But losing a little of the reward was well worth the look on Hing’s face. And for once he had nothing to say.

AN HOUR LATER their bundles were packed and they were ready to leave. It was a long walk to Dunedin and a three-month voyage home, but every journey began with the first step. And it was the last road Master Choy would walk as a poor man. The Choy family was rich, and hard work would make the wealth secure.
         
Hing, Lee and Han were ready to go. Master Choy said to walk on and they would catch up. He watched as they walked towards the road, then approached Lin.
‘You have brought good fortune to our family, Lin,’ he said. ‘Even though you were at times foolish and wilful. I hope you will not be that way in the future.’
Lin assured him she would not be. She wondered why Master Choy smiled as she said this.
‘I have been thinking a lot about this. I will adopt you into our family.’
Lin just opened her mouth but no words came. To be adopted was an honour she never expected. Tears came to her eyes and she fell to her knees. Master Choy raised her gently, smiling.
‘Does that mean we can no longer play games together, Grandfather?’ asked Lee. ‘And will I have to be on my best behaviour at all times?’
‘You can still play games,’ said Master Choy. ‘And I do not expect miracles.’
‘I am a humble and worthless servant,’ whispered Lin. ‘This is too great an honour.’
Master Choy smiled again and felt in his pouch. ‘This is for you. Do as you wish with it.’
It was that first small nugget of gold she had found. For her bride-price or perhaps to pass on to her own children one day. Her eyes were full of tears and Master Choy patted her cheek kindly.
         
‘Dry your eyes. Let us be off.’
‘Hing won’t go far,’ said Lee. ‘He wants his share of the reward.’
Master Choy gave a look of mock surprise. ‘Oh, what an old head on young shoulders.’
They were walking up the road now but Lin stayed behind. Of course Master Choy had known that she would. She looked back at the pile of stones marking the grave.
There was still something she had to do.

IT WAS A short run up the river to that place where the men had watered their horses. Then a quick splash around into the hidden alcove with tree roots like grabbing fingers. The tall tree itself seemed to be leaning further over.
The Red Stranger sat on a rock, his mare tied to one of the overhanging roots. He took the long riding coat she gave him and smiled. The cut over his forehead was healing and the colour was back in his face. Behind him, the grey mare whickered softly.
Lin paused. She knew very little English. The words she said now were learned from Master Choy.
‘You go now. All good. No more bad.’
The Red Stranger was looking as puzzled as the policeman had. She dug into her pouch and held out the small nugget. The Red Stranger had been the cause of their fortune. It was only right to reward him. She held it out.
         
‘All good. No more bad.’ She remembered the other word Master Choy had taught her. ‘Happy. Happy.’
He did not move or take the nugget. His blue eyes looked more puzzled so she pushed it gently into his hand. She smiled and bowed, then looked again.
Were there tears in his eyes? That puzzled look held hurt, too. But something else — hope? He said something to her that she did not understand. It sounded kind, though.
‘All good?’ she said. ‘Happy.’
And he smiled. It was good to see that smile; nearly as good as knowing she was being adopted into the Choy family. So she smiled.
But she had stayed long enough. She looked once more at those blue eyes and that long red hair. And the happy grin that returned her smile.
Then she turned and splashed out, back to the riverside. She ran down, as fast as she could, to the camp and onto the rise.
Master Choy and Lee were waiting.

HIS RIDING COAT was still wet but it would dry. His shirt and trousers had been neatly patched; he guessed by the girl sitting at his side when he had woken up in the early morning.
         
He was still dizzy and his head was pounding. His cuts and bruises ached but she and the old man had seemed anxious for him to go. The grey mare had been re-saddled and he thought they were pushing him out of the camp. Past a pile of heavy rocks, shaped like a grave.
But then they had led him downriver to a part of the foreshore he recognised. Past that to a little alcove, inset to the bank. The girl had pushed a little rag-wrapped bundle into his hand and the old man said, ‘Stay … good …’
Then they had gone. There were six little rice-cakes in the bundle. He ate three and gave three to the mare. There was no gold in the coat pockets. Perhaps the Chinese had taken it — or perhaps it was lost in the river. He did not care.
Twice horsemen had cantered by overhead and the shouts said they were police. A horseman rode into the Chinese camp in the distance and Declan had held his breath in case the man came this way. But he had ridden up again and soon cantered past, heading back to town.
And when the girl came back, he understood. She was repaying him for helping her. She had smiled, used words unfamiliar to her. ‘Good, happy.’ Pressing the small nugget into his hand. Starting quick tears in his eyes that surprised even him.
         
‘When I fetch Bridget, I will tell her about you,’ he said.
She did not understand. Of course she would not. But he felt he had to say that. To her and to himself. And she had splashed off through the water and run along the riverbank.
Declan had followed her out, keeping a wary eye open. Perhaps the police thought him drowned — but he must be careful. No more thieving, but honest work to raise money and send for Bridget.
He still had the grey mare, of course. But Randall the merchant was a bigger thief than him. Declan smiled. Good intentions were fine, but only so far. But he would do all those things he intended to.
I have a chance, he thought. Against all odds, I have a chance. A horse to ride and enough gold to put distance between me and the diggings.
The girl had reached her old camp now. She went up the rise onto the road and the morning sun shone around her. She turned once and waved, and he waved back. Then she was gone.
Declan turned back to the alcove. Soon he would start his own journey to a new life ahead. He smiled, the sun was hot on his face, and it was good to hear the sound of his own laughter.
         

LIN WOULD TELL Master Choy what she had done. She felt that he would approve. She sensed that she would not see the Red Stranger again. But she would remember him and always wonder how they met. Like river currents, their lives had swirled together, then parted.
It was so good to see Master Choy and Lee waiting. Of course they would wait for a daughter, but it would still be strange to say ‘Grandfather’ for the first time, instead of ‘Master’.
‘Come along, Lin,’ he said. ‘Or shall we all stand here until we take root in the ground like trees?’
He smiled, though, and walked off down the road. Lee smiled too and followed. Lin looked back a last time. Even in the distance she could see the stranger’s fine red hair.
She turned for the road. Those few days ago Grandfather had talked about buying land in this country and the thought had terrified her. Now it did not. This land was not her land and the people not her own. But she felt that in time she would understand their ways.
And it was a good land.
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