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Wings Above Billabong

CHAPTER 1

SKY RIDERS

H IGH in the cloudless blue of the Queensland sky Freddy Paxton was
flying southward.

It was a day of perfect flying weather. The wind was with him; air-pockets
seemed to have no existence. He sat at his ease, the plane needing only the
lightest touch on the control stick, the wind singing in the wind-struts. Freddy
also sang, in sheer lightness of heart.

This was a joy-ride for him. Generally his flying was a matter of everyday
work, roaming over the vast expanse of his father’s cattle-station, near enough
to the ground to inspect fences, to note the water-courses and dams that might
be drying up; or to visit outlying huts, carrying rations and stores. The rear
cockpit of his plane, an old fighting machine brought from England after the
war, had been reconditioned to take such burdens.

The cattle on the station knew the plane, scarcely lifting their heads as it
droned over them while the skyrider craned over the edge of the cockpit with a
keen eye for any beast that might have got into trouble—bogged in a muddy
creek or trapped by a fallen tree. Then the plane would circle and come gently
to earth so that the airman might deal with the situation. Sometimes it would
be necessary to fly back to the homestead for help. But there were not many
situations with which Freddy could not deal single-handed.

Such work was an everyday matter, and even Freddy’s father, who had
been hard to convince, now admitted that the plane did the work of several
boundary-riders and often did it better. It suited Freddy admirably, for, having
seen much flying service in the war, he had acquired the airman’s scorn for
what he termed “earth-crawling.” He accepted the fact that he must make a
living by means of the beasts of the earth. Only he preferred to do it, as far as



possible, from the air.

But it was not the kind of flying he loved. It meant cruising at his lowest
speed, so near the ground that he had had many narrow escapes from
especially tall gum trees, or from hill-tops that seemed to rush at him suddenly
when his attention had been diverted to a bullock. Such little incidents
certainly lent variety to the work; but Freddy had a profound regard for his
plane, knowing that if it crashed it was extremely unlikely that he would ever
be able to buy another. He schooled himself to care, but it fretted a soul
naturally careless.

To-day there was no work, no need to look earthward. Hundreds of miles
of free air lay ahead, in which he could fly as high as he pleased. Far below
him, the surface of Queensland was like a map swiftly unrolled—Freddy felt
the utmost indifference as to whether it was there at all. He was alone in the
sky, and the roar of his sweetly-running engine was music in his ears.

He had thought of making a midday halt for lunch, boiling the billy by a
little river that ran through a wide plain where he had often camped. But the
joy of the heights was too much for him; he abandoned the idea, contenting
himself with nibbling sandwiches as he flew. Food seemed a matter unworthy
of serious consideration when one was on top of the world.

He gave a half-regretful sigh when at last it was time to leave the upper air.
The plane dropped gently, lower and lower, until, flying slowly now, he saw a
rocky hill, tapering to a cone. To the west of it a white-roofed house showed,
built high on stilt-like piles, for the discouragement of white ants. He circled
over it, coming down gently on a smooth stretch of grass, where he taxied
easily towards a shed. As he came to a standstill, greeted by a wild chorus of
barking dogs, a shirt-sleeved figure dashed from the house and ran to meet
him. They pumped hands.

“I say, this is great!” said the shirt-sleeved one enthusiastically. “Out you
get, old man, and tell me all about it.”

“You got my wire?” Freddy asked, climbing out and stamping on the
ground to ease knees that had developed a certain stiffness.

“Rather; only I don’t know what it means. ‘Arrive to-morrow be prepared
accompany me Victoria.” You might have said a bit more about it while you
were at it,” said Jack Young, laughing.

“Well, it’s clear enough, isn’t it? I don’t believe in wasting money or
telling telegraph operators any more than is good for them,” returned Freddy
placidly. “Anyhow, are you prepared?”

“How does one prepare for what one doesn’t know anything about? I’ve
spent the day overhauling the old bus, and I believe I’ve plenty of shirts and
socks. But if you’re going to get married, and want me to be best man, it’s no
go: my kit won’t run to glad rags.”



“Me!” ejaculated Freddy, in horror. “Are you off your head? I don’t do
things like that. This is strictly business, I’m off for a spot of gold-mining.”

“Well, that’s mad, of course, but it’s more like you,” said his friend, much
relieved. “But where on earth are you going gold-mining in Victoria?”

Freddy lit a cigarette and propped his long form against the plane.

“Oh, it’s the Lintons’ show. You remember Jim Linton, and his brother-in-
law, Wally Meadows?”

“Fellows I met with you at the races in Melbourne last year? Rather! And
Mrs. Wally. Jolly nice girl. Have they struck gold?”

“They seem to have struck it pretty thoroughly. There’s rough country out
beyond their home station, and it’s there they’ve found it. Nobody knows
about it yet; they’ve asked me to come along and peg out a claim before the
find leaks out and a rush starts.”

“Where do I come in?”

“Well—Jim said that I could bring along anyone I liked, so I thought of
you.”

“By Jove! Do you mean that I can peg out ground too?”

“Well, rather. That’s the idea, of course. Apart from that, Jim wants me to
be there to keep an eye on things, because he and Wally have to get busy at the
Billabong shearing.”

“Shearing!” Jack’s voice held the profound contempt the cattle-man feels
for sheep. “Do you mean to say that they’re on gold, and they mean to leave it
for a thing like that?”

Freddy chuckled.

“You don’t know Jim and Wally. Forty gold-mines wouldn’t worry them if
they had a station job on hand. As far as I can judge—Jim isn’t exactly a fluent
letter-writer—they’re rather bored with the gold business. Not exactly
resenting it, especially as it’s pulled a pal of theirs out of the mud; but the thrill
of the first find is over, an’ now they’re yearning to be on horses again.”

“Well—if you call it being on horses to go after sheep——" began Jack.

“Well, not altogether. But don’t you worry, old son: if you come down to
Billabong they’ll show you plenty of bullocks that will open your eyes, and
give you all the riding you want. Billabong is mainly cattle. And their horses—
oh, boy!”

“Sounds better,” said Jack, relieved. “But are they going to leave a gold-
mine to look after itself, apart from you and me, while they hack wool off
sheep?”

“Oh, 1 gather that there are men working it. All the Billabong men have
been at it, and the claim they’ve opened up belongs to their friend—chap
called Bob Rainham. He’ll be there. But he’s English, and rather young, and
Jim reckons he’ll need support, especially if the news gets out and there’s a



rush. What about it, Jack—are you on?”

“On? I should say so! Dad won’t mind; there’s nothing much to keep me
here. If I can manage to dig up some nuggets I’ll become quite popular with
my family. Dad was a little peevish when I crashed last month!”

“Crashed, did you? Any damage?”

“Had to get a new wing, that’s all. Made a rotten landing, and tried to dig a
hole with my right wing. But she’s flying like a dream now. I say, Freddy, do
you want me to be a passenger, or can I take her?”

“Just whatever you like,” said Freddy, largely. “There’s plenty of room on
Billabong for two planes. Jim will just lean against the side of a shed an’ push
it in, an’ that’ll be a hangar!”

“He’s big enough,” Jack laughed. “He’s not the fellow you rescued when
he was hurt out in the bush, is he?”

“No; that was Wally. Good thing it wasn’t Jim. Wally’s long enough, in all
conscience; [’'m not likely to forget the job it was to get him into the plane with
a broken leg. I’d have needed a derrick and hoisting tackle if it had been Jim—
and there weren’t any such luxuries about that day.”

“Must have been rather a picnic,” commented Jack. “I say, it’s rather fun to
be going to the Lintons’. They gave you a jolly good time when you flew
there, didn’t they?”

“Oh, Billabong’s an awf’ly cheerful place. I’ve been there twice since my
first trip—that was when Wally got married to Norah Linton. They’ve a
youngster now—yvery jolly kid, just like Wally. Calls me Uncle, and makes me
feel no end ancient. But he’s a great nipper, an’ mad keen on horses.”

“He can’t be very old yet, to be thinking of horses,” remarked Jack.

“Risin’ two, or a bit younger, I think Davie is. But he has sense. I rather
fancy any kid in that family would naturally have sense.”

“Who else is there? Any girls?”

“No, unless you count Bob Rainham’s sister, Tommy: and their place is a
few miles away. By the way, Jim has just got engaged to Tommy. And of
course there’s his father. He’s a great old chap—very like Jim, an’ often he
doesn’t seem much older. You’ll like ’em all. It’s the sort of place where you
feel you belong as soon as you put your foot on the verandah.”

Freddy paused and turned a severe eye on his companion.

“An’ talking of putting feet on verandahs, do you mind if I mention I came
down here in one hop, an’ if I don’t get a drink soon I won’t answer for the
consequences?”

“Oh—sorry, old man! But you shouldn’t spring such surprises on me. My
brain won’t stand it. Come on over to the house. We’ll fix up the bus
afterwards.”

He led the way towards the garden gate, talking as he went.



“Dad and Mother are out, or they’d have been over to see why I was
keeping you there starving. Hugh’s somewhere with the cattle. I invited him to
help me overhaul the Planet, but he didn’t appreciate the honour I was offering
him.”

“You haven’t managed to convert him to flying yet?”

“Not a hope. He’s been to Brisbane with me a few times, but he hates it.
Says one fool in a family is enough. Well, I’'m quite content to be the fool,”
said Jack cheerfully. “Hugh is like your Billabong people—only happy when
he’s on a horse.”

“Oh, I believe I could convert Wally and Jim, if I had time enough.
They’ve been up with me quite a lot, and Jim nearly got keen. I gave him a few
lessons, and he handled her jolly well. But I haven’t got him to the point of
buying a plane yet.”

“Queer, isn’t it?” pondered Jack. “The one thing really worth doing, yet
some chaps can’t see it! Why, in twenty years I bet even kids will be flying to
school! Look at the motors on the roads round Sydney and Melbourne—I
reckon the air is the only place where there’ll be elbow-room soon.”

“And you haven’t seen England,” said Freddy grimly. “If you had, you’d
say Melbourne and Sydney roads were great open spaces. But we’ve got the
best of it now. Jack. It won’t be half so much fun when planes get really thick;
there’ll be air police, and regular air-lanes marked out with signals, and anyone
who takes a line of his own will be called an air-hog. All sorts of new crimes
then—*‘nose-diving to the public danger,” or ‘failing to stop when summoned
by police-whistle.”

“Then you and I will be spending most of our time in the dock,” was Jack’s
prophecy. “All the more reason for flying while the flying’s good. Here we are
—is it tea or something stronger?”

“Tea—gallons of it, please,” responded Freddy. He stretched himself in a
long chair in the verandah while Jack disappeared into the house, shouting to
unseen helpers.

The sound of a car heralded the return of Jack’s parents a little later. They
expressed themselves resigned to any adventurous move on the part of their
son.

“One thing seems certain,” observed Mr. Young—*“you can’t keep a boy
within his home fences when he owns an aeroplane. And I know something of
David Linton; anything he is running is good enough for Jack. Though my
mind fails to picture you digging, son, even for gold. Did you ever handle a
spade, | wonder?”

“Only at the beach, when he was seven,” said his mother, smiling.

“I’ll have to learn how, that’s all,” responded Jack, stoutly. “Anyhow, I'm
not worrying about the digging. The main thing is that I'm going to have my



longest flight yet! After that, things will just sort themselves out. You can
expect me back with the Planet staggering under a load of nuggets.”

“And what then?” asked his father.

“Then you won’t have to worry about land-taxes and other jolly little
things of that sort. And you can have a trip to England, Mother—and perhaps
I’ll come too and buy the latest type of monoplane. Oh, yes, and I'll fly her
back!”

“Not with me as a passenger,” said Mrs. Young firmly.

“Couldn’t have you—TI’ll need all the space for petrol. I’ll fly over your
ship in the Red Sea and drop you a note.”

“Well, there’s such a thing as counting your chickens while they are still in
the shell,” laughed his father. “I’ll continue to hold off the Land-Tax
Commissioners as best I can until I see those nuggets. Meanwhile I shall pin
my faith, as usual, on bullocks. You are in command of the flying-squad, of
course, Freddy.”

“Oh, rather, sir. I’'m the senior officer, and I’ll see that the rest of the squad
obeys orders.” He fixed a severe eye on the rest of the squad. “You’ll fly
gently in front of me, so that I can keep an eye on you.”

Jack chuckled.

“I think I see you flying gently behind me, old man! By Jove, it’s too good
to be true that I’'m going! When do we start?”

“Early as possible to-morrow morning. Pack your kit to-night, and bring all
the most disreputable things you’ve got. Gold-digging isn’t exactly a full-dress
party.” He hesitated. “An’ don’t you make any mistake about this trip being
only a joy-ride, Jack. It’s likely to be a job of hard work as well, with the
Planet safely tucked in a shed several miles from you.”

Jack screwed up his face, and then laughed.

“Oh, I know. I won’t let you down.”

“Wouldn’t have asked you to go if I’d had any doubt about that,” was
Freddy’s cheerful rejoinder. He rose. “It’s time I went out and saw to the old
bus.”

“You’ve got to look at my Planet, too,” said Jack. “She’s very posh. I’ve
been fitting her with head-phones.”

“Now I call that pure swank!” stated Freddy.

“It’s Mother’s fault: she comes up with me sometimes, and she likes to
chat in the air. And she paid for them, so I didn’t see why she shouldn’t have
them!” grinned Jack.

“I must tell my mother that, in case she feels inclined to follow your
example, Mrs. Young,” said Freddy. “Though I don’t know what I’d do with
phones, for nobody at home will fly with me!”

“Perhaps they know you too well!” suggested Mrs. Young mildly.



All the people of the homestead turned out to see the flyers start early next
morning; maids clustering near the planes, station hands eager to swing the
propellers. The Planet also was an old war machine, a little smaller than
Freddy’s Kestrel, and, like her, reconditioned for station use; the pilot’s seat in
front, with a roomy rear cockpit. Jack eyed her with the pride with which a
young mother gazes at her first baby. He put on his flying helmet, adjusted the
goggles, and took his seat in the pilot’s cockpit, whence he beamed on all the
world.

“You first, Jack,” Freddy said. “Off you go!”

“Right oh! Good-bye, Mother—so long, everybody!”

The Planet’s engine roared suddenly. She taxied over the grass, rose,
gained height, and soared towards the south.

Freddy leaned over the side of the cockpit.

“I’ll look after him, Mrs. Young. Don’t you worry.”

“No, I won’t worry,” she said. “Happy landings, Freddy!”

The engine blared. A moment later there were two glittering shapes in the
sky, lessening rapidly as the drone of the engines died away.



CHAPTER II

AN EVENING OFF

S OMETHING had gone wrong with the engine of a shearing plant. In the
long shed the shear-blades faltered suddenly and grew still. The men
handling the half-shorn sheep on the boards expressed their opinion of the
engine crew with the pithy eloquence characteristic of shearers, and waited
impatiently for the moment to resume work.

It did not come. Sheep that had been lying half-stupefied under the blades
began to wake up and struggle, so that presently each man was wrestling with
a captive determined on freedom. The shed grew loud with bleating and rough
voices. Outside, the sheep waiting in the pens caught the infection, raising a
confused outcry. Dogs grew restless: there was a chorus of sharp barking.

The boss of the shearing gang had turned out a sheep just before the power
failed. He waited for a few moments, glad to stand upright to ease his aching
back. Then, with an angry exclamation he strode out of the shed.

“This is a rotten outfit,” growled one of the men. “Third time this week
that mouldy engine’s broke down. Hope Carmody’ll let the owner know what
he thinks of him.”

“Carmody said last time it went wrong that he’d never touch this shed
again,” responded the man nearest him. “Lie still, you brute, can’t you?”—to
the sheep. “If an owner hasn’t got sense enough to make sure of his plant
before we come along he’s only got himself to blame if he gets his place black-
listed.”

“Me for the old days every time,” put in an elderly man. “Hand shears
might a’ been a bit slower, but they didn’t let you down.”

There was an outcry of dissent. Most of the shearers were young men, who
knew only the modern method and scorned the ways of yesterday. Everyone
had something to say about it; the elderly man, though heavily outnumbered,
maintained his point, hurling figures of shearing records at his opponents.
Voices were raised in proportion to the increasing noise from sheep and dogs;
so that the gang boss, returning with a heated countenance, had to shout before
he could make himself heard.

“Engine’s died on us!” he yelled, thumping with a stick on the floor to
command attention. “Two hours work to get ’er goin’ again. That means
knock-off for to-day.”

An angry growl followed his words. Every man in the shed resented
enforced idleness, since the desire of all shearers is to “cut out” a flock as



quickly as possible and to hurry on to the next job. The stick thumped again
for silence.

“I’ve told the owner he’s got to compensate us, so that’s all right. We’ll
have to finish this lot somehow. Hands up, anyone who can use hand-shears!”

A few hands went up. The work was adjusted, and the slower clash of the
hand-blades began on the half-shorn sheep. The other men poured out of the
shed, feeling for pipes and cigarettes. Outside, the station hands, glum-faced,
were moving the sheep from the pens to a small paddock.

“Well, I'm not sorry, for one, to knock-off two hours early,” observed a
short young fellow, who, with a taller companion, had been one of the first to
escape from the reeking shed. “The last two hours is the worst of the day.”

“Same here. Gets you in the back well an’ truly by this time.” The tall man
paused to rub his back against a post. “The other chaps seem to stand it well
enough.”

“They’re better broke to it than we are. It’s not our game, Alf. My word,
I’1ll be glad when I can chuck it. I’ll be thankful never to look at a sheep again
—unless he’s mutton!”

“Well—what’s a man to do? Hard enough to get work anywhere, these
times. An’ the only job you’d like is your old job, Bat—an’ you can’t get back
to that.”

Bat’s face darkened.

“No; that’s done with. Oh, well, I’ll get on to something new after a bit.
But it’s got to be something that’s not so much like hard work as shearin’.
There’s easy money lyin’ round if one keeps one’s eyes open.”

“Yes, but the trouble is the police keep their eyes too well skinned,” said
Alf mournfully. “Melbourne ain’t healthy for either of us now.”

“Too right it isn’t. Well, if we hang on to the shearin’ business to the end
of the season we’ll have enough to see us to Sydney. Or p’r’aps to the West.
I’ve always had a fancy to get up to Broome an’ try my luck on a pearlin’
lugger.”

“Mighty little chance of easy money there, I’ve been told. They watch the
catch pretty carefully.”

“Oh, there’s ways. A chap I knew had a dodge of dippin’ an oyster in hot
water to make it open. Then if there’s a pearl you slip it out, drop the oyster in
a tin of sea-water, an’ it shuts up tight. An’ a pearl’s easy hidden.”

“Yes—but how many oysters would you open before you lit on a pearl?”
demanded Alf scornfully. “They aren’t all decorated with pearls—not by long
chalks.”

“Oh, I know it’s a gamble. But just think if it comes off—one little bit of a
stone worth hundreds of pounds! Maybe thousands.” He sat down on a log, his
eyes eager. “That’s the way I’d always like to make money—quick an’ big,



with a bit of danger hangin’ to it. Not sloggin’ along at some dreary job that
never gets you any further.”

“Some day something quick an’ big will hit you, Bat,” grinned his friend.
“An’ then you’ll find yourself behind bars again, like when you tried to be one
too many for that chap in Melbourne. Anyhow, I feel as if I’d better keep off
other people’s places for a bit. Pity, *cause it makes life so dull: once you get
used to helpin’ yourself when you want to, it’s hard to settle down to bein’ a
good boy. But the police get so interferin’!” He sighed.

“Oh, I’ve had all the police I want for a bit. I’ll be careful. But I’'ll watch
for a chance, an’ when it comes—I’ll grab it!” He jumped up impatiently. “I
say, what’s the use of hangin’ around here all the evening? Nothin’ to do but
talk to a set of country louts.”

“Better not let ’em hear you callin’ them names,” warned Alf.

“Not me. They think we’re country louts, too, seein’ we hardly say a word
about anything but sheep. I’d like to forget sheep for a bit. Tom Wicking said I
could borrow his motor-bike some time or other—how about havin’ a spin in
to the township? There might be a cinema, an’ anyway we could get a game of
billiards.”

“I’m your man,” agreed Alf. “Hope to goodness Tom hasn’t gone off on
his bike himself.”

Luck was with them, for Wicking was grimly occupied with needle and
thread—mending a pair of grease-soaked trousers that had encountered the
point of a shear blade when a sheep kicked. He lent his bicycle willingly, on
condition that it should be filled up with petrol in the township. The two
friends made a hurried toilet in the sleeping shed, and were presently spinning
down the gravelled track to the homestead gate.

Others were ahead of them, for several of the shearers had motor-bicycles:
there was plenty of dust hanging over the tree-fringed road that led to the
township. As a road it had little to boast of; Alf, perched on the carrier,
objected bitterly to its bumps and pot-holes. Bat was possessed with the joy of
speed. He paid scant attention to the growls that reached him faintly through
the sputter of the engine.

Not until they were on the outskirts of the township did he slacken his
pace, and then it happened suddenly. They had turned from the bush track to a
more civilized road. On one side were trim cottages, with bright-hued gardens
round them; on the other a wide paddock stretching to a river near which stood
a larger house. Bicycles and motor-cycles were abandoned on the strip of grass
that fringed the road. Across the green expanse people were hurrying to join a
little crowd that had collected in the paddock a hundred yards from the fence.

Bat uttered an exclamation of astonishment, braking hard; an operation
which caused Alf’s face to encounter his back with considerable force.



“What on earth do you think you’re doin’, you silly ass?” snapped the
justly indignant Alf, feeling his nose gingerly.

“Doin’! Look there!”

Alf followed the direction of his pointing finger.

“Lor!” he said. “Planes! Two of ’em. Who’d a’ thought of seein’ such a
thing in a mouldy little place like this? No wonder you shoved your brake on,
though I wish you’d keep your back out of my face when you do.”

“This 1s where we get off,” said Bat, ignoring all minor matters. He
wheeled their steed to the side of the road. “Come along!” He ran to the fence,
climbed over it quickly, and hurried towards the crowd. In a moment,
however, a thought struck him. He paused, waiting until Alf caught him up.

“Some of our crowd are over there,” he said warningly. “Careful what you
say in front of them, Alf. I don’t want any of them to know that I know one
end of a plane from another.”

“0.K.” Alf nodded comprehendingly. “You an’ me are just two country
lads, come to gape at a plane for the first time.”

“That’s the idea.” They went on slowly.

A harassed man was in charge of the planes, his face showing anxiety.

“Keep your hands off, you boy there, d’you hear! You can look, but you
can’t touch a thing. No, you can’t sit in one, Charlie Jones, not if you asked all
night!”

“You belong to this outfit?”” Bat asked mildly.

“Not me—but one of the chaps that came in ’em paid me to watch ’em. It’s
a two-man job, with everyone wantin’ to finger them.” He raised an angry
voice as a boy’s head appeared over the edge of a cockpit. “Get down out of
that, or I’ll warm you!”

“I’ll give you a hand, if you like,” offered Bat kindly. “Me an’ my mate
can look after one.”

“You’re a white man,” declared the uneasy guardian. “I can manage one,
but a bloke ’ud need eyes in the back of his head to look after two, with every
fool boy in the place wantin’ to crawl all over ’em. You two take on the
biggest.” He sighed with relief as his new allies ranged themselves on either
side of the larger plane.

Nothing could have suited Bat Harris better. He leaned against the plane in
a careless attitude, his dark face expressionless; yet the boys who crowded
round suddenly felt that it would be unwise to take any liberties with the
machine he guarded. They kept at a discreet distance, talking loudly—those
who had been lucky enough to see the landing acting as showmen-in-chief,
with a fine air of authority.

Behind his stolid mask Bat was studying the planes eagerly. There was
nothing about them that he did not know; he, who had been a pilot before



crime had pulled him down. Pulled him down literally, from the sky he loved
and the only life that had seemed to him worth living. All the hunger to get
back mounted within him as he looked. That hunger had grown through
repression in long months of jail-life and of sweating in greasy shearing sheds;
it haunted him in his dreams. Now, the very feel of a plane that he could never
hope to fly seemed to give him new energy. Perhaps luck was turning: perhaps
to touch a plane again was the first step towards getting back from the depths.

One of the shearers strolled over to him presently.

“Ever been up in one o’ them things, Bat?”

“Not likely. The ground’s good enough for me.”

“Same here. I went once, over in New South Wales, but never again. Talk
about bein’ sea-sick!—I never was so glad to get out of anything in all me
life.”

“I’ve heard it takes people that way,” rejoined Bat.

“Funny how fellers’ll pay for machines like this. I believe one costs as
much as half a dozen cars.”

“You don’t say!” said Bat innocently. “Well, a good car’s worth a
paddockful of them, I’ll swear.”

“Anyhow, you can pull up a car pretty well anywhere—an’ that’s more
than you can say for a plane,” remarked the shearer profoundly.

“Too right it is!”” agreed Bat.

“Well, I’ve had enough,” the other remarked. “There ain’t so much to see,
take it all in all. I’'m off to the township.” He whistled softly to his friends and
they strolled away together.

Dusk was closing in; little by little the crowd thinned. It was not very
amusing to stand in the cold half-darkness, looking at the misty shapes of the
planes. When the last earnest small boy had gone the guardian turned to the
silent man beside him.

“Well, you an’ your mate done me a good turn. I’d like to stand you a
drink, only I can’t leave here until the chaps that own them come back.”

“That’s all right,” Bat said. “We don’t want anything. Are they goin’ on to-
night?”

“I dunno. They only asked me to stay here while they got a feed. They’ll be
back pretty soon, I expect.”

“Well, we’ll be gettin’ along. Good night, mate.” He touched the plane for
the last time, gently. Alf was waiting for him by the propeller. They walked
across the paddock in silence.

Ahead, and moving towards them, came two points of light—cigarettes,
glowing in the dusk. They heard footsteps and the sound of voices.

“Duck in here a minute, Alf.” Bat caught his friend’s arm, and they slipped
noiselessly among some bushes.



“What’s the game, Bat?”

“Nothing—only I’d just as soon keep out of the way. Might be old
acquaintances, an’ [’'m not keen on meeting any. Ss-sh.”

Two men came slowly past their hiding-place. Bat strained his ears to catch
their voices—it might be that he would recognize one. But they were strange;
so much he knew, though he could not hear what they were saving. Only,
when they were almost past, one phrase caught his ear. A few words only, but
they galvanised his whole being into activity.

“If they 've found gold on Billabong ”

It was the shorter man who said them, and his companion interrupted him
swiftly.

“Steady, Jack. Might be some one about.”

The voices ceased, and the men went on towards the planes. In the gloom
Bat waited, his mind whirling, until he judged it safe to move. Then he touched
Alf’s arm and walked rapidly to the fence.

“Friends of yours?” Alf asked.

“No—mnever saw either of ’em before.”

“I thought they might’ve been some of your old flyin’ pals, somehow. I felt
you stiffen.”

“No; they’re strangers. Alf, did you hear what they said?”

“Couldn’t catch anything except the big chap tellin’ the other feller to hush
up. What was it?”

“You’ve got to keep it to yourself,” Bat warned. “I only heard half a dozen
words, but they’ve got me thinkin’ all right.” His voice sank to a whisper: he
halted, putting his face near Alf’s. “That chap said ‘If they’ve found gold on
Billabong’!”

“Well, whoever they are, let’s hope they’re lucky,” said Alf, much
mystified. “Where’s Billabong, anyway? Somewhere in the West?”

“West—your grandmother! Don’t you know the next station we’re bound
for when we cut out here?”

“No, I don’t think so—I leave all that to Carmody. That’s his job. Oh yes,
by Jove—I remember, now, I did hear. Place belonging to a man named
Linton.”

“Yes, an’ that place’s name is Billabong. Now, do you catch on?”

Alf whistled softly.

“Never heard of any gold worth mentioning round about there.”

“No; an’ by the way the big chap shut the other fellow up it’s pretty clear
someone doesn’t want anything heard. When things are kept dark, that’s the
time I begin to get interested.”

“Well, I don’t think so awful much of it as you seem to,” Alf said. “I ain’t
no gold-miner. Too much like hard work; an” we’ve not got enough cash saved




to take any chances. I reckon we’re better off shearin’, if you ask me.”

“I’m not going to do anything in a hurry, Alf. But you never know. I got a
queer sort of feelin’ that there’s something in this for us. Suppose there did
happen to be a big find on this Billabong place—suppose you an’ I managed to
get in before it got known. Why, there might be a fortune in it!”

“Well, there might. I’'m quite ready to jump in with both feet if there’s a
chance. But I never did have much luck, an’ it’s hard to believe it’s comin’ my
way.”

“That’s a fool way to think. At all events, our game is to keep our mouths
shut an’ our ears extra wide open. We’ll make friends with the hands on
Billabong—they’re certain to know if there’s anything unusual goin’ on. If
there is, well, I’'m quite ready to go on sayin’ nothin’ if Linton makes it worth
my while. You can be jolly well certain he doesn’t want a rush started on his
place.”

They had arrived at the fence. As they climbed over it a voice of authority
hailed them.

“This your motor-cycle?”

“Lor, it’s a blooming bobby!” groaned Alf, miserably, under his breath.
“Yes, it’s ours, constable. Anything wrong?”

“You’ve no business leaving it here without a light. What have you got to
say about it?”

“Sorry, constable,” said Bat. “Fact is, we only meant to leave it for five
minutes while we had a look at those planes. But the chap lookin’ after them
was havin’ a hard time with the crowd, an’ we stayed to help him.”

“Nice yarn!” said the man of law. “I suppose you’re shearers? Your lot
gives trouble enough in this town.”

“These chaps are all right, Mick,” said a voice out of the darkness. The
guardian of the planes was getting over the fence. “They did me a good turn
over there—the boys ’ud have had half them planes for soovyneers if they
hadn’t helped me. I offered *em a drink, but they wouldn’t wait.”

“Oh, well, if you say so, George, it’s all right,” said the policeman. “Lucky
for them you came along, that’s all. Cut along, boys, an’ don’t get in my way
again.”

“Lor, that was luck!” breathed Alf as they rode towards the main street of
the township. “Our old pal George came in the nick of time, didn’t he? Next
question I saw tremblin’ on that bobby’s lips was ‘Where’s your licence?” An’,
not havin’ any, we’d have been for it twice over.”

“Too right we would,” said Bat cheerfully. “Now p’r’aps you’ll believe our
luck’s in, Alf. Who says we aren’t goin’ to strike another patch on that
Billabong place?”



CHAPTER III

BILL

A BOY of twelve sat on the cap of the stockyard fence at Billabong, his red
hair a spot of flame against the dusty soil and the grey fences. He had
come there because it was a vantage-point from which no trees blocked the
view in one particular direction; a direction that had held the eyes of most of
the people of Billabong since early morning. Finally Norah Meadows, the
daughter of the house, together with her friend Tommy Rainham, had refused
to look any more, declaring that their eyes had grown tired.

“We’ll leave it to Bill,” said Norah. “He would be sure to see them first, in
any case.”

Bill Blake was quite determined that he would see them first. Hadn’t he
tumbled out of bed an hour before anyone in the house was up, because he
knew that Freddy Paxton had once before dropped from the skies upon the
Billabong home-paddock just at sunrise? True, this amazing occurrence had
been explained by the apologetic Freddy—his first explanation being made to
Mrs. Brown, cook, housekeeper and presiding genius of the station. Brownie
was always the first person astir, and the airman had sought her kitchen like a
homing swallow, demanding tea.

“I’ll never do it again, I promise you, Brownie,” he had said. “It was the
moon. Quite full, like a rippin’ old silver tea-tray in the sky. I meant to go
down somewhere for the night, but it was too gorgeous, so I stayed up in the
ceiling. An’ then the clouds came up an’ blotted out my moon, an’ I couldn’t
find anywhere to land. So I had to fly in rings round the ceiling until it was
light enough to find Billabong. Never again! Brownie, where’s a bed?”

Bill knew that the story was a standing joke against Freddy, who was
indeed unlikely to risk a repetition of it, especially when accompanied by a
second plane. Still, although he had never met the flying man, he had heard
enough of him to feel that the unexpected might possibly happen. The arrival
of two planes was not a thing to be missed—no such excitement had ever
come his way during the holidays he had spent at Billabong. He took no
chances of being caught napping.

Moreover, Bill felt a certain responsibility in the matter, for was he not, at
the moment, the only representative of the men of the Billabong family? Not
that he belonged to it, except by an informal kind of adoption; which meant
that all his holidays were spent on the station, where nobody had any doubt
that he “belonged.” Jim Linton called him his offsider. The world might



contain titles more honourable, but Bill could imagine none better.

Jim and his father and Wally Meadows were all away, living out in the
hills at Bob Rainham’s gold mine. That was a place of many thrills, and Bill
had been intimately connected with the finding of it. It had even been
conveyed to him that a bit of the mine belonged to him. But that was a thing
hardly to be grasped; and it did not seem to matter nearly so much as the fun of
the actual finding.

Bill had camped at the mine himself, where there was the extra thrill of
sleeping in a cave. He had picked up bits of gold, which made you feel terribly
excited at first, but the excitement didn’t last. You would have to pick up so
many bits before you had enough to buy a station—which Bill considered the
only use for gold. So, although he liked to ride out to the mine occasionally, he
was not sorry that he had been sent back to the homestead with Norah and
Tommy. There was always riding there, and no lack of things to do. Jim had
said, “You look after the girls, Bill.” He had a pleasant feeling of being in
charge.

That being so, it was clearly his job to be on hand to welcome the airmen.
Norah and Tommy, though extremely sensible, were but girls: it never seemed
to Bill that they were really grown-up, in spite of the fact that Norah was
married and had Davie, and that Tommy was some day to be married to Jim.
Grown-up people had always meant to Bill people who were severe and
difficult to understand. But that was before he knew Billabong, where nobody
was like that.

However, it was his job to look after the girls, and to take from them the
burden of looking after men visitors. He was to show the visitors their rooms,
to offer them baths; in a word, to be host. Further responsibility was laid upon
him, for to-morrow he was to be their guide to the mine. And then everything
would be as it should be, and Billabong become itself again; for the new-
comers would take charge of the mine, and all the men of Billabong would
leap joyfully upon horses and come back as swiftly as hill-tracks would permit,
to run the shearing. And that meant more work of the best kind for Jim’s
offsider.

So engrossed was he with these thoughts, coupled with watching the sky,
that he started violently and nearly lost his balance at the sound of a voice. Old
Murty O’Toole, the head stockman, had come across the yards behind him.

“No sign yet, Masther Bill?”

“Not a sign,” Bill answered despondently. “I’ve thought I saw them about
a dozen times, but it was always cockatoos.”

Murty climbed up to the cap beside him.

“It’s hearin’ them you’ll be before you see them,” he said. “Them ingines
do sound a terrible long way off. Did ye ever fly in wan o’ them conthraptions,



now?”

“No; but I want to awfully. Norah says Mr. Paxton might take me up. I do
hope he will.”

“Yerra, he will, wance he knows ye want it. There’s nothin’ he likes better.
He offered me the chance of goin’, lasht time he was here.”

“Did you go, Murty?”

“I did not. Mothor-cars I’ve got used to, more or less, though I’d never
look at the best of ’em beside a good high buggy an’ a pair of horses like the
Masther used to dhrive in the ould days. But at laste, mothers stay on the
ground. I’ve no fancy to go roarin’ round the sky in a thing like a tin beetle. I’d
like to feel there was something undher me, if I had to get out suddint.”

“I believe you’d love it if you tried it once, Murty,” Bill said earnestly.
“You’d like to see all Billabong spread out below you.”

“I would not, then. I’d far rather be ridin’ over it, the way I cud look at the
cattle quiet an’ aisy. ’Tis set in the ould ways I am, Masther Bill. An’ the new
ways is all noisy an’ smelly. A mother’s bad enough; but ’'m tould that in an
airyplane ye’d have to yell like a fog-horn to make a man hear ye, an’ him
sittin’ beside ye. What way is that to thravel, for a quiet man?”

“I think it would be so gorgeous to be up in one that I’d never think of the
noise,” affirmed Bill. “I wouldn’t want to talk, anyhow.”

“Nor me, neither—I’d be too much occupied wid houldin’ on. There’s wan
thing that surprises me, Masther Bill, an’ that’s to think of Mr. Bob flyin’.
He’s that quiet an’ innocent-lookin’, but Mr. Wally’s afther tellin’ me that he
was a holy terror in an airyplane in the war.”

“I know he was,” exclaimed Bill. “I’ve seen his medals and things. He
doesn’t know I have, but Tommy showed them to me. She’s awfully proud of
them.”

“An’ niver a wurrd does anywan hear out of Mr. Bob about it. He’ll talk
about sheep like as if he was wound up, but I’ve niver heard him mention
fightin’.”

“Had too much of it, I specs,” said Bill wisely. “Jim and Wally don’t talk
much about it, either. I never knew Jim was a Major until Norah told me.”

“Ye’d niver know it from him. I only spoke to him the wanst about it, an’
all he said was that *twas mighty little to be wan, when it only meant that so
many betther men had been killed. But the Masther tould me different,”
finished Murty softly.

He put his hand on the boy’s arm suddenly.

“Whisht, now, Masther Bill—d’ye hear annything?”

Bill stiffened. From far away came a faint sound. As they sat motionless it
deepened slowly.

“That’s a plane—I know it is!” Bill shouted. “Oh, Murty, do you see



them?”’

Murty had no intention of being the first to see them.

“Me eyes aren’t what they used to be. Watch, now, Masther Bill. Two of
’em oughtn’t to be harrd to pick up.”

Bill strained his eyes over the tree-tops. Suddenly he shouted.

“There they are—flying together! I'm off to tell the girls.” He climbed
down the high fence like a monkey and raced towards the house, calling as he
went:

“Norah! Norah! They’re coming!”

The garden gate banged behind him. He fled through the shrubbery, taking
short cuts; leaped garden-beds, dodged round bushes, still shouting; and came
out on the gravel sweep near the house just as a tall dark girl and a short fair
one ran round the corner of the verandah.

Bill jerked his hand skyward.

“There they are! Come on, girls!”

Beyond the homestead, where the trees thinned, was a level sketch,
roughly fenced in so that bullocks should not stray upon it. The grass had been
cropped short by sheep, but it held no animals now, and along the middle and
to one side a wide strip had been mown and rolled. A tall pole carried a white
wind-indicator which blew out stiffly in the breeze. Two sheds were built
against a fence.

“Look at them! My word, they’re coming fast!” gasped Bill, panting.

The droning was filling the air. From every point appeared the station folk,
eager to see. Housemaids were at the yard gate, dwarfed by the mighty bulk of
Mrs. Brown, a commanding figure in stiffly-starched white apron. Murty was
already in the landing paddock; at his heels a slender blackfellow, moving with
the noiselessness of his race.

“Keep well back, Bill,” Norah warned the boy.

The planes were dropping slowly, coming round in great circles, flashing
silver when the sunlight caught them.

“Golly, they’re lovely!” breathed Bill. “Which is which, Norah?”

“The big one is Freddy’s. Look, Bill, he’s going to land first.”

The big plane roared over them, very low now. It turned, and sank gently.
The wheels took the ground with scarcely a tremor: in a moment it was
running smoothly up the fairway towards the sheds. As it stopped Freddy
twisted in his seat to watch Jack’s landing.

Jack was in no hurry to leave the air. Freddy, he reflected, knew every inch
of this ground, but he was a new-comer—he had no intention of making an
awkward landing before a crowd of strangers. He circled slowly, studying the
ground and the fences. Then he came down in a perfect three-point landing and
taxied up to his leader. The two planes stood together, wing to wing. Freddy



chuckled softly.

“Very nice!” he murmured.

They climbed out of the cockpits, pushing up their goggles. Billabong
surged to meet them.

“Hullo, Norah—Tommy—jolly good to see you again! You know Jack,
Norah—1Jack, this is Miss Rainham, until she tells you to call her Tommy!”
Freddy pumped everyone’s hand. “I say, is this Bill? I’ve heard a lot about
you, Bill—you’re the explorer, aren’t you?”—at which Bill’s cheeks became
as red as his hair, though it was undoubtedly gratifying to find this big airman
gripping his hand and smiling at him in so friendly a fashion.

Freddy needed more than one hand for his greetings. He charged down
upon Mrs. Brown, who was waddling across the grass.

“Brownie, you’re not a day older! But I thought I'd find you gold-
digging!”

“Me—with my figger! All the gold-mine I want is in me kitchen, Mr.
Freddy, an’ it keeps me busy enough. Ain’t it nice, though, to see you again!”

“Nice to be here. Hullo, Murty! How’s the place?”

“Sure it’s not all it might be, sir. Billabong’s shplit up into camps, an’ it’s
only Mrs. Brown that houlds it together at all, at all. *Tis high time that you
came to straighten out things.”

“Tall order for me!” laughed Freddy. “I’ll do my best, anyhow. Good day,
Billy!” He waved a friendly hand towards the black boy, and a flash of white
teeth made a streak across the dusky face. “You all right?”

“Plenty!” murmured Billy. He grinned widely again, and sidled over to the
planes. Bill was there before him, eyes glued to the instrument board of the
Kestrel.

“I say, you people have made a topping landing ground for us, Norah! Or
is it that Wally and Jim have decided to take up flying, after all?”

“There’s no sign of it yet,” Norah said, smiling. “They have no time
nowadays to think of anything so light-hearted as flying. It’s the other way
round—they spend their days deep underground instead of in the air, like you.”

“Will it last, do you think? I can’t imagine Jim and Wally at that sort of
game.”

“It’s hard to realize, even when you see them. They really are a shocking
spectacle—whenever we go out there we find them clay from head to heels.
Freddy, at one especially tense time they grew beards!”

“Beards!—oh, my sainted Aunt!” gasped Freddy faintly.

“But you will do it too, Freddy—you and Mr. Young,” put in Tommy
Rainham, gleefully. “It happens, when you become a miner. When we visit
you at the claim we shall only recognize you by your general outlines. All the
rest will be clay and whiskers!”



“Freddy, have we got enough petrol to escape?”” demanded Jack, casting a
longing glance at the planes.

“There’s no escaping from these people, old man. Once they rope you in,
you’re done, even if it means whiskers. Oh, well, if the boys can stand it, we
can, [ expect. Do they never leave this excavatin’ sort of life, Norah?”

“Oh, yes—they turn up every Saturday night. They say they come to see
us, but we think that the real attraction is hot baths. They become
extraordinarily clean, spend Sunday respectably—which means that they sleep
a great deal—and if they happen to notice a spade anywhere they shudder. We
try to remember to put all digging implements out of sight.”

“Then towards evening they grow restless,” Tommy said. “We know the
symptoms quite well now. Shortly after the restlessness comes on the
temperature rises, and very soon after that the patients may be observed on
horses, going hard for the hills.”

“It sounds as if they’d got the disease horribly badly,” Freddy said
dolefully. “Do you think we . . . ?”” He hesitated.

“Oh yes, you’ll be just the same,” laughed Norah. “It’s terribly catching:
even Tommy and I are not free from it. Get your things out and come in to the
house, and we’ll tell you all about it. Jim said he hadn’t given you many
details.”

“Did you ever know Jim write more than he had to? Not to me, anyhow.”
Freddy turned, to find that Murty and Billy had already retrieved the luggage
from the planes, and having done so, had relapsed into absorbed examination
of the machines.

“Oh—thanks, Murty. Coming up with me this time?”

“Not for me, thanks, sir. But here’s a lad that’s very wishful for a trip.” The
old Irishman smiled down at Bill—who reddened, looking at his boots.

“No reason why he shouldn’t, is there, Norah?”” And Bill’s heart leaped.

“Not if you will take him. I wrote to his father for permission, and Mr.
Blake seems resigned to anything Billabong suggests for Bill. I hope you’ll
live up to the character I gave you for careful flying, Freddy!”

“Do I ever do anything else?” demanded the airman indignantly. Jack
Young grinned, but said nothing. Freddy turned a severe eye upon him.

“Now, if it were Jack——" he began. “Oh, well, you’ll find out all about
him in time. Coming in, Bill?”

Bill hesitated.

“Could I——could I sit in her for just a moment, do you think?”” he begged.

“Rather—in you hop.”

Bill hopped with energy. He sat in the pilot’s seat, leaned back, and
scanned the sky as though he proposed taking off immediately. A slow smile
of joy lit his face.



“Do I have to come in to lunch, Norah?”

“You do. But not just yet. May he stay there, Freddy?”

For a moment Freddy looked doubtful. The curious ways of small boys
with planes were not unknown to him.

Norah smiled.

“You can trust Bill. He won’t finger things.”

“If you say so, then it’s all right.” Freddy bestowed a friendly smile on the
plane’s occupant and turned away.

The little procession moved towards the house, leaving Bill in his glory.
He leaned forward, pretending to grip the joy-stick: looked hard at the
propeller, seeing it, in imagination, beginning to turn slowly and then to
become a flashing blur: in his mind heard the engine wake to quick throbs that
deepened to a steady roar. And then—the sky!

A slight sound woke him from his dream of glory. He looked down. Billy
was standing with one black hand on the wing, his face wistful.

“Hullo, Billy! I was nearly thinking I was flying.”

“Plenty!” agreed the blackfellow. They were allies of long standing: Billy
was a person of very few words, but the native tongue, however halting,
loosens with a child. He came a little nearer.

“Mas’ Bill——"

“What’s up, Billy?”

“Plenty that pfeller fly well,” stammered Billy. “Mas’ Bill—thinkit him
takit this pfeller some day?—jus’ little?”” He waved his hand in a gesture that
took in all the sky. “Mine likit plenty.”

Bill looked at him, seeing all his own longing reflected in the dark eyes.

“Don’t see why he wouldn’t,” he said. “Tell you what, Billy; I don’t know
him very well myself yet, but when I get to know him a bit better, I’ll ask
him.”

“Plenty you good boy!” said Billy joyfully.



CHAPTER IV

ALOFT

SHOULD like to know,” said Freddy Paxton, “to what extent this mine of
yours is a secret, Norah.”

Lunch was over, and they were sitting on the wide verandah: Freddy and
Jack stretched at length in deck-chairs, and Tommy curled up on a ’possum
rug on the floor. Norah was knitting, but the knitting did not progress very
quickly, so often did her eyes stray to where, on the buffalo-grass carpet of the
lawn, her son Davie rolled contentedly with Bill and a big dog as playfellows.

“That is something we should rather like to know ourselves,” she
answered. “There is no secret where all the station people are concerned, of
course. But they are as interested as we are in not letting it go any further.”

“It was Bob Rainham’s find originally?”

“Yes. He got the first specimens when he and the boys were out after cattle
in the hill country. Then they were very cautious—they didn’t even tell
Tommy and me, for fear of raising false hopes. You see, Bob has had a pretty
hard time lately: so hard that he was faced with a mortgage on his farm. That
was because he and Tommy were proud and unfriendly and wouldn’t let us
know anything about it!”

She smiled down at Tommy, who was quite unmoved by the accusation.

“Knowin’ something of Bob—and Tommy,” said Freddy, “I can imagine
that was the stiff necked sort of thing they would do.”

“Yes. It annoyed Jim so that he is going to marry Tommy. I think he means
to break her spirit!”

“Now that’s interestin’,” Freddy said. “The way yours is broken since you
married Wally?”

“If you go on interrupting me, Freddy, how do you expect me to tell you
about mines?” demanded Norah, severely.

“Go on—I withdraw everything,” said he generously.

“Well—they told Dad, and had another inspection of the place; and it
seemed so promising that they took Murty out to investigate thoroughly,
because Murty was a miner once, in his wild youth, and he knows more about
it than anyone else. And he had no doubt that they had struck something worth
having, though they couldn’t make sure until they sank a shaft.”

“Oh!” said Freddy mournfully. “I pictured the stuff lyin’ round in chunks.”

“Well, there were small chunks. But Murty stuck to it that the real gold
was underground. That meant a lot of work, of course—blasting rocks away



and doing very hard sinking. So all the men had to be brought into it. We all
took out miners’ rights and pegged out claims under Murty’s directions, but
the work itself was concentrated on Bob’s claim. We call it The Hope.”

“And The Hope turned out trumps?”’

“Very much trumps. More than we dared to hope. They sank the shaft until
it bottomed on rock, and that’s where the really good results began. It was
terribly exciting when they got to the bottom. That was where Murty hoped to
find the heaviest gold; if his idea was right it should be just above the rock.
Well—he was right.”

“Do you mean . . . big nuggets?”’

“Oh, no; nothing spectacular, though plenty of small nuggets have been
found. But all the soil is rich gold-bearing stuff. It has to be all washed out, and
that means work for a long while. Then the other claims have to be tested—
they are sinking a shaft on another claim now.”

“What men have you?”

“Our own men and several others: prospectors who had been in the hills for
a long while. The boys let them into it on condition that they should work for
wages and a percentage on our claims first. They have pegged out claims for
themselves, but they won’t sink on them yet—until our claims have been
proved. All these men have been making only the barest living: they jumped at
coming in on the boys’ terms.”

“I see,” pondered Freddy. “But you can’t expect to keep it a secret for long,
can you?”

“Not if it is a really big thing. That’s what has to be proved. There is
always the chance that the first claims may be only a pocket. They are along a
shallow gully where a stream must have flowed ages ago, and the gold may
have been all water-borne, so that there may be none in the ground outside the
gully.”

“If that’s so, it’s certainly a matter of ‘first come, first served,’ isn’t it.”

“Yes, and it may be limited to Bob’s claim, because it’s a curious spot, all
shut in by rocks which may have trapped whatever gold there was. That is why
we are so anxious to keep it a secret for the present. We ought to be able to do
so, because the place is so lonely. The mouth is cut off by rocky hills, except
for a very difficult track made by the prospectors: then the hilly country comes
down to the river that flows between it and the main part of Billabong. It is all
densely timbered and very rough: until Jim and Wally took it up as an out-
station for young cattle no one ever went there except a few fossickers. And
they were thought to be mad!”

She put down her knitting, looking earnestly at him.

“You see, Freddy, if the news got about there would be a rush. People
would pour into the hills—many of them men of the worst type. The timber



would be felled, the ground cut to pieces and made useless for cattle or
anything else; and it might be all for nothing: just heart-break for a great
number of men. We don’t want to keep the gold all for ourselves, supposing it
is there. We only want to make sure first. Then, if it is really more than a
pocket, the rush must come; but we shall have established a little colony of
decent, steady men in the middle of it, and they will help the authorities to
keep order.”

“I suppose your father would report it quietly to Melbourne and have
mounted police sent out and generally check any wild goings-on.”

“Yes. He says that the first thing to do would be to improve the northern
track and set up a general store there. People wouldn’t realize it, but they
would simply starve in those hills—that has almost happened to some of the
old prospectors. They lived by carrying in bare necessaries like tea and flour
from Broad’s Creek, ten miles north, and then trusting to shooting an odd
kangaroo or wallaby; and there are blackfish in the creeks. A large number of
men couldn’t do that.”

“And, as you say, that would be the last thing that scallywags from
Melbourne or Sydney would realize.” Freddy knitted his brows. “It looks like
being a job of work, Norah.”

“A very big job—if it comes off. Not the sort of job we ever hankered
after, for Billabong. But Dad and the boys are determined that if Billabong
turns into a gigantic mining camp it’s going to do it decently.”

“But, Norah—it could never spread to your own Billabong. It would only
be in the hill country.”

“We hope so. Dad doesn’t think gold would ever be found on this side of
the river; it’s the wrong kind of soil. But we might have hopeful people
looking for it. However—we don’t mean to meet that particular trouble half-
way.”

“I must say,” remarked Freddy, regarding her critically, “that for people
who may be on the edge of makin’ a big pile you seem—well, un-excited!”

“Don’t you believe it!” Norah laughed. “We’ve been living on thrills for
weeks. Only thrills subside after a while.”

“If you had seen everyone on the day when The Hope produced its trumps
you would not have thought them calm, Freddy,” said Tommy, twinkling.
“Such a celebration! I believe Mr. Linton danced with old Lee Wing!”

“Now, that must have been a sight worth seein’,” chuckled Freddy. “Has
Lee Wing deserted his cabbage-growing to indulge the Chinese passion for
gold-digging?”

“Not he—he doesn’t seem to have any more use for gold than Murty has.
But he’s quite invaluable as Camp Cook. We have put in an unworthy
substitute to grow vegetables. The place doesn’t seem the same without Lee



Wing,” said Norah. “He has ruled our kitchen-garden since before I was born,
and I miss him badly.”

“Norah, what are you doing with the gold you’ve got already?” Freddy
asked. “Are the boys using sacks of it for pillows?”

“Well—the work has so far been more sinking than gold-mining,” she said.
“When the regular washing-out of the great mullock-heaps begins we hope to
have more to deal with. One nice little bundle, after coming here in
instalments, was put into a grubby old bag and Bob and Wally, in old clothes,
drove to Bendigo and sold it to a bank.”

“Were questions asked?”

“The boys were vague on that point. I’'m quite sure their answers were
vague. Anyhow, it was sold, and Bob immediately began to study motor
catalogues for a new car for Tommy. Only he hadn’t time to buy it: the mine
swallowed him again.”

She began to laugh.

“This family isn’t really fit to have gold. We can’t take it seriously enough.
The boys leave little parcels of it about in all sorts of places, and if the parcels
get mislaid it doesn’t worry them—mnothing like the hullabaloo that stirs the
house over a missing pipe!”

“Whew!” whistled Jack Young. “I wonder if I could ever feel like that!”

Norah considered him.

“Yes, I think so. Unless you really wanted it badly to buy something.”

“A new plane, for instance?” he said eagerly.

“Yes. You would be very keen to get enough to buy it, and you’d weigh
your little bit of gold every day, as Bob did until he knew there was enough to
save his farm. After you had the new plane you wouldn’t feel so keen. The
gold would just be stuff you dig up—Ilike potatoes!”

“I’ll try to believe it!” he said, looking as though belief could not develop.
“I suppose the fun is in getting it—not just having it.”

“Just that,” Norah said. “There’s only a real thrill at first. After that, if you
think too much about the actual gold it seems to become . . . well . . . a bit
grubby.”

That was altogether foreign to Jack’s previous ideas, yet suddenly he felt
that it was true. He felt dimly that Norah seemed able to make unlikely things
sound true, because she herself so completely believed them. He liked to listen
to her: her voice was deep for a girl, and very gentle—but when anything
moved her there came into it a sudden ring that made you want to hear it again.
She had shown that she could be serious enough, yet laughter was never very
far from her; he remembered how they had laughed throughout lunch at all
sorts of ridiculous things.

His thoughts went back to their first meeting, at the races in Melbourne,



when she and Jim and Wally had so clearly been bent on having a good time,
and had carried him and Freddy along with them. Races—theatres—gay
dinners followed by gayer dances. What a week it had been! And now these
merry people were up against a job of work, and were taking it seriously even
while they joked about it. Jack was aware of being very glad that he was to
share the job.

Freddy was speaking.

“Well, I promised young Bill a flip. How about it, Norah? Any other
passengers?”

“I say, Mrs. Meadows, will you come up in my Planet?” Jack asked
eagerly. “She isn’t as big as Freddy’s bus, but she’s quite comfortable.”

“I’d love it,” Norah said, smiling at him. “Tommy and I were hoping we
should be asked. We have been aching to fly, ever since Freddy’s last visit.”

“Then you’ll come with me and Bill, Tommy?” Freddy said. “Good. What
will become of Davie, Norah?”

“I’1l take him to Brownie.” She raised her voice. “Bill!”

It was a signal Bill had been hungrily awaiting. He knew that the grown-
ups had had to discuss business, and that his part had been to keep Davie away,
since the presence of a gentleman not yet two, who was, moreover, apparently
made of quicksilver, was apt to interfere with any discussion. Bill thought,
however, that they had had time enough to talk over all the affairs of the world.

He gathered himself up from the grass with a bound and shot over to the
verandah.

“Are we going?” He fixed his eyes on Freddy.

“All hands aloft,” responded Freddy. “Look at your man there—he’s
annoyed.”

Davie was coming over the lawn, hauling at the dog’s collar—torn
between a desire to catch Bill and a determination not to leave Kim behind.
His black curls were full of bits of buffalo-grass, his cheeks scarlet with wrath.
Rapidly he uttered a great many things, none of them clear, except to himself.

“Come along, Kim!” Bill gave a low whistle.

All dogs were friends with Bill. Kim quickened his pace immediately, with
the result that Davie, still holding fast, was carried along briskly, which was
just what he wanted. Wrath turned into delighted chuckles. Norah moved to
the edge of the verandah, sitting down. She held out her arms, into which Kim
safely delivered his charge.

“Horse!” said Davie. “Wide a horse!”

“Not now, old man,” said Norah. “Brownie now.”

Davie was a being of fixed purposes, but he had learned that his mother
was equally determined; that when she said “Not now,” in a certain tone it was
wise to accept a substitute. Luckily the one she offered was acceptable. He said



“Bwown!” joyfully—knowing well that in Brownie’s kitchen mysterious
delights always awaited him. Last time he had made scones. He did not know
many things more entertaining: soft white lumps that went into queer holes and
shapes when you punched them, covering your fingers with a substance wholly
delightful that could be lingeringly licked off. “Bwown!” said Davie, and
tugged at his mother’s hand.

Norah picked him up and carried him to the kitchen, where Brownie
received him with enthusiasm. There was less enthusiasm in her reception of
the news that they were about to fly.

“I dunno if you ought, with the Master and Mr. Wally away. All of you,
too!” said Brownie. “I’d like to feel that at least some of you were on the
ground.” She looked anxiously at the tall girl she had nursed as a baby. “I
know Mr. Freddy’s careful—but I’d say that other young feller could be a bit
harum-scarum.”

“Don’t you worry, Brownie—why, Mr. Young’s mother flies with him to
Brisbane, hundreds of miles,” Norah told her. “And we’re going to be extra
careful, because it’s Bill’s first trip.”

“Well, I won’t come out to see you start, or it ud only upset me,” declared
Brownie. “You an’ me’ll make scones, Davie, darling.”

“And we’ll be back to eat them,” laughed Norah.

Tommy was waiting for her, holding her coat and cap. They hurried to
what Bill firmly called the aerodrome, where Freddy and Jack were busy with
sundry adjustments, while Bill, his hands thrust deep into his pockets, stared
fixedly at the Kestrel. His lips were pressed tightly together.

He was not happy. This was the moment for which he had longed ever
since he knew that Freddy was to fly to Billabong. He had felt that he simply
did not know how to wait for it to come. To fly—well, every boy wanted that.
But to fly in a machine that was staying with you, with a pilot you actually
knew! Not many boys had such luck.

And now, to his utter disgust, he was suddenly afraid. Just as the beautiful
dream was coming true, when in five minutes he would be shooting across the
sky, he had become all different. His legs did not seem to belong to him: his
heart was beating in a queer, jerky fashion: his hands felt wet and prickly. He
did not know how he was going to walk to the plane; to think of climbing into
it made him feel sick.

He cast a despairing glance at Norah. She had not looked his way: all her
attention was given to the things the airmen were doing. Then he heard
Tommy’s voice beside him. Once before in sharp need he had been glad of
Tommy’s voice—for a moment he remembered that time.

“Queer things, are they not, Bill?” Tommy did not speak like most people;
she had been brought up in France, and her English was just a little different.



Bill liked it—in Tommys; it caught his attention now.

“There is a question I have always wanted to ask Norah, only I am
ashamed,” she said. “I often wonder if she knew how terribly frightened I was
on the first time Freddy took us up.”

Bill did not answer, because he couldn’t. Tommy did not seem to notice.

“It is so shaming to be afraid, when one is grown-up,” she said. “If I had
been little of course it would have been quite natural. And I did not dream that
I was going to be frightened: I had been looking forward to going up, just as
you are now, all excited and happy. But suddenly, at the last moment I began
to quake and shiver inside me. Oh, Bill, I never told anyone, but [ would have
loved to run away!”

There was a queer sound from Bill which might have meant anything.

“It was most lucky that suddenly I remembered something Bob had told
me. He said that ever so many people were like that just before they went up
for the first time. People who became first-class pilots after. Bob was afraid
himself. That cheered me, because—well, you know what Bob is. And he said
that it doesn’t last a moment, once the plane moves. I found that, Bill. It goes
away immediately.”

“True?” said a small voice.

“Quite true. Immediately, Bill. I clung hard to that thought. I said over and
over to myself—°This goes away—it goes away!’ I found myself saying it in
French—*Ca passe, ¢a passe, ¢a passe!” And then I was in the plane, and she
began to move, and all of a sudden I could say ‘It’s gone!” ”

“Quite gone?”

“Every bit. I was just loving it. And when you are up, of course you have
no sensation of height, any more than you have in a car. You feel that you have
found a new world—that you own it. Oh, it is even better than you could ever
have dreamed, Bill!”

The planes had become alive. Both propellers were spinning: the engines
began to roar. Freddy, unfamiliar in his helmet and goggles was in the Kestrel,
beckoning to them. There was no time to think. Bill felt Tommy’s hand close
firmly on his wrist; in a moment his foot was on the tread-plate and he had
scrambled in, Tommy close to him in the rear cockpit. She glanced down at
him, smiling a little to see that his lips were moving steadily. Bill was saying
his lesson.

Freddy looked round.

“All set? We’re going to fly over the mine—Bill’s choice. Norah will show
Jack the way, so we’ll let them lead.”

The propellers had become spinning blurs, the noise of the engines
deafening. The Planet moved slowly forward, bumping over the ground. She
turned into the wind, running past them. Bill could not look round; all he could



do was to grip himself tightly, murmuring—*“It goes away—it goes away!”
Only “it” did not seem to be going away: he knew he was trembling.

Then they were moving. It seemed a crawl at first, until they swung round
into the wind and taxied up the mown grass, their speed increasing rapidly.
There was a little bump, a long hop, a faint jar. Then utter smoothness, and the
wind suddenly roaring in their ears and the earth dropping away as the plane
went up in a long low slant. Fences and trees were a blur beneath them: ahead
was only the welcoming blue of the sky. Bill found himself shouting:

“Tommy! I'm flying!”

Where was Fear? It had vanished in a flash. He could hardly imagine that
he had ever been afraid. All his being seemed full of a wild joy that was unlike
anything he had ever known. “A new world,” Tommy had said. That was just
what it was—a new world.

They climbed steadily for a few moments, then turned again and swooped
down in a slow dive over the homestead and circled it twice. The lagoon was a
mirror lying among the trees. Peering over the side Bill picked out the orchard
and outbuildings: waved and shouted to the little forms by the stables, Murty
and Billy, and again, with extra vigour, when they roared over the back yard,
where Brownie—forgetting her resolve not to look—gaped upwards with
Davie in her arms.

The Planet turned her nose towards the hills, and they followed, gaining
height rapidly. The bullocks on the Far Plain looked like ants. Bill broke into
laughter to see the horses fling up their heads and gallop away wildly as the
great birds flashed over them. Freddy banked, and all the earth seemed to tilt—
a startling but wholly delightful sensation. Bill looked up at Tommy, his face
scarlet with excitement, his eyes dancing.

“Oh—isn’t it gorgeous!” He caught hold of her hand giving it a grateful
squeeze, and she laughed back at him. He knew that she said something, but he
couldn’t hear it—and knew it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered now.

They passed over the river, a thread of silver among the trees. Below them
now was the dense timber of the hill country. Not very easy to pick up the
mine among the trees: the Planet missed it at first and the planes soared beyond
the farthest hills, coming out over the bare tableland that led to the township of
Broad’s Creek. That was all to the good, in Bill’s view, because they had to
bank again and swing round, heading again for the hills. They flew slowly then
in circles, with the Kestrel following the Planet closely; and presently Norah
signalled with a handkerchief, pointing downwards.

“There’s the mine!” Bill yelled.

A thread of smoke drifted slowly upwards; Lee Wing’s cooking-fire. They
flew as low as the pilots dared, swooping again and again over the tiny cleared
space where clay-coloured figures gesticulated and waved, scarcely to be



distinguished among great heaps of yellow earth and felled timber. They
shouted, though they knew no shouts could be heard. Finally the Planet soared
swiftly away, going higher and higher, and Freddy opened his plane’s throttle
and followed, until the world was only a green blur below them.

He turned in his seat, shouting to his passengers:

“Any hurry to go home?”

“No!” yelled Bill. Tommy shook her head, laughing.

“Well, hold tight, and we’ll do a little switchbacking!”

The rest of the flight was a confused dream of delirious joy. Long dives
that seemed as if they could only end on the ground, but turned miraculously to
effortless upward soaring; again the eagle’s swoop down, flattening out and
banking in splendid curves. They flashed over Cunjee township, where the
afternoon train was just crawling in. Bill chuckled to think of the guard, who
was one of his friends: he would be staring up at them, he knew. If only he
could tell him where he was!

Farther and farther, the wind whistling through the wires, the engine’s beat
like a chant of triumph in Bill’s ears: until the sun dropped westward, and it
was time to think of home. One last banking turn; and then a straight race to
Billabong with the throttle fully open and Freddy leaning back with the
careless air of the pilot who leaves his machine to fly itself.

All too soon the red roof of the homestead was in sight. Below them, as the
Kestrel banked, lay the landing field, the white wind-indicator standing out
stiffly. They dropped down; Freddy switched off the engine. The ground
seemed to rush up to meet them. Under the pilot’s light hand the Kestrel’s tail
dropped as he eased off the glide. There was scarcely a jar as the landing-
wheels touched the grass; the plane bounced lightly, the engine roared again
for a moment, and they were running fast up the smooth turf, coming to rest
near the Planet.

Freddy turned, pushing up his goggles.

“Well, young *un—Iike it?”

“Like it!” Bill gasped. “Oh, it’s ripping! I say, could we go up again some
time?”

“That depends on the mine. If my boss gives me any time off—why not?”
He smiled at the boy’s delighted face. “He’ll make a flier all right, Tommy,
won’t he?”

“But of course,” Tommy said calmly. “I always knew he would. Freddy,
that was a lovely trip. How my poor Bob must have ached to be with us—it
was almost cruel to romp about in the air over those poor earth-shovellers!”

“Oh, we’ll bring them back and take them to sweep the cobwebs off the
sky some day soon,” he told her, helping her to jump down. Bill was already
on the ground, looking at the propeller as if it were curious to see it so still. He



walked round the Planet to see the long brown mark her tail-skid had left in the
ground. Little tufts of grass and dusty clods showed where it had bitten.

“You’ll be looping the loop some day, old chap,” said Jack Young’s
friendly voice. “That’s fun, if you like!”

“0O-oh!” said Bill. “Can you?”

Jack nodded. “Easy, when you know how.”

“I saw it—at the pictures,” Bill said. “It was wonderful. You didn’t do it
to-day, did you? Not with Norah?”

“He did not,” Norah put in. “I know my limitations, Bill.”

“Wally’s a bigger man than I am,” remarked Jack solemnly. “I don’t see
myself doing stunts with his property on board. But now that I’ve landed her
safely—care to see it, Bill?”

“Golly!” uttered Bill.

“Careful, now, young Jack,” warned Freddy. “I promised your mother I’d
keep my eye on you.”

“Well, so you can,” was Jack’s placid response. He climbed into the Planet,
adjusting straps and buckles. “Give me a start, old chap.”

Freddy swung the propeller. The engine blared, settling to a steady throb.
Jack gave it a couple of minutes before he moved off, while he tested rudder
and controls. Then he was gone. The Planet rose lightly, skimmed the fence,
and streaked westward on a long upward slant.

She had reached a height that made her only a silver dot in the sky before
she turned, racing back towards the landing ground in a tremendous dive.
Almost directly over the watchers, her tail went down and she zoomed
upwards, rocketing into the sky. Higher and higher; until her nose came slowly
back, the sun flashing on her upturned wings as she went over in a smooth
inverted curve that brought gasps from the onlookers and even an admiring
ejaculation from Freddy. She fell rapidly, until Bill held his breath; then, the
engine’s deep roaring filling the air, she flattened out and began to climb
again.

Three times she soared and looped and dived, rolling and spinning like a
maddened bird. Jack straightened her out for the last time, circled once or
twice, and came back to earth. He was laughing, his sun-tanned face a little
flushed.

“Any more for the sky before she goes to bed?”

Bill, still panting with wonder and delight, saw a wistful black face that
peeped through the wing-struts. His promise to Billy came back to him.

He ran over to Freddy, putting a half-timid hand on his arm.

“I say, sir—Billy’s awfully keen to go up. D’you think Mr. Young would
mind giving him a turn?”

“I’'m sure he wouldn’t.” Freddy walked over to the Planet, spoke to Jack in



a low tone, and turned, beckoning to the black boy.

“Here, Billy! Want to go up?”

Billy came forward at a run.

“Plenty! But not ” He swept his hand round in an expressive whirl.

“No, no loops, Billy. Just an easy canter. Hop in!”

The bare black foot touched the tread-plate and he was behind Jack with a
cat-like swing. He sat gripping the edge of the cockpit tightly, his face as
expressionless as an idol’s, while the plane moved away. Then they sailed into
the air.

Billy leaned over the side. There was no inch of the Billabong paddocks
that he did not know. Long years before, his tribe had roamed over them when
they were wild country: Billy had had no other home.

But this was a new Billabong that he saw. The great paddocks seemed to
contract to little patches—hard to think that it took so long to ride over them.
The shorthorn bullocks were tiny things that crawled: the lagoon no larger than
a plate. He did not like it. It was queer, unnatural, to see his own country so
changed.

He sat up straight, and the joy of their rushing flight took him. This was
better; a beautiful loud noise and the wind booming in his ears. Jack, glancing
at him, saw his mouth expand in a wide grin. It was still there when, five
minutes later, they landed.

Billy got out reluctantly, met by Bill’s excited questioning.

“What do you think of it, Billy? Ripping, isn’t it?”

“Plenty this pfeller likit,” said the black boy. “Him plenty easy.” He looked
round at Jack; too shy to speak, but his eyes were grateful.

“We’ll go again some day, Billy,” said Jack, climbing out. “What now?”—
as he saw that something more was coming.

“This pfeller clean car—pretty good,” stammered Billy. “You likit I clean
your plane, Boss? Can do.”

“Do let him, Jack,” Norah said. “He’ll do it beautifully.”

“Jolly good offer,” said Jack, glancing at the marks of travel which the
Planet showed freely. Its polish was dimmed: there were dusty black patches
and streaks where oil had been blown on to fuselage and wings. “I’ll come out
presently and show you how, Billy.”

“All r1i’, Boss. Mine clean two planes, all same,” said the delighted
blackfellow.

“I’m coming to help,” piped Bill. “I’ll be back directly after tea, Billy.”

That was one of the best parts of the day, Bill thought, later on. Freddy and
Jack had done more than merely directing the cleaning: they had shown him
the engines, explained the workings of the controls, and discoursed on flying
from the technical point of view, using terms simple enough for a small boy to




grasp. They had interspersed the informal lecture with stories of flying that
thrilled Billy as much as they thrilled the white boy. Then they had gone away,
leaving them to work: and the rest of the afternoon had been a happy orgy of
oil and rags and polish. The owners came back to pronounce the work well and
truly done, after which all hands had rolled the planes into the sheds that did
duty as hangars. Bill had shot home the heavy wooden bolts. There were no
locks; but planes were not easily stolen—especially on Billabong.

Getting clean was a lengthy job that evening. Bill came out of the
bathroom glowing with much scrubbing, and trotted to find a coat. His room
was a mosquito-netted enclosure at the end of the balcony, shared with Jim,
when Jim was at home: he gave a happy little sigh to think that in a couple of
days Jim would be back in it. And then there would be shearing, with all its
work and excitement. He whistled gaily as he brushed his red hair.

On the balcony, as he came out, was Tommy, ready for dinner: a very
dainty Tommy in a frock of misty green. She was looking across the plains to
the hill country, so deep in thought that she jumped when she found him near
her.

“Did I ever see anyone so well groomed! You have had a great day, Bill.”

“Gosh, yes!” said Bill. “One of the very best days I ever had. I did wish
Jim had been here, though.”

“Yes,” said Tommy. “That would have made it even better.”

“Things never seem quite the same if Jim’s out of them,” he said.

“Not quite the same,” she agreed.

Bill joined her at the balcony rail. Together they looked across the
paddocks in silence.

“Tommy,” he said presently. “Did you know how scared I was this
afternoon? Before I flew?”

“You didn’t show anything, Bill,” she told him swiftly.

“Well, I'm jolly glad if I didn’t. You—you don’t think they knew . .. ?”

“Freddy and Jack? No, certainly not. There was nothing to show them.”

Bill sighed with relief.

“I’d have hated them to know I was such a fool. But . . . you knew,
Tommy.”

“I think T just felt it, Bill. Perhaps because I had been afraid myself—and
because Bob had told me how men feel.”

She chose her words carefully, and the “men” was balm to Bill’s self-
respect. He looked up at her gratefully.

“It did me good when you told me about that. And the thing you told me to
say. | was scared stiff, you know, Tommy.”

“But it went away.”

“Rather—just like you said. Tommy, you were no end of a brick to me
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“Oh, we have forgotten all about that,” she said lightly. “Bury it quite
away, Bill.”

Bill considered this.

“No, I don’t think I want to,” he said. “It’ll help me, if I remember it some
other time when I get scared of anything.” He drew a deep breath. “Gosh,
Tommy, it is lovely to think I never need be scared in the sky again!”



CHAPTER V

INTO THE HILLS

B ILL was up early next morning, for he had a day of responsibility ahead.
His was the task of taking Freddy and Jack out to the mine. This could
have been done equally well, he knew, by either Murty or Billy; indeed, Bill
had expected that one of them would be sent, and had privately resolved to beg
that he might accompany the party. Thus it had been a blissful moment when
Norah had asked him gravely if he would mind acting as escort.

Nor was that all. He was to stay away for the night, sleeping in the big cave
where his own special little bunk always stood ready: and next day he would
come galloping home with Mr. Linton and Jim and Wally, all rejoicing that the
dull grind of gold-mining was to be exchanged for real station work once more
—the cheerful business of shearing. It was no wonder that the world was all
rose-colour to Bill.

He paused on the balcony on his way to his bath to look at the weather.
That was rose-colour too: not a cloud in the sky, and the sun already chasing
the morning mists away over the flats. Birds were busy in the trees below him:
a pair of blue wrens hopped about on the lawn, looking for breakfast, the little
cock brave in his shining livery of blue and white and black, his long tail
perkily upright. Bill watched them for a moment. Then he realized that
pyjamas gave scant protection against the chilly morning air and ran off to
shiver under the cold shower, restoring warmth by a hard rub down.

Brownie gave him tea in the kitchen. He drank it hurriedly and made for
the stables, nibbling a biscuit as he went. The horses had already been brought
in from the paddock; the three they were to ride were in the stable-yard, and
Billy was grooming Struan, Jim’s big grey. Struan was to carry Freddy, by
Jim’s orders; an honour, as Bill knew, for Jim did not lend his best horses to
everyone. A good-looking bay, Jack’s mount, stood in the corner of the yard:
near him a little black mare, Topsy, the pride of Bill’s heart.

She whinnied as he came up to the gate. Billy glanced round, grinned a
morning greeting to Bill, and continued to remove mud delicately from
Struan’s hock. Bill called softly: the black pony came to meet him, rubbing her
head against his shoulder. He talked to her; presently her nose sought his
pocket, and the boy laughed as he fished out the apple that never failed to be
there for her.

She took it from his palm daintily. He stroked her neck while she crunched
it; then she followed him to the door of the harness-room, standing quietly



while he took off his coat and brought out a brush. There was never any need
to put a halter on Topsy when Bill groomed her—and no other hand made her
toilet whenever he was staying at Billabong.

It was a job he loved: he would not have scamped it even if he had not
loved it, for Jim, who had been his teacher, exacted a high standard of
grooming. From forelock to pasterns Topsy had to shine before Bill was
satisfied. Struan and Russet were finished and enjoying their oats when at
length he put down the brush, looking with satisfaction at her satin coat.

“Plenty good,” remarked Billy. “Mas’ Jim thinkit all same, mine thinkit.
Mine bin put her feed in loose-box, Mas’ Bill.”

“Thanks,” Bill answered. He led the mare into the stable, eyeing her with
pride as she plunged her nose into her breakfast. Then, coat over arm, he
returned to the house.

Davie met him on the verandah and demanded to be taken to find a horse.
Bill rather liked Davie—as much as a boy of twelve can be expected to like a
baby. For Norah’s sake he occasionally suffered many things at his hands. Had
he disclosed his inmost thoughts he would have admitted a conviction that
Davie was most admirable when asleep. Still, he belonged to Norah, who
undoubtedly thought a lot of him; in Bill’s eyes any property of Norah’s had to
be treated with respect.

This morning, however, he had no time for babies. He disengaged carefully
the small fingers that gripped his riding-breeches. “Not a hope, old chap!” he
said airily, and passed on, leaving Davie to console himself as best he might.

He looked into the dining-room. Breakfast was nearly ready: through the
window he could see Tommy in the garden, gathering flowers. Heavy feet
sounded on the stairs: Bill looked round to see Freddy and Jack coming down,
laden with bulging valises and dressed in well-worn coats and breeches. That
looked like business. He greeted them in a manner modelled on Jim’s,
suggesting the back verandah as a suitable dumping-ground for the valises.

It was somewhat disconcerting to see Freddy return from the verandah with
Davie perched on his shoulder, holding on by his hair and energetically
demanding “Horse!” Freddy plunged out through the front door and galloped
madly round the lawn, giving an unsurpassed imitation of a fiery steed, urged
to greater efforts by the sandalled feet that drummed on his chest. Jack strolled
into the garden and joined Tommy.

“Well!” muttered Bill expressively. He suddenly discovered that he was
still carrying his coat, and that his hands were in urgent need of washing.
Lucky that he had found that out before Norah came on the scene. Feeling not
quite so grown-up, he raced to the bathroom.

The gong sounded before he was ready. He tore downstairs, finding
everyone at the table—Norah smiling at him over the big tea-pot. Davie had



disappeared, and there seemed a chance of people realizing that this was a day
of serious things. He ate a very large breakfast, smiling faintly when someone
commented on the fact that he was unusually silent.

“Oh, Bill is a responsible person to-day,” Norah said. “He has cares on his
shoulders. Been busy at the stables, Bill?”

Bill muttered “A bit,” and felt embarrassed, since the two men looked at
him.

“Got something steady for me to ride, Bill?” inquired Freddy. “None of
your wild young ones for me, I hope.”

Bill grinned, knowing something of Freddy’s reputation in the saddle.

“Jim said Russet for Mr. Young and Struan for you,” he said.

“Then we’ll struggle out somehow, Jack,” said Freddy. “Struan and I made
friends last time I was here, and I seem to remember seeing Tommy sailing
over fences on Russet.”

“No fences for me, thank you, with a big valise on my saddle,” responded
Jack firmly.

“Oh, there’s no need. This is a quiet trip. But they put me on a young black
horse of Wally’s one day, and I haven’t forgotten it. And did he buck!”

“But you stayed with him, Freddy,” said Tommy.

“I don’t know that I’d put it quite that way. He didn’t get rid of me, but
there were times when I seemed to be so high above him that it was sheer luck
to hit the saddle again. That ride was full of air-pockets!” laughed Freddy.
“Has Wally got him any steadier yet?”

“He is probably madder than ever—poor Wally hasn’t had a chance to ride
anything exciting lately,” answered Norah. “They can’t take young horses over
the hilly tracks to the mine. The black is turned out: Wally is looking forward
to a gay time when he gets him in again.”

“He’ll have it,” pronounced Freddy. “I should like to see the first
experiments—though I never saw the horse that could shift Wally.”

Norah smiled slightly.

“Oh, Zulu—that black horse—did it once ”

“Well, I say, Norah, that wasn’t Wally’s fault!” broke in Bill indignantly.
“You know it was only that beastly rabbit-hole!”

Norah received this championship of her husband meekly.

“Well, yes. Wally was out on the Far Plain alone, and Zulu didn’t like a
quail that got up under his nose, so he tried to buck; and when Wally
discouraged that, he bolted. Then he put his foot in a hole and came down, and
Wally flew over his head for quite a long distance.”

“Was he hurt?”

“Only in his temper, he said. Zulu made for home—he jumped the fence,
with the saddle half-way round; luckily he had put his foot through the bridle




and broken it, or there might have been worse trouble.”

“And poor old Wally walked home meekly! I’'ll bet he was annoyed,”
laughed Freddy.

“He was annoyed, but he didn’t walk home. One of our old ponies was
turned out on the Far Plain; Wally caught him and rode him in, using a piece of
string for a bridle. Darby is very ancient, blind of one eye, and small and
tubby; and he had a winter coat like a yak’s—can you imagine Wally on him,
with his feet nearly on the grass?”

Freddy chuckled deeply.

“Lovely sight! I hope you didn’t miss it, Norah?”

“No, that was the pleasant part. We hadn’t seen Zulu, who had stopped at
the lagoon for a drink: but we were all in the garden at Little Billabong when
Wally burst into view on Darby. If you can call it ‘burst,” that is!” she added
reflectively.

““Waddled’ would be better,” suggested Tommy.

“He refused to stay put while I got the camera,” laughed Norah. “And that
was a pity. He removed himself hurriedly to catch Zulu and teach him
manners.”

She glanced round the table.

“Everyone finished?”

Bill was up like a shot.

“The horses are ready whenever you like, Mr. Paxton,” he said eagerly.

“No lettin’ the grass grow under our feet with Bill in charge.” Freddy
pushed his chair back. “All right, General: we’ll get a move on. Don’t let that
urchin of yours catch sight of me, Norah, or he’ll want to ride me again, and
I’m not equal to it directly after breakfast. Between him and Bill I’ve got to toe
the line to-day.”

Bill might have resented being classed with Davie had he waited to hear
the finish of Freddy’s remarks, but he had not. He was out of the room like a
flash, gathering up his felt hat as he tore through the hall, cramming it on his
red hair, and so to the kitchen, to bid Brownie a hasty good-bye. Visions of
staggering to the stables with the valises, one by one, had crossed his mind: but
they had disappeared, collected by the thoughtful Billy. Bill fled in pursuit,
finding the three horses ready bridled, the valises strapped to the saddles.

“Startin’ now, Mas’ Bill?”

“When the others come,” said Bill, frowning. He knew the ways of grown-
ups, who always seemed to have things to talk about at very important
moments. His forebodings were justified, for it was quite ten minutes before
anyone appeared—a period he spent restlessly wandering about the yard, too
impatient even to talk to Topsy. Billy leaned against the gate-post with the
complete stillness of the blackfellow, his eyes on the back verandah.



“Comin’, Mas’ Bill.”

“About time, too,” growled Bill. He strode to Topsy, slipped her rein off
the hitching post and led her out to meet the advancing procession: the girls on
either side of Jack and Freddy, with Davie skirmishing in the rear. Norah
picked up her son, disregarding his emphatic demands for a horse.

“You’re safer off the ground, old chap. No, you can’t have Bill—he’s
busy.”

“Topsy!” pleaded Davie. Bill’s heart softened. He let the little mare up to
them.

“You can pat her nose, Davie, but that’s all.” Davie accepted the invitation
with energy, and Topsy seemed to enjoy the touch of the eager little hand.

“All set!” Freddy and Jack finished their inspection of girths and pack-
straps.

“Good-bye, everybody! Don’t let your commando drop over the side of a
hill, Bill.”

“Oh, they’d make a lovely three-point landing if they did!” said Bill, with a
broad grin.

“And to think he flew for the first time yesterday!” said Jack, looking at his
guide with an awe-struck air. “Well, it shows what the study of literature will
do. Carry on, Squadron-Leader! we’ll try to keep in formation behind you.”

Once on the march Bill lost all sense of responsibility. It was not possible
to be grave with these two cheerful Queenslanders, who beguiled the way with
stories of flying and made jokes at each other’s expense, treating him in no
way like a small boy, but making him feel that he was one of themselves.
Moreover, they were men with an eye for cattle. Jim’s little “offsider” had
ridden over the run so often, schooled by the Billabong men to use his eyes,
that he was able to point out different types of bullocks fairly accurately—
these were station-bred, those others bought down in Gippsland; or the great
shorthorns on the river-flats, waiting their turn to be sent to Melbourne markets
as fat cattle.

The men liked him. He was not bumptious; there was always a touch of
shyness about him, as if he found words a little difficult. But over the cattle his
enthusiasm bubbled out; his round, freckled face grew flushed, his eyes bright.
For to Bill cattle stood for all that was happiest on Billabong: long days in the
saddle, with Jim as his chief teacher; work and fun and excitement; all that had
changed him insensibly from a boy who was friends with nobody to one who
was everybody’s friend. Bill could not have put it into words. He knew that all
Billabong had helped him, and he was quite sure that the bullocks had had a
share in the helping.

“You seem to know a bit about ’em, old chap,” said Jack.

The boy looked embarrassed.



“No, I’'m an awful duffer. You see, I’ve always lived in Melbourne—you
can’t learn about cattle there. But Jim tries to teach me the differences. Only I
forget such a lot when I go back to school.”

“Oughtn’t you to be at school now?”

A smile of wicked joy dawned.

“My school’s quarantined. Measles. Gorgeous luck, isn’t it?”

Freddy and Jack agreed promptly that it was.

“And what are you going to do when you leave school?”

“Going to have a station,” said Bill firmly. “Of course I’ll have to begin
with a tiny little one. But Jim’s going to show me how, so it’s all right.”

“I reckon whatever Jim says is all right with you,” observed Jack, watching
him.

“You bet it is,” Bill said.

They cantered quietly through some of the wide paddocks. There were
many gates; Bill always shot ahead when they neared one, so that he could be
the gate-opener, and Freddy and Jack, quick to see that his pride as host was
concerned, did not interfere. They would thank him gravely as they passed
through, which Bill considered extremely decent. So they came to the river,
crossed the home-made bridge, and struck into the foothills.

Beyond them the higher hills towered. They passed through the fence that
marked the boundary of the station, coming at once into rough country where
the way ran over stony ridges and dipped sharply into gullies. It was slow
progress, though quicker than it had been a few weeks before. Then there had
been no track save the narrow paths made by grazing herds of young cattle:
now there was a well-beaten track, the result of constant travelling between
Billabong and the mine.

“Plenty of going and coming there, Bill,” remarked Freddy.

“Yes. It’s mostly Billy and pack-horses. He’s always going backwards and
forwards with stores and supplies. They take a lot of feeding at the mine, you
know,” said Bill learnedly—*“you’d be s’prised at all the meat we have to kill.
And of course we go out a lot. Norah and Tommy camp in the cave
sometimes.”

His face lit up.

“The cave’s just ripping. It’s a huge big place, and there are passages
winding right into the hill, and lots of smaller caves. We’ve had adventures
there. I’d like to explore them all the time, but I’'m not allowed there on my
own, ’cause it’s pretty dangerous in lots of places.” He looked suddenly
hopeful. “If you thought you’d like to have an explore there I’d be let go with
you.”

“Rather!” said Freddy. “There would be a polite fiction that we were
looking after you, but in reality it would be you who would be shepherding us.



What about lighting? Are they all dark?”

“All but the big one, but we’ve got petrol lanterns and lots of torches. I say,
do you think we could possibly go this afternoon? It’s the only chance I’ll
have, ’cause we’re coming back early to-morrow.”

“We’ll see what Jim says. Or is Mr. Linton the boss out there?”

“I don’t quite know who’s really the boss. If Murty was there you’d say he
was, ’cause he knows most about mining, so what he says goes. Jim says Bob
is truly the boss, ’cause it’s his claim—‘The Hope,” you know—only the men
say it ought to be called ‘The Dead Cert,” now, since they found the gold.
Only, you know . . . Bob . . .” He hesitated.

“You mean Bob isn’t exactly bossy?” grinned Freddy.

“’M. Bob’s never bossy—he’s too quiet. You don’t know him, do you,
Mr. Young?”

“No.”

“Well, Bob’s just a ripping chap, even though he’s so quiet. You’ll like
him, ’cause he knows all about flying—just you get Tommy to tell you about
him in the war. But—well, he’s English, and he always thinks he’s a new
chum still. The men don’t think so, ’cause they know how he’s worked out
here and made friends with everybody. But just because he thinks that way
he’d never say he was boss.”

“Sounds a white man,” was Jack’s comment.

“My word, he is! Jim says he’s gone out of his way to help lots of people.
And Jim says he’d hate to be up against Bob in a fight. Only of course that’s
just a joke, ’cause they’re never likely to. They’re chums.”

“Well, I don’t know yet who’s boss!” said Jack, laughing.

“I s’pose you’d call Mr. Linton the boss; the men do, anyway. But he really
doesn’t boss things, you know. He says he’s just a passenger, ’cause they
won’t let him work down in the shaft. All the same, he does heaps of work
above ground. Wally works like fury, but he’d roar with laughing if you said
he bossed anybody.” He paused.

“That seems to leave only Jim.” Freddy’s eyes twinkled.

“I s’pose it does. I think he’s about as much boss as Mr. Linton. But it
doesn’t matter,” added Bill comfortably—*’cause they’ll all go back to
Billabong to-morrow, except Bob, and then you’ll have to be boss, Mr.
Paxton!”

“Not on your life, with Bob there!” said Freddy hastily. “I’m only going to
be the last-joined recruit—barring Jack, and I’ll undertake to boss Aim.”

“Sez you!” Jack grinned.

“Look!” Bill pointed ahead. “There’s the camp smoke.”

They saw a thin blue curl that drifted over the trees that crowned a steep
ridge.



“The camp’s just over that rise,” announced Bill. His mouth twitched at the
corners. “Please, would you both mind riding very carefully, ’cause we’re
nearly there, and I promised Jim I’d deliver you both undamaged!”

He dug his heel into Topsy. The little mare responded instantly. She trotted
briskly down the slope, broke into a hard canter across the gully, and pounded
up the ridge. A long shrill coo-ee floated back to them. Bill was signalling
their arrival.

“Do we crawl slowly in after that red-headed scrap?” demanded Jack,
laughing.

“I’ll say we don’t!” Freddy gave Struan his head and they dashed in
pursuit.



CHAPTER VI

MINING

T HE track wound up the ridge, winding through the trees. On the farther
side there was no timber. All had been cleared away: here and there were
the marks of fires where the piled wood had been burned, and in places other
heaps were drying.

“Jove, what a mess!” exclaimed Freddy, surveying the gully that lay
beneath them.

It was not a pretty sight. The gully was shallow, and not very wide. To the
left it ended in a rocky hill-face where the opening of a large cave showed like
a black mouth. Tents were pitched here and there, the ground everywhere worn
bare by the traffic of heavy boots, or heaped with masses of broken rock.

Farther down a roughly-built hut formed one side of a square, the other
three sides marked by low walls of piled rocks, forming a wind-break for a
wide stone fireplace. From an iron bar hung great blackened pots and frying-
pans, over which a squat figure in grease-stained blue dungaree was bending—
Lee Wing, the Chinese cook.

Beyond, as the gully dipped, was more chaos of broken rock, blasted away
to give access to the main feature of the camp—the shaft of Bob Rainham’s
claim. It gaped skyward, a yawning mouth surrounded by a decking of timber.
High above it towered the derrick by which buckets of clay were hauled from
the hidden depths. A stout pony could be seen, harnessed to the windlass: she
moved slowly away as they watched, the rope lengthening behind her, and a
bucket appeared at the mouth of the shaft. She stopped at a whistle; a man
unhooked the bucket, slipped an empty one on the hook, and whistled again.
The pony backed along her track: the bucket disappeared as the rope wound
round the windlass. Reaching the end of her run the pony stopped, not waiting
for a signal, and composed herself to slumber until the next whistle should
break across her dreams.

There were mullock-heaps everywhere, great conical piles of the sand and
clay brought from below. Raw and yellow and hideous, they marred the
ground that had once been the bed of a rippling stream where ferns and
maiden-hair had fringed the dancing water.

The gully opened on the farther side where another shallow ravine led
down a gentle slope to a creek a short distance away. It had been cleared of
timber, in more thorough a fashion than anywhere else. Here were none of the
jagged tree-stumps that stuck out of the ground in every other direction; every



stick had been removed, humps levelled and hollows filled up.

The reason for this was apparent. A bush-made cart on low wheels was
moving down the cleared track, piled high with mullock. Near the creek a huge
pile could be seen. The cart reached it; the pony drawing it wheeled and
backed. A tall man drew out the pin that held the tail of the cart: in a moment
the box-like body tilted, its load shooting out to swell the heap. The cart was
readjusted: the pony, unbidden, began the journey back to the shaft, where men
waited to shovel in another load.

Men were busy at the creek bending over a long trough. The water had
been dammed back above it in such a way that a gentle flow entered through
the holes bored in the end of the trough, washing through the dirt shovelled in
by the men. Workers stirred it gently with wooden paddles so that the fine gold
could sink by its own weight to the bottom, where ridges held it safely: at the
lower end the clay-stained water escaped, darkening the creek for some
distance.

Jack Young looked round the great mullock-heaps and back to the trough.

“What a game!” he uttered. “How long do you think it will lake them to
wash all that dirt?”

“If seven men with seven troughs
Washed it for half a year——”

misquoted Freddy lazily.

“They’d need all that,” stated Jack. “And this is only the first shaft! Well, it
seems that you and I are booked for a pretty long job, old man. Where has Bill
got to?”

“I see Topsy’s head sticking out behind that mullock-heap,” said Freddy,
looking towards the claim. “So I suppose Bill has gone to earth there. We
might as well follow.”

They moved down the slope. As they picked their way among the stumps
of the saplings Bill suddenly reappeared; by his side was a young giant in
rough clothes liberally caked with clay. Bill gave a shout as he saw his fellow-
travellers.

“There they are, Jim!”

“One wouldn’t forget Jim Linton,” remarked Jack. “Biggest chap I ever
saw.”

“He’s the only fellow I know who makes me feel undersized,” Freddy
admitted.

The man who came towards them was of towering height, with a mighty
pair of shoulders. Lean and muscular, he gave the impression of radiating
strength. It was not only in the huge frame, with its light, easy movements;
there was strength in every line of the good-looking face, in the direct glance



of eyes that, like Norah’s, were steady and grey. There was a gravity in Jim
Linton’s face that had not been there before the war had taken him, little more
than a schoolboy, and had taught him the lesson of suffering; the few years
since the war had not been long enough to wipe away all that so hard a lesson
had meant.

Just now there was only pleasure in the deep-set eyes as he came to
welcome the new arrivals.

“I’m jolly glad to see you,” he said, shaking hands warmly. “Jolly good of
you both to come.”

“We thought the boot was on the other leg.” Freddy jumped off his horse.
“Aren’t we going to begin picking up nuggets immediately?”

“Well, hardly. But I hope we’ll be able to make it worth your while to have
come. We’ve pegged out claims for you in a likely spot. Did you get miners’
rights?”

“Rather. We took them out on the way up.” Freddy laughed. “You didn’t
give me many particulars, but you were pretty definite that we needn’t arrive
without our little licences to dig.”

“Oh, well, I knew Norah would tell you all I didn’t tell,” said Jim easily.
“When you have been here for awhile you’ll realise that letter-writing isn’t
much fun at the end of a day’s work.”

“That’s all right: Norah has put us wise to all your illegal goings-on.
Where are the others, Jim?”

“Wally and Bob are under ground at the moment; it’s their shift down
below.” He nodded towards the shaft. “They will be up presently, as it’s nearly
dinner-time. Dad is down at the creek, overseeing the washing.”

Freddy glanced back at the tall figure near the creek.

“Great Scott, it is your father!” he ejaculated. “I thought there was
something vaguely familiar about him. But he’s pretty well disguised, isn’t
he?”

Jim laughed softly.

“Anyone who’s close to the shovelling is apt to get disguised. That stuff is
dry and powdery; it settles gently on Dad, layer after layer, until you can only
tell him by his height. We tell him there’s a nice Viking touch about his yellow
hair and beard—they take the clay colour beautifully.”

“Wally says Mr. Linton ought to be washed out in the trough every
evening, ’cause he’s sure there’s lots of gold scattered all over him,” stated Bill
gleefully. “But Mr. Linton won’t let them do it,” he added with regret.

“I used to think that your father couldn’t look anything but well groomed,
no matter what work he was doing—and I’ve seen him at a variety of jobs,”
said Freddy, still gazing in a bewildered fashion at the figure by the creek.
“But I hadn’t pictured him mining.”



“No—and the queer thing is that he seems to like it,” Jim answered. “He
works like a nigger: there’s only one job we’ve been able to keep him from
tackling, and that’s the shaft. We all threatened to strike if he insisted on going
down it, so he gave in more or less meekly.”

He glanced at his watch.

“We must hurry up and let your horses go. Leave your saddles here—we
can take them up to the cave presently. I’ll have to go back to the claim now.
Bill will show you the horse-paddock.”

Under Bill’s guidance the Queenslanders led their horses for some
distance, arriving at a rock-walled gully through which ran a tiny stream. A
rough fence had been erected across its mouth. Several horses were grazing
there already. They greeted their companions with loud whinnying, and a big
black horse came trotting slowly to the slip-rails to meet them.

“That’s Monarch,” said Bill. “He always comes to meet Struan and Topsy.
They’re great pals. I expect Mr. Linton’1l ride him back to-morrow.”

The horses were turned out, the slip-rails replaced, and the travellers made
their way back to the mine. As they drew near it a long whistle shrilled from
the kitchen. It was evident that the pony near the shaft knew the dinner-call;
she became alert, with ears pricked, ready to move. In a moment her signal
came: she walked down her track, hauling the rope which drew up the bucket.

A hand came out of the shaft, gripping the rope. Next appeared a very dirty
felt hat and an equally dirty face beneath it: and out of the bucket came a
young man almost as tall as Jim Linton. He drew a deep breath, tossing aside
his hat and revealing black hair, that curled crisply, and bright dark eyes.

“Wally!” shouted Bill, and raced towards him.

Wally Meadows turned with a smile that lit up his face.

“Hullo, Bill, old son! I thought you’d have turned up. How’s everything at
home? Norah and Davie all right?”

“They’re awfully well,” said Bill. “I think they’re pretty glad you’re
coming home.”

“So am I,” said Wally emphatically. He took part of a mullock-heap in his
stride, going to meet the Queenslanders. Bill remained peering down the shaft,
waiting impatiently for the return of the bucket.

This time it disgorged a short fair-haired fellow with a very pleasant face.
Even under the coating of grime it was easy to recognize Tommy Rainham’s
brother.

“Hallo, Bob!” Bill pumped his hand. “I’ve got lots of letters for you. One
from Tommy.”

“None for me?” demanded a deep voice behind him.

“Oh yes, she gave me one for you too, Jim.” He fished out a package, and
Jim pocketed his solitary letter carefully. “Norah said all the others could wait



till you came. And, Jim, Murty told me to tell you the roan bullock that got
hurt is all right again.”

“Good business,” said Jim. “Come and be introduced to the new miners,
Bob.”

Greetings were briefly exchanged, and they all trooped down to the creek.
The pony had been taken out of the cart and, with harness removed, was
already enjoying the contents of a nose-bag. Mr. Linton, crouched at the edge
of the water, was vigorously using soap. Much splashing followed: he stood
up, feeling for a towel which had seen better days. From this his face presently
emerged, reddened with rubbing, but startlingly clean in comparison with
those of the other labourers.

“You make me envious!” said Wally. “Me for the soap!” He plunged
towards the water.

David Linton greeted his guests warmly, in a deep pleasant voice that was
like Jim’s. Father and son resembled each other closely: the big squatter’s hair
was turning grey, but he moved as lightly as his son, and was not less erect.

“This is the only wash-place we can offer you. When I want to be
luxurious I bring down a tin basin, but usually I find that Lee Wing has bagged
it for a stew. You’ll find that Lee Wing is the only tyrant out here—none of us
dare to be late for meals. His second whistle will go in a moment. The first
means ‘Knock off work, and wash.” ”

“Nobody wants to be late,” affirmed Wally, relinquishing the towel to the
dripping Bob. “First whistle is a lovely sound when you’re in the depths of the
shaft. We can’t wear watches down there, so there’s no means of knowing how
the time goes—and it goes extremely slowly. Then comes the whistle, and we
bless old Lee Wing and have a free fight to see who gets the bucket first.”

“Free fight be hanged!” said Bob. “Your legs being twice as long as mine,
you make one stride and grab the rope while I'm still toddling from my
corner!” He chuckled softly. “Bill, I had a pleasant moment yesterday. Wally
caught the rope, but he missed the bucket with his foot—the pony went off,
and I had a beautiful view of Wally being hoisted, holding on for dear life and
kicking frantically, with the bucket dodging him every time.”

Shouts of laughter greeted this picture, in which Wally joined cheerfully.

“Yes, and the beastly thing hit me in about fifteen places. And there was
Bob encouraging me from below, telling me he’d catch me on the first bounce
when I dropped—and Jim too weak with laughing to help me out when I got to
the top. Oh, we have no end of larks when we become miners! Come along—I
see Lee Wing preparing to whistle.”

The men were already eating near their tents. The Billabong party passed
them at a little distance, going on until they reached a cleared space near the
mouth of the cave.



“This is the dining-room,” announced Bill.

“Gilded luxury, I call it,” Freddy said. “I thought we were coming here to
rough it!”

A rough table built of split timber occupied the centre of the space. There
were a few stools, made in the same way, with pieces of hairy raw-hide nailed
to the tops. Other seats lay here and there—pieces of rock, more or less
smooth.

“You see, rock is our main furnishing material,” said Mr. Linton.
“Inexhaustible supply, but a trifle difficult to handle.”

“It only wants inventive genius plus the eye of faith,” Jim affirmed. “You
look at a chunk of rock for awhile and at first you think it’s hopeless. Then it
dawns on you that if you turned it over or sideways it might make quite a good
seat. Then you try to trim it a bit with a cold chisel, and if it splits the right way
you’re all right.”

“And if it doesn’t?” inquired Jack.

“Why, then you pad it with a coat—somebody else’s coat for choice—and
you use it just the same,” Jim responded. “The only thing is not to be too fussy.
Wally was quite fussy one day when I used his coat, and he’d carelessly left
his best pipe in it!”

“Yes, and a nice mess you made of it,” said Wally mournfully. “I had to go
all the way to Billabong for another.”

“That’s what he said,” grinned Jim.

Lee Wing arrived with a smoking joint of beef on a tin dish. He beamed
widely as he put it on the table, returning at a Chinese jog-trot for a pan of
potatoes. Mr. Linton began to carve swiftly, piling the enamel plates.

“You two can have stools because you’re not broken in to rock yet,” Wally
informed Freddy and Jack. “We made them first for the girls, and they were so
admired that we hope to have a whole set made some day.”

“They’re very posh,” said Jack. “Will they stand our weight? If you can’t
guarantee them I’d rather try a rock.”

“Why, they stand up under Jim,” said Wally indignantly. “They creak
protestingly when he sits down, but they’re sound stuff. You can make some
more if you like, on Sundays. Sunday is the only day when we have time for
the fine arts.”

“If there was no Billabong, or no girls there, we should probably have
more stools,” remarked Mr. Linton. “Jim and Wally have developed a
regrettable habit of leaving us abruptly on Saturday nights.”

“D