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      Welcome to Dauntless Island. Unless you’re Senior Constable Dominic Miller.

      

      When Dominic Miller gets the opportunity to run Dauntless Island’s first police station, he jumps at the chance. What could be better than community-based policing on a breathtakingly beautiful island? It turns out, everything. Because they don’t like outsiders on Dauntless Island, and they especially don’t like coppers.

      

      Natty Harper needs a job, and offering to clear the new copper’s garden seems like a good way to earn some cash. Just as long as nobody finds out. And the new copper might be cute, but it’s not like Natty’s going to do anything stupid like fall for him, right?

      

      Especially when Natty might have an illegal side gig going on.

      

      It’s lucky Natty is descended from mutineers, because he and Dominic are about to break all the rules on Dauntless Island.

      

      Lawless contains a bemused copper who wants to make friends, a Dauntless Islander who wants to get laid, an angry brother, a useless cousin, an actual emergency, and a sea cave. And also a cat called Frank.
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          THERE WERE A

        

      

    

    
      Dauntless Island appeared first as a smudge on the horizon, distant and hazy. As the barge drew closer, the island slowly revealed itself. First there were hills, a lighthouse, trees, and then more detail emerged: white sandstone buildings, a jetty, a harbour wall. I leaned on the rail of the ferry, the wind tugging at my clothes and hair, and breathed in the salt air. It didn’t do a lot to calm my nerves.

      The barge did the four-hour trip to Dauntless on the first Thursday of every month. I knew that, but for the first time I was starting to get a sense of just how isolated Dauntless really was. On paper, it hadn’t seemed so bad, but three hours ago as I’d watched the mainland vanish into the sea, it had hit me that I was really going to be on my own. No friends, no family, and, when it came to my job, no backup if I needed it.

      “You can be friendly,” the inspector had told me with the condescending smile of a man who thought he was imparting great wisdom to some clueless dumbfuck under his command, “but not friends.”

      I’d nodded like I knew what he meant. I didn’t. I actually was a clueless dumbfuck—and he’d patted me on the shoulder and wished me luck.

      The Dauntless Island Police Station wasn’t opening officially for another month, because some minister and a bunch of official hangers-on wanted to be there for the photo op, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t be open for business on Monday morning at 8 a.m. With Senior Constable Dominic Miller behind the counter, waiting with a smile and fresh pot of coffee for all the locals who wanted to drop in and chat.

      Did I even remember my coffee maker? I hoped I had, somewhere in the boxes of gear stacked on the lower deck. I glanced inside though the wide, salt-stained windows at the other passengers who’d come aboard with me at Newcastle.

      There was was an older couple who appeared to be tourists. The man was digging through his backpack and laying out bits and pieces of what looked like an expensive camera setup on the seat beside him. His wife sat on the other side, engrossed in a book.

      A younger couple sat in silence in the next row of seats. They looked to be in their early twenties. He’d spent the entire trip staring at the floor. The woman was thin, verging on frail, and she was wearing a knitted cardigan pulled tightly around her body despite the warmth of the day.

      There were a few vacant seats between the young couple and the only other passenger, a guy of about their age who’d gone into the toilets and thrown up about half an hour out of Newcastle, and was now slumped over sleeping.

      We drew closer to the island, and the barge shuddered as the pitch of the engines changed.

      Inside, the sleeping guy jolted awake for a second, and then crashed out again.

      A fishing boat passed by, close enough that I could see a couple of guys in bright yellow and orange coats on the deck. The Dauntless Island tourism website had promised me that I’d get the best seafood I’d ever tasted on the island, but I wasn’t sure I could trust it—it still used comic sans, music you couldn’t switch off, and clip art pictures of dolphins.

      As we slowed to approach the jetty, the engines suddenly droning louder like the barge was fighting the pull of the sea, I pushed open the door to the passenger cabin and went inside. I took my seat near Hangover Guy. A few minutes later, the barge bumped up against the jetty, the engines cut out, and the crew yelled back and forth between themselves as they did whatever it was they had to do to tie us up.

      We were at Dauntless.

      The tourist couple was the first to move, bustling out of the cabin and down the stairs to the lower deck. The young couple stood next, and the man approached Hangover Guy and shook him by the shoulder.

      “Robbie? We’re home.”

      Hangover Guy staggered to his feet, dragging his fingers through his messy dark hair. “Thanks. You need a hand with your bags?”

      The islanders spoke with a weird sort of accent. It was Australian, but it had a hint of something else in it too that had long ago vanished from the mainland. Whatever their ancestors had sounded like on the HMS Dauntless two hundred years ago—it would probably be offensive to admit I imagined it like Talk Like A Pirate Day—they’d kept a faint taste of it.

      I left them sorting out their bags and followed the tourists down the steps.

      There was something of a small crowd waiting on the jetty, a few people stepping forward to get involved with the barge’s crew. I walked down the gangway after the tourists, and then stood and waited a little way away from everyone who seemed to know what they were doing. A couple of guys were already hoisting some bags and boxes off the ferry and onto the jetty. When the barge only came once a month, I guessed it was kind of a big deal. A bunch of people were probably waiting for stuff from the mainland to get unloaded. It was going to be a hell of a culture shock going from next-day delivery to this.

      The sunlight beat down on my shoulders, and I reached for my top pocket to grab my sunglasses, remembering too late that I wasn’t in uniform, and they were probably rattling around somewhere in the bottom of my backpack getting scratched to hell.

      Right.

      So.

      Dauntless Island.

      Here I was. First day of a new chapter of my life, and all that. First day being the only police officer in a community of several hundred people who hadn’t historically responded well to authority. Which was a nice way of saying that in the past two hundred years they’d frozen out or driven off any number of government officials who’d tried to live here. Oh, and famously hanged that first guy who’d told them to stop mutinying. Still, that was then, and this was now, right?

      I cast a wary look around for anyone heading my way with a pitchfork or rope, but the people gathering on the jetty appeared to be ordinary. An older woman in yellow gumboots and a floral dress stomped past me.

      “You watch that!” she yelled at the crew. “Last month I had broken jars!”

      One of the guys onboard shrugged in a universal ‘what can you do’ gesture. “We just unload ’em, love. It’s the supermarket that packs ’em.”

      “Come over here and I’ll give you ‘love,’” she yelled back at him, hands on her hips.

      He scuttled away, and I couldn’t blame him.

      “Alright, Anna?” the woman asked, her brusque tone tempered, as the young couple stepped off the gangway and onto the jetty.

      The frail young woman in the cardigan murmured something, and the guy put an arm around her and ushered her down the jetty. Hangover guy shuffled after them, stopping to bum a cigarette from one of the blokes waiting to help unload the barge.

      Before I’d come here, I’d spent a lot of time talking to Dave Chambers, who’d been the beat cop before the station was set up. He’d come over a few times a month. He’d described Dauntless as “picturesque”—but he’d said it with the sort of twist to his mouth that had made it clear there was a caveat attached, then followed up with: “They don’t like outsiders. They especially don’t like outsiders who wear uniforms. They’re mutineers, you know?”

      And I’d laughed, like a dickhead, because I’d thought he was exaggerating.

      “Excuse me,” I said to one of the blokes standing nearby. “Is there any chance that you could help me with⁠—”

      He turned away.

      Okay, fine. So Dave had been right. The main thing was, I needed to get all of my shit from the jetty to the police station. The hearts and minds stuff could wait. And I was good at that stuff. Not only had I volunteered for a youth outreach program in my own time in my last posting in Bankstown, I’d also started a Coffee with a Cop thing at the local aged care home every Wednesday morning. I had community policing accolades coming out of my arse, plus Mrs. Folau at the home said I had a lovely smile and if she was fifty years younger I’d have to watch myself around her. People liked me. I was a delight, for fuck’s sake.

      “Excuse me,” I said again, and one of the men accidentally made eye contact. “Hi, I’m Dominic Miller.”

      I stuck out my hand, and he took a step away like he thought I might be contagious.

      “I’m the new police officer,” I said. “I was wondering if anyone could give me a hand to—” Suddenly the guys were a good five metres away from me. “Okay, then. I guess not.”

      One of the crewmen from the barge leaned over the rail. “You want a hand, mate?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I thought there’d be, I don’t know...someone with a truck or a ute or something?”

      “On Dauntless?” The guy laughed. “Nah.”

      He was, astonishingly, right. The boxes of groceries that were being unloaded under the cranky old lady’s instruction weren’t being transferred onto vehicles of any sort, although the jetty was easily wide enough to accommodate them. Instead, they were being stacked onto pallets with wheels, then towed away by hand.

      “Fifty bucks,” the crewman from the barge said, “and we’ll get your stuff up into town.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I said, wondering if I could claim that back on expenses or not.

      I didn’t have much with me, but it all added up. My bedframe and mattress were the worst of it—definitely a two-man job. And most of it was my own stuff—the furniture for the station was already here, and the computers would be arriving tomorrow by police boat, along with the IT guys who would make sure it all worked. It had been exciting at first to be the guy in charge of setting up a whole station, but it was feeling a lot more overwhelming now.

      About twenty minutes later, I lugged a few bags up the long, creaking length of the jetty, two guys from the barge pushing a flat trolley with a squeaky wheel that was loaded with the rest of my stuff. The guy from the barge had said he’d help get everything into the town, but “town” was a misnomer. The cluster of sandstone cottages that clung to the curve of the harbour wall didn’t look like a town at all. The road was unpaved, and there were no street signs—not that you’d need them given there appeared to be no actual streets—no street lights, and, from what I could tell, no actual indications of any businesses at all. No cafes, no restaurants, no shops, no anything. I hadn’t expected Dauntless Island to be exactly buzzing, but I’d expected something. It wasn’t until we got closer to one of the houses that I noticed a small sign in the front window: Dauntless Island Museum. And, in a handwritten sign tacked underneath: And historical society! It even had a smiley face after the exclamation mark.

      “Where’s your place?” one of the guys from the barge asked me.

      Good fucking question, actually. I was saved from having to answer it when the door to the museum opened, and a guy burst outside in a flurry of limbs and plaid. He was cute, with glasses and mussed-up dark hair that could have been bedhead but could have been intentional. There was a baby carrier strapped to his chest, with a baby in it. The baby had tufty reddish hair and a gummy grin.

      “Hi!” the guy exclaimed, hurrying down the path to the street with his hand extended. “You must be the new copper. I was going to come down to the barge to meet you, but...” He looked down at the baby with a grimace. “Poo explosion.”

      I shook his hand, hoping he’d washed it thoroughly. “Dominic Miller.”

      “Eddie Hawthorne,” he said, wrinkling his nose so his hipster glasses danced a little. “I run the museum and local historical society. We got an amazing grant a few months ago, and now it’s all shipshape.” He paused like he was waiting for a reaction, and then blinked at me. “That was a mutiny joke.”

      “Oh.”

      “So far I’m the only member of the local historical society,” Eddie said brightly. “But maybe you’d be interested in joining?”

      “Maybe,” I hedged. I really wasn’t. “So, um, can you tell me where the police station is?”

      “I can do one better,” he said, pulling a set of keys out of his pocket. “I can let you in!”

      We set off down the street, the baby babbling happily.

      “You’re just on the other side of the church,” Eddie said. We passed the church, and then he gestured to a two-storey cottage. “Here it is!”

      The new police station, though there was no signage that gave it away yet, overlooked the harbour. Its blue front door was bookended by matching shrubs with red flowers. It was two floors, with a sharply pitched tin roof and a chimney.

      Eddie unlocked the door and pushed it open. “You’re probably going to want to get some new curtains.”

      He moved aside and let me in.

      The downstairs looked weirdly cosy for a police station, and I immediately saw what Eddie meant—the curtains in the windows were floral and chintzy and didn’t at all match the new station décor. The front room was a foyer, with a dull beige couch, the usual “Stop it or cop it!” and recruiting posters already tacked up. A laminate counter, obviously newly installed, looked totally out of place against the sandstone walls. Behind the foyer there was an office and a cell, and a small kitchen at the back of the cottage. The stairs to my private residence were between the cell and the kitchen. I climbed them to discover two bedrooms upstairs, a tiny living room, and an even tinier bathroom. The ceilings were low, and the stone walls were cool. The living room and one bedroom overlooked the harbour—down at the jetty, pallets and boxes were still being unloaded. The back bedroom and the bathroom overlooked my dilapidated garden, a sagging wooden fence, and the equally dilapidated back garden of the cottage behind mine.

      I headed back downstairs to where the guys from the barge were unloading shit in the foyer.

      “I’ll give you an extra fifty if you can get my bed upstairs,” I said. “Each.”

      Eddie moved out of their way. “This used to be the mayor’s house,” he said.

      “The mayor?”

      “The ex-mayor,” he said. “Clarry. The current mayor is Red Joe. He was supposed to come and meet you, but he’s sorting out some issue with Katrina Finch’s chickens, because the dog got into one of the pens and ate a bunch of eggs.”

      “That...that’s something the mayor has to deal with?”

      Eddie wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, well, it’s his dog. Well, technically it’s Joe’s sister Amy’s dog, but because Amy’s up to her arse in fish all day—she’s starting up this whole aquaculture thing on the western side of the island—Hiccup hangs out with Joe instead, and this little guy”—he patted the baby’s head—“hangs out with me.”

      The baby gurgled happily at him.

      The guys from the barge, with a lot of swearing, got the bits of my bed upstairs. I wasn’t looking forward to putting it back together. My knuckles were still missing skin from when I’d unscrewed it all a few days ago. Both the guys looked pretty out of breath by the time they got downstairs again.

      “I’d offer you a cup of coffee or something, but I don’t know where anything is,” I said.

      “We’re heading back anyway,” one of them said, and gave me a pointed look.

      I dug my wallet out of my jeans and paid them, and they muttered their goodbyes before heading back along the harbour wall towards the jetty. I was half tempted to run after them and beg not to be left behind.

      Eddie must have seen it in my expression. He flashed me a reassuring smile. “Dauntless is a little, ah, quirky, but you’ll get the hang of it eventually.”

      “Nobody on the jetty would even talk to me.” I felt exactly as pathetic as that sounded.

      Eddie winced. “Oh. Yeah. I know that feeling. They take a while to warm up to outsiders—I think some of them are still warming up to me, actually. And they really don’t like authority figures. It’s in their DNA.”

      “Because of the mutiny? But that was⁠—”

      “Two hundred years ago, yeah.” He laughed. “I’ve had this argument before, believe me. I still have it, at least three times a week. And I lose it every time.”

      I listened gratefully while Eddie gave me a rundown on how things worked at the island, like where the shop was—and there was only one—where to pick up a handy map—the tourist information place or the museum—and what to do if the power went out—tell some guy called Buzzy Pete from the power house.

      “Busy Pete?”

      “No, buzzy.” Eddie wrinkled his nose. “I think there was an electric shock incident a few years ago.”

      “Seriously?”

      “You’ll get the hang of it, I swear,” he said.

      I really wanted to believe him, but what was that saying about protesting too much?
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        * * *

      

      After Eddie left, I started to make myself at home. I unpacked my groceries first, and what had seemed like a shit ton of them when I was ten minutes from the closest supermarket suddenly seemed like a whole lot less. Especially since Eddie had warned me about island prices, and also about the temperament of the lady who ran the store. I figured she was the woman I’d seen down at the jetty haranguing the barge crew about broken jars.

      I left the front door open as I worked, thinking that maybe someone would drop in and introduce themselves. Weren’t small places meant to be friendly? Or at least full of busybodies? But as the afternoon slowly wore on, nobody turned up except a scruffy looking long-haired cat with a torn ear and a murderous expression. It stalked into the kitchen like it belonged there, and I frankly didn’t have the balls to tell it that it didn’t.

      It glared at me, and I gave it some tuna from my stash of groceries and left the back door open so it could leave again.

      I went upstairs and put my bed together. Well, I lined up the pieces, couldn’t find my screwdriver, and decided that for now I’d sleep on the mattress on the floor. I put some sheets on it though, and counted that as a win. Then I looked at the rest of my stuff, decided to ignore it, and went back downstairs to sit in the station foyer and look out at the view. I found a sign that said “POLICE” in one of the drawers, with some screws taped to the back. Since I still hadn’t found my screwdriver, I tied a piece of string through the screw holes, then went outside and hung the sign over the doorknob.

      It hung slightly askew, which seemed fitting.

      When I went back inside to the foyer, the evil-looking cat joined me.

      The view was incredible.

      The late afternoon sunlight turned the ocean gold. The air tasted like salt. Seagulls squawked—those rasping, discordant calls that should have grated, but somehow sounded perfectly pitched against the endless roll of waves on the beach. I heard a few distant horns at one point, which I thought came from the fishing boats on their way back in—crowded-looking vessels that bristled with rods and poles—but if the horns meant something other than a greeting as they passed one another, I didn’t know what it was.

      Okay, so my fantasies of being bothered by a steady stream of curious locals while I tried to unpack hadn’t exactly panned out, but that was okay. I wouldn’t have got anything done if they had, right? So the islanders took a while to warm up to new people. That was fine. They’d come around eventually. They had to, right? Just because I’d been left alone this afternoon in no way meant that they were actively avoiding me. They were being nice, that was all—giving me a chance to settle in before they came to introduce themselves. Anyway, it wasn’t as though they could just freeze me out for the entire three years I was here. That was ridiculous.

      I was almost certain of it.

      “This is good,” I told myself. “It’s all going to be great.”

      The look on the cat’s face told me I was a deluded fucking idiot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          NATTY

        

      

    

    
      My cousin Button John had got a four pack of pink donuts from Woolworths when he’d done the Wednesday run to the mainland yesterday with Young Harry Barnes. We ate the last two while we sat on the rocks at Mayfair Bay and the sun dried us off after our swim. Mayfair Bay wasn’t the best for sunbathing, given it was more rocks than sand, but it was our beach. Me and Button John had been coming here since we were old enough to walk, let alone swim. We knew every inch of these rocks, all the way down to Young Harry’s sprawling shack and back again.

      Young Harry Barnes was our great-uncle. His son, Sea John, worked on my brother Nipper Will’s boat, so me and Button John helped Young Harry out around the place. It was the Dauntless Island way. So were family trees that looked more like knotted wreaths; everyone on the island was related to everyone else, and everyone was a cousin of some variety, but me and Button John were first cousins—his dad Big Johnny Barnes was my mum Susan’s brother. Mum had been a Barnes before she’d married my dad and become a Harper.

      Button John finished his donut and stretched, the sunlight glinting off his long, lean body. His dark hair was drying in ways that made it stick out more than normal—and it normally looked like a cross between a rat’s nest and a halo, or like he was a cartoon character that’d stuck his finger in a power point. My hair was longer, and reached below my shoulders when it was wet, but when it dried it’d be just as messy as his.

      “I’m going to get a phone next week,” Button John said, licking pink icing off his fingers.

      “What for?”

      His dark eyes sparkled in the sunlight. “Because Mavis Coldwell heard off Yellow Sarah who heard off Red Joe that we’re getting a phone tower. Well, we’re getting an aerial on the lighthouse, so it won’t be all satellites and shit now—we’re getting 4G.”

      “Doesn’t everywhere else have 5G already?”

      “I don’t even know what a G is,” Button John said. He wiggled four fingers in my direction. “But at least we’re getting some of them at last.”

      I thought of the mobile phone that was stashed away in my bottom drawer. It had been Nipper Will’s before it had been mine. The last time it had worked was when I was at boarding school on the mainland, but I hadn’t even used it much then, because it wasn’t like I could call anyone from home. Wasn’t like I’d had anyone to call, since Button John had been at boarding school with me. Up until my last year, at least, since he was a year older than me.

      I’d hated my last year of school.

      I’d thought everything would be better when I was back home on Dauntless, but it wasn’t. I was stuck doing odd jobs wherever I could because Nipper Will wouldn’t take me on his boat, and he’d put out the word that nobody else was to take me as well. He wouldn’t even let me go to the mainland once a week with Young Harry to pick up groceries and the occasional tourists who didn’t come by the barge. I was getting sick of hearing “Because I said so, Natty!” every time he opened his mouth. And, whenever I tried to argue: “Because Mum needs help at home.”

      That much was true, at least. Days on the boats were long, from dawn until dusk, and Mum couldn’t be left alone for all that time. But if I got a job on a boat, we could pay for someone to keep an eye on her. But Will wouldn’t have a bar of that either. Just, “Because I said so, Natty!”

      “You look cranky,” Button John said. “Are you too cranky to eat the rest of your donut?”

      I shoved it in my mouth before he could grab it.

      Button John picked up a sea-smoothed rock and turned it over and over in his palm. He squinted at me in the sunlight. “Is Will still being a dickhead?”

      I snorted. “Yeah. Story of my life.”

      “Lucky he doesn’t know about this then,” Button John said, and he wasn’t talking about the donuts.

      He was talking about the bag of plastic-wrapped packages behind us, that we’d got this morning from Young Harry Barnes, and we’d be hiding in the cave just as soon as the tide turned.

      The cave at Mayfair Bay was long and dark and narrow, with an entrance that was submerged by the waves. The entrance was the scariest part—you had to hold your breath and swim under the rocky overhang before you came up again inside. Once you were inside, it was fine. There were enough cracks of light to see by, and plenty of fresh air. It was protected by the tide—there was only a narrow window of time when the tide was right on the turn that you could get in and out quickly. If you didn’t, you’d be stuck inside for hours, waiting it out.

      Right at the top of the cave, up a narrow, rocky path, it opened into a chamber that was big enough to fit ten men and nobody would have to elbow anyone else for room. Not too many people knew about the cave—even me and Button John hadn’t until Young Harry, who couldn’t get up there anymore because of his knees and his cough, had told us about it.

      It was another thing that Nipper Will wouldn’t approve of—so I was never going to tell him.

      We gathered up the packages and wandered along the beach to the entrance to the caves. It meant following a spur of rock out as it curved into the water, then swimming down into the rockpool on the leeside where the entrance to the cave opened. I went first—even with the tide on our side now, it was hard work to push through those first few metres before the cave opened up and I could surface, especially dragging a bag with me.

      Button John surfaced behind me, spitting saltwater in my direction. I splashed him with my free hand and scrambled out of the water onto the sandy floor of the cave. We headed up what we called the stairs—the narrow, rocky path that led to the uppermost cavern. It was slippery, but we were surefooted, and we’d done this what felt like a million times. We could do it in our sleep, probably.

      Twenty minutes later we were back on the beach, gathering up our shirts and shoes before we began the trek home across the island.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t get home until late, because me and Button John had got caught up talking shit while we cleared out his back shed—Big Johnny and Aunt Jane had been at him to do it for months, but not without help, since Button John had a habit of steering into disaster if there wasn’t anyone there to stop him—and we’d lost track of the time. It was almost dark by the time I left. Button John lived at the top end of the village, which was only a ten-minute walk from the bottom end at the harbour wall. About half that if you ran, and I ran once I realised that I was late, hoping to beat Nipper Will home.

      Our place was a street back from the harbour wall, beside the old church. The house was the same as all the others in the village—a two-storey sandstone cottage that felt as old as the island itself. Ours had a rickety front fence that was in danger of falling down because of the weight of the vines tangled on it, and a back fence that already had.

      I didn’t go into the house when I got there. Instead, I headed around it into the back yard, so I could wash away some of the dirt I’d got covered in helping Button John. Our house didn’t have a laundry—just a tin lean-to that had been tacked on to the outside wall beside the back door, with a tub and an old hand-cranked mangle in it. We had a washing machine and a dryer inside the kitchen, and only used the tub outside if the power ever went out for long enough that we got desperate. Will used the tub to clean his gear. Fuck if we’d ever bothered with the mangle though.

      I groaned as I rounded the corner and spotted the tub, because yeah, Will’s clothes were in it, bundled up just under the surface of the soapy water. He’d beaten me home.

      I dipped my hands in the still-warm water and rubbed them together to get the worst of the grime off. I didn’t look up when the back door opened.

      “Where the fuck have you been?”

      I caught one of his buttons between my thumb and forefinger under the water. Squeezed it until it hurt, and only then turned my head to look at him.

      Nipper Will leaned in the doorway, wearing a scowl that made him look like he was closing in on forty instead of thirty. His hair was damp and messy, hanging in wet strands over his furrowed forehead, like he’d just got out of the shower. The light from the kitchen spilled out behind him, framing the angles of his face. We didn’t look much alike, at least I didn’t think we did, but then I couldn’t grow a beard for shit, and I also didn’t have ten years of lugging full nets behind me. Will had wide shoulders, and a strong neck, and actual muscle definition, whereas Button John once said I was built like a Chupa Chup.

      “I was helping Button John clean out their shed,” I said, pulling my hands out of the water and wiping them on my shorts.

      “Yeah, well there’s no fucking dinner on, so it looks like we’re having toast.”

      His glower left no doubt whose fault that was, so I didn’t bother arguing. “Okay.”

      I followed him inside. He thumped around in the kitchen, and I left him to it.

      Mum was in the front room. She usually was, except on the days she didn’t leave her bedroom. She was sitting on the floor in front of the empty fireplace, working on another blanket. This one was made up of knitted blue and green squares, all different shades. A whole ocean. The squares were spread out all over the floor, and she was moving them around and then sitting back to inspect them, like they made a picture only she could see.

      “No,” she said softly to herself, and switched two squares around.

      Mum was thin and pretty, a faded photograph of herself. Some days it hardly felt like she was here at all.

      I sat down on the floor beside her. “Hi, Mum.”

      She turned her head and looked at me, and she smiled. It took a long moment for the smile to light the spark behind her eyes. “Natty, your hair is getting so long.”

      I leaned forward so she could fiddle with it, combing her fingers through it and tucking it behind my ears the same as when I was little. She hummed a tune under her breath. I didn’t recognise it.

      Mum’s attention never lasted for long, like a butterfly alighting on a flower for only a second, so I drank it in while it lasted. Mum’s smile made me smile as she smoothed my hair back into place.

      My chest felt tight when I stood up. I thought about going to see if Will needed a hand, but I went upstairs instead. I went into my bedroom and closed the door behind me. Leaned on it.

      Sometimes I hated this house. Sometimes it felt so small and crowded, even though it was only the three of us, that I couldn’t breathe.

      I was so angry with Will, and with myself, and with my whole life and the whole fucking world that it took me a moment to realise that something was different—I could see a light out the window. I crossed my floor, still in the darkness, and leaned on the sill.

      There was a light on upstairs at Short Clarry’s house. Well, it wasn’t Short Clarry’s house anymore. The former mayor had jumped off the top of the lighthouse while trying to murder Red Joe, who was our current mayor. I’d missed the whole thing, being at school in Sydney. Anyway, Short Clarry was dead, and his house had been empty ever since. A few months ago some suit from the mainland had come over and announced we were getting a police station—that went down like a lead balloon—and a few weeks ago some blokes came over and fitted out the bottom floor of the house, and now it looked like someone had actually moved in.

      I caught a glimpse of a shadow passing the window of one of the rooms upstairs, and my stomach twisted.

      We didn’t need a copper on Dauntless. That was the last thing we needed. Some government man putting his nose in where it wasn’t wanted. I thought of Young Harry Barnes’s packages, and the shit he’d get into—and me and Button John—if a copper found out about those.

      I lay down on my bed and folded my arms behind my head and stared at the ceiling instead.

      I could still hear Will clattering around down in the kitchen, being just loud enough about it that it was obvious he was making a point. And the point, just like always, was that I’d screwed up. I listened out for a while longer, but he didn’t call me down for dinner. I glared at the ceiling. If Will was ignoring me, then I’d just ignore him more.

      I waited until I heard him coming up the stairs, talking in a low voice to Mum, and then her bedroom door creaked open. A little while after that, it closed again. Will’s door didn’t creak like hers, so I watched the light under my door instead. When he turned the hallway light off, I climbed out of bed and slipped out of my room.

      There was no light coming from under Mum’s door. Will’s light was still on though. He was probably reading. I tiptoed down the stairs and made my way into the dark kitchen. I opened the fridge and pulled out the butter, then felt around on the counter for the loaf of bread and the peanut butter. I made myself a couple of sandwiches and ate them at the kitchen table in the dark. Then I went into the living room and turned on the TV, just loud enough so that Will could hear it if he was listening and he’d know I was down here and not sulking in my bedroom.

      Because sulking in the living room instead was totally different.

      There was a wind outside tonight; the sort of wind that sounded as though it might be the prelude to a storm. Most of our storms on Dauntless came at night, rolling in from the horizon on the edge of the dark. If it came, I hoped it passed by dawn. I didn’t like it when the boats went out in bad weather. I didn’t wish that on Will, even if he was being an arsehole to me right now.

      The picture of the TV froze a few times, shattering into pixels before resolving itself, so yeah, there was definitely a storm out there somewhere. I thought about what Button John had said about 4G. Maybe in a few weeks I’d be able to watch TV on my phone, like I had at school. Except where the hell would I find money to pay for a decent data plan? It wasn’t as though Dauntless Island had a lot of work on offer. Sometimes I thought I should have stayed on the mainland—sometimes I thought Will thought I should have too—but I’d been homesick there. I’d hated it. I wasn’t made for the mainland. I’d missed the sound of the waves rolling against the beaches, the crying of the gulls, and the taste of salt on my lips. I’d missed the horizon. I’d missed the people too. Life on the mainland seemed fast and complicated. Parts of it had been fun—the movies, the shops, the cars, McDonalds and Red Rooster—but I’d been lonely there. On Dauntless, everyone knew everyone. Sometimes that was a bad thing, like if you did something wrong the whole island would be lining up to tell your big brother, with Mavis Coldwell at the front of the queue, but sometimes it was a good thing. Like when everyone looked out for each other. You didn’t need to explain how things were; people already knew. Dauntless was like a warm blanket. There were days you wanted to throw it off because it felt like you were suffocating, but if the weather turned cold, you pulled it tight around you, edges tucked in under so the wind couldn’t bite.

      Dauntless was home, the curve of the coastline carved deep in my bones, tidelines marked on the soles of my feet. There was nowhere else in the world that I wanted to be—if only Nipper Will would let me be here properly, let me get a job on a boat the same way every Harper had done for the last two hundred years. I was nineteen. I wasn’t a little kid anymore, but Will was still treating me like one.

      I turned the television off when the picture cracked apart into broken puzzle pieces, then went back to the kitchen. I slipped out the back door and leaned against the old laundry tub. The cement edge of it dug into my arse. Outside the lean-to, the rain was coming down, and sheet lightning rippled through the clouds, illuminating them from behind. The light in the copper’s house was still on, but I couldn’t see anyone moving over there, just the tangle of oleanders in the backyard shuddering as the wind swept through.

      So the last thing we needed on Dauntless was a copper, but the ember of an idea sparked in the back of my brain. If Nipper Will wouldn’t let me go out on the boats, and I was making fuck all picking up whatever odd jobs I could get around the island, then maybe I could go and see the copper tomorrow and offer to do his yard work. There was a bunch of old tools in Big Johnny’s shed that looked like they hadn’t been used in years. He’d let me borrow them, I was sure. I hadn’t done any yard work before—there wasn’t much call for it on Dauntless. Nobody had any proper lawns anyway, and if they wanted their yards cleared out they usually borrowed a couple of goats off Robbie Finch and let them take care of it. But a mainlander wouldn’t know about Robbie’s goats yet, and Robbie would never trust an outsider with them anyway. And I knew I’d be courting disapproval by volunteering to deal with the copper—and Dauntless did disapproval like nothing else—but if Nipper Will wouldn’t let me get a proper job, then what the hell did he or anyone else expect? If anyone had a go at me about it, I’d point them in Will’s direction.

      The sky was split by a bolt of lightning, and a crash of thunder followed it. I pressed back against the laundry tub, my heart beating faster. I closed my eyes and could still see the lightning. Rain battered the tin roof on the lean-to, and I opened my eyes again. I sucked in a breath of cool air and tasted the freshness of the rain. Then, tilting my face to the sky, I wrapped my arms around my torso and settled in to watch the storm.
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