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        If I want reality, I’ll step out the front door.”

      

        

      
        —Robin Knight

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Set in Australia

      

    

    
      
        
          I. The Pearl

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          II. The Seventh Wave

        

        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

      
        
          III. The Firestick

        

        
          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          
            Chapter 39

          

          
            Chapter 40

          

          
            Chapter 41

          

          
            Chapter 42

          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            Chapter 44

          

          
            Want More?

          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      THE PEARL

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        ROBIN KNIGHT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Robin Knight]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        SET IN AUSTRALIA

      

      

      
        
        Some time after the Dreamtime…

        And before the legalisation of Marriage Equality

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I

          

          
            THE PEARL

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      He placed it in my palm⁠—

      —and the whole world fell away.

      I was caught in the shimmer of its flawless surface. The faint spill of colour, the swirls of pink and hints of blue were like a supernova in my hand. As though for that moment—that miracle of a moment—the entire universe was shining in the palm of my hand.

      I had it all.

      Beautiful.

      Precious.

      Unique.
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      I’ve always thought of the Top End of Australia as the true definition of paradise—aqua seas, hot days, starry nights, jade waterfalls, white beaches, canyons carved by none other than the Rainbow Serpent. But like any paradise, temptation and danger lurk everywhere. In the dry season—when the crystal waters are most tempting—the seas are filled with sharks and saltwater crocodiles, while the freshwater crocs inhabit the inland rivers and waterholes. The canyons and gorges are swarming with death adders, taipans and western brown snakes. And then there’s the wet season, with its lightning storms, flash floods and the occasional cyclone.

      I hadn’t seen much of the world before I turned eighteen, but there was one thing I knew—Darwin was one of the most dangerous, exotic, wonderful, wildest places on the planet. A cultural melting pot, part Aboriginal, part modern Australian, part Asian, but all of us ruled by the earth, the weather, by nature itself.

      It was also home.

      Because it was where I met Luke.

      Luke had grown up on his family’s property south of town but north of Kakadu. He was a land baby.

      Me, I grew up in a tiny shack on the beach just west of Darwin. I was a water baby.

      But land and water met when we were both six years old, attending our first day of school in Darwin. He was the blond-haired out-of-towner. I was the half-blood Aborigine with no shoes. I gave him half of my sandwich because he told me his housekeeper was away and his dad had forgotten to make him lunch. He beat up a bigger kid for calling me a creamy. We didn’t even ask each other’s names that day. All we knew was that we were friends. And maybe deep down on that stormy afternoon at the end of the wet season, those two six-year-old boys knew they always would be.

      It was the next day he shook my hand. “My name’s Luke Lawson. I brought two sandwiches today. I made ‘em myself. To pay you back.”

      “What’s on ‘em?”

      Luke opened a brown paper bag and lifted a piece of bread off one of the sandwiches.

      There was butter… and tomato sauce… and nothing else.

      “Looks delicious.” We sat together and ate. “I’m Jarrah Yindi,” I eventually said through a mouthful of bread and sauce. “But everyone calls me Jad.”

      “I don’t mind that you’re half Aborigine, you know.”

      “That’s good, ‘cause I don’t either.”

      We shared both his lunch and mine in silence, sweltering in the heat and watching the other kids shout and play and push each other around until the afternoon storm rolled in from the sea and drowned us all as we bolted for the classrooms.
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      “How come you have a housekeeper, anyway? Why doesn’t your mum make your lunch?

      “She died when I was born.” Luke said it with a shrug.

      The storm had rolled away and school was done for the day and Luke told me if he missed the first school bus heading south out of town there was another one at five. He told me this because I had told him about the pearls. And his eyes lit up.

      “Where do they come from?”

      “The sea,” I told him. “Some tiny bit of the sea gets in the shell of an oyster, and it makes a pearl. My old man says it turns something imperfect—perfect!”

      “Will I find one?”

      I shrugged this time. “I doubt it. One in a million!”

      Luke smiled confidently. “I’ll find one.”

      “What killed her?” I asked out of the blue, as kids do. “Your mum, I mean.”

      Luke shrugged again. “Me, I guess.”

      “My mum could have saved her. She’s a nurse for the Flyin’ Doctors. I’m gonna be a doctor one day too, you wait and see.”

      “What about your dad? What does he do?”

      “He’s a pearl diver, stupid. Best Aborigine diver in town. So was my grandpa and his grandpa. Why do you think we’re goin’ diving? He taught me everything I know.”

      “You must be able to hold your breath forever.”

      I nodded confidently. Words weren’t needed.

      After a short silence Luke said, “My dad thinks I’m stupid. Do you think I’m stupid too?” I stopped walking and shook my head.

      He just stood there for a second.

      Then he hugged me.

      It was unexpected and short.

      I didn’t react. I didn’t hug him back. I just let him wrap his arms around my shoulders until he was done. Then all I said was, “The beach is this way.”

      When we got to the beach where I stashed my canoe a short way from my house, the sand was still wet from the rain but the air was hot and the water was warm. It was a secluded beach, a world away from teachers and parents and schoolyard bullies. We dumped our schoolbags and I dragged the canoe down to the water. We peeled off our shirts and shorts and stripped down to our undies, then I pushed us out into a sea so beautiful, so pale blue, it was lighter than the sky.

      We skimmed across the water, Luke in front, me in the stern paddling as hard as I could.

      “You paddle real good,” he told me.

      “My old man taught me. One day he and I paddled all the way to the Tiwi Islands.” We hadn’t, but I wanted my new friend to like me.

      “Wow! I’ve never been to the Tiwi Islands.”

      “I’ll take you one day.”

      It was high tide and when we reached the shoal by Crows Nest Point—where the crow’s nest of a sunken East India merchant ship still protruded from its sunken wreck—the oyster rocks were well and truly submerged.

      I paddled us up to the mast of the old barnacle-caked crow’s nest and tied a line, then turned to Luke. “The ship ran aground on the reef. Everyone died, blood and guts everywhere!”

      This too was in fact a lie. Everyone actually survived the wreck, but once again I wanted to impress my new friend, which, by the look on his saucer-eyed face, was something I managed to achieve.

      He peered over the rim of the canoe into the aqua water below us.

      “Are there really pearls down there? Amongst the blood and guts?”

      I nodded. “Yep! So long as you stay clear of the crocs!”

      Luke’s eyes bugged even wider.

      I chuckled inside. “You ain’t seen nothin’ like Old Salty!”

      “Old Salty?”

      I nodded. “The meanest croc in the world. Lives around these parts somewhere. Sometimes he comes, sometimes he goes. But he’s always got his eyes on his next feed. Well, at least one eye, anyway. He lost the other one in a fight with another croc. And trust me, the other croc lost a lot more than just an eye!”

      I grabbed my diving knife—a rusted old thing my old man gave me when I first learned to swim in the ocean—as well as a small net that I slung over my shoulders. I looked at Luke. “So are you comin’?”

      Luke hesitated, then asked me, “Aren’t you scared?”

      I shook my head, then told him, “I’ll look after ya, I promise. Besides, there’s pearls down there like nothing else you’ve ever seen. You cut open an oyster and you never know what you’re gonna find.”

      Luke took a deep breath, then said gallantly, “Okay.”

      I took his hand and said, “On three, take a really deep breath.”

      He nodded.

      I counted.

      “One… two… three…”

      And with that we both took a deep breath, I clutched his hand tight, then I threw myself over the edge of the canoe, pulling Luke into the water with me.

      We splashed into the warm sea and a bath of bubbles billowed to the surface. Our cheeks puffed, our eyes blinked madly before getting used to our ocean vision.

      Then there we were, two new best friends, swimming down into the luminescent blue of a shimmering underwater world; a rotting shipwreck; a rocky shoal of oysters.

      A world of secrets.

      A world of adventures.

      A world of predators.

      I didn’t see Old Salty coming for us—two skinny kids ready to chomp in his jaws and roll us around then stuff us in a nest of broken branches and rotting reeds until we were tender enough to eat.

      No, I didn’t see the killer croc at all.

      I was too busy hacking oysters off the shoal and slipping them into my net when Luke grabbed me by the shoulder.

      His eyes were bugging again, bubbles were billowing out of his mouth like he wanted to shout, and all he could do was grab me by one arm and drag me up to the canoe as fast as he could.

      We broke the surface.

      He gasped.

      I spat out salt water and yelled, “What the hell’s goin’ on!”

      Without a word of explanation he tried to grab me and push me up into the canoe.

      That’s when Old Salty’s giant tail cut the water and swiped at us both, missing us by centimetres and slamming against the side of the canoe before he circled and returned for another attack.

      In a flash I was in that canoe.

      And without a blink of an eye I was leaning down hauling Luke aboard.

      “Get in! Now! Now!”

      I could see the dark, swirling shape of Old Salty returning.

      I reached low and grabbed Luke by the top of his undies, then yanked so hard I almost capsized the canoe.

      Luke landed face down in the bottom of the boat, spluttering.

      Old Salty slammed into the side of the canoe so hard we spun around in the water.

      I grabbed my paddle and started paddling as fast and as hard as I could back to shore.

      Luke panting in the bow.

      Low.

      Scared.

      Exhilarated.

      The boy who had saved my life.

      I was paddling so hard and fast that when the canoe hit the white sand with two skinny boys in it, the little boat slid halfway up the beach.

      I grabbed him—the land baby—and we jumped out of the boat and hit the sand together.

      And there we stayed.

      Arms locked.

      Hearts pounding.
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      We hit twelve years old and things were changing in me. I wanted Luke near me more than ever. He was the only one I could talk to. The only one I wanted to talk to.

      Most afternoons, dry or wet season, we took the canoe out.

      Despite Old Salty, Luke never lost his love of diving, his quest for the perfect pearl. He even bought his own diving knife and together we would stab at the rocky shoal beneath the waves and fill my net.

      Thankfully we didn’t see Old Salty again. Or at least not for a long time.

      But within those years there were other things threatening to pull us apart.

      Sometimes Luke’s father demanded he come home early from school.

      His dad would get angry for no reason.

      One day Luke came to school with a black eye.

      Another day he came with a swollen lip.

      The cicadas were chirping and mum was lighting the candles on the porch of the beach shack when my dad let out a deep, troubled sigh. My old man watched the gentle waves roll onto the shore as he took another sip of his tea and said, “Your young friend’s dad ain’t well, Jad.”

      The seventh wave rolled in and you could tell because it was the loudest—that’s what my old man taught me, every seventh wave is the strongest—then I turned to my father and asked, “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Your mother was called down to the Lawson property last week. They’ve done some tests. He’s got some hard times ahead of him. So has your friend.”

      I didn’t know what to say except, “Is Luke gonna die?”

      My dad shook his head and my heart stopped booming like the wet season thunder. I didn’t realize how hard it had been beating. “No, he’s fine. But with this in the house, there’s one thing for sure.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He’ll grow up fast.”
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      My old man was right. Luke did grow up fast and so did I. It felt as though our teenage years just ran through our fingers. We had more chance of catching a streak of lightning as it cracked the sky or keeping a wave in a net than we had of holding onto those years.

      My mum left the Flying Doctors to work at Darwin Hospital so she could spend more time with my old man as he got older.

      Luke’s dad grew sicker and sicker; his bully frame withering limb by limb as the cancer in him slowly took over.

      The Lawson employees—the stockmen, the jackaroos, the housekeepers—tried to distract Luke as much as possible. Teaching him how to use ropes, how to fix a fence, how to round up the cattle, knowing that one day the property would be his. One day Bluey Baxter, the head stockman and self-taught pilot, took Luke up in the property’s light plane to check on some stray cattle. At one point Bluey let go of the controls and in a panic Luke seized them before the plane nosed into a dive. Bluey laughed his big, burly, warm-hearted laugh. That was the start of Luke’s flying lessons, right then and there at the tender age of fourteen.

      At the same time I studied as hard as I could, my dream of becoming a doctor now firmly cemented in my mind. I spent weekends at the hospital watching my mother and the other nurses, observing the doctors, listening to every word they said to patients and families. Babies were born, people died, sometimes peacefully, sometimes before their time. Some people smiled with joy, others cried so hard their pain was contagious. I could feel the hurt in every tear.

      But the one thing Luke and I always found time for were our dives.

      After school.

      Every afternoon.

      We’d take the canoe out.

      We’d leave behind the heavy tropical air and swim down through the beams of sunlight that speared through the surface and danced on our skin. Luke’s tan turned almost as brown as mine over the years. Our bodies changed. We grew taller, our shoulders grew wider, our chests filled out and our muscles flexed as we cleaved at the oysters on the shoal, holding our breaths and piling the oysters into my net before swimming to the surface to shuck the shells open.

      We ate them fresh.

      We filled our bellies.

      And with every oyster he cracked open, Luke’s eyes would light up in hope, praying for a pearl inside.

      I’d sit and watch him as the oysters slid down my own throat and the salty seawater trickled down my chin and neck.

      “No pearl,” Luke would say before swallowing an oyster. “Nah,” he’d say with the next one. “No… no… no…”

      But he knew one day soon his prayer would be answered.

      And I hoped one day mine would be too.
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      Luke’s father died a week before Luke’s eighteenth birthday. It was mid-way through the dry season and halfway through our final year at school.

      There were a lot of people at the funeral, but Luke insisted I stand next to him by the grave. I’d never seen him in a suit before. He looked handsome and I felt poor and scruffy beside him, me in the badly-fitting jacket I had bought from the charity shop and the loose collar of an oversized shirt sagging around my neck. But Luke didn’t care.

      People gave speeches.

      Some cried.

      But not Luke.

      When it was all done he turned to me and said, “I need to go out in the canoe.”

      “But what about the wake?”

      “I don’t know who half these people are. I don’t want their pity. I want to be with you.”

      The day was hot and bright. We peeled off our jackets, ties and shirts. We kicked off our shoes and socks before we even got halfway across town. When we got to the beach we stripped off our suit pants and boarded the canoe in our underwear. We skimmed across the water to the crow’s nest pointing toward the burning sun. We were sweating but the sea was cool as we dived in.

      We hacked at the oysters clinging to the rocks and began filling the net.

      That’s when I saw it out of the corner of my eye.

      The giant shadow cutting through the water toward us.

      Prehistoric tail swishing back and forth.

      I glanced around quickly to see Luke swimming away from the shoal and over to the oyster-covered wreck of the ship, completely unaware that after all these years Old Salty was back and heading straight for us.

      I powered through the water toward Luke as fast as I could, legs kicking, arms pumping. But Old Salty was faster than me.

      Up ahead, Luke had just hacked a giant of an oyster off the broken wreck, right beside a large crater in the hull. He pried open the shell and his eyes lit up.

      He turned to me, bubbles bursting from his smiling lips.

      But I wasn’t the first thing he saw.

      It was the monster crocodile, torpedoing through the water at him with such speed Luke had no hope. Nowhere to go.

      Nowhere but through the hole in the hull beside him.

      His torso twisted in the water and he propelled himself inside the craggy wreck just as Old Salty barrelled headfirst through the hole, smashing barnacles and timber. But the killer reptile was too big to fit through completely and halfway inside the hull his body became wedged.

      All I could see was the croc’s tail thrashing violently about causing a storm of bubbles and currents.

      The croc’s torso wrestled with the hull and more barnacles and wood tore away.

      I couldn’t see Luke at all.

      He was inside the wreck, somewhere. But was he trapped? Was he still alive? Or did Old Salty already have him in his jaws?

      I swam as quickly as I could to the surface, took a deep breath of air, then dived under again heading to the deck of the wreck. There were several wide cracks and holes, caused either when the ship ran aground or over time. I squeezed through one of them, cutting my stomach and back on the sharp shells that grew there. I pulled my way into the broken guts of the ship, winding past broken beams, shattering a wall of rotting timber to weave deeper into the bowels of the vessel till I saw the snapping, chomping jaws of Old Salty up ahead, only inches from Luke. Luke’s leg was caught under a beam that must have fallen loose when the croc made impact with the ship.

      I swam to him.

      I felt the water swirl in a torrent around me as Old Salty tried to snap me up in his jaws as well.

      My hands landed on top of Luke’s as we both began shoving at the heavy beam, until eventually it budged, just enough for him to free his leg.

      As Old Salty continued to chomp and thrash, I grabbed Luke by the arm and together we twisted our way back through the ship, out of the wreck and up toward our canoe.

      We broke the surface, our lungs burning for air, then I pushed Luke up into the canoe before scrambling to safety myself.

      Our little boat rocked and pitched.

      I untied the line from the crow’s nest, grabbed my paddle and headed for shore as fast as I could.

      As the beach approached fast, I noticed Luke’s hand balled in a fist. He was bleeding. “You’re bitten. We have to get you to a hospital.”

      But Luke shook his head and looked at me, the slightest smile on his panting lips. “It wasn’t Old Salty.”

      Slowly he opened his fist and I saw what he was clutching.

      The sharp shell of an oyster.

      He opened it up, and inside, sitting on top of a plump pillow of an oyster, was a pearl. The largest, most beautiful pearl I had ever seen.

      The canoe slid onto the sand and Luke and I sat in it a moment longer, our eyes fixed on his prize.

      With his uninjured hand he picked the pearl up and held it in the brilliant sunlight. Then he looked at me.

      “Hold out your hand,” he said.

      I did so without even thinking and he placed it in my palm⁠—

      —and the whole world fell away.

      I was caught in the shimmer of its flawless surface. The faint spill of colour, the swirls of pink and hints of blue, like a supernova in my hand. As though for that moment—that miracle of a moment—the entire universe was shining in the palm of my hand.

      I had it all.

      Perfect.

      Precious.

      Unique.

      Fleeting.

      And he said, “It’s yours. From me.”

      Then suddenly he leaned forward and kissed me.

      His salty wet lips touched mine.

      My eyelids slid shut.

      And we sat there for an eternity, suspended in a kiss.

      Our first kiss.

      Me with the pearl in my hand.

      Him with his palm bleeding.

      The sun on our shoulders.

      Our hearts pounding so hard I could actually hear them over the gentle wash of the waves.

      And then, just as quickly as he leaned forward, Luke’s lips left mine and he sat back.

      “I have to go.” He stood quickly, and I knew he didn’t want to go because his erect penis was clearly visible through his clinging wet underpants. As was mine.

      But nevertheless, he jumped out of the canoe and got sand all through his trousers as he hastily pulled them on. He barely glanced back as he scooped up the rest of his clothes and hurried away.

      Leaving me with a hard-on.

      And a pearl.

      And a heart that was thumping with joy⁠—

      —yet at the same time broken.
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      Luke didn’t return to school. He never sat his final exams. And over the next few months I barely saw him at all.

      After his father’s funeral there was a lot of fuss made by lawyers and distant relatives regarding wills and power of attorney and Luke’s age and the future of the Lawson estate. Fortunately Bluey kept a level head and stalled proceedings and disputes long enough for Luke to turn eighteen and take rightful ownership of the property.

      Luke didn’t see the point of going back to school; he had a property to run.

      Instead he took up flying lessons—official ones—and got his pilot’s license.

      The dry season faded away.

      The tourists left.

      The rains appeared on the far horizon and my mother moved her make-up to the fridge as she did every year to prevent it from melting.

      And I wondered what had become of my relationship with Luke.

      Had we done something wrong?

      Had we stepped over some invisible line?

      Should I have stopped him from kissing me—or stopped him from running away?

      I didn’t know what to think, how to feel, so I threw myself into my studies and lost myself in my exams. I had applied for medicine at every leading university in the country, and as I pored over my final papers in a sweltering classroom with sweat dripping from my nose—causing the ink on the page to smear in blue blots—I did my best not to think about Luke. Not to lose focus.

      Yet all the while I carried the pearl in my pocket.

      For luck.

      For hope.

      On the day I finished my last exam, after I finished writing the last word of my high school years, I put down my pen and let out a great sigh. I had done my best. All I could do now was walk out of that furnace of a classroom and wait. Wait for the results. Wait for the rains. Wait to discover what my fate would hold. Wait for⁠—

      “Jad!”

      I recognized his voice instantly.

      I turned, and across the sea of shouting, cheering, laughing kids all thrilled that school had finally come to an end, I heard him call my name again.

      Then I saw him.

      Looking older.

      More mature having experienced some of the real world while the rest of us were finishing school.

      Yet more handsome than ever.

      He was beaming at me, making his way determinedly toward me.

      When he finally reached me I didn’t know what to say except, “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, and I knew he meant it. “I missed you too.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to say congratulations. That I’m proud of you.” He held out a small box wrapped with a bow.

      “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

      “Open it.”

      I untied the bow and lifted the lid on the box. Inside was a shiny new diving knife.

      My mother once told me you never give knives as presents. It’s a bad omen that severs relationships. But I didn’t care. All I wanted was Luke.

      I beamed back at him and he said, “Shall we go celebrate with some fresh oysters?”
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