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Chapter One
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Auckland, New Zealand 1871

The clunk of the lock turning and the squeak of the rusty door hinge seemed unnaturally loud, even with the sounds of the storm outside. Several inmates of the cell raised their heads.

‘Remember, you were all asleep and you saw and heard nothing,’ hissed a voice with an American accent from the back of the room.

The occupants of the room all immediately ‘played possum’. Some of them were smiling as they clutched the few coins they had been given earlier to secure their cooperation.

‘Quick, Lily’. A male voice was heard from the now half-open doorway. Lily Powell stepped over the prone bodies of her cell mates sleeping on their mattresses on the floor and left the cell. ‘Put these on,’ said the man in the corridor, dressed in a warder’s uniform. He handed Lily a man’s coat and a hat. She shrugged herself into the coat, which almost reached the floor, and pulled the hat down low on her head.

‘Let’s get the money, Larkin,’ she said.

They hurried along the corridors. In the early hours of the morning there were few staff on duty in the Stockade, Auckland’s main prison. Near the front of the building a light could be seen reflected under the office door of the head warder. Larkin tapped lightly on the door, opened it and ushered Lily inside.

‘Let’s get this over and done with,’ said the uniformed man inside. ‘The bag with the rest of your money is on the table, Lily. Now, Larkin, you’ll need to strike me a blow that produces plenty of blood but doesn’t injure me too much. Perhaps a glancing blow across the top of my head?’

Larkin, the warder, grinned, ‘I’ll not be too tough on you, sir’

Taking his baton from his belt, he hit the head warder a solid blow across his scalp. 

‘Mother of God,’ exclaimed the head warder. He went down on one knee from the force of the blow. He put his hand on the top on his head and discovered he was bleeding freely. He rubbed his bloodied hand across his face and shirtfront.

‘Lie down and I’ll tie you up,’ said Larkin. The head warder complied and was quickly trussed up. Meanwhile, Lily checked the contents of the bag on the table.

‘Is it all there?’ asked Larkin.

‘I think so. As I’ve told you, I also have plenty of money back home in America for when we get there.’

Larkin smiled as he took hold of Lily’s arm. ‘Let’s get going to the harbour.’ 

Lily overcame the desire to snarl at Larkin to keep his over familiar hands to himself. He was still needed until she got on board the waiting American boat. She’d play along at being his lady friend until then.

‘Strewth,’ muttered Larkin. The wind was threatening to pull the door to the outside from his grasp. Rain blew straight into their faces. They slipped into the darkness of the prison yard. Usually there was a lamp above the doorway, but it often blew out in bad weather.

Lily allowed herself to be led by Larkin along the inside of the stockade walls to the gate. They both knew that in bad weather in the early hours of the morning there was very little security. Probably one warder, sheltering as far back as possible in the sentry box by the main gate, would be the only guard on duty. You could almost guarantee he would be asleep.

As they neared the gate Larkin let go of Lily’s arm. He went ahead and looked around the edge of the sentry box. He quickly waved Lily on, and she noiselessly slipped past the lookout post and through the small wicket gate set in the main doors that Larkin was holding open for her. She smiled – outside and free. Appreciatively, she smelled the fresh air and enjoyed the rain on her face.

‘It’s quite a way to the harbour and we haven’t much time,’ she said. 

Larkin nodded, ‘I know all the shortcuts. It was too difficult to arrange a horse.’

Lily didn’t complain. Getting someone else involved and having a horse hanging around would have been difficult.

Lily was puffing heavily by the time they had reached the beach at Hobson’s Bay. At times Larkin had almost been dragging her along. She knew he enjoyed putting his arm around her waist and sometimes unnecessarily elsewhere, as he had helped her over fences, and in and out of ditches. She had said nothing but had occasionally smiled at him. Larkin was clutching the bag with the rest of her money in it. She put up with him.

‘What now,’ Larkin asked as they approached the water’s edge.

‘Strike a few sparks with your flint. A boat should be near.’

Larkin pulled a small fire steel and a sharp flint from his jacket pocket and struck them together vigorously. The sparks that appeared seemed puny and momentary.

‘Over here,’ a voice called.

They turned in the direction of the voice and could make out a ship’s boat just out from the shoreline. One man was seated in the front of the boat holding oars and keeping the bow headed into the waves approaching the shore, while another man was standing in waist deep water steadying the stern.

Lily and Larkin ran towards the boat.

‘You’re late,’ said a voice with an American accent, ‘Another five minutes and we would have left. Hurry, get in.’ 

The man in the water helped Lily over the transom into the stern of the rowing boat. 

‘Hurry, now you,’ he said to Larkin.

Larkin threw the bag with the money into the boat at Lily’s feet. He then gripped the side of the boat with both hands and raised himself to come over the gunnel. Lily turned to face him, smiled, and drew from inside her dress a small kitchen knife that one of her cell mates had got for her.

‘Not you, Warder Larkin,’ she said, driving the small blade between his ribs and into his heart. Larkin opened his mouth and gasped. Lily promptly withdrew the knife and stabbed him twice more, once in the chest and once in the stomach. Larkin crumpled and fell into the swirling waters.

The sailor holding the rear of the boat looked surprised, but said nothing and pushed the boat out from the shore while at the same time scrambling into it. Once seated mid-thwarts, he reached for a second set of oars. His companion was already pulling on his oars, and the boat headed through the choppy, windswept waves toward open water. 

Lily strained her eyes through the darkness and rain to try and make out the ship that must be out there somewhere. As the rowboat moved, she rinsed the knife blade in the seawater. It might come in useful again, she thought.
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Sergeant Patrick Kelly, of the Armed Constabulary, sat on a stool in the doorway of his small hut. His rank and standing meant he had his own room. He took advantage of the early morning sun that streamed through the doorway, as he neatly sewed a pewter button back on his uniform tunic. His eyesight was not what it used to be. But his fingers, although like bananas attached to a large joint of meat, were surprisingly nimble and accurate – a testament to his youth in Ireland repairing fine herring nets for his fisherman father.

Kelly yawned. There was no hurry, as it was his day off. As he sewed, he briefly thought back to his youth in Ireland. He liked to remember the times before his father and older brothers were drowned in a storm, but tried to forget the period of near starvation he and his mother had suffered before she died. The morning after his mother died, he left home at fifteen years of age to find a better life. Now, nearly fifty years on, he was a police sergeant in Britain’s furthest flung and newest colony. Kelly briefly closed his eyes as he enjoyed the warmth seated in his doorway.

‘What the...?’

He opened his eyes at the sound of a fast-moving horse and rider passing the doorway. The horse was halted in a skid of flying gravel outside the door of the Armed Constabulary company office. Kelly leaned forward to see more clearly and saw that the rider was wearing the uniform of a prison gaoler. The man rushed into the police office. Something is amiss up at the Stockade, Kelly thought. Gaolers arriving quickly never brought good news.

Sure enough, barely a minute later, Morris, the perpetually miserable-looking company clerk, hastened out of the office doorway and hurried in Kelly’s direction. Kelly stood up and started putting on his repaired tunic. He was not a vain man, but quickly checked himself in the mirror on the back of his door and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. He scowled at the old man with very grey hair and an almost pure white beard that looked back at him. It was a daily struggle to continue to appear fit for the responsibilities and arduous duties of a police sergeant, but he had no choice. He had to continue working.

‘The inspector wants you.’

‘Thanks Morris. What’s up?’

‘An escape from the Stockade. That American woman apparently,’ Morris replied.

‘Damn,’ muttered Kelly. ‘They should have hung her three months ago.’ He hurried to the office.

‘Come in Kelly. It seems your worst fears have been realised. Lily Powell has escaped from the Stockade.’ Sub-Inspector Murtagh looked grim as he spoke. ‘This is Warder Johnson.’ He indicated the man in gaoler’s uniform standing to one side.

‘Do we know what happened?’

‘Not really. Tell my sergeant what you have just told me, Johnson.’

‘It seemed the woman escaped with help during the night. We found the head gaoler tied up in his office when he didn’t show this morning at early parade. Also, one of our men, the one who looked after the women’s section last night, has gone missing.’

‘Get up there Kelly and see what you can make of it. I’ll get a notice and description out to all our men, and also the authorities at the local wharves.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Kelly left the office and at once set out to the Stockade.

The Stockade was situated on the slopes of Mt Eden about a mile and a half from the centre of the town. It was about fifteen years old and usually overcrowded. 

Kelly was puffing from the exertion of the walk by the time he arrived. He was a big man and a few years past his sixtieth birthday, even though his Armed Constabulary personnel file said he was aged in his mid-fifties. At the front gate he was quickly admitted to the main yard and made his way to the head gaoler’s office. Just before the doorway he had a quick gulp of brandy from the flat pewter flask that always occupied his inside jacket pocket. The throat-warming liquor helped him catch his breath and made those pesky chests pains disappear.

‘What happened, Mr Gorman?’ he asked the head gaoler, who was sitting on a chair with a blood-stained bandage around his head. Several prison staff were standing around him, but none of them seemed to be doing anything useful.

‘I was working late when Larkin, the man in charge of the women’s section, came to the door. He said something about an emergency and wanted to look at a file. I turned around to get it, and he coshed me. That’s all I remember, although I vaguely remember hearing a woman’s voice at some stage.’

The story didn’t ring true to Kelly.

‘Why did they come to your office? If she were escaping surely, she would go over the nearest bit of wall?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Probably to get the rest of her money... that’s it. See, they levered open the drawer.’

A drawer in the head gaoler’s desk was splintered and broken around the edges. It had clearly been forced.

‘What money?’ asked Kelly.

‘Surely you remember. She had, what was it, five thousand US dollars on her when she was caught.’

‘I thought the American Consul was holding on to it.’

‘Well, she was always wanting money for something, and it was decided it was easier if I looked after it.’

‘What was she spending money on?’

‘She was regularly paying other inmates to do washing for her and other services.’

‘Such as turning a blind eye to her escape efforts, I suppose,’ said Kelly. ‘Don’t you have a safe here.’

‘Yes, but I had taken the money out as Lily... er... Mrs Powell had asked me to count it. I put it back into the locked drawer temporarily.’

‘That sounds strange....’

‘Look Sergeant, I don’t like your questions. I have a shocking headache; I’m feeling unwell and need to lie down.’

‘Very well, Sir. I’ll speak with other staff. No doubt my inspector and the magistrate will have further questions.’

Gorman ignored the remark and hurriedly pushed past Patrick and left the room. Patrick noticed that other warders standing nearby were shuffling awkwardly.

‘Well, what can you lot tell me?’

No one replied, and several warders started moving away. Patrick went around the prison and spoke to a number of staff and several women prisoners, but no one would pass on any useful information, or admit to knowing anything.
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‘It’s all very suspicious, Sir. Mr Gorman did not sound at all convincing. The money was too easily available, and Lily Powell is the sort of woman who has no trouble bribing her way out of anything.’

Sub-Inspector Murtagh scowled, as he listened to Patrick’s account of his interviews up at the Stockade. He thoughtfully ran his fingers through his jet-black beard; a gesture Patrick had grown used to seeing whenever decision making was needed.

‘How bad was his head wound?’

‘Plenty of blood but it didn’t look too bad.’ Kelly replied.

‘I’ll have a word with Commissioner Naughton. You may recall that he’s now the official inspector of prisons, Kelly. He might want to personally deal with Gorman’s conduct. I’ll pass on our suspicions, but in the meantime keep it to yourself. Yes...?’

‘It’s all happening, Inspector.’ Morris had his head around the door and two other constables could be seen standing behind him.

‘What is... come in, men. You’re back from the wharves, Walker?’

‘Yes sir. I spoke with the harbourmaster. An American schooner due to leave this afternoon left on the 2am tide this morning, without getting any clearance. There’s a report that it may have picked up passengers from a rowing boat a short distance down the harbour.’

‘May have?’ queried Patrick.

‘The information was all third hand, Sarge.’

‘There’s more, Sarge... er... Inspector, a body has been found floating near the shore in Hobson’s Bay,’ broke in Constable Bayley. ‘A man in a gaoler’s uniform, apparently stabbed.’

‘Well... what do we think, Sergeant?’ Inspector Murtagh leaned back in his chair and looked at Kelly.

‘It sounds like Lily Powell found herself an American boat to escape on. Once the gaoler... Larkin, I think they told me his name was, had got her to the boat, he was no longer needed.’

‘That’s what I figure too, Sergeant. Lily Powell was quick to knife her accomplice and take the money last time. It seems true to her form.’

‘What do you think are our chances of apprehending her, Sir?’

‘Probably very remote. She’s on a small fast sailing schooner out on the wide ocean. If it doesn’t land at a British port, she’s away free.’

‘I wonder if she had help from the USA?’

‘Well, she and those others had plenty of money and support from American sources when they came down last year to try and assassinate Prince Alfred.’

‘No Tom to help us this time,’ said Patrick. 

Last year when the Fenians had tried to assassinate Prince Alfred, Kelly had been in charge of security for the Prince’s baby elephant – a drawcard with the Auckland public. After his initial misgivings at his job, Kelly had found Tom the elephant was a fascinating creature who had contributed to the failure of the Fenian plot in a way no one could imagine.

Inspector Murtagh laughed, ‘Are you still missing that elephant, Kelly?’

‘Tom was good at sniffing out Lily Powell when she was in disguise.’

‘True. Kelly, you and Walker find out what you can about the schooner and its owners, cargo, likely destination and so forth. I’ll take Bayley with me to look at the body. Morris, get the coroner underway will you.’

‘Sir.’

‘We’ll meet back here just before the end of the current shift.’

— l —

‘Come in, men.’ Sub-Inspector Murtagh gestured with his hand. ‘What did you find out about the schooner, Sergeant?’

‘She is called Massachusetts Maid. Has a crew of about ten. According to the harbourmaster they looked like a bunch of pirates.’

Murtagh laughed. ‘That sounds like the crew on most of the ships I’ve seen around the wharves.’

Kelly nodded in agreement. ‘It seems like it has been around the Pacific for quite a while, doing whatever charter work, they can get. Nothing much else is known. The captain, a man called Iremonger, apparently said they were returning to America soon... but who knows how reliable that is.’

‘Apart from sending more messages to all the British ports around the Pacific, this time with the name of the schooner, there is not a lot else we can do.’

‘I hate to think of Lily Powell escaping justice,’ said Kelly.

‘I know how you feel, Sergeant. With the weather we are having at the moment, wherever she is, it will be a rough voyage.’

‘Yes, the harbourmaster reckoned that it would be very stormy out at sea for the next few days. I hope she is as sick as a dog.’

Murtagh laughed again. ‘You don’t like the lovely Lily Powell at all, Sergeant.’

‘A cold-blooded murderess.’

‘There’s nothing more we can do. Thank you, men. Just go back to your normal duties. Kelly, can you start putting together the little information we can present to the Coroner’s Inquest tomorrow. I’ll have another talk with the Commissioner. He and Magistrate Beckham are going to speak to the head gaoler again. There’s talk of a public inquiry being held.’

‘Yes, Sir.’

Kelly left the inspector’s office. The others filed outside, but he stayed in the outer office.

‘Morris, can you let me have some inquest forms, please.’

Morris’s face adopted the usual pained expression he wore whenever he was asked to do anything.

‘Hurry up, man,’ snapped Kelly, who was tired of the clerk’s attitude.

Taking the papers that Morris unwillingly handed him, Kelly walked back to his room. He sat in his favourite spot by the door in the sun and started to fill them out, carefully dipping his pen in the ink bottle and wiping off any excess before he wrote anything. Kelly knew his level of writing was not good and he tried to be as neat as possible. After a while he stopped, his mind elsewhere. 

‘Lily Powell,’ he muttered to himself. He didn’t usually let the criminals he came in contact with affect him, but Lily Powell was something else. In common with most men, he had initially been taken in by her stunning good looks. But after the first time he had looked into her blue eyes up close and seen not a spark of humanity in them, he knew she was an uncompromising felon. There was no doubt that she had been the intended assassin of Prince Alfred in last year’s failed Fenian plot, and as far as Kelly was concerned she had, in cold blood, murdered two men, who were both originally helping her in her crimes. He had thought, after she had disappeared the first time, that she’d escaped justice, but then Tom the Prince’s elephant had recognised her, heavily disguised, in a crowd. She had managed, due to her American nationality and connections, to delay her trial, and now she had escaped justice again – probably permanently. Kelly was not happy.
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After the activity following the escape of Lily Powell and the murder of gaoler Larkin, the days following seemed an anti-climax to Kelly. He had spoken again with his inspector.

‘There is nothing else we can do, Sergeant. We have no idea where they are, but I suspect every hour that goes past they are sailing further away from New Zealand. We’ve sent messages to the Pacific Island British ports, but the Americans might arrive, replenish their provisions, and leave again before our messages are received. Just accept it, Kelly.’

‘Yes sir,’ Kelly went back to his room and tried to concentrate on routine town policing matters. He was working on next week’s roster when Morris appeared at his door.

‘Inspector wants you,’ said Morris, and walked away.

‘Hey, Morris,’ Kelly shouted after him.

Morris reappeared, ‘Yes?’

‘Yes Sergeant! The Inspector wants you, Sergeant! I want a bit more respect from you Morris.’

‘Yes... Sergeant,’ Morris sighed and walked away again.

Kelly got to his feet. What’s wrong with me, he wondered. There was once a time when his underlings were always respectful to him and feared him. His Irish temper was well known. It had faded as his red hair had turned grey, and was now almost white. Did they all think he was old and past it? Perhaps he had been a bit too casual lately. He would fix that, starting now. He took a swallow from his flask and strode out of his room towards the inspector’s office.

‘Do up your top button and stop slouching,’ he snapped at a constable walking past him.

‘Ye... Yes Sergeant,’ replied the surprised constable. Three constables lounging and talking around the mess room door noticeably stood straighter as he stalked past.

‘What’s got his goat?’ muttered Constable Bayley.

‘The Kelly of old returns,’ grinned Whisky Jack Walker, who was standing next to him.

‘Come straight through,’ Inspector Murtagh called out as Kelly entered the outer office, ‘Take a seat.’

Kelly did as commanded. Murtagh had a letter in his hand.

‘Have you ever been to the Great Barrier Island?’

‘No, I haven’t. I sailed past it once. It looked pretty mountainous, as I recall. High cliffs everywhere.’

‘Yes. Well, this letter has arrived today. It’s from the postmaster at a small settlement called Port Fitzroy. He says that a local resident committed suicide, doesn’t give an exact date, but probably about a week ago, if I interpret the letter correctly. Hung himself apparently. Was a heavy drinker and according to the postmaster, the locals thought he was possibly insane. Because of the bad weather and no boats leaving, they couldn’t send a letter sooner so after a couple of days they buried him.’

Kelly nodded. ‘Hopefully, he won’t need to be exhumed for a doctor to examine him. I imagine there was no doctor there?’

‘Not many people live there at all. I’m surprised they even have a postmaster. What I want you to do Kelly, is to take a man with you, catch the first boat to the island and investigate the circumstances. Talk to this postmaster and anyone else who saw the body, knew the man, his state of mind – oh you know, all the usual things. If you are satisfied that it sounds like suicide, see if you can organise an informal inquest and record it all.’

‘You basically want me to act like a coroner, Sir?’

‘That’s right, Kelly. We don’t want to send a coroner or a doctor over there, if we can avoid it.’

‘I might have trouble finding twelve respectable men to form a coroner’s jury.’

‘There is provision in the law for smaller juries. See if you can get half a dozen locals together and do the best you can. Of course, if you think there is anything suspicious, report back as soon as you can, and we will have to arrange an exhumation and everything else.’

‘Yes sir.’ Kelly turned to leave.

‘You’ll be away for at least a few days and it’s pretty primitive over there. You and your constable should take the usual campaign gear and some food with you. You might be lucky to find a roof over your head. I hope you are up for it. Anyway, Kelly, you don’t need me to tell you these things. I’ll send Morris across with some money shortly. Good luck.’

‘Yes sir, thank you.’

Kelly went back to his room. Why did his inspector ask if he was up for it? Did he think he was too old? Murtagh’s predecessor had tried to get rid of him. Kelly intended to hang around for a few more years yet. He had nowhere to go and nowhere to live once he finished with the police. An impoverished and lonely old age was not something he was looking forward to.

He started stuffing spare clothes into his Armed Constabulary knapsack. He had a spare bottle of brandy that he carefully wrapped in a jacket and placed in the middle of his knapsack. He also put in half a packet of hard biscuits. Hopefully, the locals could feed them while they were there.

He would be glad to get away from Auckland for a few days. He didn’t mind a short sea voyage. He had been brought up on fishing boats in the Atlantic Ocean as a child, and had sailed before the mast on several occasions in his younger days when travelling between countries. He only hoped he wouldn’t have to do too much walking on the mountainous and remote island. His legs always ached from walking around town each day.

‘Sergeant Kelly, here is the spending money from the inspector.’ Morris, looking somewhat subdued but as miserable as usual, handed an envelope to him. Kelly counted the contents and signed the receipt book Morris had in his other hand.

‘Thank you, Morris. On your way back please go to the barracks and tell Constable Walker he is going away with me for a few days, possibly as long as a week, and to pack his knapsack accordingly and report to me in an hour.’

‘Yes, Sergeant.’

It was a bit strange that Constable Walker was becoming his go-to man, thought Kelly. For a long time, Kelly had not highly rated the hard drinking ex-soldier, but had then realised that Constable John Walker, known to his drinking buddies as ‘Whisky Jack’, was a very experienced man. Out in the field he showed plenty of commonsense and had an ability to deal with difficult and dangerous situations. A crack shot with a musket or carbine, he also seemed to have a nose for sniffing out potential danger. He had saved Kelly’s life last year by using his initiative, and if Kelly needed a man to help him Walker was becoming his automatic choice.
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Morris went looking for Constable Walker. He found Walker with his usual group of drinking and ex-soldier friends, playing poker in the barracks’ mess room. Gambling was forbidden but no one seemed to enforce the rule.

‘Hey look, here’s the old smiler,’ called out Nobby Clark, as Morris put his head around the door.‘ Come to cheer us up, have you?’ 

Morris ignored him. ‘Walker, Kelly wants you. You have to pack enough gear for a week’s outdoors operation and meet him in an hour.’

‘Don’t you mean Sergeant Kelly, yes Sergeant, no Sergeant, kiss my arse, Sergeant. Please show some respect Morris,’ said Nobby Clark.

The rest of the men in the barracks laughed. They had all heard about Morris being told off by the Sergeant. 

‘Shut up you lot,’ said Morris.

‘Did the good sergeant say where we were going, Morris?’ asked Whisky Jack Walker.

‘No,’ said Morris. ‘I know where you are going, but why should I tell you?’ With that parting remark, Morris left the barracks slamming the door behind him.

‘Miserable sod,’ muttered Whisky Jack. ‘Well, I’d better do what the Sergeant wants.’ He got to his feet, went to his bed, and dragged his knapsack out from under it. The other men disliked being with Sergeant Kelly, as he could be a hard taskmaster who found fault with sloppy work, but Whiskey Jack enjoyed his operations with the Sergeant. Kelly was always doing something interesting and going away anywhere was a change from patrolling the streets of Auckland; arresting the same drunks each night and trying to avoid arresting the prostitutes, who most of the policemen knew very well, and breaking up fights. Whisky Jack got on well with Kelly and was in favour of an interesting life.

Whisky Jack grabbed his carbine and slung his knapsack over one shoulder. He had packed all his wet weather gear and carefully stowed in the middle of his pack, wrapped in a spare shirt, was an almost full bottle of whisky. Out in the field, Whiskey Jack knew Kelly enjoyed his nip of brandy from his flask and appeared to be happy to look the other way when Whisky Jack discreetly did the same.

‘See you later boys,’ he said to his companions as he went out the door.

‘Play your cards right and they might make you a corporal again, Whisky,’ one of them called out. The others laughed.

After his last expedition with Kelly, when he had saved his life, Whisky Jack had, against his wishes, been promoted to corporal. A week later after a drunken fight on his night off he had been reduced to constable again and was much happier.

Sergeant Kelly was sitting in the doorway to his room watching as Whisky Jack approached. Almost subconsciously Whisky Jack straightened his shoulders – old army habits die hard. His pewter police uniform buttons gleamed, his boots were polished, and his recently issued police helmet was bright white. Half drunk or sober, Whiskey Jack was always well turned out. He knew his superiors would overlook many faults if your uniform looked smart and your firearm was clean.

He saw Kelly looking at his gun.

‘I thought I should bring my carbine,’ he said.

Kelly hesitated for a moment. 

‘Hopefully, it won’t be needed but I guess, as we are going to an isolated island and anything could happen, you had best bring it.’

‘An island, Sarge?’

‘Yes, we are heading off to the Great Barrier Island to investigate what sounds like a straightforward suicide. If the weather turns bad again and we get stuck on the island, you might need the carbine to shoot a pig or something for food. Are you a good hunter?’

‘I can usually find food if I have to,’ Whisky Jack replied.

‘Right, let’s head off to the wharf. We are scrounging a ride on the revenue cutter. They are making a surprise visit to Port Fitzroy to check out liquor smuggling. Don’t look worried Walker, I don’t think they’ll check your pack.’ 

Kelly grinned as he picked up his own pack and led the way out of the police yard. ‘You’ve got some ammunition for that weapon?’

‘Yes Sarge, twenty cartridges and some percussion caps.’

‘More than we will ever need. With the boat trip across and the rain and wind we are having, make sure you keep them well wrapped and dry.’

‘Yes Sarge. I hope it isn’t going to be too rough on the boat.’

Kelly just grunted in reply.

They had no trouble picking out the revenue cutter, Ringleader, moored close to the harbour master’s office. The distinctive extra-long bowsprit and the government flag it was flying told any onlooker that it was a fast boat on government business. Several crewmen in blue uniforms were readying the ship for departure. The master saw them approach and invited them to board. The gangplank was pulled up shortly after they got on board.

Kelly had travelled on the cutter several times and Robertson, the ship’s master, greeted him as he stepped aboard.

‘Nice to see you again, Patrick. You can use the rear cabin or stay on deck near the stern, out of the way. We should have a fast and choppy ride to the Barrier.’

‘Thanks, Sandy,’ Kelly replied.

‘I think, Walker, we will go into the cabin for a start and I’ll tell you what I know about the suicide,’ said Kelly.

Whisky Jack listened carefully. He knew Kelly didn’t like to have to repeat himself and would expect him to remember all the brief details he was imparting.

‘Got all that?’

‘Yes, Sarge. I hope we don’t have to dig up the body.’

‘I hope so too, for your sake,’ said Kelly. ‘I don’t intend to be the one on the end of the shovel, if it becomes necessary.’

‘Thanks, Sarge.’

‘It feels like we are underway
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