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For Jak and Lana





Collect all the Adventure Island books
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One


The Secret in the Cellar
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Need … somewhere … to hide …


Jack hurtled down the spiral staircase three steps at a time.


There were some awesome hiding places in The Lighthouse. Emily had squeezed into an old trunk of ropes on the seventh floor. And they’d practically had to call in Search and Rescue to find Scott behind the old clockwork winding mechanism in the lantern room. OK, Jack had to admit it was a good spot, but you’d think his brother had discovered life on Mars, the way he’d been gloating about it ever since. Which was why Jack had to find somewhere even better.


He paused on the fifth floor and glanced through the porthole window. A flash of lightning ripped through the swirling black clouds, lighting up the scene like an X-ray. Waves the size of double-decker buses were hurling themselves against the cliffs. The elements – sea, sky, rock, thunder, lightning – were slugging it out in an epic punch-up. And in The Lighthouse, they had ringside seats for the big fight! The breakers were crashing against the walls and the wind was rattling the window-panes. The storm was so violent that Emily’s dad had switched on the lamp in the lantern room and the friends had only just made it inside without being swept off the promontory!


But right now Jack had more pressing concerns than the storm. Scott would probably have counted up to fifty already. In fact, knowing Scott, he wouldn’t even have bothered to count. He’d just wait a few seconds, before shouting ‘ninety-nine, one hundred, coming, ready or not …’


Where can I hide?


Jack hurried down the stairs, past the three floors of guest rooms – Emily’s parents ran The Lighthouse as a Bed and Breakfast – past the kitchen on the first floor, to the guest lounge on the ground floor. Several of the guests were sitting around reading or playing board games. The storm had knocked out the main power supply, and although it was only late afternoon, the angry storm clouds darkened the sky. Emily’s mum and dad had lit candles and the old wood-burning stove. The soft firelight flickered across the colourful rugs, sofas and wall-hangings that filled the huge circular room. The family who were staying at The Lighthouse for the week were playing Ker-plunk. A clatter of tumbling marbles was followed by a scream of ‘That’s not fair!’ and a squawk of ‘He cheated!’ from the six-year-old twins.


Must focus on hiding …


The spiral staircase descended one more floor, to a cellar hewn deep into the rock. Jack had already hidden down there once, behind a rack of old lifejackets and oilskins, but it was worth another look. He grabbed a torch from a hook by the front door and headed down.


The cellar was cool. Jack shivered. The earthy scent of damp rock reminded him of the Whistling Caves, where he’d had to swim out underwater to escape the rising tide – not an experience he’d particularly enjoyed! That was not long after he and Scott had first come to stay with Aunt Kate while their dad was digging up bits of old pots in the middle of an African rainforest-slash-war-zone. The brothers had run into Emily Wild on their first day in Castle Key (literally: they were being chased by a stampede of cattle at the time!). Together the three of them had discovered a hoard of stolen Saxon artefacts in the caves, not to mention a secret passage to the castle. Since then, they’d also escaped from a haunted room and rescued a runaway film star.


No, this wasn’t your average kind of summer holiday!


But, then, Castle Key wasn’t your average kind of island …


Jack shone the torch around. The cellar was crammed with a random collection of crates and boxes and trunks. There were cases of wine, a box of canvases for Emily’s mum’s paintings, a set of golf clubs … Some of the stuff looked prehistoric! Dad could probably get funding for an archaeological dig down here, Jack thought. But if I can just shift this ancient crate … The crate was surprisingly heavy. What’s in this thing? Someone’s collection of bowling balls and encyclopaedias? But Jack was on a mission now. He shoved harder. Suddenly it budged.


Time was running out. This would have to do! But as Jack wedged himself behind the crate, he stubbed his toe on something hard. Cursing with pain, he shone his torch down. The culprit was a rusting iron ring. Curious, he gave it a quick tug. From beneath a carpet of dust, a wooden trapdoor creaked up out of the stone floor.


Ker-ching!


Scott and Emily wouldn’t find him down here in a million years!
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‘OK, we give up!’ Emily shouted. She looked at Scott. ‘You don’t think he’s mad enough to have gone outside to hide, do you?’


‘Mad enough?’ Scott laughed. ‘This is Jack we’re talking about. Of course he’s mad enough. He’d go surfing in a tsunami!’


That’s what I was afraid of, Emily thought. ‘He could have been swept out to sea in the storm …’ She ran to the front door and pulled it open. ‘Jack! Come back!’


‘Shut the door!’ A chorus of protests came from the lounge as a gale force wind roared through the room like an express train.


‘No one has gone outside!’ Mum shouted. She was playing Monopoly with one of the guests – a Japanese salesman called Mr Tanaka – and the wind had scattered her money all across the rug.


Emily sighed. Where is Jack? Drift – her pet dog, constant companion and partner in numerous investigations – was nudging his head against her knees. His black ear was standing up and his brown-and-white spotted ear flapped up and down. Emily knew he was trying to tell her Jack was in the cellar. She followed him downstairs – even though they’d already searched down there a hundred times. Drift was usually the ultimate sniffer dog, but this time the excitement of the storm must have fried his tracking circuits.


‘You’re going to have to say it!’ Emily told Scott, after they’d scoured the cellar yet again.


‘Say what?’ Scott asked.


‘That you give up, of course! Jack doesn’t care whether I find him or not. He only wants to beat you.’


Scott groaned. Emily was right. But having to concede defeat to his younger brother was about as cool as doing up your top button and tucking your shirt in. Every fibre of his being was screaming, Don’t do it! He swallowed, cleared his throat and squeezed the words out through clenched teeth. ‘OK, I give in. You can come out now!’


‘Sorry, didn’t quite catch that!’


Scott whipped round. Jack’s muffled voice was coming from somewhere close by but where was he? Had he found an invisibility cloak or something? ‘I give in!’ Scott uttered the dreaded words a fraction louder.


‘Can I get that in writing?’ Jack’s grinning face appeared from behind a crate. Cobwebs smothered his spiky blond hair and dust smudged his cheeks like camouflage paint.


‘But we looked behind there!’ Emily gasped.


‘I was down in that hidey-hole.’ Jack stretched his arms. ‘Phew, it’s not exactly five-star accommodation, is it?’


‘What hidey-hole?’ Emily asked.


‘The one under the trapdoor.’


‘What trapdoor?’


Jack stared at Emily. ‘You mean you didn’t know it was there?’


Emily shook her head.


Oh, yes! What a result! Jack did a victory lap of the cellar. This was better than he could have hoped. He’d only found a secret hidey-hole that Emily didn’t know about, right under her nose!


Together, they dragged the massive crate out of the way.


‘Wow!’ Emily breathed. ‘I had no idea this hole was here …’ She was about to carry out a full inspection when she noticed a roll of paper in Jack’s hand. ‘What’s that?’


‘Dunno! It was just lying on the ground down there.’ Jack perched on the edge of a broken table and unfurled the scroll. ‘It’s got some old writing on …’


Emily and Scott pooled the light of their torches on the dog-eared sheet of yellowing paper. It was freckled with brown spots and the ink had faded to the colour of a tea stain.


‘It’s a letter!’ Emily cried. She tucked her tangle of chestnut curls behind her ears and knelt down to examine the faint words. She made out a date at the top of the page: August the fifth, 1902. A shiver of excitement ran down her spine. The letter was over a hundred years old!


The three friends peered at the letter.


To Captain John Macy,


During the weeks that you have sheltered me here since you pulled me from the storm-tossed seas, I have come to regard you as a true and loyal friend.


For this reason I will now make known to you a secret of great import. First, I confess I have not told you the full story of the terrible night that The Empress went down in the bay of Castle Key.


On that fateful night, I made my way into a lifeboat, along with my fellow officer, Tommy Spring, and a certain valuable cargo. In the teeth of the storm we found ourselves thrown onto an uninhabited rocky islet. Uncertain of what events lay ahead, we hid the


‘Hid the what?’ Jack slapped his hands to his forehead. ‘He can’t just stop in the middle of a sentence. That’s mental cruelty!’


Emily’s dark brown eyes gleamed. ‘Ooh, I bet it was contraband! Brandy or muskets or something.’


Scott and Jack looked at each other and laughed. ‘Smugglers?’ they chorused. Emily suspected everyone of being a smuggler. If she hadn’t already marked them down as being a spy, that was! If the letter had turned out to be a shopping list, she’d have been on the lookout for a rogue grocer dealing in black-market baked beans and Pot Noodles. But, Scott had to admit, there was an outside chance she could actually be right this time.


A shipwreck, a secret of great import and something hidden on a rocky island …


They’d been planning to play Cluedo next. But Cluedo could wait.


They had a real mystery to solve now.


This letter had Adventure written all over it!




Two


Another Exciting Discovery
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‘There must be another page somewhere …’ Scott said. But he was talking to himself! Jack, Emily and Drift had already piled into the hole.


Drift yelped.


‘Sorry, mate,’ Jack said. ‘Didn’t mean to stand on your paw!’


‘I can’t see a thing with you in the way!’ Emily complained.


Scott laughed. ‘You guys look as if you’re trying to break the Guinness World Record for the most people in a confined space!’


Jack climbed out and gave Emily room to shine the torch around. There didn’t seem to be any holes or alcoves built into the rough walls. But Drift didn’t let that fool him! The little dog was a medley of many breeds – but his nose was one hundred per cent pure bloodhound. And that finely-tuned nose was picking up something very interesting in the back corner.


Emily examined the wall where Drift was scrabbling with his paws. ‘Give me your penknife, Jack!’ she called. She inserted the small blade into a hairline crack, and twisted. Something gave a little. She levered the blade further and a piece of the wall eased out like a loose brick.


Emily’s heart was racing as she reached into the gap. Her fingers brushed against a rectangular object with a smooth surface. ‘It’s a book!’ She hoisted herself out of the hidey-hole and helped Drift clamber out after her. ‘You’re a canine genius!’ she laughed, wrapping her arms around him.


Scott stared at the book in Emily’s hands. It was the size of a fat textbook and bound in rusty maroon leather. It was probably an old Bible or a dictionary. He couldn’t help feeling disappointed. Antique books might be interesting – if you were into that kind of thing – but it wasn’t page two of their mystery letter.


But when Emily prised open the stiff pages, they were filled with spidery handwriting. ‘It’s a journal!’ she breathed. She cracked the front cover open. Inscribed on the first time-mottled page were the words, Property of John Nathaniel Macy, 1902.


Jack whistled. ‘Wow! That’s the guy the letter’s addressed to.’


There was a long silence. The three friends looked at each other in amazement. This journal could hold the answers! What was the secret? And what had been hidden on the island?
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Bursting with excitement, they settled down in the dining room, where the light was better for reading the journal’s faded handwriting. The dining room was housed in a conservatory added on to the side of the lounge – so that the guests could enjoy panoramic ocean views over their breakfasts. At least, they could when the windows weren’t being lashed by horizontal rain and sea-spray. Luckily they were made of extra-tough reinforced glass. The power was still off so Emily fetched an oil lamp from the dresser. She struck a match, lit the lamp and turned the wick up inside the curved glass mantle so that it cast a pool of bright light across the table.


Emily carefully placed the journal in the middle of the table. She took a deep breath, and was about to open it at page one, when Jack reached out, grabbed the book by the covers and gave it a good shake.


‘Hey, what are you doing?’ Emily protested.


Jack shook the journal again. A sheet of paper fluttered onto the table. He punched the air. ‘Bet you a million pounds it’s the missing page!’


Emily stared. Jack was right! The handwriting matched the letter exactly. She lined the two pages up side by side and read the last words of the first page ‘… we hid the …’ and the first word of the second page ‘… cargo’.


Jack thumped the table. ‘Cargo? We hid the cargo? Yeah, that really narrows it down! Why can’t this guy just cut to the chase and tell us what it is?’


‘Hang on!’ Emily said. ‘Let’s see what else he’s got to say.’ She continued to read. ‘…which had come into my possession in the Transvaal …’ She hesitated. ‘Where’s the Transvaal?’


‘It’s where Count Dracula comes from,’ Jack said. An awesome thought suddenly occurred to him. ‘Hey, you don’t think this guy’s a vampire, do you? This letter could be written in blood!’


Scott rolled his eyes and shook his head slowly. ‘That’s Transylvania, you duh-brain!’


‘Anyone know where Transvaal is?’ Emily called through to the guest lounge.


‘Ooh, is this a quiz?’ Mrs Hartley, the mother of the Ker-plunk family, looked up from the game. ‘I love quizzes! Now, don’t tell me, Transvaal … I’m sure that’s South Africa.’ There was a mighty crash. ‘Now, which one of you two knocked the game over?’


‘He did!’ the twins chorused.


Emily grinned. ‘Remind you of anyone?’ she asked.


Scott and Jack looked at each other blankly and shook their heads.


Emily laughed. Then they all leaned forward to continue reading.


We then returned to the lifeboat and rowed for the shore, planning to return at a later date to recover our property. The storm raged on and our little boat foundered on the treacherous rocks. Tommy was washed overboard, the Lord have mercy on his soul, but I was saved by your good self and brought back to the lighthouse. Lately, I have heard that men have arrived in the village asking of my whereabouts. They have followed me from Africa in search of the cargo, which they claim I stole from them, although who is to deny a soldier the spoils of war? But I must flee and lie low until they cease to search for me here.


I know you will not double-cross me, so in case any accident should befall me, I leave you this map for safekeeping. If I do not return within three months, you may use it as you will. Do not reveal its contents to anyone for it shows the location of the African gold.


I remain your grateful friend,


William Maddox


‘African gold?’ Scott murmured.


‘Now we’re talking,’ Jack laughed. ‘That’s my kind of cargo!’


‘And there’s a map!’ Emily’s heart was doing back-flips. She could sense mystery and adventure in the air. She flicked through the crackly pages of the journal. It has to be here. At last she found it: a sheet of thick parchment stuck inside the back cover. She smoothed it out on the table. The three friends huddled round, their heads almost touching. The ink was badly faded and speckled, but the outline of an island and some scribbled notes were barely visible. The words Gull Island were written across the top.


‘Gull Island!’ Emily cried. ‘That’s not far. You can see it from here.’ She ran to the window and looked west across the bay. Scott and Jack stood behind her and peered out. Thunder rumbled and lightning flashed. A seagull flew past backwards, flapping in vain against the gale-force wind. ‘At least, you can usually see it …’ Emily sighed.
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