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    For Dehan Dreyer,

Your strength, courage, and unwavering spirit are an inspiration to us all. Thank you for showing the world what true resilience looks like.
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Chapter 1: The Sea Holiday
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The gentle hum of the bus engine quieted as it pulled into the small coastal town of Marisport, nestled along the sparkling azure shores of southern Europe. The scent of saltwater hung in the air, mingling with the soft fragrance of blooming wildflowers that lined the cobblestone streets. As the door of the bus swung open, six eager children, accompanied by Roxanne’s father, John, and Tiffany’s father, Clement, stepped out, their eyes wide with anticipation.

Simon was the first to leap onto the sidewalk, his heart racing with the thrill of the unknown. The quaint town was a world away from the routine of school and exams that had occupied their lives just weeks ago. Roxanne followed, her long blonde hair catching the light breeze, her eyes scanning the horizon for the first glimpse of the ocean she had dreamed about. Beside her, Tiffany adjusted her hat, a mischievous smile playing on her lips as she exchanged a glance with her father, who winked back, clearly sharing in the excitement of their adventure.

Uncle John and Uncle Clement had organized the two-week holiday as a reward for the children’s hard work, taking advantage of the brief summer closure of their school. After Simon’s dad had sponsored their unforgettable trip to South Africa, the two fathers thought it would be a great idea to arrange this sea holiday for the group. Marisport was a place of legend and beauty, a perfect backdrop for the adventures they would soon embark upon. Jack, the tallest of the group, stepped out next, his cautious blue eyes wide as he took in the unfamiliar surroundings. He had heard tales of hidden coves and secret caves along the coastline, and he could already feel the pull of discovery.

Freddy, with his round glasses perched on his nose and his red hair catching the sunlight, was busy calculating the distance to the nearest ice cream shop, while Leo, Roxanne’s younger brother, was already bouncing on the balls of his feet, eager to race to the beach.

Uncle John and Uncle Clement led the group to the designated camping area behind the small bed-and-breakfast that would serve as their base for the next two weeks. The site was nestled in a picturesque setting, with whitewashed walls of the main building and vibrant blue shutters that echoed the hues of the nearby sea. Instead of heading indoors, everyone was eager to set up their tents. As they busied themselves with tent poles and sleeping bags, the children’s excitement bubbled over, accompanied by the soothing sound of waves crashing against the shore, just a stone’s throw away.

“All right, let’s not waste any time,” Uncle John said with a grin, his voice carrying the same enthusiasm as the children. “Who’s ready for the beach?”

A chorus of eager voices answered him, and within minutes, the group was making their way down the narrow streets, past quaint shops and cafés, until the cobblestones gave way to soft, warm sand. The beach stretched out before them, golden and inviting, the ocean beyond shimmering under the midday sun.

As the children dashed toward the water, their laughter filling the air, Uncle John and uncle Clement exchanged a satisfied look. While the kids played and explored, they would be nearby, casting lines into the sea, keeping a watchful eye on their young adventurers while enjoying the tranquil rhythm of fishing.

The holiday had just begun, and already, it was clear that this would be a summer they would all remember—a summer of sun, sea, and perhaps, if the legends were true, a journey to the lost city of Atlantis.

***
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THE RACE TO THE WATER was filled with laughter and joy. Simon, the strong, athletic boy, easily outran them and waited for them to join. “Last in the water is a turtle!” he shouted, adding fuel to his friends’ efforts. Freddy, realizing he was the slowest, grabbed Leo’s swim shorts. This gave Tiffany the opportunity to run past them.

In the end, Leo wrestled Freddy to the ground, then ran with all his might, and with a final dive like a seasoned dolphin, he landed in the water with a splash, just escaping a huffing and puffing Freddy.

“Freddy! You’re washing the dishes tonight!” Tiffany teased. Freddy, red in the face, just nodded. “Okay, but tomorrow it’s your turn! I’m not doing it every day!” he retorted.

Simon and Jack were already diving below the waves, collecting small pebbles and shells. Tiffany and Roxanne were playing in the waves, while Leo and Freddy were discussing the rock plates a short distance from where they were enjoying the water.

After a while, Roxanne and Tiffany turned toward the beach, where they found a spot to bask in the warm afternoon sun. Leo and Freddy also made an exit and walked toward the rock plates they had spotted earlier. Simon and Jack continued their exploration of the ocean bed, showcasing their finds before throwing them back into the ocean where they belonged.

In the meantime, Freddy and Leo were staring at the rock plate. It was still high tide and too dangerous to explore. “It’s a cave! I tell you, it’s a cave!” Freddy pointed excitedly to an area between two huge rocks.

“It could be, but....” Leo’s jaw dropped, and next to him, Freddy froze like a statue. “Is that a, uh, uh, girl.... or did I get sunstroke?” Leo finally got out. Freddy stared in astonishment. In the area where he saw the presumed cave, a girl with long curly hair was swimming. It appeared as if she was looking for something.

Suddenly, the girl spotted them and disappeared into the water. “Do you think it’s a mermaid?” Freddy asked, his eyes wide and the surprise on his face still very visible. “No, she has legs, I saw them. She jumped between two rocks,” Leo answered.

“Look! There she is again...” Leo whispered. He waved toward her. “We won’t harm you! You can come out!” Freddy shouted. “Don’t scare her!” Leo cautioned. Leo slowly walked closer to the edge of the water and waved at the girl with one hand. At first, she disappeared under the water again, but then she slowly swam to the shore.

The girl seemed unsure of herself as she slowly exited the water. Leo and Freddy’s jaws dropped again. The girl was about the same age as them. She had long curly hair, and her swimsuit was decorated with seaweed. Leo held out his hand, a gesture the girl returned. “My name is Nerina,” she said in pure English. “Uh, uh, I’m Leo, and this is Freddy,” Leo answered while Freddy stared in disbelief.

“Are you from around here?” Leo asked the girl, who looked half afraid, but her eyes kept searching for something.

“Not really,” she said, then added, “Will you help me? Something very dear to my people has been stolen.” She paused for a while, and tears rolled down her cheeks. Then she added, “If we don’t find it soon, we will be doomed.”

Leo, who had now regained control over his thoughts and emotions, nodded. “Of course, we’ll do everything we can to help you! We are the Starlight Explorers!” Freddy also chimed in, “We’re on your side!” Then he asked, “Where are you from?”

The girl’s response stunned them once again. “I’m from Atlantis...”
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Chapter 2: Search for the Coralheart
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