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Read all the books in the Dolphin Island series:

 

1. Shipwreck

2. Lost at Sea

3. Survival

4. Fire!

5. Missing

6. Storm Clouds
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‘Oh no!’ Mia Fisher sat cross-legged on the deck of Merlin, her family’s yacht, as they sailed smoothly through deep blue water. She had dropped one end of a seashell necklace she was making for her big sister, Fleur.

Fleur heard the shells skitter-scatter across the wooden deck of the bathing platform and looked up from her book. ‘Oops!’ she grinned.

 ‘Help me pick them up,’ Mia pleaded. The sun was scorching hot on her back and the breeze blew wisps of dark brown hair across her cheeks as she scrambled to gather the tiny, spilled cowries.

 ‘What’s this doing down in the galley?’ Their brother, Alfie, popped his head up through a hatch. He held a reel of nylon fishing line that had rolled from Mia’s lap as she’d jumped up to rescue her shells.

The boat, set fair for an evening passage between small, rocky islands in the South Pacific, dipped and rose again. The white sails billowed in the wind.

Fleur took the reel from Alfie. ‘What’s for tea?’ she asked.

‘Dad’s cooking sausages.’ Deciding to give Mia a hand, Alfie came up the companionway dressed in red shorts and trainers. After four weeks under the tropical sun, his fair hair was bleached pale blond and his wiry body was tanned.

‘What’s Mum doing?’ Closing her book on butterflies, thirteen-year-old Fleur stretched on her sunlounger, adjusted her pink swimsuit straps and yawned.

‘She’s plotting our course for tomorrow and checking for echolocation images of hidden reefs.’

‘It’s a wonder you’re not working that out with her.’ Fleur liked to make fun of her techie brother’s love for touch-screens and numbers. At eleven years old, Alfie knew his way around echo-sounders and electric compasses better than anyone else on board. Personally, she preferred butterflies and birds – in fact, any beautiful creature that she’d discovered flying, crawling, climbing or scampering along white beaches and through thick jungle on the hundreds of tiny islands scattered like green jewels across the azure sea.

‘Isn’t anybody going to help me?’ Mia wailed. She was hungry, hot and only six. And the necklace was ruined.

‘Don’t whinge,’ Alfie said, down on his hands and knees to pick up shells. ‘We can soon make another.’

‘Yes, there’ll be millions of shells on the next beach – don’t you worry.’ Fleur shaded her eyes with her hand and looked at the frothy wake that the boat made in the clear water. ‘Wow – look!’ she exclaimed, pointing at a pod of twelve or so bottle-nose dolphins that had risen to the surface to play in the white foam.

The smooth, glistening creatures leaped clear of the water with a volley of whistles and shrieks that made Fleur, Alfie and Mia clap their hands and laugh out loud. The dolphins twisted and turned their torpedo-shaped bodies in the air, rolled and dived then appeared again. Some slapped their tails against the surface of the sea, others swam close to the boat, heads above the water, mouths curled upwards in broad smiles and blowing raspberries at the excited spectators.

‘Cute!’ Fleur sighed.

‘I like this one best.’ Alfie pointed to the nearest dolphin, which was smaller and smilier than the rest. ‘She’s young and she’s all pink and pearly underneath.’ He leaned over the rail for a better view. ‘I wish I could swim like that. I’m useless in the water.’

‘Which is why you should be wearing this.’ Their mother, Katie Fisher, had appeared on the bathing platform with three life vests. ‘Put it on, please, Alfie. And you too, girls.’

Grumbling, Alfie, Fleur and Mia did as they were told while the dolphins went on playing. Two other youngsters showed off by rising straight out of the water and doing what the kids called tail-walking – flapping their front flippers against their sides and doing a comedy walk with their tail flukes. The petite, pink pearly one surged ahead to ride the bow wave at the front of the boat.

‘Don’t you just love them?’ James Fisher, the children’s father, was the last to appear on deck. He looked funny with his bare chest and cooking apron tied around his middle over his denim shorts. ‘Anyway, tea’s ready,’ he announced.
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So Mia, Alfie and Fleur tore themselves away from the sight of dolphins at play and went below deck to put on T-shirts, trainers and shorts ready for tea. They listened, as they ate, to their mum and dad arranging to take turns at the wheel overnight to steer them through some narrow straits ahead.

‘We’re in uncharted waters,’ Katie warned. ‘Lots of these islands don’t even have names and there are hidden reefs everywhere.’

‘Don’t worry – we’re used to tricky situations after four weeks’ non-stop sailing in these waters.’ James sounded relaxed as he ran a hand through his dark, curly hair. ‘And your granddad made sure that Merlin has the best navigation equipment that money can buy.’

The Fishers had borrowed the 46-foot yacht from Katie’s wealthy father for six weeks of tropical sailing during the summer holidays. They’d flown out from grey old England to Queensland, Australia, then kitted Merlin out with all the provisions they would need for a long sea voyage and set off across the Torres Strait towards Papua New Guinea. They’d laid anchor in many a sheltered bay and explored empty white beaches fringed with palm trees. It was proving to be the adventure of a lifetime, a dream come true for all the family.

‘Yes, we definitely owe my dad a big thank you!’ Katie knew how lucky they were. With her fair hair permanently tied back and her tanned, round face displaying a wide, white smile, she too was confident of sailing safely through. ‘Come on, Alfie – if you’ve finished your sausages I’ll show you our exact course.’

‘And we’ll do the hard work.’ James hauled the girls back up on deck to stow away the mainsail. ‘We’re old hands at this,’ he joked.

As they worked together, Mia kept a hopeful lookout for dolphins while Fleur, whose hair fell about her face in auburn curls, pictured the moment when she could play her usual sunset game of standing at Merlin’s bow, staring out to sea and pretending to be the heroine in a romantic film.

When they were almost done, Alfie came up the companionway to report a problem. ‘Mum’s lost the signal. The screens have gone blank.’

‘Yeah, the satellite link is pretty weak out here.’ James sighed. ‘Tell her not to worry. We can rely on the manual compass and old-fashioned maps for the time being.’

Meanwhile Fleur had taken up position at the bow of the boat. ‘Dad, I can see dark clouds,’ she said uneasily. ‘Does that mean a storm’s heading our way?’

James came up beside her in the fading light and studied the eastern horizon. ‘They didn’t mention it in the forecast, but yes – it looks like we’d better be prepared.’

‘Maybe atmospheric disturbance is the reason we lost the signal.’ As usual, Alfie’s techie knowledge came in handy. ‘I’ll go and tell Mum.’

‘I don’t like storms,’ Mia moaned. ‘They make the sea rough and I feel sick.’

‘Nobody likes them,’ Fleur explained. She felt sorry for Mia and took charge of taking her down below, leaving their dad to switch on the engine and keep an eye on the approaching storm.

‘We definitely didn’t expect this.’ Sitting at the chart table with Alfie, Katie struggled to bring the network system back to life. A wind had got up, and they felt the boat begin to dip, rise and dip again as the sea grew choppy.

‘I’d better rescue my sunlounger,’ Fleur decided, nipping back up on deck in time to see the flimsy canvas bed caught by a gust of wind. It skittered across the platform, making her gasp as it was blown like a kite over the stern guard before flapping off into the sunset. She saw her dad in the cabin, looking serious, with his hands gripping the wheel as Merlin’s bow rose to meet a giant wave. Up they went, with a sickening lurch, up and up into a wall of green water until they crested the wave then plunged back down.

‘Fleur!’ Katie’s anxious voice called from the navigation station. ‘Come back below deck!’

‘Ouch!’ The downward plunge had pushed Fleur off balance and thrown her against a steel guardrail. She bent forwards and was fighting her way back towards the companionway when the next wave hit. Up the boat rose again, with the sound of the wind whipping and whistling through the rigging and with water slapping hard against the hull. To keep upright, Fleur grabbed the nearest thing – a bracket securing the life-raft canister to the deck. She held on tight as a heavy spray drenched her, but was so shocked by the strength of the wind that she hardly dared to look up at the whirling mass of dark cloud and mist about to envelop them.

‘Come down!’ Katie called again.

Fleur let go of the bracket and scrambled to safety before the next wave hit.

‘What’s it like up there?’ Alfie wanted to know.

‘Pretty bad,’ she admitted. ‘It’s starting to rain. I’m sorry, Mum – we lost the lounger. The wind blew it overboard.’

Hearing this, and with strict instructions for the kids to stay below, Katie hurried to check the situation for herself and consult with James.

‘It’s getting really dark all of a sudden.’ Fleur shivered. Her skin felt cold and prickly from the salt. ‘The waves are giant and we’re tiny in comparison. A little white speck in a massive sea.’

‘Sshh – you’ll scare Mia,’ Alfie warned.

All three sat at the chart table staring at blank screens and holding tight as Merlin rose and fell then rose and fell again. They listened to the thud of water against her sides, waiting for their mum to come back.

‘OK, listen to me,’ Katie said when she returned, her fair hair soaked and plastered to her head. Her face was deadly serious. ‘It looks like there’s a typhoon coming up from the south-east.’

‘Is that one of those curly-whirly things?’ Mia whimpered, edging closer to Fleur and putting both arms around her waist.

Alfie frowned but said nothing.

‘Dad’s doing his best to work out its exact position,’ Katie explained quickly. ‘He needs to know wind speeds and directions and that’s harder to do without our systems up and running. Alfie, you can keep on trying to pick up a signal. Fleur, you look after Mia. I’ll be up there with Dad.’

‘I don’t like this. I want it to stop.’ Mia’s eyes filled with tears as she clung to Fleur.

Alfie concentrated on the empty screens. ‘I wish we had reception.’ He tapped keyboards and adjusted an aerial. ‘At this rate the storm will throw us off course and we won’t have a clue where we are.’

‘Now who’s scaring Mia?’ As the boat rolled from side to side then rose up into another huge swell of water, a howling wind drowned Fleur’s voice and once more they all had to cling on to something solid – the table or the navigator’s seat – whatever was closest.

‘How are you doing down there?’ their dad yelled from above. He’d handed over the wheel to Katie and was battening down hatches but the wind buffeted him so badly that he had to crouch and hang on to the steel guard wires. Rain lashed his face and he could scarcely catch his breath.

‘We’re OK,’ Fleur called back as Merlin lurched and rolled.

Then suddenly – disaster! There was a loud thud then a churning, scraping noise from the stern of the boat – the sound of the propeller blades hitting something big and solid, followed by a high whine from the engine in the compartment under the companionway.

‘What in God’s name was that?’ James struggled against the wind to reach the stern, only to find that they’d been hit full-on by a long, dark object – most probably a tree trunk that had been felled by a previous storm and pushed out to sea. From what he could make out, it had mangled the propeller completely. ‘Cut the engine!’ he yelled at Katie, before he was tossed forward by the swelling waves then thrown back painfully against a metal mooring cleat.

‘Dad!’ Alfie left the navigation station and climbed the companionway to see James sprawled across the deck. Katie stood helpless at the wheel as the storm drove Merlin close to rocks that had appeared through the mist to starboard. Then at the last second the current snatched the boat away and sent her wildly in the opposite direction through foaming water towards open sea.

‘I’m OK,’ James said, ignoring the pain in his ribs as he crawled forward to join Katie.

‘We’re drifting!’ she yelled. ‘Without a propeller there’s nothing we can do – except ride out the storm and hope we’re still in one piece when it’s over.’

‘I’m scared,’ Mia whimpered, still clinging to Fleur, who steadied herself against the back of the navigator’s seat and braced her legs against the chart table. ‘How long will it last?’

‘Not long,’ Fleur assured her, though the boat was being tossed like a cork and the wind howled louder than ever.

‘Dad – we’re losing the life-raft!’ Alfie spotted the latest threat and made as if to scramble up on deck. ‘It’s coming loose from its bracket!’

‘Stay where you are!’ James yelled. The wind whipped his words away and his attention was taken by the sight of more pyramids of jagged rock looming up ahead.

Ignoring the order, Alfie made a desperate attempt to save the life-raft canister. He hauled himself up on deck and with one hand still gripping the companionway rail he reached towards it. His fingers made contact with a loose strap then a wave hit them from the side and the boat tipped violently to starboard. Alfie lost hold of the rail and was sent skidding on his belly backwards towards the bathing platform, scrambling for a fresh hold as heavy spray engulfed him.

Down below, Fleur held Mia tight. She’d seen Alfie’s skinny legs disappear up the companionway and her heart thudded in her chest. ‘Don’t be stupid, Alfie – come back!’ she cried.

Tossed by the waves and sucked hither and thither by the current, Merlin once more scraped past fingers of dark rock and bobbed on aimlessly. The mist was thick, the sky almost black in the centre of the storm.

Alfie lay spread-eagled on the smooth bathing platform. The life-raft canister had broken free and was gone so his efforts had been in vain and now there was nothing to grab on to except the stern guard. But it was too high for him to reach and he felt himself slide again. For a split second Merlin steadied and almost gave Alfie enough time to rise to his knees and hold on to the guardrail but then another wave hit the stern full on and she tipped upwards to an angle of sixty degrees. Again Alfie was thrown back and this time he was flipped free of the boat. He fell through thin air, through mist and spray into the foaming sea.
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Merlin rose. Up and up she went as the wave rolled on. Below deck, Mia and Fleur felt but couldn’t see the force of water and wind.

The boat crested the wave and plunged downwards on Nature’s terrifying rollercoaster. From the cabin, Katie and James saw nothing but spray. A wall of wind deafened them and made their senses spin so that they didn’t hear their iron keel slice into the rocks submerged just centimetres below the surface – only felt Merlin come to a shuddering halt then rock violently from side to side as she caught fast on jagged rocks.

Below deck, Mia screamed. Fleur saw seawater rush in through a hole low in the hull. It swirled in and rose quickly and her first thought was to look for something to stem the flow – she tried a cushion from the bench-seat but water was pouring in too fast for her to stop it so all she could do instead was to grab Mia and drag her up the companionway. ‘Whatever you do, don’t let go of my hand!’ she cried as she poked her head out of the hatch. ‘Mum, Dad, Alfie – where are you?’

There was no reply. Merlin had settled sideways on to the rocks and water still poured in through the glass fibre hull. On deck, the door of the cabin hung open but there was no one inside. And there was no sign of Mum, Dad or Alfie either.

‘Where is everyone?’ Mia wailed. Her pretty face with its delicate features was screwed up in an agony of fear.

‘It’s OK, we’re wearing life vests and the clouds are lifting – I think I caught a glimpse of land out there.’ Fleur wasn’t sure, but the waves seemed to be lessening and the wind dying down. She began to hope that the worst of the storm had passed. One thing was sure though – they had to get off the boat before it finally keeled over and sank. ‘Hold on to me,’ she urged Mia as they edged their way on deck. ‘And listen – I can definitely see land through the mist. It’s not far away. We’re going to try and reach it – OK?’

‘Will we have to swim?’ Terrified to go anywhere without her mum, dad and Alfie, Mia pulled back.

‘Yes. Hold on to me.’ The boat lurched and tipped. The bathing platform was already below water. In the low light of the setting sun Fleur saw that trying to reach land was the only choice they had.

But the waves were strong and they were weak. A thirteen-year-old girl and her six-year-old sister – what chance did they have against the tail-end of a typhoon? With her heart in her mouth, Fleur hesitated. Then she saw something miraculous.

One shape, then a second, rose from the water – sleek grey creatures with domed heads and curved fins. They leaped clear of the waves and through the mist, re-entered the water then emerged again – two young dolphin rescuers. They swam so close to the rocking, sinking boat that Fleur could reach out and touch them. She looked into their dark, bright eyes and knew in an instant that they were here to help.
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