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One


Out of the Blue
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Emily Wild lay on her stomach on the warm rock, her head propped up on her elbows, and gazed across the water towards the gap in the cliffs that circled Keyhole Cove, almost cutting it off from the open sea. The hidden cove on the south coast of Castle Key, guarded by a battalion of jagged rocks, was once the haunt of smugglers running brandy and tobacco to Cornwall. Now it was one of Emily’s favourite places on the island.


It was the first day of the Easter holidays. Her friends Scott and Jack Carter were back from London to stay with their Great-aunt Kate. Together they’d rowed Emily’s little boat Gemini all the way to the cove and had spent the morning swimming and exploring rock pools, before stopping to eat their picnic. Sunlight was sparkling off waves of the deepest blue.


Everything was perfect.


And yet …


Emily’s little dog Drift nudged her chin with his nose. He could tell something was troubling her.


She scooped up a handful of the tiny shells that sprinkled the beach like silver glitter, let them run through her fingers, and sighed. ‘I hope we don’t get any mysteries to solve this holiday!’


Jack was so shocked he dropped his ham roll. The girl lounging on the rock next to him looked like Emily Wild: the same mad tangle of chocolate-coloured curls, the same dark eyes, the same skinny brown arms and legs. And yet, this couldn’t be Emily. Emily lived for mysteries! Her pen was permanently poised over her notebook, itching to write OPERATION X (with a double underline, of course) and a long list of suspects.


Either this girl was an imposter or something was seriously wrong.


Scott clearly felt the same way. ‘What are you on about, Em?’ He glanced up from under his floppy fringe. ‘You’re not ill, are you?’


No way! Jack thought. Emily couldn’t be ill. She was as tough as those wild grasses that sprouted from the sand dunes.


Emily laughed. ‘Of course not! It’s just this stupid music festival Dad’s organizing up at the castle. From tomorrow I have to help Mum with cleaning and cooking every day because we’ll have loads of guests at The Lighthouse and Dad’ll be so busy. Even if the crime of the century was committed right under my nose, I wouldn’t have time to investigate …’


Relieved that Emily wasn’t suffering from some obscure disease, Jack salvaged his roll and brushed off the sand. He stuffed one half in his mouth and threw the other in the air. Drift caught it neatly in his jaws. ‘Is that all?’ he laughed.


‘We’ll help with your jobs,’ Scott offered.


Jack nodded in agreement – although secretly he planned to leave the helping-with-jobs part to his brother. It was Scott’s idea, after all, and this was meant to be a holiday. ‘I bet Sherlock Holmes didn’t have this problem,’ he laughed. ‘Sorry, Watson, old chap, you’ll have to crack the case of the Hound of the Baskervilles on your own because I’ve got to polish the toilet paper.’


Emily grinned. ‘Thanks, guys!’ Scott and Jack could be infuriating at times, but they were the best friends she’d ever had – apart from Drift, of course! Recruiting them onto her investigations team when they’d first come to stay in Castle Key last summer had been one of her smartest moves ever. ‘Not that I’m expecting a major case to suddenly pop up out of the blue,’ she added, ‘but you never know!’


‘And anyway,’ Scott said, watching Drift chase a crab into a rock pool, ‘your dad’s festival isn’t stupid. It’s cool. He’s got some awesome bands lined up.’ It always amazed Scott that Emily was so unimpressed that her father had been lead guitarist in the supergroup, Panic Mode. To Emily, Seth Wild was just your average nice-but-mildly-embarrassing dad. But to Scott, who played guitar in a band, and loved all kinds of retro music, Seth Wild was as much a hero as Jimi Hendrix or Eric Clapton, even though he’d retired from the music business years ago. ‘He’s even got Splinter Planet coming!’


‘Who are Splinter Planet when they’re at home?’ Jack asked, reaching into his backpack for his personal chocolate supplies.


‘Who are Splinter Planet?’ Scott spluttered. ‘That’s like asking who are the Beatles? They started out in the 1970s and had about a million number ones before they split up. This’ll be their first live performance since they re-formed last year.’


Jack shrugged. ‘The 1970s? That’s prehistoric.’


Emily laughed. ‘Yeah, that megalosaurus fossil we found in the quarry at Christmas was probably at all their gigs.’


Scott aimed a grape at the back of Emily’s head. ‘Ha ha! I know they’re ancient but their stuff is classic. And you must have heard of their guitarist? Nick Dylan’s a total legend!’


‘Of course I’ve heard of Nick Dylan,’ Emily said.


‘See,’ Scott told Jack. ‘At least Emily knows something about rock history!’


Emily grinned. ‘Actually I’ve only heard of him because he checked into The Lighthouse this morning.’


Scott’s jaw dropped open. ‘You’re kidding. Nick Dylan is staying at The Lighthouse? The Nick Dylan?’


‘Yeah. And the rest of Splinter Planet as well. Dad’s friends with them all.’


‘That. Is. So. Cool!’ Scott breathed.


But Emily had suddenly remembered something much more interesting than guitar heroes. She jumped up and pulled Scott to his feet. ‘Wait till you see this! Stand there and stretch your arm out. You need to hold something in your hand.’


Jack fished in the picnic bag and held out a forgotten banana.


Emily nodded. ‘Just the thing!’


Jack watched, enthralled. Scott looked a prize wally standing there, arm out, clutching a banana, as if feeding an invisible chimpanzee. It was such a pity there was no one else around to witness the sight. Then Jack had a brainwave. He sneaked his new phone out of his backpack under cover of a huge bar of white chocolate.


Emily stepped back three paces. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. All of a sudden she was leaping and spinning, her leg whizzing through the air in a blur of speed.


Her foot made contact with the banana.


The banana flew out of Scott’s hand.


Jack stared at Emily, who was calmly brushing sand from her t-shirt. Then he looked down at his phone. Oh, yes! He’d caught it all. This photo was priceless! He’d save it up for a moment when he needed some heavy-duty ammunition! ‘Wow! Where did you learn that, Em? It was like something out of The Matrix!’


Emily grinned. ‘I’ve been doing kick-boxing lessons. After that horrible security guard chased us during Operation Dinosaur I figured I needed to learn self-defence.’


‘Yes, well, good idea,’ Scott mumbled, trying to claw back some shreds of dignity. ‘Of course, I could’ve blocked you if I’d known you were going to do a roundhouse kick.’


Jack laughed. ‘That’s the element of surprise! You don’t give your enemies a five-minute warning.’


Scott swore to himself he would never let anything this uncool happen again. He would sign up for a crash course in martial arts the instant he got back to London.


Emily turned to Jack. ‘You want to have a go?’


Jack lay back on the rock. Emily was scary enough as it was, even without a black belt in kick-boxing. ‘Nah, you’re OK. I never spar on a full stomach.’ It was true, he had scarfed down rather more of that white chocolate than was strictly advisable in a single sitting.


Drift dropped the mangled banana at Scott’s feet, eagerly waiting for him to launch it into orbit again. But suddenly the little dog pricked up his ears – first the black one, then the white one with brown spots. He dashed to the water’s edge and barked at the waves.


The three friends sprinted into the shallows after him. When Drift’s ears went into Listening Formation like this, he was never mistaken. And yet, there was not a sound to be heard above the constant crashing of the waves and the wailing of the seagulls.


Emily ran back to Gemini and grabbed her binoculars. She swept the expanse of water between the cliffs: nothing but dark patches of seaweed and gulls bobbing on the waves.


‘What’s that?’ Jack cried, pointing towards the rocks where the cove narrowed. Scott shaded his eyes with his hand. ‘It could be a seal …’


Suddenly Emily spotted the shape moving in the water.


She knew what a seal looked like.


It wasn’t a seal.




Two


Not Bad!
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Scott took the binoculars and adjusted the focus.


Now he saw it, too. An arm shot up and then sank beneath a wave. A face appeared for a moment, the mouth open in a scream. Then it was gone.


There was a man in the water.


The three friends stared at the spot in silence. The man couldn’t have swum out from shore. They’d had the tiny beach to themselves all morning and there was nowhere else in the cove where you could climb down from the cliffs – unless you were a mountain goat with full abseiling gear. He must have jumped – or fallen – from a boat. And yet there were no boats to be seen.


‘What’s he doing?’ Jack murmured, taking his turn with the binoculars.


‘Drowning, by the look of it,’ Scott replied. Suddenly, as if the words had snapped them out of a hypnotic trance, they all raced up the beach towards Gemini. They tugged the little boat across the sand and into the water. Drift jumped aboard, then Emily and Jack. Scott gave the final push before leaping in, like the last man of a bobsleigh team. Jack had already pulled on his life jacket and snatched up the oars. He rowed as hard as he could until his face blazed crimson. Scott took over before he exploded.


Emily knelt in the bow and called out directions. Her heart was hammering so hard she could barely hold the binoculars steady. On the way to the beach, she’d navigated a safe course well away from the treacherous rocks – there was a clear channel to the east side of the cove if you knew where to find it. But the drowning man had been washed deep into the minefield of jagged crags and barely submerged reefs. Here the waves tumbled over each other, barging and shoving through the rocks like a rioting crowd, in their rush to reach the shore.


‘Let me take the oars,’ she shouted to Scott. ‘I know these rocks better than you do.’


Emily steered Gemini through the labyrinth. Scott and Jack clung to the sides and Drift cowered under the bench-seat as the little boat bucked and pitched in the churning foam.


Suddenly there was a stomach-turning crunch.


Scott checked the bow of the boat for damage. ‘We’re OK! It’s not gone through the hull!’


‘We can’t risk going any further into the rocks,’ Emily yelled over the crash of the waves. ‘We’ll be smashed to pieces.’


Jack grabbed a coil of rope. ‘Let’s throw him a line.’


Emily shook her head. ‘It won’t reach!’ Then she whipped round as she heard a splash behind her.


Scott had dived over the side.


As he hit the water, the cold shocked the breath out of Scott’s lungs. He’d thought the shallows near the beach were chilly, but this was a whole new dimension of cold. Above the surface the April sunshine felt like summer. In the sea, it was still mid-winter. Scott felt as if blades of ice were flaying the skin from his bones.


He kicked down hard to brace himself against the current and looked around for the drowning man. Spotting a shadow in the trough between two waves, he struck out towards it.


Scott was a strong swimmer but this was a world away from notching up lengths in the pool. Every time he thought he was getting somewhere another mountain of salt water crashed over his head, scouring his throat and nostrils and stinging his eyes. The rocks scraped his feet and knees and elbows.


At last he emerged spluttering from beneath a breaker and found the man only a few metres away in the froth of white water. But the split second of triumph was immediately washed away. The man was floating with his head down. Too late! Disappointment sapped Scott’s energy, but he forced himself to keep treading water. He rolled the body onto its back and wrapped his arm round its chest to drag it back to the boat. But suddenly the body twisted and the arms began to thrash. The man was alive! But he was panicking! He clung to Scott’s shoulders. Scott choked as a wave caught him full in the face, and only his life jacket stopped the sea from sucking him under. The man clutched at him again.


I think I liked this guy better when he was dead, Scott thought, prising a tentacle-like arm from his neck. This was like wrestling with a giant octopus.


‘Stop struggling,’ Scott yelled at the top of his voice, ‘or we’ll both drown!’


It seemed to do the trick. The man relaxed and let Scott tow him in a floundering semi-backstroke towards the boat. ‘What’s your name?’ Scott panted. But the man only mumbled a few meaningless words. Then he passed out.


At last Scott heard a rope slap into the water behind him. He caught hold of the end and Jack and Emily reeled him in. Between them they bundled the drowning man over the side. Scott clambered in after him.


Emily threw a towel around Scott, then began to weave her way out of the rocks and row for shore. Jack knelt on the floor of the boat and examined the man. He looked terrible. In fact, he looked worse than terrible. He looked dead. His face was grey, his lips were blue and a ragged gash split his forehead. More importantly, he wasn’t breathing.


‘He needs CPR!’ Scott’s voice was muffled by the towel over his head. ‘You know how to do it.’


It was true. Jack had done a life-saving course at his BMX club – all the riders had to in case someone came off their bike. Now he wished he’d spent more time listening and less time laughing at his mate, Ali, doing a ventriloquist act with his plastic dummy. He remembered the basics: chest compressions and rescue breaths. But how many? In what order? Just do it! Jack told himself. The guy’s not going to be counting! He gulped down some air, pinched the man’s nose and blew into his mouth. Then he crossed his hands on the base of the rib cage and began to pump.


‘I’ve called the coastguard,’ Emily said. ‘The lifeboat should get here any minute.’


‘You got a signal on your mobile in these cliffs?’ Scott asked through chattering teeth.


Emily shook her head and pointed to the waterproof bag under the seat. ‘VHF radio. Dad got it for when I’m out in Gemini – ever since that little incident when Simon Fox tried to maroon us on Gulliver’s Island last summer.’


Suddenly Jack stopped the compressions and sprang back. The man made a gurgling sound and water began gushing out of his mouth. It didn’t spout in a fountain like in the cartoons. It was more of a retch-and-dribble effect. But it seemed to help. The man sighed and opened his eyes for a moment. Then he flopped back again. But this time he was breathing.


Emily cheered. ‘Well done, Jack. You did it! That was brilliant!’


‘Yeah,’ Scott said from under his towel. ‘Not bad!’


‘And Scott as well, of course,’ Emily added. ‘The way you jumped in and rescued him was amazing!’


Jack gave Scott a thumbs-up. ‘Yeah. Not bad!’


The boys exchanged grins. They didn’t make a habit of heaping praise on each other. They both considered the other’s head quite big enough already without any further encouragement, but they were prepared to make an exception in this case. Not bad was as good as it got!


At last they reached the beach and laid the mystery man out in the recovery position on the warm sand. They were covering him with towels and blankets when suddenly Drift started his barking-at-the-water routine again.


Please not someone else drowning! Jack thought. I don’t think I can go through that again! But then he heard the buzz of an outboard motor.


The lifeboat was approaching.




Three


Observation and Deduction
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Within minutes, the two coastguards had thanked the friends for their brave actions, swaddled the man in foil survival blankets and transferred him onto the lifeboat for the trip back to Castle Key harbour. From there he’d be sped by ambulance to Carrickstowe Hospital on the mainland. They’d insisted Scott go with them for a check-up too; he had several nasty scrapes and bruises from the razor-sharp rocks.


Jack, Emily and Drift were left behind on the tiny beach. When they’d finished stowing the picnic things aboard Gemini for the trip home, Emily flopped down on the sand and stared out across the cove. Drift curled up beside her for a snooze.


Jack sank down next to them. ‘Ah, yes!’ he sighed contentedly. ‘The Mystery of the Drowning Man. It’s a shame you’ll be too busy cooking and cleaning to investigate, Em,’ he teased. ‘Scott and I will just have to solve it by ourselves …’


Emily snorted. ‘You two promised to help me at The Lighthouse, remember? And anyway, you wouldn’t get anywhere without me!’


‘Oh, yes, we would!’ Jack chanted the words as if he were playing the part of an ugly sister in a pantomime.


Emily laughed. ‘OK. If you’re so sure, tell me – who exactly is our mystery man and how did he end up in the water?’


Jack laughed. ‘Funnily enough, we didn’t get round to swapping our life stories while I was blowing air into his lungs.’


Emily sighed. ‘I meant using your powers of observation and deduction.’


Jack groaned to himself. He had a horrible feeling Emily was going to beat him hands down at this game. He stood up, selected a flat pebble from the beach and skimmed it across the shallow water. ‘Oh, yeah! Six bounces! Beat that!’


Emily gave him a look that told him there was no point trying to sidetrack her with a sneaky change of subject.


‘OK,’ Jack said. ‘I observed that he was a big guy. Dead heavy to pull onto the boat. And his chest was a lot more solid than a plastic dummy’s.’


‘Is that all?’


Jack shrugged.


Emily picked up a stone and sent it soaring over the water. Only three bounces. She frowned. ‘Our mystery man is about sixty years old. He lives in a warm country and he works outside, probably doing heavy manual labour. He usually wears a hat. He’s married to a woman called Rosa. He’s a heavy smoker and he was involved in a nasty accident some time ago.’
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