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‘It’s a ship I tell you. Part of an old ship.’ Sam was treading water and pointing down at the sea floor below. He was so excited that he swallowed a mouthful of salt water and coughed violently. ‘It’s an old wreck covered with weed and stuff,’ he managed to say at last.

Nick didn’t really believe him. ‘It could just be a row of rocks.’

‘No way. It’s part of a ship. You can see the shape of it.’

‘Then it must be as old as Noah’s Ark.’

‘Sure.’

‘A hundred years, even.’

‘More.’

They were near the cliffs on the south coast, not far from Point Danger. An offshore wind was blowing and for once the sea was calm. It was holiday time and Nick had come down from the city to spend a few weeks with Sam and his family. Sam was Sam Harvey, freckle-faced, fair-haired, and thirteen years old. Nick was Nicholas Bandini, dark-eyed, black-haired, and twelve.

Sam’s father owned a farm that ran right down to the cliffs where the rollers of the Southern Ocean came charging in all the way from Antarctica and hurled themselves against the coast of Australia. The farm was so far from anywhere that Sam had to go to school in the city. He lived with his aunt during term time, but spent most of the weekends at Nick’s house. Not only was Nick his best friend at school but Mrs Bandini cooked some of the best food he had ever tasted.

‘The ship must have been caught in a storm,’ Sam said, ‘and driven onto the rocks.’

Nick looked around. ‘It’s an awful place to be wrecked — reefs and rocks and cliffs.’

‘Everyone would have been drowned.’

Sam was inquisitive. ‘Let’s take another look,’ he said. ‘The water’s not that deep and it’s as clear as glass.’

They dived down as far as they could and made two or three passes over the spot. There was no doubt about it. They were looking down at an old ship of some kind, perhaps one of the windjammers that used to sail along the Australian coast in the early days. Part of the bow was missing but the rest seemed intact. After five or ten minutes they headed back to the narrow strip of land at the base of the cliffs.

‘Time for lunch,’ Sam said, fossicking about in his pack for sandwiches and Coke.

They gazed at the sea as they ate. Although it was calm it was still full of menace. Small waves fussed and fidgeted among the rocks, and sometimes the surface of the water heaved as if flexing its muscles.

‘Why don’t we walk back home and get the scuba gear?’ Sam suggested. ‘Then we could go right down to the wreck and stay there for a while. Maybe get some clues.’

‘Have you got two sets?’

‘Yeah. Mine and Jess’s.’ Jessica, Sam’s sister, was fifteen and a good diver.

‘Would she lend it to me?’

‘I’ll talk her into it.’

Sam looked at the sea and the rocks. ‘We have to do it today or we mightn’t get another chance. It’s really wild here most of the time.’

‘Like it was last week?’

‘Even worse sometimes.’

There had been a fierce gale seven or eight days earlier that had caused a lot of damage, uprooting trees and piling big banks of weed and flotsam along the coast.

‘I reckon that’s why we found the wreck,’ Sam said. ‘Because the storm cleared all the sand and stuff away.’

‘Maybe that’s why no one has seen it before. It’s been hidden under the sand for years.’

‘Yeah, and it could be covered up again any time, so we have to take our chance now.’

It was a long walk back to the house. First they had to edge their way along the rocky shore at the base of the cliffs for a few hundred metres until they reached the inlet where Cockle Creek flowed out and caused a break. After that they walked down the bush track to the house, almost a kilometre away, collected the gear and set off on the return trip. Almost an hour had passed before they were back at the creek. The tide was coming in.

They decided that it would be easier to put on their gear at the beach and swim to the wreck rather than scramble along beneath the cliffs. When they were ready they waded out into the water in their wetsuits and flippers like a couple of ungainly penguins. Sam nudged and pointed, using his own brand of sign language to warn Nick that he had to follow carefully. There were reefs and rocks everywhere.

The dive was a big success. The water at the wreck was beautifully clear and only four or five metres deep. For a while they were undersea explorers, signalling with their hands and waving in triumph when they saw something interesting. It was strange and scary to swim about above a ship where unknown sailors had worked so long ago. Sam had a strong urge to glance over his shoulder to make sure the ghosts of the crew were not rising up behind his back.

In some places he was able to scrape away little knots of weed and shell to expose beams and timber ribs. In other parts of the ship everything was hidden under barnacles and sea grass. As they had guessed, the bow was missing. It must have been torn off when the ship smashed onto the rocks, taking some of the deck with it, and no doubt the crew and much of the cargo as well.

Sam and Nick spent a long time nosing about on the wreck, sometimes pulling themselves along with their bodies stretched out like a couple of big crayfish, sometimes more or less upright as they tried to work out where the main mast must have been. They didn’t notice how quickly things were changing overhead.

It wasn’t until Sam surfaced that he saw what was happening. The tide had come in strongly and the wind had swung round to the south. Whitecaps were racing in towards the coast and the reef was lathered with foam. There was no hope of going back the way they had come.

Sam waved urgently, beckoning Nick to follow. He knew there was a spot under the cliffs that was sheltered by a couple of big boulders and not yet covered by the tide. They both headed for it as fast as they could. They were lucky. Although they were picked up by a big wave and flung forward savagely they escaped with nothing worse than bruises.

They floundered onto the strip of dry land at the base of the cliffs and took off their gear. Sam eyed the breakers crashing against the rocks. ‘There’s no way we can get back to the inlet at the creek,’ he said. ‘The way along the bottom of the cliffs is cut off. We’d be dead if we tried.’

Nick was frightened. ‘But we can’t stay here.’

‘No way. Soon this place will be under water too.’

‘Then what do we do?’

‘Climb the cliffs.’

Nick was more scared than ever. He looked up at the wall of rock above them. ‘Climb? Up there?’

Sam reassured him. ‘It’s not too bad. There are ledges and footholds. And a few metres up there’s a sort of platform where we can leave the gear.’

‘You go first, then.’

‘OK. You follow. But be careful. Test each spot before you put your weight on it.’

The climb was easier than it looked. The cliff was no more than eight or nine metres high and they were able to climb at an angle. When they were more than halfway up they came to a jagged patch where a huge rock slide had crashed down into the sea many years before. The face of the limestone cliff was loose and crumbling there, and the footholds were unreliable. Sam looked back over his shoulder and shouted a warning. ‘Watch your step here.’

‘OK.’

But things were not OK. A piece of rock that looked solid enough came away suddenly when Nick put his foot on it. For a terrible moment it seemed certain that he was going to pitch down backwards, but luckily the stone moved inwards instead of downwards and his leg slid into the hole it made. It left him hanging there like a one-legged mountain climber. The other leg had disappeared into the cliff. It probably saved his life. He was able to hang on and regain his balance, although it took a while for him to get over the shock and extract his leg.

‘Hey,’ he called. ‘There’s a hole in here. It goes right into the cliff.’

He bent down carefully and tried to peer inside. A blast of cold air struck his face. ‘It’s a big hole, Sam. A real cave. There’s a strong breeze coming out of it and I can hear the sea inside. It would be great if we could have a look.’

Sam wasn’t interested in exploring when he was halfway up a cliff. ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he shouted. ‘There are hollows like that all over the place. The sea carves them out.’

‘Sea caves?’

‘Yeah. Some of them go in a long way under the land. On rough days the water is forced up through holes in the rock and the spray shoots up into the air. Blowholes.’

‘Incredible.’ Nick kept peering. ‘But this is more than a hole. It’s a cave. You could walk around in it.’

‘Maybe.’

‘It would be fantastic to go exploring in there. We could get in through this hole. But we’d need ropes and torches.’

Sam was getting impatient. ‘If we don’t hurry up, Dad will come exploring for us, and that won’t be fantastic at all.’

Nick left the hole and started climbing again, but as soon as he reached the top of the cliff he started on about the cave. ‘D’you think we could get into it and have a look?’

Sam was offhand. ‘Maybe, unless the sea fills it. We’d have to be careful. We could be drowned in there like mice in a bucket.’

‘We’d have to tell your mum and dad about it.’

‘Yeah, and about the wreck too. They’d like to know more about it — what its name was, when it was wrecked, what it was carrying.’

‘How would you learn all that?’

‘Jess could.’

‘How?’

‘She’s always into history. She’d use the Internet. Maybe she’d go to the archives in the city where they keep all the old papers and everything. She’d look up the shipwrecks on the net.’

They were walking back home along the cliffs. They had almost reached the track near Cockle Creek when a voice called so suddenly that it seemed to come out of the air. ‘G’day, you guys. What y’ up to?’

It took a second or two for them to spot the speaker. He was looking up at them from the bed of the creek, standing with his hands on his hips and a smile on his face. He was tall and thin, with sunburnt skin and a shock of blond hair. A second man, short and tubby, stood beside him.

They were unloading their boat in the shallow water of the inlet. It had a compressor on board, with a long line of yellow hose and a clutter of other gear.

‘Ab divers,’ Sam said under his breath.

‘What divers?’ Nick murmured.

‘Abalone.’

‘Been scuba diving, have you?’ the tall man asked. He seemed inquisitive.

Sam shuffled. ‘Just mucking around.’

‘You got out just in time. It’s pretty dangerous near those rocks.’

‘Yeah.’

He eyed them silently. ‘Be best to keep away from the place.’

‘From the Point?’

‘All over. Reef, rocks, rips. And the cliffs. They’re riddled with blowholes.’

Sam wondered uneasily whether the man was telling them something in a roundabout way. ‘We don’t come down here much,’ he said. ‘There are better places up the coast.’
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