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            i‘A dazzlingly good adventure. Exquisitely written … A perfect jewel of a novel.’

            Lauren St John

            ‘One of my very favourite authors. Everything about this book is totally and utterly golden.’

            Emma Carroll

            ‘Thrilling and exquisitely written, this is a classic in the making. Farrant just gets better and better!’

            Joanna Nadin

            ‘Everything Natasha Farrant writes turns to gold, and every word glows. I read it all at once and didn’t want it to end – so cosy, so exciting, so truthful, so beautiful.’

            Katya Balen

            ‘Classic, stirring, heartfelt writing, filled with bravery of every kind – I loved it!’

            Ross Montgomery

            ‘A classic children’s adventure, with so much warmth, hope and heart you’ll be pressing this book into the hands of every young reader you know.’

            Lucy Strange
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            A ship is safe in harbour,

but that’s not what ships are for. vi
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               Oh, give me a storm, and the waves, and the wind

               And I’ll count myself rich enough, true

               For I am a sailor, I’m meant for the sea

               But it just ain’t enough, love, for you

               And so …

            

            
               Twice to the right and up I rises

               To the beat of the tide’s steady drum

               Twice to the right and up I rises

               To the hush of the tide’s deadly hum

            

            
               Oh, give me a storm, and the waves, and the wind

               And I’ll count myself rich enough, true

               For I am a sailor, I’m meant for the sea

               But it just ain’t enough, love, for you

               And so …

            

            
               Down to the left to the heart of darkness

               To the beat of the tide’s steady drum

               Down to the left to the heart of darkness

               And the start of a day’s new dawn

            

            
               smugglers’ song,

                  Broademouth and Golden Island viii
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            Chapter One

         

         Far away from here, a mile out from Dead Man’s Beach and just west of the market town of Broademouth, tiny Golden Island sits like a fortress in a swirling sea. There is a landing stage on its eastern side, but it is rarely used. All around the island, sheer cliffs and jagged rocks discourage visitors. The one tree visible from the mainland is a lonely sight, stunted and twisted, all its branches stretched inland, as if trying to escape. There is a house here but, apart from the curious lookout tower which juts from its roof, it is entirely hidden behind a garden wall.

         In the depths of winter, when the wind howls and storms batter the cliffs, this can seem a desolate 4place. And yet, in the spring, pink roses tumble over the wall facing the mainland. Behind those walls, people say, anything can grow. They say that it is full of trees planted long ago – chestnut, oak, an ancient yew. That the scent of a particular honeysuckle could make you drunk.

         All of this they say, but no one knows for sure, because this is a private island. It’s been a long time since anyone but its owner sat beneath those garden trees, or lay in bed listening to the whisper of the waves. And even he hardly ever comes, though he does love the place. He lives so far away now! Aside from his rare visits, the island is home to birds – warblers, wrens, finches, pipits, gannets and gulls and cormorants and terns.

         There are stories about Golden Island. Long ago, it was said that on nights when the moon was full, the tide would pull back far enough for a silver path to shine along the seabed, all the way from the island to the mainland. On darker nights – it was said – the ghosts of smugglers who once used the island as a hiding place rose from the ground all along the coast, bent on murder and revenge.5

         But these are old stories. Ours is new, and it begins on an ordinary Friday morning in the middle of May, on a school playing field, with a boy and a girl called Yakov and Skylar.
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            Chapter Two

         

         Picture the scene.

         It’s the last period before lunch, which for Albatross Class of Broademouth Middle School means PE, and football. The ground is wet from weeks of rain, but the players don’t care. The game is patchy, fast and loud, the mud-spattered teams yelling as they race up and down the pitch.

         In the middle of all this is Yakov.

         Small for his age but quick on his feet, pink from running, black hair falling over his eyes, absolutely concentrating. He’s meant to be playing left wing, but Mr Roberts (the PE teacher) has pretty much given up enforcing positions. This is more about enthusiasm than game plan.7

         Here comes one of Yakov’s team now, racing down the right wing. An opposing midfielder intercepts, shouts for a teammate. The girl marking him flies in. She boots the ball up the field to a boy lost in a daydream. In races one of the opponents’ defence and she is OFF! The field ahead is wide open and she is going to SCORE!

         But who is this hurtling towards her? Why, it’s Yakov, and he has skills! He tackles, takes possession and then away he flies back down the field, feinting right, weaving left, until there is nothing between him and the goal but a boy whose reputation as a keeper is so awesome his nickname, literally, is Keeps. There’s a minute of play left, and the score is five all. Everything rides on this kick, but does Yakov falter?

         He does not!

         There’s a scuffle at the other end of the pitch, a scream, then shouting – some fight has broken out. Other players are distracted, but not Yakov! Another feint, left this time. Yakov kicks. Keeps dives. The ball curves right and into the back of the net, just before the final whistle.

         GOOOOOALL!8

         Yakov’s team goes wild. They race towards him, they jump on him, they hug him. Someone even kisses him. For a few seconds, his world is a warm and happy blur. Overcome by the sheer perfection of that goal, he gives in to the praise. This is where he belongs – on a football pitch with his friends.

         Oh.

         The world returns to focus as Yakov remembers.

         These are not his friends.

         His friends are far away, scattered across continents by war.
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            Chapter Three

         

         Yakov measured his life in days now.

         Eighty-five days since the war started, leading to nine days with Mama and his sister Anoushka and a lot of friends and neighbours in the cellar turned air-raid shelter of their apartment building back home. Seventy-six days since the sirens stopped long enough for them to pack all they could fit into their very small car, and leave their city home for safety in a friend’s borrowed country house.

         ‘To wait it out,’ Mama said, though no one knew how long that wait would be, or even what exactly they were waiting for.

         Seventy-six days since they left the city, and fifty-four since the morning when, with the war showing 10no sign of ending, Mama announced a new plan. No more waiting in the country. Thanks to her English father, they all held British passports. Now they would go to England, to live with Mama’s sister Nina and her carpenter husband John. Highcliff, their tumbledown home near the sea, was a few miles away from Broademouth.

         ‘We will build a brand-new life,’ Mama had said, tossing her long red hair like a brand-new life was what she had always wanted.

         Fifty-three days since Anoushka declared that rather than go to England to study, she would stay home and train to fight, and fifty-two and a half days since another plan was hatched.

         The family, already separated from their old life, would be separated from each other.

         Anoushka would join the army, Mama would stay where she was to be near Anoushka ‘in case anything happens to her’, and Yakov would go to England without them. An English friend returning home would take him.

         Yakov had been to his aunt and uncle’s before and he remembered it quite well. There had been an 11ivy-covered old house with John’s workshop across the yard, a town with twisty old streets and boats in a harbour, a beach with a terrible name. There had been an island … All of these he had loved, especially the beach and the island, but he did not want to go there now.

         Not without Mama and Anoushka.

         ‘You’ll be safe with Nina,’ Mama said.

         ‘But what about you?’ Yakov asked. ‘Will you be safe? Will Noushka?’

         Between them hung that awful phrase – in case anything happens.

         Mama had showered his face in kisses, like she used to when he was little. But she had not changed her mind.

         Forty-five days since Mama and Anoushka had waved Yakov off on a train, with no idea when they would see each other again. Forty-three since Nina and John met Yakov at the airport in London. John, a great friendly bear of a man with a bald head and an enormous beard, had tried to talk to him about football. Nina, tiny and fierce with red hair exactly like Mama’s, had hugged him hard and 12cried a lot. Yakov had felt so overcome with rage and bewilderment that he had hardly said a word but pretended to sleep all the way back to Highcliff.

         He knew he was lucky, compared to others. He was safe and living with family. The room they had given him was lovely, much bigger than his room back home. Nina had bought him books and comics, John had given him his old guitar, someone had lent them a bicycle so he could go to and from school on his own, like he did at home. But the lovely room was not his room, the books were not his books, and after what had happened back home he never wanted to play the guitar again.

         Every night in that nice room, nightmares filled his head with shadows.

         And then, for the last thirty-three days, there had been school.

         Back home, Yakov had loved school. Here, he hated it. Back home, he had been quick to learn and to make friends. Here, he struggled with both.

         The language didn’t help. Mama had always spoken English to Yakov and Anoushka. He had thought he was fluent, but it was different here, with 13the strong local accent and people all speaking at once, laughing and interrupting each other. Often Yakov had no idea what his classmates were talking about. At first, when he was new, they had tried to be nice. Frustrated by his lack of words, still shocked at finding himself suddenly so far from home, Yakov had responded stiffly. Eventually, mistaking his attitude for unfriendliness, they had lost interest, until he was left feeling completely alone, missing his old friends so much it hurt.

         Yakov could have howled with homesickness every day, but he told himself he owed it to Mama and Anoushka to be strong. For their sakes, he never complained but did his best to fit in, and if he did cry, he did so in secret. But that football game had nearly broken him. After his winning goal, when they all piled on top of him to celebrate, just like they did at home … It had reminded him too much of all he had lost.

         It was lunchtime after PE, but Yakov couldn’t face being with other people. As soon as he had changed out of his muddy kit, rather than go to the canteen with the rest of his class, he slipped back alone to 14their empty form room, where he took a comic from his bag and settled down in the book corner to read.

         His stomach rumbled, but he ignored it.

         He was never going to fit in here. He might as well accept it.

         The comic was a favourite, but Yakov was too unsettled to enjoy it as he usually did. When Skylar burst in just as he was getting into the story, he huffed, not even trying to hide his irritation. It was bad enough to be the outsider – the least people could do was let him be the outsider in peace!

         Skylar, however, did not even appear to notice him.

         She and Yakov had never spoken, but he knew something about her. Her grandparents were Nina and John’s only close neighbours, and Nina said that until her grandpa’s stroke, about a month before Yakov arrived, Skylar was always staying with her grandparents but that she hardly ever went there now. A cheerful, friendly girl, Nina had called her, though Yakov had never seen any evidence of this at school, where she was almost as gloomy as he was. Right now, however, she looked wild – still in her PE kit, her face flushed and streaked with mud and 15tears. Half her dark blonde hair was escaping a plait, the other half stuck up around her head.

         Yakov’s annoyance turned to puzzlement as she stomped over to her desk and emptied its contents into her school bag. His puzzlement changed to alarm as she stomped back towards him, then with a loud sob kicked Grace Griffiths’s chair to the ground. Yakov instinctively shrank back, but it was too late: she had seen him. Her eyes widened with surprise, then narrowed as she set her jaw – part accusing, like she thought he was spying, part defensive of what she had done.

         ‘I slapped Grace,’ she said with a tilt of the chin – daring him to judge her. ‘During football.’

         Yakov’s alarm gave way to confusion. Why was she telling him this?

         ‘Right,’ he said.

         ‘She deserved it,’ Skylar said. ‘Also, I’m not crying.’

         This was clearly untrue, but Yakov understood all about secret crying.

         ‘I know,’ he said.

         Skylar’s eyes narrowed even further.

         ‘Just as long as you do,’ she said, then wheeled back 16out of the room.

         Yakov watched her go. Relieved. But also – for the first time since arriving in England – curious.
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            Chapter Four

         

         Let’s go back to that scuffle on the football pitch.

         The slap was completely out of character for Skylar, but Grace had behaved despicably, and she delivered it like a pro. It landed like the crack of a whip, and left fingermarks on Grace’s pale cheek. Neither girl noticed Yakov’s winning goal, or even that the game had ended. Grace was sobbing. Skylar, restrained by Mr Roberts, had begun to shake – partly with shock at what she had done, mainly with white-hot rage. Ten minutes later, she was in the head teacher’s office, a muddy mess, still shaking, but defiant.

         The head, Miss Rose, was in an uncomfortable position. Secretly, she disliked Grace, who possessed 18the sort of glamour that set all the girls in her year competing for her attention. Since her arrival last September, she was forever upsetting friendship groups. Skylar, on the other hand, was a nice girl who never gave any trouble. Miss Rose rather wished the situation were the other way around and it was Grace who had slapped Skylar. But here they were – Grace weeping away somewhere, and Skylar here, requiring punishment.

         Perhaps, thought Miss Rose hopefully, this could all be smoothed over.

         ‘What happened?’ she asked.

         Skylar glowered silently at the floor.

         Miss Rose tried again.

         ‘You can’t go around hitting people, pet, you just can’t. I want you to apologise to Grace. Otherwise I’ll have to call your mum to fetch you home.’

         Skylar raised her chin. Miss Rose’s heart sank. The girl’s eyes were flashing.

         ‘If I could,’ Skylar hissed, ‘I would hit her again.’

         Miss Rose sighed and reached for the phone.

         
            *

         

         Skylar waited for her mother on a chair outside Miss 19Rose’s office, fighting the urge to punch something.

         It was unfair – it was so unfair. She couldn’t apologise to Grace, after what the other girl had said and done. She couldn’t even talk about it. Some things just hurt too much to say out loud.

         Mum arrived, looking flustered. She and Skylar went into the office. Once again, Skylar was asked to explain and apologise, and once again, she refused.

         ‘But if you won’t, I will have to suspend you!’ Miss Rose practically wailed.

         Skylar felt a pinch of sourness as Mum’s shoulders sagged. She knew exactly what her mother was thinking – who will look after Skylar if she isn’t at school? Skylar loved her parents and she was proud of what they did, but ever since last spring, when Mum had gone back to work full-time as a midwife at the same hospital where Dad was a doctor, who will look after Skylar seemed to be all they ever talked about. And it had got worse since Grandpa’s stroke. Before, her grandparents’ house, Orchard Cottage, had been like her second home. Now that they couldn’t look after her because Grandpa was so poorly, Skylar not 20only felt sad about him but also like an awkward piece in a jigsaw, never fitting in anywhere.

         Mum was looking at Skylar with big, round eyes, like a cat begging for dinner.

         ‘Please just say you’re sorry, darling,’ she pleaded. ‘Then we can forget all about this. It would make everything so much easier.’

         Skylar hesitated. It wasn’t in her nature to make things difficult for her family, as it wasn’t in her nature to hit people.

         But some things can’t be done. As she squared her shoulders, the nice girl who never gave any trouble felt an unexpected thrill of power.

         ‘I won’t,’ she said.

         And so Skylar was suspended for the whole of the following week. Since the week after that was half-term, it meant she would be off school for a fortnight. Tough for those who had to look after her, but good news for us, because if she had been at school, none of what comes next would have happened.

         Away she stormed then, to fetch her things. As she swept into the classroom, that thrill of power deserted her, she began to cry, she saw Yakov, and 21the two of them spoke. Not a lot, it’s true, and half of what Skylar did say was a lie – but it was a start.
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            Chapter Five

         

         To understand why Skylar hit Grace, you have to understand about her grandpa.

         He had been her rock.

         It hadn’t always been so. Nan was the cuddly one of her grandparents, always ready with a cake and a hug, whereas Grandpa was shy and rather awkward. But the last year had been difficult for Skylar. It wasn’t just her mum going back to full-time work. Things were changing at school too. Girls who had been Skylar’s best friends were suddenly no longer interested in the same things as her, like going to the beach, or climbing, or just playing … It got worse when Grace arrived, but even before then, all they wanted was to hang around shops in town, or make 23dance videos, or try out make-up or new hairstyles. Skylar’s hair, in contrast, was quite uncontrollable, and her favourite clothes were still her excellent purple charity shop dungarees and the oversized poncho knitted for her by Nan. She found herself suddenly left behind.

         Her friendship group dwindled to nothing. Her busy parents didn’t notice, but Grandpa did. He addressed the problem the best way he knew how: by taking her fishing in the Zephyr, the little boat he kept in Broademouth harbour.

         In the Zephyr, Grandpa was neither shy nor awkward. From the moment they set out, him in an orange life vest, Skylar in a lime-green one, he began to teach her. How to check the Zephyr’s engine and its fuel levels, how to study tide tables and nautical maps, how to hook bait and hold her line and, when she caught her first mackerel, how to kill it quickly so it wouldn’t suffer. He taught her the prayer of thanks he gave when the fish died, and the local smugglers’ song he had learned from his grandfather. The song, Grandpa said, was a sort of dance with the sea and as they grew more comfortable with each other, he and 24Skylar roared it out together on the water where no one could hear them.

         
            
               Oh, give me a storm, and the waves, and the wind

               And I’ll count myself rich enough, true

               For I am a sailor, I’m meant for the sea

               But it just ain’t enough, love, for you

            

         

         Grandpa told Skylar stories too. Stories of the coast and sea, of when he was a boy and of long before that. And of all the stories he told, her favourite was the one about Golden Island. Grandpa was the only person she knew who had ever been there – on his own, as a boy, sneaking there in his little boat on a day he had heard the owner was away … An old sailor in the harbour had told him exactly how to get there.

         ‘What was it like?’ Skylar would ask every time, and every time she would breathe a satisfied sigh when he answered, ‘Paradise!’

         There was a cove on the island, guarded all around by cliffs and rocks – almost a lagoon – so sheltered 25all you could hear were the calls of birds.

         ‘Gulls, gannets, terns … They love it there, because they’re never disturbed.’

         Skylar tended to switch off when Grandpa went on about the birds, but she perked up again when he told her about mooring up in a harbour guarded by two stone lions and how, hopping ashore, he had made his way across a stone quay to a flight of wide steps cut into the cliff, at the top of which was a small terrace and a wall covered in sweet-scented honeysuckle.

         ‘To this day, whenever I smell honeysuckle, it takes me right back …’

         ‘Grandpa!’ Skylar would say, because he was coming to the best bit. Half hidden by the honeysuckle there was a door with an iron handle, and when he turned the handle the door opened …

         ‘… into a garden,’ said Grandpa. ‘But not just any garden! A garden like magic … like a secret … like a whole world of its own, full of songbirds and flowers and the most lovely thing of all, against a sunny wall on a sort of terrace, a peach tree with the smallest peaches I ever saw, but so delicious I swear it’s what 26they eat in heaven. I only meant to take one but it was so good …’

         ‘… you stuffed your face!’ Skylar would shout, and they would both howl with laughter like it was the funniest thing either of them had ever heard.

         The story darkened then, with the sudden appearance of a red-faced man who yelled at Grandpa about the island being private.

         ‘Old Charlie Anstruther,’ said Grandpa. ‘Turned out he wasn’t away at all. Nasty piece of work, he was. His grandson owns the island now.’

         ‘Charlie Anstruther threatened to shoot you if you ever went back,’ Skylar would remind him.

         ‘So I never did. But just for a bit, until he found me, I felt like a king – the king of the island! And maybe I will go back, one day.’ His eyes would twinkle. ‘And when I do …’

         ‘I’ll go with you!’

         ‘That’s a promise.’

         When the weather changed in autumn, they swapped the Zephyr for Grandpa’s workshop where, with help from Yakov’s uncle John, they built new fittings for the little boat’s cabin. As the days grew 27longer they began to plan new trips, beginning on the first Saturday of the Easter holidays. They would take a picnic. There would be pickles, and Nan’s famous chocolate cake. It was going to be wonderful.

         And then, on the last Friday of term, everything had changed.

         The mother of one of Skylar’s ex-friends was taking a group of girls to the city on a shopping trip. Inexplicably, she asked Mum if Skylar would like to go too. Later, Skylar would feel ashamed, but she did want to go. She wanted to go so much. It was such an age since anyone had asked her to do anything, she almost didn’t care that it was her friend’s mum and not the actual friend who had done the asking.

         ‘It’s OK, pet,’ Grandpa said when she tried to explain. ‘You need your friends. We’ll go next weekend.’

         Except they hadn’t gone next weekend, or any other day after that, because while Skylar was out shopping, Grandpa had had his stroke.

         He had stayed in hospital for nearly a month. To Skylar’s despair, they had not let her visit. Too upsetting, Mum had said – Grandpa couldn’t walk, 28he could barely talk, the left side of his body was almost completely paralysed. Three weeks ago he had come home and she had seen him then, with her parents. Everyone said he was much better, but he still struggled with walking and talking, and the left side of his face drooped, almost like it had melted. Skylar had sat quiet as a mouse on a chair in the study, which was his bedroom now that he couldn’t manage the stairs. ‘How’s my best girl?’ he had said, in his strange new voice, before drifting back to sleep, and she had cried all the way home.

         Everyone told Skylar that Grandpa’s illness was not her fault. That even if she had been with him, he would still have had the stroke. She didn’t know if that was true, but she did know this: if she had been with him, she could have got help for Grandpa sooner. The stroke had happened in the Zephyr, as he moored up after going out alone. It had taken a full ten minutes for fishers in another boat to notice and to call the emergency services.

         Skylar knew how important it was for stroke victims to get medical attention quickly, because she had looked it up online. Grace knew too. She had 29said as much during the football game, to put Skylar off because she was marking her – It’s your fault your grandpa can’t even walk or talk, she had said. Then, when Skylar tried to ignore her, she had done a cruel imitation of someone walking like they were drunk, drooling and going round in circles.

         That was why Skylar had hit her, and she wasn’t even a tiny bit sorry. But Grace’s words had been horribly close to the truth.

         If Grandpa had received medical attention quicker, he might not be so ill now. Skylar would never forgive herself for not being with him when he needed her.

         But she would find a way of making it up to him.

         That, like the trip they would one day take together to Golden Island, was another promise.
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            Chapter Six

         

         On Sunday afternoon, faced with her daughter’s stubborn refusal to apologise, Skylar’s mum called Grace’s to say sorry on her behalf, hopeful that this would be enough to get the exclusion lifted. Grace’s mum responded by uninviting Skylar from Grace’s birthday beach party on 31st May, the last Friday of half-term. The rest of the day had been taken up by both Skylar’s parents loudly rearranging their shifts for the following week. By Sunday evening, the jigsaw was complete: most of the time, one of Skylar’s parents could mind her at home. On Monday afternoon and all of Friday, however, she would cycle over to Orchard Cottage, where Nan would look after her.31

         ‘And you’re sure this is OK?’ Dad asked Mum over Sunday supper. ‘Skylar won’t be too much?’

         Skylar, toying with her macaroni cheese, felt both hurt at the idea of being too much, and fearful of her mother’s answer.

         What if she was too much for her grandparents? What if Grandpa was so ill she was always going to be too much? She didn’t think she could bear that.

         ‘They really want to see her,’ Mum replied, and Skylar let out a shaky breath. ‘They say she’ll cheer them up. As long as he doesn’t get overexcited.’

         ‘And Skylar?’ asked Dad. ‘It will be OK with her? She was very upset last time she saw him.’

         I AM RIGHT HERE, Skylar wanted to shout, but – still being in disgrace – didn’t.

         ‘Dad’s not dying, Nico,’ Mum said, brisk as always when she was feeling tearful. ‘He’s had a stroke, and we all have to get used to it. Life goes on, right?’

         Skylar set off after lunch on Monday full of nerves at the prospect of being alone with her grandparents for the first time since Grandpa’s illness. When she reached the top of South Cliff, before joining the bridle path which ran from Broademouth past 32Orchard Cottage and Highcliff, she stopped to look down at the Zephyr. How sad and lonely the dear boat looked out there on the water! It was all very well being tucked up safe in the harbour, but that wasn’t what she was made for.

         ‘We’ll take you out again soon,’ Skylar whispered. ‘I promise.’

         She turned away before she started to cry.

         It had rained all morning but now the sun had come out, and the world shone brand new. As Skylar cycled away from South Cliff, her promise began to take shape. This was how she was going to make things up to Grandpa – with the Zephyr. In the past, he had always taken Skylar out. Now, thanks to all he had taught her, she could do the same for him. All he would have to do, as soon as he was well enough, was tell her where he wanted to go and she would take him there. She would look after him. She would make it like old times.

         Even better than old times.

         It was a cheering thought and she arrived at Orchard Cottage full of plans, but as soon as she went into the house she sensed that something was 33wrong. She went in through the back gate as usual, leaning her bike against the shed and crossing the garden to enter the lounge through the patio door. Immediately, she was struck by how quiet the house was. No radio on in the kitchen. No clattering of pans. No Nan bustling about exclaiming loudly about the weather, the birdsong, the latest flower to appear in her garden …

         Where were her grandparents?

         Skylar crossed the lounge and stood by the little bureau near the door into the corridor.

         ‘Nan? Grandpa?’

         No one answered.

         Unsure what to do next, she looked around the room. Her eyes fell on the bureau and the tide tables which Grandpa used to plan their fishing expeditions … The tide would be going out now, she saw. Suddenly, she wanted it all back so much it hurt – the open sea and the Zephyr, with Grandpa in charge, not her. That was how it was meant to be. That was what felt safe, and right.

         This silence …

         Skylar stepped out of the lounge into the hall. She 34was about to call out again, when a sound from the study/bedroom silenced her.

         Last winter, out walking, Skylar and Grandpa had come across a ewe with a broken leg. Grandpa had phoned the farmer, then sung to the ewe as they waited for her rescue – not their rowdy smugglers’ song, but a lullaby, rich and warm and soothing. This sound was nothing like the lullaby, though – more like the pained, frightened bleat of the ewe. Hearing it, Skylar’s first urge was to slink away, but she forced herself to stay.

         What if her grandparents needed her?

         Pushing down her own fear, she tiptoed to the study and peeped through the half-open door.

         The curtains in the room were closed, but in the shadows she could see Grandpa sitting hunched on the edge of the bed, dressed in his pants and vest, his bare ankles a startling white in the semi-darkness. Skylar watched as, clinging to Nan, he tried to stand. For a moment, it looked like he would make it. Then his knees buckled and he had to sit down again.

         Something inside Skylar cracked.

         She must have made a noise, because Nan looked 35up. Leaving Grandpa sitting, she quickly crossed the room and, closing the door behind her, took Skylar in her arms.

         ‘I thought he was better,’ Skylar stammered. ‘Mum said …’

         ‘He is better,’ Nan said firmly. ‘Sometimes he finds it hard to get up after his nap, that’s all. He’ll be fine – he’s so looking forward to seeing you! I just need to finish helping him get dressed, then I’ll settle him in the lounge. Will you be all right on your own for a bit, darling?’

         Skylar nodded. Oh God, she was going to cry again! She blinked very fast.

         ‘Why don’t you go outside?’ said Nan. ‘You always feel better after a spot of sunshine. Here, wait …’

         She bustled into the kitchen and came out with half a packet of chocolate cookies and a metal drinking bottle.

         ‘I’m sorry there’s no cake,’ she said. ‘I’ve no time for baking these days. There’s apple juice in the bottle. Go for a little walk, and when you come back he’ll be fine. Go on, love.’

         Nan went back into the study. Skylar put the 36bottle and cookies in the rucksack she had brought from home, then went out into the garden.

         She took a gulp of fresh air.

         It didn’t help.

         It was all very well everyone saying Grandpa was better, but what if he wasn’t? Grown-ups lied all the time, especially to children. What if Nan was just pretending, trying to hide this from her so she wouldn’t be upset? She shook her head to forget the sight of Grandpa, so fragile and weak …

         It was no good. The image stayed. It would take more than a little walk to make it go away.

         Right now, Skylar needed something huge. Something epic. Something that would fill her up and give her the courage to believe Grandpa really would be fine, as Nan had said.

         A gust of wind tickled the back of her neck, lifting her hair, which as usual had come unravelled. It carried the smell and sound of the sea.

         With a gasp, Skylar opened her eyes. Suddenly, she knew exactly where she wanted to go.

         She slipped out of the garden gate. Then, as if pulled by the outgoing tide, she fled towards 37the cliffs.

         A few minutes later, from the tumbledown house across the field, Yakov set off in the same direction.
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            Chapter Seven

         

         All weekend, Yakov had brooded over the football game and how he had felt when it was over. Come Monday morning, he had decided that he couldn’t – wouldn’t – go to school. With not much hope that she would believe him, he told Nina he was feeling ill. To his surprise, even after checking him all over for non-existent symptoms, she agreed that he could stay at home and sent him back to bed.

         ‘Poor darling,’ she said, fretting around him with a hot-water bottle. Mystifyingly, there were tears in her eyes. ‘I wish I could stay with you, but I have to go to work. John will be here all day though, in the workshop. Call if you want anything, my love. Anything! And tonight, I’ll make a special dinner.’39

         At first Yakov stayed in his room, feeling he really ought to pretend to be properly ill, but soon he grew restless. For a while, he roamed around the house, going through drawers and cupboards, but that wasn’t interesting either. Back in his own room, his thoughts drifted to home. If he were there now, he would be at his old school, sitting next to his best friend Peter. Probably he would just have been told off for chatting in class, but he wouldn’t care. It would be break soon, which meant football and a slice of Anoushka’s apple cake – she liked to bake on Sundays. And everyone would be talking at once, probably dissecting the weekend’s big game.

         If he were there now, and everything hadn’t changed …

         Yakov turned on his phone. Mama had given it to him when he left, for the journey to England and so she could message every night. More and more, though, Yakov used it to look at pictures of home. Now he started to look up the places where his friends had gone, drifting from pictures of Canada and Poland to Germany and finally home, where, 40just to scratch an itch of longing, he tapped in the name of his old school …

         And froze.

         Yakov knew now why Nina had been crying this morning, and let him stay at home.

         His school – the school he had been to since the age of four – where he had learned to read and write and do sums, where he had made friends and had fights and played football, where only last autumn they had planted a row of cherry trees to shield the playground from the road – his school, his school no longer existed.

         A rocket had destroyed it last night.

         For the rest of the morning, Yakov sat by his window, staring blankly across the yard, towards the sea. At lunchtime, John came in from the workshop and made soup and sandwiches. Yakov got dressed and went downstairs, forcing himself to eat so that John wouldn’t fuss. When his uncle had gone back to work, he went up to his room again and lay down on his bed. He felt exhausted but he couldn’t sleep. His bedroom walls were closing in on him, stopping him from breathing. He needed to get out, to be in 41the open air … Needed somewhere or something big that could fill up this emptiness, the awful hollow place inside him which used to be called home.

         He opened the window and cool air slipped in. In the distance, very faintly, he thought he heard the sea. Calling him, soft but strong, as the moon sings to the tide.

         Suddenly, he knew exactly where he wanted to go.

         
             

         

         Yakov waited until he heard the sound of John’s saw, then slipped out the back door and through the garden gate. Peeping over the stone wall of the yard, he saw that John was right at the bottom of the workshop, with his back to the door. Crouching, he ran along the full length of the wall, across the bridle path to a hedge, over a stile and along the edge of a field to the coast path, where he stopped to get his bearings. Directly opposite him, stretching out to sea like a long finger, was the headland called Beacon Head. To his left, the coast path stretched downhill towards Broademouth. To his right, the ground rose steeply towards the old beacon, which gave the headland its name. And beyond that …42

         Yakov squared his shoulders and began to climb. When he reached the beacon he stopped again.

         In the forty-six days he had been in England, something had stopped him coming here – a memory, an emotion too powerful to name. Now it swirled up inside of him, so strong he couldn’t keep still. He began to run, all the way down the path to a dip from which he scrambled on to the beach, where he stopped and looked around. Yes, it was just as he remembered it – Dead Man’s Beach, nestled between Beacon Head and a smaller headland, the mouths of the sea caves at the foot of the cliffs … He turned towards the sea. The sun shone on the ripples of shallow water, a pair of plovers scurried along the shore and there, directly opposite, was the island … Just as it was the first time he had seen it, with its cliffs and its crown of long grass, the house with its lookout tower hidden behind the high wall, the strange lonely tree with all its branches reaching inland …

         Five years ago they had come to Dead Man’s Beach for the day – Yakov, Anoushka, Mama, Nina and John. Anoushka and Yakov had explored the caves with John, shivering at their uncle’s stories of 43people who had died, lost or drowned in the maze of underground tunnels. Back in the sunshine, right where Yakov stood now, they had played a game with a bat and ball. They had stayed on the beach till after dark that day, building a driftwood fire in the sand to toast marshmallows. Yakov closed his eyes, listening to the push and pull of the waves, and it was like he was back there, back then …

         ‘One day I’ll go to that island,’ he had said, his mouth full of melted marshmallow. ‘I don’t care that it’s private. I’ll explore every corner of it.’

         ‘I’ll go with you,’ Anoushka had said, and all the grown-ups had laughed like they thought the children very sweet but silly. It had made him cross, and when they left for home he had waited for the others to go ahead, savouring the thrill of being alone on a beach at night.

         ‘I will go to the island.’

         He had said the words out loud, like a promise, and the wind whipping back across the water had whispered the island’s reply, I’ll wait …

         Back in the present, Yakov opened his eyes and looked around the beach. It was completely deserted. 44A little self-consciously, he reached out his right hand then closed it around the handle of an imaginary bat.

         THWACK!

         The bat connected with an imaginary ball, sending it arcing through the air. Yakov began to run again, re-enacting the game from long ago, rushing from first to second to third base till he was home, then circling in a victory lap through the shallow waters until at last, dizzy, breathless, his jeans splattered with wet sand, he collapsed on the dry ground.

         ‘I told you I’d come back,’ he whispered, and the wind across the water whispered, welcome.

         For a few seconds, like in Friday’s football game, Yakov felt his broken world had mended. Then a movement caught the corner of his eye. All his grand feelings drained away, leaving only embarrassment.

         The beach wasn’t deserted at all. Skylar Mackenzie was sitting not far from him, half hidden behind a bank of rocks, and she was staring straight at him.
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            Chapter Eight

         

         Skylar had watched Yakov’s imaginary game of rounders with a combination of astonishment and resentment. She had been crying when he arrived – proper crying, bawling her eyes out in fact, safe in the knowledge that nobody could hear her, howling to Golden Island across the narrow channel which divided it from the mainland. She had retreated to the rocks so that Yakov couldn’t see her. Her plan had been to remain there, but when he started to run around, curiosity had got the better of her and she had wriggled out of hiding to watch.

         When she saw that he had noticed her, she stood up and walked over to him. After a second’s hesitation, she sat down beside him on the sand.46

         Their second conversation picked up almost exactly where the first had left off.

         ‘I’m not crying,’ said Skylar.

         This was so obviously a lie she wouldn’t have blamed him for laughing at her. But Skylar had just witnessed Yakov playing an imaginary ball game and talking to the wind. He wasn’t going to contradict her.

         ‘I know,’ he said.

         Skylar grunted, grateful for the pretence.

         ‘I’m excluded,’ she told him. ‘For the whole week. Because of the Grace thing.’

         Yakov wasn’t quite sure how to respond to this. He knew being excluded was supposed to be bad, but quite frankly the thought of a week off school – two weeks, since half-term started on Friday – filled him with envy.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

         Skylar looked at him curiously.

         ‘Why aren’t you at school?’ she asked.

         Just in time, Yakov remembered his lie. ‘I am ill,’ he said (not very convincingly).

         Skylar snorted. ‘I literally just saw you running around the beach.’47

         Yakov scowled, and she saw that she had embarrassed him, and wished she could take her words back, especially after he had been so nice about pretending she hadn’t been crying. Twice, she remembered now. She hadn’t actually thought about him at all since their encounter in their form room, but it occurred to her that whenever she did see him he was alone, and that this was probably for a reason.

         ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘It’s actually none of my business why you’re here.’

         Now Yakov felt bad for her, because she looked so embarrassed.

         ‘I just didn’t want to go to school,’ he admitted. Then, in a sudden rush of confidence, he added, ‘I hate it.’

         It was the first truly honest thing he had said since arriving in England, and as soon as he had said it, he felt lighter. And though Skylar couldn’t have known this, she must have understood the importance of it from his voice, because she flopped down on her back in the sand, like what he had said was so huge it had knocked her over, and answered with the same truthfulness.48

         ‘I don’t blame you,’ she said. ‘I hate it too. I didn’t used to, but I do now.’

         With some astonishment, she realised she had just told Yakov something she had never admitted to anyone, not even Grandpa. But how did one follow up such an exchange of secrets? She tried to think what Grandpa would say, but it was her grandmother who came to her rescue.

         Skylar sat up and pulled her rucksack to her.

         ‘Would you like a cookie?’

         Yakov, shaking slightly from his blurted confidence, nodded.

         Skylar beamed. ‘Normally there’d be cake. Nan’s always baking, but she doesn’t these days because Grandpa’s not well.’

         Yakov risked a sideways look at Skylar as he ate. He was, in truth, a little uncertain about her. The slap, the tears, her habit of suddenly appearing when he most wanted to be alone … But the way she was sitting now, cross-legged in the sand, nibbling around the edge of her cookie – she was … nice. And the way she had smiled at him just now had been nice too.

         It wasn’t much – just a smile and a cookie – but 49in Yakov’s friendless state, and after the news from home, it felt a lot.

         ‘I’m sorry about your grandpa,’ he said. ‘That must be difficult.’

         And this wasn’t much either – just a few words – but in the sadness of Skylar’s day they meant everything.

         She gulped. Yakov worried that she would cry again, but she didn’t. Instead, she started to talk.

         She hadn’t meant to say so much, but out it all came. Not just Grandpa’s stroke but all the bits she had never wanted to tell anyone, what Grace had said and done, and how Skylar blamed herself for not being with Grandpa when he collapsed, and how it would be her fault if he never got better. And when she had said all that, a little more calmly, she explained what Grandpa meant to her, their fishing trips and his stories about Golden Island.

         There was a pause when she had finished, in which neither of them could quite believe how much she had told him.

         ‘Thanks for listening,’ said Skylar eventually.

         Yakov made a sound at the back of his throat, unsure how to thank her for confiding in him.50

         Skylar leaned back on her elbows to look at the island.

         ‘I think it’s because of Grandpa’s stories that I came to the beach,’ she said. ‘Nan said I’d feel better outside, and when I was in the garden, I heard something … No, not heard, I felt something, like … oh, I don’t know! Like I was being pulled here. Like the island was calling me.’

         She looked at Yakov. He stared back, his eyes very wide.

         Now she’d done it, thought Skylar. The first friendly exchange she’d had with anyone for ages, and he probably thought she was completely weird.

         But Yakov was shaking his head – not like he thought she was strange. More like he understood.

         ‘This morning,’ he said, ‘I had bad news from home.’

         ‘Oh!’ Skylar bit her lip, unsure how to react. She knew about the war, of course. People talked about it all the time. It was one thing knowing, though, and quite another listening to someone who was actually living it.

         Quietly, like somehow that could make his words 51less terrible than they were, Yakov told her about his school.

         ‘But that’s dreadful!’ Skylar swallowed. Was that the right thing to say? ‘Was anyone killed?’

         ‘I don’t think so. The schools are all closed now in my country. Anyway, I think that is why my aunt let me stay off school today. I think she didn’t like to tell me, because she didn’t want me to be upset.’

         ‘They do that, grown-ups,’ Skylar agreed. ‘But Yakov, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I can’t imagine what it would feel like if that happened here. Even hating school … I can’t imagine it.’

         Yakov grunted. Skylar was kind, but he didn’t want to talk about it any more.

         ‘The thing is,’ he said, ‘when I read the news, like you I felt I could not breathe. So I opened my window and then I heard it. Skylar, I heard it. The island, the beach, this place … I heard them calling me. Just like you did.’

         Skylar stared at him, unsure if he was teasing her. When she saw that he was serious, she scooped up a handful of sand, watching as she let it run through her fingers.52

         ‘It’s like a story,’ she said. ‘Like this isn’t sand at all but – I don’t know … fairy dust!’

         ‘Or like there is a portal,’ said Yakov, turning to the island. ‘Drawing us to it, like magic. Like something is about to happen.’

         Skylar picked up another handful of sand.

         ‘Do you know what I’d do, if I could?’ she said. ‘If this really was fairy dust and I could wish for anything? I’d wish for Golden Island to be mine so I could take Grandpa there, like we promised we would. And I bet you it would make him well again. Just going there. I bet he’d be better in no time.’

         But Yakov had stopped listening. Skylar felt him start beside her then strain forward. She followed his gaze.

         Both at the same time, they scrambled to their feet.

         It was as if their words had willed it to happen. Across the water, on the island, a door had opened in the wall surrounding the house, and someone was coming out.
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            Chapter Nine

         

         Out of her rucksack, Skylar pulled the little binoculars Nan and Grandpa had given her last Christmas and trained them on the island.

         The person who had come out of the door in the wall was a man, about sixty years old, bald and wearing blue overalls. None of these, however, were the most interesting thing about him.

         The most interesting thing about him was what he was carrying: a large sign on a pole, which he planted in the ground by the door before going back into the garden.

         ‘Gosh!’ said Skylar, reading the words on the sign through the binoculars. ‘Wow! Oh, wow!’

         ‘What does it say?’ demanded Yakov.54

         Skylar handed him the binoculars. Yakov squinted through the lens – adjusted the focus wheel – there!

         He had wanted something big, and here it was.

         Three life-changing words, hand-painted, with a web address underneath.

         ISLAND TO WIN!

         For a short, shocked while, Yakov and Skylar were too dumbfounded to speak.

         ISLAND TO WIN!

         ‘What does it mean?’ asked Skylar at last.

         Yakov shook his head. ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘The website,’ Skylar murmured. ‘Do you have a phone? I do, but zero data.’

         ‘Same,’ said Yakov. ‘But at home there is Wi-Fi.’

         ‘Then let’s go!’

         It was too momentous to waste time walking. They ran all the way to Nina and John’s. Back up the beach and on to the path and up the cliff, as if their feet had wings. They stopped to catch their breath when they reached the beacon, bent over their burning lungs. When they had recovered enough to stand, they looked back down to the island. There it 55lay beneath them, a drop of green in a sea of blue and foaming white …

         An island to win! Could they? Could they?

         On they ran again, downhill now, faster and faster so they nearly stumbled, across the field and over the stile on to the bridle path, panting but never stopping, keeping low as they passed the yard at Highcliff where, peeping over the wall, they saw John still busy in his workshop, along the path to the back gate and into the house through the kitchen door where they kicked off their shoes before running upstairs to Yakov’s room. Sitting on the floor next to Skylar, with their backs against the bed, Yakov pulled out his phone and tapped in the web address from the sign, and they both leaned forward to read.

         It was a simple website. Four photographs on the home page, one for each season. Pale spring sunshine and the island covered in golden gorse, a cove basking in summer sun, autumn trees lit like flames in the walled garden and, in winter, the single wild tree with its inland-twisted branches, black against a white sky.56

         All beautiful, but it was the next page which interested them, laid out like a newspaper advertisement.

         Skylar whispered the words out loud.

         
            TO WIN!

            DO YOU DREAM OF HAVING AN ISLAND OF YOUR OWN?

            THEN SEARCH NO FURTHER THAN

            THE LEGENDARY GOLDEN ISLAND!

            INTERESTED PARTIES SHOULD PRESENT THEMSELVES FOR AN OPEN VISIT

            ON FRIDAY 24TH MAY AT 10.00 ON GOLDEN ISLAND

            (NO TIMEWASTERS PLEASE)

         

         It was exciting. No, more – it was extraordinary!57

         It was also very little information.

         ‘There must be more than that!’ Skylar said, as Yakov tried to scroll down.

         ‘There isn’t.’

         They both stared at the screen, equally frustrated.

         ‘What does it mean?’ Skylar asked, as she had on Dead Man’s Beach, and Yakov, with a touch of irritation, again replied, ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘To win,’ said Skylar. ‘Do you think it’s a competition?’

         ‘I don’t know!’

         They both thought hard.

         ‘Well, there’s only one thing for it,’ said Skylar decisively. ‘We’ll just have to go to this open visit to find out more.’

         ‘How?’ asked Yakov. Skylar’s enthusiasm was exciting, infectious even, but someone had to be practical. ‘We don’t have a boat.’

         ‘Yes, we do!’ cried Skylar triumphantly. ‘We have the Zephyr! My dad can take us, or your uncle John – he’s good with boats.’

         ‘Do you think so?’ Yakov wanted to believe her, but it seemed very unlikely. ‘Friday is a school day. 58I’m not sure Nina will let me, and don’t your parents work …?’

         ‘Oh, forget school and work!’ cried Skylar. ‘This is much more important! We’ll get Grandpa to convince them. I’ll go and talk to him about it right now!’

         ‘Wait … Skylar!’ Yakov tried to hold her back as she scrambled to her feet. This was never going to work! Shouldn’t they talk about it more? Rehearse what they should say to their families? He could just imagine Nina’s baffled face if he told her he wanted to miss school to go on a random visit to an island – shouldn’t they find out more about it first?

         ‘I’ll come back later!’ Skylar was already halfway down the landing.

         Getting up from the floor, Yakov walked over to the window and watched as she ran out into the back garden, through the gate and on to the bridle path towards her grandparents’ house.

         She was infuriating, he thought.

         Rather brilliant, though, too …

         When he saw her go through the gate into her grandparents’ garden, Yakov left the window and 59went to lie on his bed, clasping his hands behind his head as he thought about all that had just happened.

         Do you dream of having an island of your own?

         Honestly, until today, Yakov’s answer would have been ‘no’. But now?

         The island had called him.

         Yakov didn’t know why, and he still didn’t see how they would get there. But he also knew that nothing since the start of the war had felt so right.

         A competition! An island to win! Could they?

         Could he?
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            Chapter Ten

         

         An island to win!

         As she ran off towards Orchard Cottage, Skylar felt her heart might explode from excitement. An island to win! Golden Island!

         This was how she was going to make things right with Grandpa!

         This was how she was going to keep her promise to herself!

         But as Skylar arrived at her grandparents’ gate, the same doubts that had troubled Yakov began to creep in on her. Her parents would help Yakov and her – wouldn’t they? Take them to Golden Island? Grandpa would convince them?

         She reached the door to the lounge and, just 61briefly, all thoughts of the island vanished, because Grandpa was up! She could see him from where she stood, dressed and sitting in his favourite armchair, tilting his head towards the radio on the side table, the way he always did when he was listening. Nan had been right – he was fine! For a few seconds, Skylar just watched him, with a sense of bubbling happiness that was close to tears. Then he looked up and waved, and she rushed in to greet him.

         ‘Grandpa!’

         He smiled, patting the chair beside his.

         ‘How’s my best girl?’

         Skylar’s eyes prickled as she went to sit down. On the right side of his face, Grandpa’s smile was almost the same as before. On the left, though it was better than last time she had seen him, his poor face still drooped, paralysed by the stroke.

         It was so right, to see him sitting in his chair! And yet he looked so very small and fragile … Part of Skylar longed to tell him everything. Another part worried – what was it Mum had said?

         As long as he doesn’t get overexcited …62

         ‘Your grandmother was beginning to worry about you,’ said Grandpa. ‘I knew you’d be all right, though.’

         He sounded stronger than last time she had seen him – definitely he sounded stronger! Skylar decided to tell him everything.

         ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I just lost track of time. Grandpa …’

         ‘Where did you go?’

         ‘Dead Man’s Beach. Grandpa …’

         ‘Dead Man’s Beach …’ Grandpa breathed out the words in a long wheeze, and reached out his good hand. Skylar took it, a little uncertain. She couldn’t remember ever holding his hand before.

         ‘How was the sea?’ he asked.

         Already, his voice was growing weaker. Skylar blinked, very fast.

         ‘The tide was going out,’ she said. ‘Grey-blue water – more grey, really. A bit choppy, but nothing the Zephyr couldn’t handle.’

         It was a good opening. Should she tell him now?

         Grandpa closed his eyes. ‘What about the wind?’

         ‘Fair.’ Skylar swallowed a lump. ‘Westerly.’63

         ‘The forecast’s good for the week. I heard on the radio. No more of this rain.’

         Another good opening … Skylar gathered up her courage.

         ‘Grandpa …’

         But he was asleep.

         Skylar knew then that she could not ask him to convince her parents to take her and Yakov to Golden Island. She knew also that without his help, there was no hope of them ever agreeing. Visit Golden Island? her parents would say. Win Golden Island? What on earth for?

         No, if she was going to go to Golden Island – and she was going to go – she would have to find another way.

         And that way, she realised with a rising thrill, was really perfectly obvious.

         Skylar spent a quiet afternoon watching a nature documentary on TV and pretending to do the homework school had sent for her, while Grandpa snoozed on and off and Nan wandered in and out of the kitchen. Then, at half past five, she kissed them both goodbye and cycled to Yakov’s house on her way home.64

         She found him eating toast in the kitchen, trying to focus on a comic to take his mind off waiting for her. His face lit up when he saw her. She had been gone so long he had begun to worry she wouldn’t come back, but here she was, looking so excited his own hope began to bubble up.

         ‘You spoke to your grandpa?’

         Skylar looked carefully around the kitchen.

         ‘Where’s your uncle?’

         Yakov tilted his head towards the front door. ‘In his workshop. He just came in to check on me and make tea. And Nina is not home yet, so you can talk. What did your grandpa say?’

         His first flush of relief at seeing her passed. His anxiety was returning. Why was she being so secretive?

         ‘Yakov, how badly do you want to go to the island on Friday?’ She grabbed his shoulders and peered earnestly into his face, so close he felt uncomfortable and took a step back.

         Why was she even asking him this?

         ‘Very badly,’ he said. ‘Not only to go on Friday, but also to win it.’65

         Skylar carried on watching him – clearly expecting more.

         ‘It feels right,’ he said. ‘The island called me.’

         Skylar let go of him and took a deep breath. Was he going to agree to her plan?

         ‘OK, so … I didn’t speak to Grandpa.’

         Yakov gave a yelp of frustration.

         ‘I couldn’t,’ Skylar said. ‘But I have a different idea!’

         Yakov’s hope flared again, cautiously. ‘What?’

         Skylar grinned, then reached into the pocket of her dungarees and pulled out a set of keys on a floatable fob.

         ‘What are those?’ asked Yakov.

         Skylar’s grin grew wider. ‘These,’ she said, ‘are the keys to the Zephyr. Yakov, we’re not going to ask anyone to help us go to Golden Island. We’re just going to go on our own.’

         And Yakov’s smile was even bigger than Skylar’s.
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            Chapter Eleven

         

         Yakov and Skylar told a lot of lies.

         For the next few days, Yakov pretended to be ill, retching and groaning and hauling himself about the house so miserably that Nina called school to tell them he would be off all week. This was necessary, Skylar explained, so that when he didn’t turn up on Friday morning, school wouldn’t call to ask where he was.

         ‘They’ll think you’re at home,’ she said. ‘But meanwhile you will have told Nina and John you feel much better, and pretend you’re going to school. Really early, mind. We have to leave before the harbour gets busy. Seven o’clock, latest. Tell John and Nina there’s a special Friday-before-half-term breakfast.’67

         Back and forth their messages went between Highcliff and Skylar’s home in Broademouth, delicious secrets they hugged close as their minds raced ahead to Friday. What would they have to do when they reached the island? Would it really just be a visit? Who would be there, and would they explain what the competition was? And what would the island itself be like? All week, Skylar wondered if it would live up to Grandpa’s stories. Again and again, Yakov pulled up the website, as if just by looking at it he could make more than those four photographs appear. As the week progressed, they messaged less, afraid their families might intercept their phones and discover their plans. By Thursday evening, they were both so anxious not to give the game away that they stopped using their phones.

         But Friday morning arrived at last, and they still had not been discovered. At twenty to seven, while Nina was in the shower, Yakov bounced downstairs and announced brightly – too brightly? Would John finally see through all his lies? – that he was better and going to school.

         John, never at his best before coffee, mumbled how great this was and did Yakov want cereal or toast.68

         ‘There is breakfast at school,’ said Yakov (brightly).

         Then, before John could reply, or offer a lift, or much worse suggest they consult Nina, Yakov grabbed his cycling helmet, shot out to the yard and leaped into the saddle. As long as he was in sight of Highcliff, he pedalled sensibly. As soon as the path dipped he sped up, and he didn’t slow down until he reached town.

         He stopped at the top of South Cliff, exactly where Skylar had on her way to her grandparents’ on Monday, and cocked his head to listen. Yes! He could hear it – the faintest whisper on the wind.

         The island was waiting.

         Yakov gave a sigh of happiness.

         Was Skylar here yet? A pang of worry dented Yakov’s high spirits as he scanned the harbour from above. Her plan had been to leave home early for her grandparents’ – as per her parents’ schedule – then to call Nan to explain that she was in fact allowed to go back to school today. It was risky, but had it worked? Yakov held his breath as he searched for Skylar. There! By the bike racks behind the old harbour master’s office in the lee of the cliffs, the flutter of lion-coloured 69hair escaping its plaits. He felt a surge of fondness. Obviously she was here. How could he have doubted her? All week, she had masterminded their plans.

         They were going to do this …

         Heart soaring again, Yakov glided down the winding street to the harbour. There was no one else about– it had been the right decision to come early. He chained up his bike next to Skylar’s then hurried to join her where she stood on the quayside, her thumbs hooked into the straps of her rucksack.

         ‘John believed me!’ he gabbled. ‘Skylar, you are so clever, I …’

         His words petered out. She hadn’t even looked at him.

         ‘What has happened?’

         Skylar swallowed. ‘There’s something I haven’t told you.’

         Yakov began to feel uneasy.

         ‘It’s about getting to the island,’ Skylar mumbled. ‘I thought it would be fine because Grandpa went when he was our age, but Yakov, it’s actually really difficult, and what if I’m not good enough?’

         Yakov began to laugh. Of all the things he had 70worried about over the last few days, it hadn’t once occurred to him to be afraid of the boat ride.

         ‘It’s not funny!’ Skylar was close to tears. Yakov stopped laughing. With all the brilliant planning of the week, he had forgotten how easily she got upset. ‘It’s been ages since I went out in the Zephyr! What if I’ve forgotten everything?’

         ‘Listen to me, Skylar!’ He held her by the shoulders, just as she had held him in the kitchen at Highcliff. ‘I am not laughing at you. Or maybe I am a bit, but only because I know you should not worry. Think of all the times you have been out with your grandpa! You have not forgotten anything. It will be like riding a bicycle. Muscles remember. That is what Anoushka says, and Anoushka is almost never wrong.’

         His words were beginning to work. As Skylar looked towards the Zephyr, he saw how much she wanted to believe him.

         ‘I did check everything yesterday,’ she said. ‘I came and I checked the fuel and the oil, and at home I went over our route, and the weather, and the tides …’

         ‘You see!’ Yakov tried not to sound too relieved. 71‘You absolutely know what to do.’

         Skylar allowed herself a glimmer of confidence, then shook her head.

         ‘There’s this bit, when you get to the island …’

         Yakov began to push her gently towards the jetty.

         ‘Tell me on the boat,’ he said. ‘For now we have to go, before other people arrive and ask questions about where we are going. Remember, we are doing this for your grandpa, so he can come to the island often, which will help to make him better again …’

         He held back an impatient sigh as Skylar stopped walking.

         ‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘You’ve never actually said. What do you want the island for?’

         But Yakov still did not have a precise answer to this question.

         ‘I don’t know yet,’ he admitted. ‘That is why I must go to there, to find out. It has called me.’

         He pulled a mock solemn face, and Skylar burst out laughing.

         Away they went then, along the jetty towards the Zephyr, and as soon as they climbed aboard, for now at least, all the familiar routine of preparing to 72leave soothed away the last of Skylar’s doubts. She unlocked the cabin and pulled out two life vests, her own lime-green one and Grandpa’s orange one for Yakov, ordered Yakov to untie the mooring rope, and started the engine.

         Possibly they should have felt guilty – a pair of thieves and liars, one in disgrace and the other skiving. But as the little Zephyr began to chug towards the mouth of the harbour, Yakov and Skylar felt nothing but glee.
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            Chapter Twelve

         

         Until now Yakov and Skylar had been allies. On their first trip together in the Zephyr, they became friends.

         At first, they paid little attention to each other. The sea was calm, the breeze soft, the sun already warm. Apart from a lone kayak nosing along the shore, there was no other boat in sight. As they came round the harbour wall into open water, they were each very much lost in their own feelings. Yakov was right – of course Grandpa had taught Skylar well! One hand on the tiller, eyes straight ahead, fully concentrated on what she was doing, her confidence continued to grow. This was who she was – not a girl who cried all the time, but a 74sailor! While as Broademouth receded behind them, fifty days since his arrival in England, lulled by the light, the water, the breeze, the sound of the engine, Yakov felt the awfulness of the past three months begin to fade.

         The moment their friendship was sealed came as they began to round Beacon Head. The wind whipped up, the going grew less smooth. The Zephyr bounced on the ruffled water.

         ‘It’s fine.’ Skylar smiled reassuringly. ‘It’s always like that here.’

         Yakov smiled back. ‘I trust you.’

         And there it was.

         Nothing else happened. They did not hug, or shake hands. Skylar did not say thank you or I trust you too or I’m glad you’re here. Nothing like that. But in those smiles all of this was said, and that was the moment.

         On they went, the engine a little louder, the wind splashing water in their faces as they strained forward, holding their breath as if somehow this would make them go faster. Round Beacon Head … and there it was.75

         Yakov and Skylar both sighed with pleasure.

         Golden Island.

         Tiny.

         Close.

         Dreamlike.

         And, Yakov noticed with concern as they changed course towards it, with even taller cliffs on this side than opposite the mainland, deep in shadow and falling even more steeply to the water. Where were they supposed to land? Was this what Skylar had been worried about? When she had said it would be difficult, Yakov had not imagined a fortress.

         He glanced at her, and saw that she too was looking at the cliffs.

         ‘Should we not go …’ Yakov, unsure of the English word, pointed towards the eastern side of the island.

         ‘To the old landing stage, you mean?’ Skylar shook her head. ‘It’s too difficult.’

         About a hundred metres from the island, she slowed the Zephyr down, turned it into the wind and stopped. Suddenly everything went very quiet.

         Yakov hadn’t realised how much noise the little boat’s engine made.76

         It didn’t trouble him, the quiet. It just made the sea feel very … big.

         ‘Why are we stopping?’ he asked.

         Skylar took a deep breath. She was not scared (she told herself firmly). She was not even worried.

         ‘So,’ she said (firmly). ‘The way to the island is through the cliffs.’

         Yakov’s eyes grew round.

         ‘Unless you know exactly what you’re doing,’ Skylar continued evenly, ‘it’s only really safe to approach the island when the tide is high enough. I think that’s probably why the owner timed the visit for ten o’clock, just after this morning’s mid-tide. So even though we left early, now we have to wait. See that rock?’ She pointed towards the middle of the cliffs. ‘Paler than the others, sticks out about a metre above the sea?’

         Yakov shook his head. All the rocks looked identical to him.

         ‘Well, when the tide covers it, that means the water is deep enough for us to go through.’

         ‘But go through where?’ Yakov felt completely at a loss.77

         ‘There’s a sort of channel behind the rock, between the cliffs. It’s hard to describe. Grandpa says you can’t see it until you’re almost inside, but it’s there.’

         Yakov stared at the cliff until his eyeballs watered, but he still couldn’t see the tide rock. And he found it impossible to imagine a channel.

         ‘We can turn back if you don’t like it,’ said Skylar, in a way that didn’t make it at all clear if she wanted to or not.

         Yakov didn’t like it, he realised. He didn’t like it one bit. But then he looked at Skylar, who sat very calmly with her hand on the tiller even though it was perfectly obvious she was scared, and he knew there was no way they were going back now – not when they had come this far.

         ‘I told you,’ he said. ‘I trust you.’

         Skylar let out a short breath, somewhere between a shout and a laugh.

         ‘Good! Then hold the tiller straight while I drop the anchor.’

         After she had clambered through the cabin to the locker where the anchor was kept, and thrown it into the water with a practised swing, then come back 78to Yakov and lifted the engine out of the water, she looked at her watch.

         ‘We’ve got about an hour,’ she said. ‘How about breakfast?’

         Yakov’s stomach rumbled.

         ‘I forgot to bring food,’ he admitted.

         Skylar’s smirk would have been irritating, if he hadn’t suddenly felt ravenous.

         ‘I brought plenty to share. Come on, we can eat inside. Do you know how to play cheat?’

         Yakov looked blank.

         ‘It’s a card game,’ said Skylar. ‘I’ll teach you. But I warn you – I’m very good at it!’
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            Chapter Thirteen

         

         It was cosy in the cabin of the Zephyr, eating peanut butter and jam sandwiches, almost like being on holiday, except that Skylar kept looking out of the window to check the tide, and it made Yakov nervous.

         She had beaten him twice at cards, but he won the third game easily, not through any skill but because her mind was so clearly on the task ahead. Now, rather than deal another round, he gathered the deck and began to put the cards away. Skylar got up and went to stand by the window with her binoculars.

         ‘I know that we are only coming today to visit,’ Yakov said to distract her. ‘But what do you think the competition will be?’80

         ‘No idea.’

         The rock was almost gone. Skylar could only just make out the top of it, sometimes, when the sea drew back. Should they go now? Or wait? Oh God, she wished Grandpa were here! It was so hard to know.

         ‘Perhaps a quest,’ said Yakov, doggedly. ‘Like the Knights of the Round Table. With dragons!’

         Skylar snorted despite herself. ‘Or sea witches. And maybe mermaids.’

         Yakov’s eyes gleamed, and she felt a rush of gratitude towards him for making this fun.

         ‘Or pirates,’ he offered. ‘Or possibly the island is haunted and we must hunt for ghosts …’

         ‘The tide’s in,’ Skylar said.

         She spun out of the cabin. Yakov followed.

         ‘The rock’s gone,’ Skylar said, and Yakov couldn’t tell if she was pleased or nervous, but whichever it was, he felt it too.

         ‘So now we go?’ he whispered with a kind of awe.

         ‘So now we go.’ Skylar rolled back her shoulders as she looked at her watch. ‘It’s only nine o’clock, but we might as well start. Who knows how long it will take us.’81

         But neither of them moved. Side by side on the little boat, they contemplated the island. Already, it looked different. Softer, somehow, now that the sun was higher.

         ‘It feels more welcoming now,’ said Skylar, thankfully.

         ‘Beautiful,’ breathed Yakov.

         Skylar nudged him with her elbow.

         ‘Can you hear it calling?’ she asked with the hint of a smile, and Yakov elbowed her back, and they both laughed, and Skylar felt a little braver for what she was about to do.

         She raised her chin. ‘Do you still trust me?’

         Yakov nodded, his chin also raised. ‘I do.’

         Down went the engine again into the water, and back Skylar went through the cabin to pull up the anchor while Yakov held the Zephyr steady, and then they were off, chugging slowly towards the island.

         ‘Remember, we’re looking for an opening in the cliffs,’ Skylar shouted over the engine as they drew near.

         Closer and closer they approached the island, and the Zephyr, which until now had seemed solid and 82safe, felt suddenly very vulnerable. Beneath them in the dark green water, rocks lurked like weapons of war, and though Yakov leaned so far over the gunwale his face was wet with spray, he could not judge how deep they lay. Ahead, looming ever closer, the solid wall of the cliffs towered, with no opening in sight. At the helm, Skylar stayed calm, but her narrowed eyes betrayed her tension.

         They were so close now the cliffs threw shadows over the little boat, but still there was no sign of a way through.

         Skylar clenched her teeth as she tried to remember exactly how Grandpa had described this to her. He had headed straight for the tide rock – she was almost certain that was what she was doing, though it was hard to tell with the rock being underwater – but then what?

         Hold your nerve …

         Suddenly, Grandpa’s exact words flooded back and she could hear him, in her head, as clearly as if he had been standing next to her.

         It feels like it’s never going to happen, but you have to hold your nerve. Even when you think you’re going 83straight into the cliff, keep going, slow and steady, until …

         ‘I see it!’ Yakov yelled.

         And there it was. A slight discoloration, a play of light and shadow, and what from a distance had looked like one sheer cliff was in fact two parallel walls, the one in front taller than the one behind. Between the walls was an opening about three times the width of the Zephyr, marked on either side by a red and white buoy.

         Skylar glowed as she turned the Zephyr towards it.

         Thank you, Grandpa, she said in her head, while out loud, in a voice which only shook a bit, she announced, ‘Exactly as I expected!’ at the same time as Yakov yelled, ‘I told you, Skylar! I said that you could do it!’

         But their respite was short-lived.

         Careful to maintain an equal distance between the buoys, Skylar steered into the opening. The Zephyr slipped in between the cliffs. Almost immediately, the temperature dropped, and they both shivered. Then the light began to fade, until they were almost in darkness. Skylar turned on the navigation lights.84

         They were in a sort of open sea cave, narrower at the top than at the bottom, the sky between the two cliffs a mere thin line, shadows thrown by the Zephyr’s lights dancing on the walls … Skylar slowed even further, so it felt like they were hardly moving. She didn’t like this at all. Grandpa had told her about the cave, but she hadn’t expected it to be so dark.

         ‘They could have put something about this on the website,’ she huffed. ‘Can you see anything, Yakov?’

         But Yakov didn’t hear.

         Tight throat, sweating palms, heart beating faster – this was how he felt in his nightmares. And his nightmares were here, all around him. He could see them, crawling out of the darkness, all leaping flames and flickering shadows …

         Breathe, Yakov, breathe.

         That was what Mama always said, when the nightmares happened back home …

         ‘Yakov?’

         He jumped at the sound of his name.

         ‘Yakov, are you OK? You didn’t answer me.’

         ‘I’m fine.’

         Skylar might be his friend, but Yakov didn’t want 85to talk about his nightmares. They were private, almost shameful, and the only good thing about the darkness was that she couldn’t see how scared he was. He looked down at the water, blinking back tears. He wouldn’t cry – he mustn’t cry. He had to be strong …

         ‘I can’t see much,’ he said, more or less steadily, as his tears dried and his eyes adjusted to the yellow glow the lights cast on the water. ‘But I think everything is OK.’

         A new guardedness in his voice warned Skylar not to pry.

         ‘Do you want some chocolate?’ she asked instead. ‘I’ve got some in my rucksack.’

         ‘I’m fine,’ said Yakov.

         ‘Go on, get it. I need some even if you don’t.’

         Yakov did as he was told and found the rucksack and chocolate in the dark cabin, and they shared it, and felt better for it. And then there was a bend in the cave, and a glimmer of light which grew brighter and brighter, and nightmares and shadows were left behind once more because they were on the edge of paradise.
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            Chapter Fourteen

         

         No descriptions or photographs could do justice to Golden Island. Skylar slowed the engine so that the Zephyr idled at the mouth of the cave while she and Yakov gawped.

         They were at the entrance to the cove they had seen on the island’s website. Curving behind them were sheer cliffs, but the view before them was gentle. On the left, a beach of white shingle glinted in the sun. On the right, two stone lions guarded a small man-made harbour. Directly ahead, beyond a narrow quay, a flight of wide steps led up to a small terrace, behind which the famed honeysuckle tumbled around a door in the garden wall. Beyond this, they could just make out treetops and the house with its 87lookout tower and, at the top of the steps, a path forking around the edge of the wall. At the bottom, another path led from the harbour to the beach.

         And silence, except for the birds – gulls and terns, a gannet, a cormorant, calling and screeching as they wheeled and skimmed and dived, oblivious to their human visitors.

         ‘It’s exactly like Grandpa said …’ breathed Skylar. ‘Yakov, isn’t it wonderful?’

         But Yakov could not speak.

         The island was perfect. Not just beautiful. There was something else. The air was warmer here. Everything was softer.

         Peaceful …

         Skylar shook herself, as if coming out of a dream.

         ‘Let’s go.’

         Inside the lion harbour, she brought the Zephyr alongside the quay, behind a white boat with jaunty blue trims and its name, the Adventurer, painted in faded gold. They weren’t the first ones here then, even though the island felt deserted.

         Skylar looked at her watch. It felt an age since they had left their breakfast spot, but it was only twenty 88past nine. Plenty of time before the visit started.

         She stepped ashore and secured the Zephyr to the dock. Yakov followed, and they stood together on the quay, gazing up at the steps.

         ‘Do you think we should go and tell someone we’re here?’ Skylar asked.

         ‘Maybe …’ Yakov looked longingly towards the beach. ‘Or we could …’

         ‘Yes,’ Skylar murmured.

         All the way to the beach, and even as they sat to take their shoes and socks off, and rolled their trousers up to their knees, and stepped gingerly over the shingle to the shore, they stayed very quiet, not wanting to disturb the island’s peace. Then Skylar (showing off a little) walked straight into the water and squealed.

         ‘It’s freezing!’

         Yakov (also showing off) strode in after her, but as the cold bit into his ankles, he stumbled and fell, soaking his trousers.

         Skylar burst out laughing.

         ‘It’s not funny!’ Yakov protested.

         Skylar only laughed harder.89

         Yakov glared at her. Then his eyes began to dance and, with a great war cry, he rushed towards her.

         Splash! Splosh! Take that!

         Scooping with their hands, kicking with their feet, tumbling, jumping, howling, whooping, Skylar and Yakov’s water fight went on until they were both soaked and the island stopped feeling like a dream or someone else’s story, and more like a place they had known forever.

         At last, dripping but happy, they threw themselves on the warm shingle.

         ‘Where now?’ asked Yakov.

         Skylar tilted her head back, all the way until the island was upside down. Straight behind them, on the edge of a cliff, the lonely tree stood with its branches stretching inland. Directly beneath it, a dark gully reached back from the beach.

         She sat up and pointed. ‘There.’

         Leaving their damp sweatshirts spread out to dry, they put their shoes back on and crunched over the shingle.

         Inside the gully was another world. It wasn’t big – about two metres wide and fifty long – but it 90seemed to cut into the heart of the island, and that heart was exuberantly alive, with plants and moss and birdsong – not the screeches of seabirds, but the trills and melodies of warblers and finches, and the chatter of a wren. Here, the rich smell of damp earth mingled with the salt tang of the sea, and small trees grew out of the steep stone walls, their roots burrowing through cracks in the rock face, their branches stretched longingly towards the sky.

         Yakov and Skylar stopped a second to drink it all in.

         Halfway up the eastern wall, directly beneath the lonely tree, they saw a ledge, and beneath that at the back of a lower ledge, almost hidden behind thick shrubs, a cave …

         Eyes shining, they nodded at each other. There was no need for words.

         Yakov went first, scrambling over giant boulders, using tree trunks and branches to haul himself up the vertical ground. He had loved to climb back home, often with Anoushka, either on an indoor climbing wall or on real rocks out in the countryside. He knew that probably he should wait for Skylar, 91who was following much more slowly, but his body delighted in the familiar exercise. Images bubbled up in his mind as he climbed – of coming here with Anoushka, of showing her the treasures he had found. He knew that she would love the island as much as he did. Mama would too. She might not climb up to the cave like them, but he could just picture her on the beach in the cove, eyes closed and smiling with her face tipped up to the sun, free of cares and worries …

         Oh, if he could give her this!

         Nothing could hurt them on the island …

         After a couple of minutes, he came to the first ledge, and the cave was like the sort you read about in adventure stories, dry and almost cosy, only a little smaller than his bedroom back home and high enough for him to stand in. They could camp here, when they won the island, he decided with a thrill. After they had defeated the witches and pirates or whatever, they could come here all the time. He wavered a moment as his mind flew back to the sea cave … Surely his nightmares wouldn’t reach him here? This was a different sort of cave altogether. 92From here he could see the open sky, fall asleep rocked by the sound of the wind and the roar of the sea beyond the cliffs, knowing he was safe.

         There were two different kinds of darkness, he reasoned. One for nightmares, another for stars to shine in …

         ‘Ha!’ Skylar, flushed from the climb, beamed as she joined him inside the cave.

         ‘This is amazing!’ She crouched by the entrance, looking out at the rock face on the other side of the gully. ‘We should camp here, when we win.’

         Yakov laughed.

         ‘We can make a fire,’ he said. ‘For marshmallows.’

         ‘And bring hot chocolate in a flask,’ said Skylar. ‘Seriously, though, Yakov – what do we need to do to win?’

         But it was nearly ten o’clock, and there was no time for questions. They scrambled down from the cave, through the dark cool gully and back on to the sunlit beach, where they picked up their damp sweatshirts and tied them round their waists. Skylar began to head towards the path, but stopped when Yakov, rather than follow her, walked to the water’s 93edge, looking at the mouth of the sea cave.

         What had happened in there, she wondered, that he had so clearly not wanted to talk about? Something to do with home, that much was obvious. Suddenly she felt so sorry for him she felt her own heart ache.

         ‘Are you OK?’ she called out.

         Yakov kept looking at the cave as he considered his answer.

         Maybe, he thought, there was a third sort of darkness. One he didn’t fully understand yet, but which maybe held nightmares and stars.

         It was an oddly comforting idea.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I am OK.’

         ‘Only, it’s nearly time for the visit.’

         Yakov cast a last look at the cave, then jogged across the beach to join Skylar on the path.

         High above them, from one of the windows of the lookout tower, a man observed them through a pair of binoculars.

         ‘Well,’ he said. ‘Well, well, well.’

      
   


   
      
         94
            Chapter Fifteen

         

         The first impression Yakov and Skylar had of Jasper Anstruther, which they never quite shook off, was of a small man who was very, very loud.

         ‘Hello!’ he shouted to them from the top of the steps.

         Looking up, they saw a roundish figure rushing down to meet them, waving a straw hat with such enthusiasm they both automatically waved back.

         As he jumped off the final step on to the path, they saw that he was older than he seemed from afar, in his late sixties, though with the sprightliness of a much younger man.

         ‘Welcome!’ he boomed. ‘I am Jasper Anstruther, the owner of this island! And you are?’95

         He was dressed in an impeccable cream linen suit. Slightly intimidated, acutely aware of how damp and dirty their own clothes had become, Yakov and Skylar introduced themselves.

         ‘But my dears, where are your parents?’

         They had prepared for this question, over the past few days. If asked, they would tell as little of the truth as was needed. They just hadn’t quite bargained for Jasper.

         ‘We came without them,’ Skylar mumbled. Then, as Jasper gave her a sharp look, she added defensively, ‘We’re allowed.’

         ‘Are you?’ Jasper gave a great peal of laughter. ‘Are you really? And tell me, my dears, did you steal a boat to get here?’

         A fresh roar of laughter as they both flushed.

         ‘You did! How perfectly splendid! Oh, but look! Here comes another boat!’

         Yakov and Skylar turned back to face the water, where a dark grey Zodiac was emerging from the cave.

         ‘Maybe we should ask him about the competition now,’ Yakov whispered. ‘Before the other people get here?’96

         ‘You think?’ Skylar was doubtful. Jasper, actually skipping from foot to foot, didn’t seem in any mood to answer questions.

         ‘Wave, children!’ he cried, confirming her suspicions. ‘Isn’t this lovely? Like a party!’

         It was impossible not to do as he said. Once again, they found themselves waving. Then, as Jasper hurried forward to greet the new arrival, they slunk back into the shade of a juniper tree, and sat on a step to watch their first potential rival for Golden Island draw in.

         The Zodiac was a rental, fourteen foot long, with a number instead of a name. Its pilot, a man in his mid-fifties of distinguished appearance despite a hint of pink sunburn, was dressed far more sensibly than Jasper in a plain navy sailing jacket, with wisps of grey hair escaping a matching cap.

         ‘Arlo Stacks,’ he introduced himself politely, waving at Yakov and Skylar before shaking Jasper’s hand. ‘A pleasure to be here. What a beautiful place! That cave was a bit scary, though, wasn’t it? Lucky I’m a lifelong boater!’

         Jasper laughed like this was the funniest thing he had ever heard, then gazed admiringly at his visitor.97

         ‘Arlo Stacks, as in the writer? It is you, isn’t it? I recognise you from TV. What a thrill! I’ve not read your books, but my husband Bruno is a devoted fan.’

         ‘Who is this man?’ Yakov whispered.

         ‘I’m trying to remember.’ Skylar frowned. ‘I think he came to our school. Well, not actually to our school – it was online, and he was talking to about a million schools at once. Yes, it is him! He’s a writer, and he has this charity that teaches people to read or something, and he’s on TV a lot.’

         ‘So he’s famous!’ Yakov looked alarmed. ‘This is worrying. For the competition, I mean.’

         ‘Maybe …’ Skylar shrugged, but she too was unsettled.

         And now another boat was coming out of the cave – a small, sleek motorboat called the Osprey. As it came up alongside the quay, they saw that its pilot was almost the complete opposite of Arlo Stacks. In his early thirties, everything about him shouted money – not just the Osprey but also his clothes, his sunglasses, his suntan, his haircut … Tall, broad-shouldered and athletic, he leaped ashore like he, not Jasper Anstruther, 98was the owner of Golden Island. He was also disarmingly friendly.

         ‘What a place!’ he cried, as he came towards them. He slapped Arlo Stacks on the back. The older man winced, but he didn’t notice. ‘Man, am I glad I was following you back there, or I’d never have gone through with it, but wow, was it worth it! Yes, yes, yes! I’m Oliver Temple, but please call me Olly!’

         ‘What do you think of this guy?’ sniggered Yakov under his breath.

         ‘Sort of harmless?’ Skylar smirked. ‘Unless you need money to win …’

         ‘That would not be fair.’

         ‘Yes, well, grown-ups aren’t, a lot of the time … Shh, let’s listen.’ They leaned forward, and heard Jasper ask if Olly had seen any other boats coming in after him.

         ‘I was hoping for a slightly larger crowd,’ he said.

         ‘Didn’t see anyone,’ said Olly. ‘But to be fair, I wasn’t looking behind me. Oh, I say, who is this?’

         At first, because he was facing the steps, Yakov and Skylar thought Olly was referring to them, but then they saw his gaze was fixed up and past them.99

         ‘Who is that?’ breathed Skylar, as she turned to look.

         A woman was walking along the path that ran round the side of the garden wall. Young, almost a girl, slight and small, dressed in rolled-up canvas trousers and a yellow sailing jacket, with a halo of chestnut curls held back from her light brown face by a green bandana, she glided along the narrow path as if she already knew it by heart. When she reached the terrace, rather than hurry down to greet the company below, she simply stood and surveyed the cove in a kind of rapture.

         She looked – much more than Olly Temple – like she belonged to the island.

         ‘Where on earth did she come from?’ Jasper, eyes round like an astonished owl, began to wave. ‘Hello there! Hello! Ahoy!’

         Finally, the young woman acknowledged them and, with an air of regret, ran lightly down the steps.

         ‘I’m Dr Solomon,’ she said, after Jasper had introduced himself and everyone else. Her voice was quiet but assured. ‘I moored up at the old landing stage.’

         100‘I thought you said it was impossible?’ Yakov whispered.

         ‘Difficult,’ Skylar corrected, gazing with awe at the newcomer. ‘Not impossible.’

         Jasper clearly shared Skylar’s admiration.

         ‘But my dear,’ he gushed, seizing the young woman’s hands. ‘Nobody has used that landing stage for years! The approach is notoriously difficult, and then the path up the cliff is quite overgrown …’

         Dr Solomon smiled. ‘Well, I did it!’

         Something in Skylar’s brain clicked at the way she said this.

         ‘She’s been here before,’ she whispered to Yakov. ‘Dr Solomon. I bet you. In secret, like Grandpa. This one might be very cool, but she’s dangerous, Yakov.’

         Yakov, who found Dr Solomon far more intimidating than Olly or Arlo Stacks, agreed. But before he could answer, a small, oldish pleasure boat appeared at the mouth of the cave. They watched it dock and its crew come ashore – a middle-aged man who introduced himself as John and smiled a lot but said little, and his wife Dawn who did not smile but talked a great deal. Everything displeased 101Dawn, it seemed – the cave, the lack of warning regarding the cave, the fact that she and John had not arrived first, the lack of information about the visit. By the time she stopped to draw breath, even Jasper looked exhausted.

         ‘Are there more coming in behind you?’ he asked.

         ‘There were two ahead of us,’ Dawn boasted. ‘They turned back at the cave. Goodness – children!’ Yakov and Skylar squirmed as she looked them up and down. ‘Shouldn’t you be at school? Are they yours, Jasper? They’re awfully grubby.’

         ‘They are not mine.’ Jasper sounded a little short. ‘They are here to visit the island.’

         ‘But whose are they? They must belong to someone!’

         ‘Belong to someone?’ Skylar was outraged.

         Yakov, who had wondered if perhaps he had misunderstood Dawn’s rudeness because of his English, felt a surge of indignation, and would have protested if Dr Solomon, with a look of mild amusement, had not spoken first.

         ‘Can we start this visit now?’ she asked. ‘Only it’s past high tide, and crackerjack sailor though I am, I’d rather not risk that landing stage at low water.’102

         ‘Thank you!’ Jasper clapped his hands and ran up a few steps to stand above his guests. ‘Everyone, gather round so I can explain how the visit is going to work!’

         His visitors shuffled into a semicircle facing him. Yakov and Skylar exchanged a look. Was he going to tell them about the competition too?

         ‘First,’ Jasper said, ‘we are going to go up these steps to the garden, and then I am going to show you some key parts of the house and help you get your bearings. Then, for about forty-five minutes, you will be free to wander round and explore on your own – I always feel that is the best way to get to know a place. Are there any questions?’

         Yakov raised his eyebrows at Skylar.

         Should we ask?

         She shook her head, her eyes darting to the other visitors.

         Too many people – later.

         Jasper went up the steps first, followed by Olly, then Dr Solomon and Arlo Stacks, then Dawn and John.

         Skylar held back, overcome suddenly by thoughts of Grandpa. Sixty years ago, more or less, he had 103walked in secret up these very steps, to the door framed in honeysuckle that Jasper was pushing open. A boy her own age, full of life and daring. And now here she was, about to do the same, hoping to bring him back here. She looked at Yakov, and saw her own emotions reflected in him – the determination not to let this chance go.

         He met her eyes and raised his chin.

         ‘Ready?’ he asked.

         ‘Ready.’

         Together, they ran up the steps towards the door.
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            Chapter Sixteen

         

         Skylar’s eyes prickled as she entered the garden. It was exactly as Grandpa had described: a world within a world, like the cove and the gully, full of trees and birdsong, with a curtain of pink roses growing up the far wall around another door, and wild strawberries dotting the shade, and clumps of bright flowers in the sun. There was a shed at the bottom of the garden, before which a man stood, loading logs on to a wheelbarrow. He turned to wave as they came in – it was the man Yakov and Skylar had seen from Dead Man’s Beach, putting up the sign.

         ‘My husband Bruno,’ said Jasper fondly. ‘He looks after the garden. Though I’m afraid it does rather take over.’105

         Jasper raised his hands in a gesture of mild despair, indicating the weeds flourishing in the flower beds, the dandelions nodding merrily in the cracks between the paving stones. Yakov, looking up, nudged Skylar and pointed at a chimney stack on top of which a herring gull had made its nest.

         ‘Bit of a problem, that gull,’ sighed Jasper. ‘Bruno tried to shoo it away, but it’s very stubborn.’

         Dawn looked faintly disapproving. Arlo Stacks smiled.

         ‘No fires until the chicks have fledged then,’ he said. ‘Sounds like a picture book.’

         ‘Quite right too,’ approved Dr Solomon. ‘Nature first in a place like this.’

         ‘That is exactly what my sister would say!’ Yakov forgot for a moment that he found the young woman intimidating. ‘She loves birds and nature.’

         ‘And my grandpa,’ said Skylar. ‘He’s always rescuing chicks and things. Well, he used to.’

         ‘It sounds like you have very sensible families,’ said Dr Solomon, and they both glowed a little in her praise, ignoring Dawn who grunted further disapproval.106

         ‘One only wishes nature would allow one to heat oneself,’ said Jasper wryly. ‘But please –’ he swept his hand towards the door – ‘let’s go in!’

         They stepped into a long, stone-floored room, blinking as their eyes adjusted to the sudden lack of light. Jasper waved airily towards a kitchen area at one end of the room, and at the other end a giant fireplace with a door to its left and a built-in bookcase to its right. Yakov and Skylar and indeed all of the other visitors would have liked to explore, but Jasper was already climbing, shouting, ‘Up, up, up! We start at the top! You can look at all this later!’

         ‘It’s not very clean, is it?’ whispered Dawn, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

         On they went, Jasper first, all the grown-ups after him, Yakov and Skylar last again. They reached a landing, where Jasper hurried them along a corridor with old-fashioned flowered wallpaper and dusty windows looking on to the garden, past the half-open doors of bedrooms, right to the end where he stopped in front of a final door.

         This one was closed.

         He turned towards them, beaming.107

         ‘Ready?’ he asked.

         There was a charge in the air now. All the visitors could feel it as they pressed forward.

         Skylar clutched Yakov’s arm.

         What was behind the door?

         Jasper threw it open and there, dark and narrow, almost as steep as a ladder, was a staircase.

         ‘Up, up, up!’ cried Jasper again and, with mutterings of curiosity, they surged after him and began to climb. Up, up, up, and now they could hear the wind, which had been missing in the cove and the garden. Up, up, up, to a much smaller landing, where Jasper opened yet another door and the dim, cramped staircase was flooded with light.

         ‘I give you … the tower!’ he announced.
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            Chapter Seventeen

         

         Jasper Anstruther loved many things about his house, but there was no doubt the tower room was his favourite. Square, with windows on all sides, its views – as he explained to his visitors – commanded every point of the compass: south towards the cove, north to the mainland, east towards Beacon Head, west over the open sea. And from all sides – dizzying, dazzling – light poured in.

         Once he had shown his visitors the views, there was no need for Jasper to say anything more. He simply stood aside with quiet modesty and watched as, after drawing a collective gasp, they each responded in their own way. Dr Solomon sank on to the seat of the western window in quiet appreciation. Olly 109sat on one of the two sofas to admire the room, as if he were imagining the parties he could throw here. Arlo Stacks stood by the southern window, looking dignified and thoughtful. Dawn, after an initial very impressive, went on about draughts through gaps in the windowpanes and what a pity there wasn’t double glazing, while her husband dutifully smiled. And the children …

         Ah! Jasper liked these children.

         Unaware they were being watched, Yakov and Skylar wandered from window to window. Eyes wide, mouths ever so slightly open, their awestruck expressions almost identical as they pointed things out to each other – Dead Man’s Beach and the beacon on the mainland, the lonely tree at the top of the gully, the birds flying beneath them …

         After a few minutes, Jasper cleared his throat.

         ‘I wanted very much to show you this room myself,’ he said. ‘To see your reactions to this most unusual and magnificent space. But now I leave you to your own devices. I will be downstairs if you need me.’

         He left, with all the stateliness of a small king. 110After a while, in dribs and drabs, the others followed, until only Yakov and Skylar were left in the tower room.

         For a while, they didn’t speak. Skylar, kneeling on the seat of the window overlooking the cove, was thinking about Grandpa. How he would love it up here! They would have to help him up the stairs, of course – it would be difficult, but they would find a way. And then! Skylar could just picture his face as she led him in – his wonder as he took in the island in all its beauty. King of the island – that was how he had felt, wasn’t it, when he came as a boy? Well, she would make him king again!

         Yakov, sitting on the seat overlooking the open sea, was thinking about his family, and the question Skylar had asked him in Broademouth, before they left.

         What do you want the island for?

         What Yakov really wanted, more than anything, was for the war to be over and for his life to go back to exactly how it was before, but he knew very well that this wasn’t possible. His school, for one, but so many other things as well … Could Golden 111Island make up for all that was lost? He felt a pang of piercing sadness. Of course it couldn’t. Nothing could ever make up for the losses. And yet …

         He leaned forward. That sound – there, yes!

         ‘Skylar!’ he said. ‘Can you hear?’

         ‘Hear what?’ she asked, intrigued.

         ‘The island!’ said Yakov. ‘It’s singing!’

         Skylar began to laugh, then stopped when she saw he was serious, and tried to listen.

         ‘I think it’s just the wind whistling through those gaps in the windowpanes.’

         ‘You are not listening properly,’ said Yakov.

         Skylar listened again.

         The wind whistled – mournful and eerie, but playful too. Beyond it, the sea roared. Through it all, birds called.

         Her eyes widened.

         ‘It is like music,’ she said.

         ‘It is the island’s song,’ said Yakov.

         Skylar didn’t dare tease him. ‘And what are the words to the song?’ she asked.

         ‘They are …’ Yakov thought about it, then sang, ‘Yakov! Skylar! You belong here! You are miiiiiiiine!’112

         This time Skylar laughed outright, but affectionately. Yakov joined in, but then he came over to sit beside her.

         ‘Listen, Skylar … no, not to the song, to me. There is something I have to say, and I can only say it up here, because up here is the very opposite of …’

         He hesitated. He had been going to say, the very opposite of my nightmares, but found that he still couldn’t.

         ‘Of home,’ he said instead.

         He wrapped his arms around his knees and stared down at the cove. His heart began to beat faster. He felt that he had just now understood something, and he needed to put it into words before he forgot it.

         ‘At home,’ he said, ‘when the war started, there were sirens all the time, for the air raids. When they sounded, we had to run to the cellar of our building and wait until another siren told us we could go out again. The first times it was just for a few hours, and it was scary, but we all sang songs and told each other stories to cheer ourselves up. Anoushka was very good at that. And you know, the missiles, they never fell near us, and so after a while we thought 113we would always be OK. But then very soon we were there for longer. For days and days … And this time the missiles did fall near us, so close the ceiling shook, and the noise was terrible, and people cried, and then there was no electricity and it was so dark. One woman – my music teacher, actually, Anna …’

         But here Yakov stopped.

         ‘What happened to Anna?’ asked Skylar.

         ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said quickly. ‘But afterwards, when we came out, it is not only the dark I became afraid of, but also the sky, because now it was not just somewhere birds fly and the sun shines and rain and snow fall from, but a place to be afraid of. But up here, in this room –’ Yakov spread his arms like he was flying – ‘up here, I am not afraid, because the sky is singing. And this is why … Skylar, I think that what I want if we win the competition … is to live here.’

         Skylar’s eyes opened wide. ‘What, all the time?’

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘At least until the war is over. You know, for our own actual island, Mama and Anoushka might come to England. I mean, you would, wouldn’t you? For an island … But Skylar, 114you must tell me truthfully if you would mind this. Because if we win, it will be one hundred per cent to share.’

         ‘I wouldn’t mind at all,’ said Skylar honestly. ‘As long as I could come as often as I wanted, I think that would be a lovely idea. What about school, though, Yakov? You couldn’t go every day if you lived here.’

         ‘That would be a big plus,’ said Yakov with a cackle so wicked and unexpected Skylar couldn’t help joining in.

         ‘What you said about the sky, though,’ she said when they stopped laughing. ‘When Dad told me about Grandpa’s stroke, it felt like the sky had fallen on my head. I know it’s just an expression, but honestly that’s how it was. It’s different from you, of course, but you’re right. Up here – the sky is singing. So maybe … maybe things can be all right. Because – this!’

         She gestured round the room, from window to window, to the sky and the birds and the sea.

         There was a short silence, in which Yakov shut his eyes to listen to the island, while Skylar walked around the room, looking out of the windows.115

         ‘Come on!’ she said after a few minutes.

         Yakov opened his eyes. ‘Where?’

         Skylar pointed to each window in turn. ‘There is Dr Solomon,’ she said. ‘Walking over the island, and there is Olly Temple in the cove, and Arlo Stacks and Dawn and poor John are in the garden. Which means that Jasper is alone, which means that …’

         ‘We can go and talk to him!’ said Yakov, finally understanding.

         ‘Exactly,’ said Skylar. ‘It’s time we got him to explain exactly how we go about winning this island.’

         
             

         

         Yakov and Skylar had known their lies were flimsy when they left Broademouth, and likely to be found out eventually, but they had hoped they would hold until after they got back, armed with the glory of their visit and plans for HOW TO WIN AN ACTUAL ISLAND. These they would then lay before their families, who would be so impressed by what they had done – absolutely blown away, Skylar had said – that they wouldn’t even be angry. On the contrary, they would actually be super supportive.116

         It turns out that however well you plan an early morning getaway, if you have lived in the same small town your entire life, someone will always see you.

         At about the time Jasper Anstruther ushered his guests into the tower room, Skylar’s mum took a short break from her shift to call Nan.

         ‘How are you?’ she asked. ‘How’s Dad? Is Skylar behaving?’

         ‘I thought she was at school?’ said Nan.

         As the visitors to Golden Island trooped into the tower, Mum had a tense conversation with Miss Rose.

         No, said Miss Rose, Skylar was not in school. She was still excluded, in case anyone needed reminding, on account of her ongoing refusal to apologise to Grace Griffiths. Hold on, though – Miss Jenny was in today doing the accounts, and she had something to say …

         Miss Rose put the call on loudspeaker.

         Remember that lone kayak, nosing around the shore?

         ‘If you’re talking about Skylar Mackenzie,’ said Miss Jenny, ‘I saw her out in the Zephyr, when I was 117out for my early morning paddle.’

         Skylar’s mum made a strangled sound.

         ‘I was surprised too,’ Miss Jenny agreed. ‘I didn’t think your dad was up and about again, but it was definitely the Zephyr, and it was definitely Skylar, because she was wearing her green life vest.’

         ‘Well, she definitely wasn’t with Dad,’ said Mum.

         Who was she with, though? Miss Jenny was adamant there were two people in the boat.

         The answer came as Yakov and Skylar were settling down to chat in the tower room, when John took a delivery of timber from a friend who had a child in their class.

         ‘Nice idea about this half-term breakfast,’ said John.

         ‘What breakfast?’ said the friend.

         So John also called the school. And between them John, Mum, Miss Jenny and Miss Rose reached the logical conclusion that for some inexplicable reason Yakov and Skylar had gone off together in Grandpa’s boat …

         They were not pleased.

         They were definitely not super supportive.
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            Chapter Eighteen

         

         Yakov and Skylar found Jasper in the big room downstairs, sitting on one of the sofas, drinking tea. Before him on the table was a pile of brochures. Beside him on the hearth was a large and ugly cat, its one eye fixed on the floor beneath the bookcase on the right of the fireplace.

         The front door opened as they approached the sofa, and Bruno came in carrying a basket of logs. Jasper looked up at them all and beamed.

         ‘Ah, the young adventurers!’ he cried. ‘Bruno, these are the enterprising thieves I was telling you about! Children, this is Bruno.’

         Bruno nodded cheerfully. ‘Hello, thieves,’ he said.

         He looked so nice neither of them took offence.119

         ‘Hello, Bruno,’ they chorused, as he disappeared through the door to the left of the fireplace.

         ‘What’s in there?’ asked Yakov.

         ‘A wood store,’ said Jasper. ‘Rather a marvellous one, actually.’

         Skylar, who loved animals, crouched next to the cat and reached out to stroke him.

         ‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ warned Jasper. ‘He’s an unfriendly brute – he’s called Charlie, after my grandfather. Bruno found him half dead after a fight and rescued him. He does that, darling Bruno – looks after things. We bring him with us from home because he is exceptionally good at catching mice.’

         As if to prove Jasper’s point, Charlie suddenly pounced forward. A mouse shot out from beneath the bookcase, but it didn’t stand a chance. Charlie stunned it with one blow then began to bat it back and forth between his paws.

         ‘Oh, don’t!’ Skylar tried to pull him away. He hissed, and lashed out at her with his claws.

         Skylar yelped. The cat had scratched her! She stared in disbelief at her right arm, where tiny pearls of blood were starting to appear just above her wrist. 120‘I’m bleeding!’

         ‘I did tell you he was a brute …’ Jasper wagged a finger at Charlie, who ignored him and bore the mouse off into the wood store.

         ‘What’s happened?’ Bruno came out as the cat went in. ‘I heard a shout.’

         ‘Naughty Charlie has scratched Skylar,’ said Jasper. ‘Though, Skylar, you know you shouldn’t really stop a mouser when he’s hunting …’

         ‘I’ll get the first-aid box,’ said Bruno. He went over to the kitchen area and opened a drawer in a tall Welsh dresser. ‘Do you know if you’re up to date with your tetanus jabs?’

         ‘I told you Bruno looks after things,’ said Jasper fondly, as Bruno returned with cotton wool and rubbing alcohol.

         ‘This might sting a little,’ he said gently.

         Skylar said nothing, but fought back tears as Bruno cleaned the scratch.

         ‘It’s not because it hurts,’ she said in a small voice. ‘It’s the poor little mouse.’

         But it wasn’t really the poor little mouse – it was Grandpa, and sneaking away early, and all the lies and 121worrying about the sea cave and … oh, everything. Skylar stared hard at the bookcase, forcing herself to take in every detail so as not to cry. The fourth shelf down was free of books but crowded with ornaments – a pair of brass candlesticks, a fossil, a strangely ugly gold and purple china cross hanging off the back panel.

         Little by little, the tears subsided.

         Yakov squeezed up to her on the sofa. ‘Are you OK?’ he whispered.

         ‘Just ask about the competition,’ she mumbled.

         ‘If you’re sure you’re OK …’ Yakov rubbed her arm in what he hoped was a comforting way and turned back to Jasper.

         ‘We have questions about the island,’ he said.

         ‘I’m sure you do!’ said Jasper approvingly. He picked up one of the brochures from the table. ‘Everything you need to know is in here – history, dimensions, rates, surveyor’s report, etc, as well as my personal contact details. I am rather proud of this brochure actually.’

         ‘Does it say how we can win it?’ asked Yakov a little desperately. It was hard to interrupt Jasper 122when he was in full flow.

         Jasper roared with laughter. ‘All in good time, my young friend. Oh, it is good to have children on the island again! It’s been far too long. Do you know, when I was a boy …’

         But they never did discover what Jasper did as a boy, because the other visitors were beginning to return.

         When everyone was assembled once more, Jasper distributed his brochures. Olly frowned as he began to read.

         ‘There’s nothing here about your asking price.’

         Jasper looked confused.

         ‘What does he mean, asking price?’ Yakov hissed to Skylar. ‘I thought to win meant it was going to be free?’

         ‘I’m not sure I understand,’ Jasper said.

         ‘It means, how much you want to sell it for?’ said Olly patiently.

         ‘But I made it clear …’ Jasper turned to Yakov and Skylar. ‘You understood, didn’t you? It was on the sign, and in the advertisement I put in the local paper, and on the website. I made it quite clear – TO 123WIN, I said. The island is not for sale.’

         ‘Phew,’ whispered Skylar to Yakov. ‘It’s true,’ she added more loudly, then winced at Olly’s icy glare.

         ‘I assumed what that meant was, whoever paid the most would win,’ he said with no trace of his earlier warmth.

         ‘So did we,’ said Dawn, and John nodded.

         ‘Come on, man!’ said Olly, recovering an appearance of friendliness. ‘Just name your price!’

         Dr Solomon snorted. ‘Maybe he doesn’t want your money. Man.’

         ‘I don’t,’ said Jasper earnestly. ‘I really don’t. That is not what this is about at all! I want, very much, for my island to go to the right person. Which is why, rather than sell it, I have decided to hold a competition.’

         At last! Yakov and Skylar edged closer to each other as they waited to hear more …

         ‘A competition!’ Dawn looked like she might explode. ‘I never heard anything like it! Competing for an island! And will the children be taking part?’

         She said children like some might say worms. Yakov balled indignant fists. Skylar stifled a laugh.124

         ‘My dear lady,’ said Jasper earnestly. ‘It so happens you have all successfully completed the competition’s first challenge!’

         Everyone looked bemused except for Skylar.

         ‘The sea cave!’ she shouted. Suddenly it was all clear. That was why there had been no mention of it on the website. ‘Finding it and getting through it – that was the first challenge!’

         ‘Exactly!’ Jasper beamed, clearly delighted with himself. ‘You have all shown initiative and excellent seamanship, if I might say. Two qualities extremely necessary on Golden Island.’

         ‘She didn’t come through the cave,’ said Dawn, pointing to Dr Solomon.

         ‘But I did show initiative,’ said the young woman with a dangerous curl of her lip. ‘And excellent seamanship.’

         ‘So what do we do now?’ asked Arlo Stacks hurriedly, before Dawn could retaliate.

         ‘Just read the particulars,’ cried Jasper. ‘Then think! You have explored my beautiful island. Do you still want it? If so, let me know! But now, my friends, it’s time to go.’125

         For a person so apparently flighty, there was steel in the way he ushered his visitors back down the steps to the cove. Minutes later, with the exception of Dr Solomon who had returned to the landing stage, they were all on the quayside, climbing into their boats.

         ‘Goodbye!’ Once again, Jasper Anstruther was waving. ‘Goodbye, goodbye! Read, think, decide! See you soon, I hope!’

         One after another, the boats departed. Dawn and John first, then Olly, then Arlo Stacks. The Zephyr went last, Skylar at the helm, Yakov clutching the island’s brochure.

         As they slipped again into the darkness of the cave, they turned for a final look.

         An island to win! Could they? Could they?
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            Chapter Nineteen

         

         The cave was the cave: Skylar had to concentrate, and Yakov could not fully ignore the shadows. Nonetheless, they were in high spirits as they came through it and began their journey homewards. The wind had dropped and the sea was calm. Perfect conditions for Yakov to go through Jasper’s brochure.

         ‘The house is two hundred and sixty years old,’ he read out loud. ‘The man who built it came to the island when his wife died, because his heart was broken, though local lore – what is lore, Skylar?’

         ‘Stories, I think,’ said Skylar. ‘Like folklore.’

         ‘Local lore says this was just a cover for nefarious deeds. What is nef —’

         ‘Evil,’ said Skylar. ‘Like supervillains.’127

         ‘Now I’ve lost my place – here! Local lore says … nefarious deeds … Who knows? Certainly the island is steeped in atmosphere. Here there are many pictures of waves and the moon, and so on.’

         Yakov turned a page and cleared his throat, exhausted by so much English.

         ‘The cove,’ he continued, ‘was maybe a refuge for pirates – Skylar, I said maybe the competition was about pirates! Some say the island’s name refers to smuggled gold, but it is more likely to derive from the gorse flowers which adorn the landscape like a crown in the spring. And then there are practical things like rainwater is caught in tanks and electricity comes from solar panels but there is a diesel generator for emergencies, and after that there is Jasper’s email address if we are interested in pursuing the matter further.’

         Skylar gave a grunt of laughter.

         ‘Even though we are grubby children.’ she said in an excellent imitation of Dawn, at which point they both laughed so hard Yakov nearly wet himself and the Zephyr veered wildly off course. Then, when they had both recovered themselves and were going 128the right way again, Skylar taught Yakov Grandpa’s smugglers’ song.

         
            
               Down to the left to the heart of darkness

               To the beat of the tide’s steady drum

               Down to the left to the heart of darkness

               And the start of a day’s new dawn

            

         

         They were still singing as they passed Beacon Head, but as they approached the harbour, the words died on their lips.

         Two figures were standing on the harbour wall, tiny but recognisable.

         Mum and Nina.

         It was clear, just from the way they were standing, that Yakov and Skylar were in trouble.

         
             

         

         The telling-off began as soon as they were off the boat.

         Nina was tearful – I was so worried! – but Skylar’s mum was angry.

         ‘What were you thinking, Skylar?’ she shouted. ‘Where have you been?’129

         Skylar opened her mouth to explain. But before she said a word, she caught Yakov’s eye. Ever so slightly, he shook his head, and she closed her mouth again.

         Yakov was right. Upset as they were, Mum and Nina were unlikely to take kindly to the truth. It might even make things worse. Far from being supportive, they might very well forbid Yakov and Skylar from having anything to do with Jasper and his competition. Skylar liked Jasper, but she could see that some people might not find him completely reliable.

         ‘We just sort of … bobbed about a bit,’ she mumbled.

         ‘Bobbed about a bit?’ hissed Mum.

         ‘But Yakov, my love, you have been so ill!’ Nina cried.

         Yakov, somewhat shamefaced, muttered that he felt much better now.

         ‘And when exactly did you plan this little escapade?’ demanded Mum. ‘When did you steal the keys to the Zephyr?’

         ‘On Monday.’ Skylar squirmed. ‘I was, um, playing 130with them and I accidentally put them in my pocket and then …’

         ‘We were texting.’ Yakov stepped in, thinking fast, seeing that Skylar was finally out of lies. ‘And I said how very homesick I was, and also sad, because on Monday my school was bombed.’

         Nina gasped and he held his hand out to her.

         ‘I’m sorry, Nina, I didn’t say anything, because I knew you didn’t want me to be upset, but it was very upsetting. And so Skylar very kindly offered to take me out in the boat. She said it would make me feel better and it did, so please do not be angry with her.’

         He gazed at Skylar’s mum, his dark eyes beseechingly huge in his small pale face. She pursed her lips, then huffed, then relaxed her shoulders.

         ‘It was completely irresponsible,’ she scolded more gently. ‘If Skylar had only asked, her father would have happily taken you out at the weekend. But I’m sorry about your school, Yakov. I heard about it on the news, I didn’t realise it was where you went. It’s so awful.’

         She touched his arm, halfway to a hug. Yakov blushed, properly ashamed of his lie.131

         Goodbyes were short. Mum made Skylar apologise to Nina, Yakov apologised to everyone, then they got into their respective cars and left the harbour.

         It was not the end, though.

         ‘What if something had happened to you?’ Nina lamented, on the drive back to Highcliff, and ‘I shan’t tell your grandparents what you did, but you have abused their trust,’ Mum ranted, as she parked outside their house.

         Things do happen, Yakov wanted to say. Things happened all the time. You couldn’t let them stop you doing other things. And, I did it for Grandpa, Skylar wanted to shout. To help him get better.

         But they both stayed silent. Protest would only lead to more trouble, and there was enough of that already.

         Up in her room, Skylar took out her phone. Yakov had already messaged.

         
            Shall I email Jasper or will you?

            You, she replied. But let me know as soon as you hear from him.132
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            Part Two
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            Chapter Twenty

         

         All night and for most of the next morning, Yakov and Skylar were on tenterhooks, waiting for Jasper’s reply. At last, just after eleven, it came. For a few minutes, Yakov stared at it, perplexed. Then he messaged Skylar.

         
            I have Jasper’s answer.

         

         She wrote back immediately.

         
            What did he say?

What do we have to do?

Is it more caves?

PIRATES OR SEA WITCHES?136

         

         STOP TYPING! Yakov finally messaged, as soon as Skylar paused long enough for him to type.

         
            It’s nothing like that. Actually, it is a little disappointing. We have to give a presentation

            …

            …

            Skylar? Are you still there?

         

         He could guess what she was thinking.

         
            A presentation like we do at school?

            I think so. About why we want the island. To get through to the final round. There are four of us in this round, but one will be eliminated.

            Only four? But I thought we had all passed?

            Jasper doesn’t explain137

            …

            Skylar?

            I’m rubbish at presenting

         

         This was sadly true. Yakov kindly said nothing.

         
            Remember how I messed up my talk on the Vikings last week?

         

         Still Yakov said nothing.

         
            You’re OK though, wrote Skylar. I mean, your Vikings talk was pretty good

         

         This also was true. Yakov had worried that he wouldn’t be able to present in a different language, but once he started he had been fine.

         
            I can do the talking if you want

            No, we should both do it. It’ll be OK – I 138mean, how hard can it be compared to school? When is it?

            …

            Yakov?

            This afternoon, at five o’clock. But not on the island. Jasper also has a house in Broademouth

            THIS AFTERNOON!

%&*!

That’s swearing, by the way

            Yes, I know. Skylar, how are we going to get away this time? It’s Saturday. Nina AND John are home

            Oh, that bit’s easy. Just tell them you’re going to the library. Grown-ups love a library. Oh my GOD, Yakov we’ve got like SIX HOURS!139

         

         By the time they both finally got away from their families, the six hours had dwindled to three. Three hours to prepare a life-changing presentation … It wasn’t much, but they did it.

         They met at the library just after two o’clock and worked on it together. At four o’clock they went out to the car park to rehearse it, and the presentation was good: simple but emotional. They had written it out on prompt cards, but after the second run-through they hardly needed them. Yakov spoke of his journey to the UK, about Mama and Anoushka, the days in the cellar and his destroyed school. He said that his great wish was to live with his family on the island, where it was safe and beautiful. Then Skylar asked their imaginary audience to picture a young boy out in his boat sixty years ago, before speaking movingly about Grandpa’s illness, and sharing her belief that to come to Golden Island whenever he wanted would help him get better. Yakov ended with thanks for the joy the island would bring them.

         Skylar clapped when he had finished.

         ‘Honestly, you almost made me cry.’

         ‘I thought it would be better to leave out the bit 140about the island singing,’ said Yakov. ‘Not everyone would understand that. You were also very good. The way you talk about your grandfather. I would like very much to meet him.’

         ‘You will!’ Skylar beamed. ‘When we take him to the island together.’

         Because they still had a little time before they needed to head to Jasper’s house, Skylar suggested they go back into the library, to research the other competitors on the computers.

         They went in feeling very pleased with themselves. Fifteen minutes later, they were back in the car park, their confidence in tatters as they prepared to share what they had found out.
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            Chapter Twenty-One

         

         Skylar went first, with her research into Dr Solomon.

         ‘Her first name is Fleur,’ she said. ‘She is twenty-five years old and she is basically terrifying. She is a committed environmentalist – that’s what her socials bio says – and she has just finished a master’s in Environmental Studies. I’m not sure what that means, but it sounds impressive.’

         ‘Why does it make her terrifying?’ Yakov was confused.

         ‘I’m getting to that,’ said Skylar. ‘Basically, Dr Solomon has been to prison.’

         Yakov’s eyes widened.

         ‘Two years ago there was a big oil spill in 142Scotland,’ Skylar continued. ‘A load of birds died – I remember seeing pictures, they were so sad, all these lovely birds, dripping black. Grandpa was really upset about it. Well, Dr Solomon helped with the clean-up, then she gathered over two hundred birds, took them to London and superglued them to the pavement in front of the offices of the company who caused the spill.’

         Skylar paused to let her words sink in.

         Yakov swore softly. They had been right about Dr Solomon: she was a formidable adversary.

         ‘Then what happened?’ he asked.

         ‘Then she and two other people were arrested, and they spent three months in prison. What did you find out about Arlo Stacks?’

         Yakov shook his head to clear it of the image of two hundred dead birds superglued to a London pavement.

         ‘Pictures,’ he said. ‘So many pictures. Mr Stacks shaking hands with the king and the queen and your prime minister and our president and with many, many children. Also, pictures of him with prisoners. He helps them record bedtime stories for 143their children. And everywhere there are articles about him with people saying what a good man he is, and how wonderful his charity is.’

         ‘Ugh.’ Skylar pulled a face.

         ‘Olly is boring compared to Dr Solomon and Stacks,’ she said. ‘He’s mainly just enormously rich, he has three Labradors and lives in a huge house with a giant swimming pool. But also …’

         ‘What?’

         ‘He used to have this business partner called Jules,’ said Skylar. ‘Who said Olly stole all her ideas. She tried to sue him about it but she lost. So then she put it all over social media that Olly was a cheat, and Olly sued her for saying that, and now Olly is rich and she has nothing. Basically: don’t trust Olly.’

         There was a short but heavy silence.

         ‘What about John and Dawn?’ Yakov sighed.

         ‘They’re impressive too,’ said Skylar glumly. ‘He’s a brain surgeon. She’s a cancer doctor. God, imagine Dawn being your doctor …’

         Yakov grimaced. ‘I can’t, it’s too horrible. Skylar, how can we beat these people? They are too good.’

         ‘We’re good too,’ said Skylar, much more firmly 144than she felt. ‘I know what you’re thinking – that we’re just a couple of kids against superhero grown-ups. But Yakov, you’re a superhero too. You’re so brave. You escaped a war.’

         Yakov squirmed. ‘I’m not brave,’ he mumbled. ‘Not compared to Anoushka and Mama …’

         ‘Yes, you are,’ said Skylar stoutly. ‘You escaped a war and then you came here and started school and kept going even though you hate it and now you’re competing for an island. You’re so brave, Yakov.’

         Yakov blushed.

         ‘So are you,’ he mumbled. ‘You were so cool yesterday in the Zephyr …’

         And then Skylar also blushed, and for a while everything was a bit intense and embarrassing. But when they had shuffled a bit, and stared at their feet, Yakov held out his hand and Skylar shook it.

         ‘To us,’ he said.

         ‘To us!’ she replied.

         They left their bicycles at the library so that no one would see them outside Jasper’s house, and walked the short distance to the address he had given in his email.145

         ‘Are you scared?’ asked Yakov, as they turned on to Jasper’s street.

         ‘Terrified,’ Skylar replied. ‘But that’s not a reason not to do it.’

         Honestly? The odds weren’t in their favour. But for a short time, they really believed they had a chance.
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            Chapter Twenty-Two

         

         Slap in the middle of the only smart terrace in town, overlooking the beach, Jasper Anstruther’s house stood out like a peacock in a farmyard. All the neighbouring houses were white or a pale pastel. His was freshly painted a sunny sky blue, with a door the same flamingo pink as the geraniums which spilled out of pots on every windowsill.

         ‘Wow,’ said Skylar.

         Yakov just stared.

         Gaudy and bright, this was very different from the house on the island.

         Before either of them could reach for the bell, the door flew open and Jasper appeared, elegant in chocolate cashmere and a green silk scarf.147

         ‘You two are the first again!’ he cried. ‘Come in, come in!’

         The hall was surprisingly dingy after the house’s flamboyant exterior, the walls covered with textured beige paper, the woodwork stained an ugly orange.

         ‘Don’t look!’ Jasper ordered, as they followed him up the stairs. ‘I grew up in this house, you know, with my grandfather. I inherited it ten years ago, and I did nothing with it for years, but now we plan to move back here from London so we are doing it up bit by bit.’ He waved towards the beige paper. ‘I want to paint all this the same blue as outside, because Grandfather would have hated it, but Bruno says there’s no place for revenge in interior decorating. Calm and tasteful is what Bruno wants. Like this room …’

         They had reached a landing and he opened a door.

         ‘Oh, there’s the doorbell! Go in, my dears, make yourselves at home!’

         He rushed away down the stairs. Yakov and Skylar exchanged baffled glances and stepped through the door.

         It was a beautiful room, its walls a quiet grey, with 148a stripped wooden floor polished to a warm honey colour. Two cream sofas faced each other in front of a simple white stone fireplace with pot plants on the mantelpiece. A tea tray had been set on the low table between them, loaded with cups and a plate of biscuits. Three windows, one half open, looked over the beach and sea. At the far side of the room, a baby grand piano was covered in silver-framed photographs of Jasper and Bruno looking happy and in love.

         ‘I think Bruno is probably right about decorating,’ said Skylar. ‘This is one of the nicest rooms I’ve ever been in. Probably even Dawn would like it.’

         ‘Do you think I can eat a biscuit?’ asked Yakov.

         ‘They’re for us, aren’t they?’

         Yakov took a bite out of a chocolate cookie then crammed the whole thing into his mouth as the door opened again and Jasper came in, holding his straw sun hat upside down like a bowl. Dr Solomon followed, looking wary and fierce, then Arlo Stacks, calm and dignified as ever, then Olly, who smirked at the sight of Yakov frantically brushing away crumbs. Bruno entered last, carrying two pots of tea.149

         ‘We’re all here!’ cried Jasper happily. ‘Sit, everyone, sit!’

         Dr Solomon sat beside Yakov and Skylar on one sofa, with Arlo Stacks and Olly on the other. Bruno, having poured tea, sat to one side on a chair. Jasper remained standing.

         ‘As you can see, Dawn and John will not be joining us,’ he said. ‘I have disqualified them. Are we ready to start?’

         ‘Disqualified?’ said Olly. ‘Can you do that?’

         Jasper looked stern.

         ‘My dear fellow, it’s my island, I can do whatever I like. I will not give it to a person with such bad manners.’

         Everyone sat a little taller, trying to look as well-mannered as possible. Yakov and Skylar swallowed their nerves, and the second round of the competition for Golden Island began.
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            Chapter Twenty-Three

         

         The presentations were to be given from the empty space in front of the piano, and the running order was literally decided by names pulled out of Jasper’s sun hat.

         Yakov watched with loathing as Olly went first.

         ‘Cheat,’ Skylar murmured, but from the moment Olly opened his mouth it was impossible not to believe that here was the world’s best friend – a man who wanted the best for everyone and everything. And the best for everyone and everything, in this particular case, was for him to become the new owner of Golden Island.

         ‘A family home!’ Olly purred in a voice like honey stirred into warm milk. ‘That is what the island will 151be if it comes to me. I am not a father myself, but there are many, many children in my life. In fact, that is how I saw your advertisement, Jasper. I was in Broademouth visiting my beloved goddaughter –’ with a sly grin he turned to Skylar and Yakov – ‘I believe you two know her – her name is Grace Griffiths, and she is about your age …’

         On he rambled, on and on, about the speed of the modern world and the need to slow down, about how he would modernise the house and care for the garden … Skylar barely heard him. Grace Griffiths’s godfather! So if Olly won, Grace – Grace! – would go to Golden Island. Grace would swim in the cove and camp in the cave in the gully and sleep in the tower room in the sky!

         ‘Money is no object,’ murmured Olly. ‘All I want is to safeguard this beautiful place for future generations. Thank you.’

         Olly finished his presentation and returned to his seat to polite applause.

         ‘He won’t win,’ Yakov grumbled under his breath. ‘Jasper will see through him.’

         ‘He might win,’ Skylar whispered uncertainly.

         152‘He won’t,’ said Yakov, but he wasn’t so sure either.

         Dr Solomon went next. Her speech was brief, and all the punchier for it.

         ‘You all know about the climate and ecological crisis,’ she said crisply. ‘You know about rising sea levels, overfishing, overfarming, plastic pollution, loss of habitat. Possibly what you don’t realise is that your island is not just beautiful, it’s a microcosm of abundance.’

         ‘What does that mean?’ Yakov whispered to Skylar, who had no idea.

         ‘Yes, what does that mean, Dr Solomon?’ said Jasper.

         Just for an instant, Dr Solomon’s eyes grew very bright. Then she shook herself and became super professional. ‘It means that although Golden Island is very tiny, it contains worlds. Extraordinary geological features, the richness of the gully, the diversity of plants and birdlife, all flourishing, all virtually untouched. It’s like … like a minuscule version of how the world could be. And I would like to make it into a sort of observatory and field centre for scientists – botanists, marine 153biologists, ornithologists. Just a little one, you know, the island couldn’t sustain anything too big. But I think it would be perfect. And in terms of funding, I would approach charities and universities, and of course people would pay for their visits.’

         Jasper looked impressed as she returned to her seat, and now Yakov and Skylar were properly worried. It wasn’t just Dr Solomon’s pitch. All this talk of money! Neither of them had thought of that. Yakov gulped, sick with nerves. Skylar told herself grimly that at least if Dr Solomon won, it meant that Grace had lost, but it brought her little comfort.

         Arlo Stacks was next. As he spoke of his plans to turn Golden Island into a writing retreat offering free residential courses for ex-prisoners, the best-selling author, literacy champion, media personality and national treasure was perfect.

         ‘Over the years,’ he said in conclusion, ‘the few days they spend here could change the lives of thousands of broken men and women. And I also have funding, from one of my charity’s long-term supporters.’

         He returned to the sofa, looking understandably 154pleased. His speech had been the best so far.

         And now it was Yakov and Skylar’s turn. Hearts beating wildly, they took the floor.

         As agreed, Yakov went first. Squaring his shoulders, he stepped forward.

         It was a disaster.

         Possibly, if Yakov had spoken in his own language, he might have been all right. But how could he measure up to Dr Solomon’s passion, to Arlo Stacks’ brilliance, to Olly’s fluency and millions? He was just a boy caught with biscuits in his mouth, a boy with nothing to say about climate change or the value of nature, with no interest in future generations or in helping thousands of men and women, a boy with no funding or money, who only wanted the island for himself, because in a broken world it was something beautiful and good.

         You are brave, he reminded himself. You are a superhero.

         But courage failed him when he opened his mouth. He stumbled over his opening sentence, backtracked, forgot a key word in English. What should have been a passionate presentation came 155out as an unimpressive mumble. Nor was Skylar any better. Already nervous at the thought of speaking, the discovery that Olly was Grace’s godfather had shaken her to the core. It was even worse than her presentation on the Vikings. She was almost inaudible as she muttered her way through her piece.

         Their ordeal over, Jasper applauded with embarrassing enthusiasm. Arlo Stacks joined in rather more half-heartedly, while Olly looked smug, Bruno sympathetic and Dr Solomon frankly pitying. Yakov and Skylar stared at the floor while Jasper gave a short speech thanking them all and saying he would be in touch very soon to let them know if they were eliminated or through to the next round. When he finally – finally! – led all back downstairs, Yakov and Skylar had to force themselves not to bolt through the door and run.
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            Chapter Twenty-Four

         

         It had been dark and cool inside the house, but outside the clouds had dispersed and the afternoon was warm and bright. The challengers all blinked as they came through Jasper’s front door with a shared sense of bewilderment, like they were caught between two worlds. Then Olly’s phone rang and the spell broke. He strode away, screwing headphones into his ears as he went. Arlo Stacks and Dr Solomon said goodbye and also left. Skylar watched them go with a sense of despair.

         It was over.

         ‘Let’s get our bikes and go down to the harbour,’ she said. ‘I’m not ready to go home yet.’

         Yakov kicked a lamppost to relieve his feelings, and nodded.157

         They left the bikes at the racks behind the old harbour master’s office again, but rather than go along the jetty to the Zephyr, they walked to the end of the harbour wall, where they sat on the ground with their feet hanging over the water. If they looked left, they could see the beach at Broademouth, above which was Jasper’s house. If they looked right, they could see Beacon Head, beyond which lay Golden Island. Both sights were painful. They kept their eyes fixed ahead, on an empty sea with no associations.

         ‘Maybe we weren’t that bad,’ said Skylar after a while.

         ‘We were terrible,’ said Yakov. ‘Both of us.’

         To which there was no honest comforting reply.

         A cormorant flew by, skimming the water, then a pair of terns. Yakov stood up.

         ‘We have to talk to Jasper.’

         ‘Talk to Jasper?’ Skylar stared. ‘To say what?’

         ‘To ask to do our presentation again, of course!’ said Yakov. ‘Only this time we are not going to mumble or hesitate or forget how to speak English. We are going to explain, precisely and clearly, why the island must be ours. This time we are going to 158say how it sings to us and calls us and how it is in our soul. Come on, Skylar, get up! We have to go now, before he eliminates us.’

         But Skylar couldn’t.

         Slapping another girl for insulting Grandpa, lying and stealing keys and taking the Zephyr, reading maps and charts and navigating through caves – all of these things she could do, and do well. But explain to Jasper about singing islands? After she had just made such a spectacle of herself?

         This was beyond her.

         ‘I’ll go alone then.’ Yakov clenched his jaw, swallowing his disappointment. ‘I can see you don’t want to.’

         ‘Yakov!’

         But already he was marching off.

         ‘I’ll message you!’ he called over his shoulder. ‘And don’t worry – I will still share with you if we win!’

         She watched him go, feeling helpless, torn between admiration for his courage and shame at herself for not daring to follow.

         ‘Good luck!’ she shouted.

         Yakov waved, but did not turn around.
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            Chapter Twenty-Five

         

         By Sunday lunchtime, Skylar had tidied her room, done the million chores her mother had given her, and rearranged all the books on her bookcase first by author in alphabetical order, then by colour. The only news from Yakov had been a message yesterday evening:

         
            Jasper says he will tell us his decision soon. I will tell you when I hear.

         

         Since then – nothing.

         Again and again Skylar’s fingers twitched over her keypad. Each time she forced herself to wait.

         In the afternoon, she and Mum drove out to 160Orchard Cottage, where they found Nan and Grandpa both in the garden – Nan weeding a flower bed, Grandpa under a duvet on a sun lounger, leaning against a pile of cushions, his walking sticks by his side.

         ‘Well, this is better!’ Mum smiled, and Skylar was struck by how much younger it made her look. ‘Dad, you’re outside!’

         ‘I’m still on my sickbed.’ Grandpa’s mouth twitched in his funny new smile.

         ‘Don’t listen to him,’ said Nan. ‘He walked all the way to that sickbed with hardly any help from me. And he’s been bossing me about in the garden, so he must be on the mend.’

         Was this really true? Skylar stole a look at Grandpa and, despite her tension about Yakov and Jasper, couldn’t help but smile when he gave her a lopsided wink.

         Mum actually laughed. ‘Shall I get us some tea?’

         ‘I’ll come with you.’ Nan hugged Skylar as she passed her. ‘You look after your grandpa, pet. He’s been looking forward to you coming over all day.’

         When they had gone, Grandpa indicated the sun 161lounger next to his. Skylar curled up in it, trying to resist the temptation of looking across the field towards Highcliff.

         ‘All right, out with it,’ said Grandpa. ‘What’s on your mind?’

         Skylar’s eyes widened. How did he know?

         ‘You’ve been fidgeting with that phone in your pocket since you got here,’ said Grandpa. ‘Spit it out! What’s up?’

         ‘I’m waiting for a message from someone,’ Skylar mumbled.

         ‘Well, that much is obvious. But who is this someone?’ Grandpa’s good eye twinkled, and Skylar’s heart lurched because it made him look so much like the old Grandpa.

         ‘Just a friend … a boy …’

         ‘Aha!’

         ‘Grandpa!’ Skylar blushed. ‘Nothing like that. It’s Yakov, if you must know, who lives across with John and Nina.’

         ‘The lad who came from the war?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘That’s nice,’ said Grandpa. ‘Poor kid, I bet he 162could use a friend. Nina’s a kind woman and of course I know she’s family, but it can’t be easy, leaving everything you know.’

         ‘No.’ Skylar thought of everything Yakov had told her. ‘It’s not.’

         ‘Why are you waiting for a message then? The lad only lives across the field. Why don’t you just go and find him?’

         Only her shame that she hadn’t gone back to see Jasper with Yakov stopped Skylar from blurting everything out to Grandpa.

         ‘I don’t want to bother him, I guess. We had … not a fight, exactly …’

         ‘A difference of opinion?’

         ‘Something like that. He … he was braver than me about something, and now I’m a bit embarrassed.’

         Grandpa reached out from under his duvet to pat her hand.

         ‘You’re a good girl, my Skylar. I don’t mean good the way some people mean it, all meek and obedient and doing what you’re told. I mean you’ve a good heart, and you’re kind, and also brave.’

         He paused, already tired from so much talking.163

         ‘I’m not really brave,’ said Skylar in a small voice.

         ‘Yes, you are,’ said Grandpa. ‘But a word of advice, love. Never let embarrassment get in the way of doing what’s right. It’s such a waste. So listen. I am going to have a nap now – don’t look at me like that, I’m not dying, just tired. I am going to have a nap, and you are first going to fetch me another blanket, because I’m a bit cold, and then you are going to run across to Highcliff to tell this boy whatever it is you have to say, and also to give him a message from me.’

         He paused again, and cleared his throat.

         ‘Tell him from me, when I’m better we’ll take him fishing.’

         Skylar’s eyes welled up.

         ‘Fetch me that blanket,’ said Grandpa firmly. ‘Then off you hop. And no more crying, love. Everything is going to be all right.’

         Skylar went inside for the blanket. When she came out, Grandpa was already asleep. She stood watching him for a few seconds. How frail he looked when he slept! His skin was different to before, almost see-through, like paper, his hair was thinner and he looked so small … And yet somehow, he seemed 164more himself than ever. Because he was brave too, she realised. Brave enough to walk out here almost on his own, and to smile and chat when it obviously tired him, and to talk about the future. She tucked the blanket around him, feeling a fierce stab of emotion.

         How she loved him! She would do anything for him, anything!

         She walked slowly towards the garden gate, but she didn’t open it.

         ‘No more crying,’ she thought.

         I will tell you when I hear, Yakov had said – but what if he had heard, and it was bad news, and he couldn’t bear to tell her? What if he was embarrassed, because all his efforts to convince Jasper had failed?

         She thought she heard someone call her name, and looked back towards the house, but there was no one there. She turned again towards the gate.

         She should go and find Yakov. She should. Tell him it didn’t matter he hadn’t convinced Jasper, he was brilliant just to have tried … Tell him that one day Grandpa would take them both fishing.

         That everything was going to be all right.

         ‘SKYLAR!’165

         Someone was definitely calling her, but not from the house, from the path – the path Yakov was running down towards her, waving his phone in the air like a victory flag …

         Could it be?

         It couldn’t!

         Could it?

         Skylar shot through the gate and began to run.
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            Chapter Twenty-Six

         

         ‘I did it!’ Yakov shouted, as he and Skylar collided halfway between Highcliff and Orchard Cottage. He grabbed her hands, jumping up and down. ‘Skylar, we are in the next stage!’

         Skylar laughed as he began to spin her around.

         This was a whole new side to Yakov, and it was wonderful.

         ‘What happens next?’ she asked. ‘Stop, Yakov! I’m feeling dizzy! Let’s sit down.’

         She dragged him to the side of the path, to sit on the trunk of a tree blown down in one of last winter’s storms.

         ‘What happens next?’ she repeated. ‘No, wait, tell me everything from the beginning! What 167happened yesterday?’

         Yakov leaped back up, unable to stay still.

         ‘Well, first I rang the doorbell …’ (he mimed ringing the doorbell) ‘… and Jasper answered and looked surprised …’ (Yakov mimed this too, then clasped his hands in front of his chest, opening his eyes wide) ‘… and I said, Oh please, Mr Anstruther, may I do my presentation again? And he said …’ (Yakov stamped his feet and crossed his arms) ‘NO! THOSE ARE NOT THE RULES … but then Bruno appeared and said, Jasper, do not be a … a rude word, and Jasper said, I am not being a … and Bruno whispered, Think of the boy …’

         ‘What boy?’ Skylar interrupted. ‘What did he mean?’

         Yakov shrugged. ‘I have no idea. So then they let me in, and we went upstairs where I spoke beauuuuutifully …’

         ‘You told them about the island singing?’ asked Skylar.

         ‘Of course!’ Yakov looked smug. ‘And Jasper was a little bit astonished but Bruno smiled and said he knew just what I meant and Jasper said, Even so, this 168is not in the rules and Bruno said, Jasper, you made the rules, you can jolly well change them and Jasper said, All right, thank you, and he would be in touch, and it has been AGONY waiting but now I HAVE DONE IT!’

         He beamed and brandished his phone, then corrected himself. ‘Or rather, we have done it, because even though I was very amazing yesterday, I couldn’t have done any of this without you. We are a good team, I think, no?’

         Skylar felt a warm, happy glow, which for a moment had nothing to do with the island.

         Team.

         It was a good word.

         ‘Thank you.’ It was the first time she had felt shy with him. ‘But Yakov, this bit really was all you. Show me what Jasper says in his message.’

         Yakov sat back down, unlocked his phone and passed it to her. There it was, on the screen, designed to look like an old-fashioned invitation card:169

         
            COMPETITION FINAL!

            Your presence is warmly requested on Golden Island

            On Friday 31st May

            From high tide to high tide

            Transport provided – launch departs Broademouth harbour at 18.45

            Please bring everything you need to survive

            Latecomers will not be waited for

         

         ‘So now,’ Yakov declared triumphantly, ‘we must just work out once again how we are going to get away!’

         
             

         

         For the rest of the afternoon and evening Skylar thought about this, but no ideas came to her.

         ‘High tide to high tide,’ she muttered to herself, after she had gone to bed. ‘Leaving at eighteen forty-five …’170

         Obviously they would need to play the same trick as before and pretend they were going somewhere else, but where? The obvious thing would be to say they were going for a sleepover at each other’s houses, but after their stunt taking the Zephyr, Mum and Nina would be sure to check on them.

         What, then?

         Friday 31st May … Something about the date rang a bell, but she couldn’t think what. Eventually she gave up and turned out her bedside light.

         The answer which had been dancing just out of reach came to her as she was falling asleep, and jolted her wide awake.

         Friday 31st May was the last day of half-term.

         The day of Grace’s birthday beach barbecue …

         Skylar knew exactly what she had to do.

         It would be horrible, and she didn’t want to do it – but if Yakov could beg Jasper for a second chance, the least she could do was go crawling to Grace.
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            Chapter Twenty-Seven

         

         The next day was Monday, the first day of half-term. Skylar’s mum was back at work. Her dad, theoretically in charge, was busy with paperwork. Skylar waited until he was settled at the kitchen table, then began to get ready for her meeting with Grace.

         Her first instinct was to raid her mum’s make-up drawer for lip gloss and hair straighteners, but the lip gloss felt sticky and she stopped with the straighteners when her hair began to smell of burning. Her second instinct was to dig out the revolting sparkly hoodie she had bought on that fateful Saturday shopping trip, but just the sight of it made her stomach turn. She bundled it up and stuck it back at the bottom of 172her wardrobe.

         What was the right look for crawling?

         In the end she scooped her hair up into a cotton baker’s boy hat and dressed as she always did, in her purple dungarees, with a green cardigan knitted by Gran and, for courage, her black boots (another charity shop find) customised with silver nail polish. A quick check in the mirror and she gave a satisfied grunt.

         She looked great.

         Swinging her rucksack over her shoulder, she ran down to the living room.

         ‘I’ve got to take books back to the library.’ She turned to show Dad her rucksack. ‘I won’t be long.’

         She skipped out before he could answer.

         Operation Beach Barbecue had begun.

         
             

         

         Grace did not invite Skylar in, but listened to her apology in the porch of her parents’ house. She herself did not apologise, but Skylar hadn’t expected her to.

         Meekly, she fixed her eyes on Grace’s feet as she mumbled, I’m sorry. Humbly, she begged for 173forgiveness. With breathless gratitude, she thanked Grace when forgiveness was granted. By the time she moved on to the real reason for her visit, she almost despised herself.

         ‘I was just wondering …’

         Grace rolled her eyes.

         ‘Now that I’ve said sorry – can I come to your beach party?’

         Grace’s lip curled.

         ‘Is that why you came here today?’

         ‘No!’ said Skylar, a bit too quickly. ‘I’m not like that! I came to say sorry because I am.’

         She hung her head.

         ‘Slapping people is wrong.’ A little sob here, and her self-respect sank even lower. ‘I really want to show how sorry I am. You know, before school starts again. And everyone will be at your party, so I can apologise to them too for all the upset I’ve caused.’

         She gazed mournfully at the other girl.

         ‘Please …’

         ‘All right!’ Grace snapped. ‘Just stop grovelling. It’s so undignified. You know, Skylar, people would like you a whole lot more if you just stood up for yourself.’174

         Skylar, eyes still fixed on the ground, suppressed a smirk.

         ‘Thank you, Grace.’

         Grace tapped her toe impatiently as Skylar lingered. ‘What else?’

         ‘I was just wondering.’ Skylar sent a silent apology to Yakov for making him sound as needy as herself. ‘Can Yakov come too? Only, you know, he’s Nan and Grandpa’s neighbour and I’ve been seeing him a bit and I think he’s lonely, what with having only just got here and the war and everything.’

         ‘I’ve only invited girls,’ said Grace.

         ‘I know.’ Another silent apology. ‘It’s just – he really doesn’t have any friends. You know – because of the war …’

         Her eyes met Grace’s, daring her to say no.

         ‘Fine,’ said Grace. ‘I’ll make an exception for him. Because of the war.’

         ‘Oh, thank you!’ said Skylar.

         Grace narrowed her eyes. ‘You know, my godfather was asking about you the other day.’

         Skylar fought to keep her voice and face neutral.

         ‘Your godfather?’175

         ‘He just came on some weird visit. He asked if I knew you.’

         Skylar shook her head, as if to say it was not for her to understand the way of godfathers, but inside her mind was racing. How much did Grace know? Had Olly told her about the competition? Had Grace told anyone else? Would it get back to her parents?

         ‘He asked about Yakov too. He didn’t say why, though.’

         Skylar waited until Grace had flounced back into the house to let out a sigh of relief, steadying herself against the wall of the porch. When she had recovered, she forced herself to walk at a normal pace back down the driveway until she was sure she was out of sight from the house. Then she took off and ran all the way back into town, where she leaned against the parapet on the seafront.

         There beneath her was the beach, reached by steep stone steps. A little way to her left, the sheltered area in the lee of an ancient rockfall where parties happened. A little to her right, the public toilets. And beyond the public toilets, down the windy cliff road, the harbour …176

         Her plan had worked – Grace had fallen for her apology! Skylar felt no remorse at having tricked her.

         She pulled out her phone and messaged Yakov.

         
            Get your outfit ready, Cinderella. On Friday night, you and I are going to a party.
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            Chapter Twenty-Eight

         

         Over the next few days, Yakov and Skylar’s insides churned with nerves.

         They had arranged things like this: on the last day of half-term, just after half past five, Yakov would cycle into town. He would meet Skylar at the library, where they would leave their bikes in the car park, where no one would see them. Just before six o’clock, they would go to Grace’s party.

         Skylar had convinced her mum to invite Yakov to stay the night. But at the last minute, literally as she left the house, she would tell her dad (luckily her mum was starting a row of night shifts) that Grace had invited her and Yakov to stay at hers. Then, from the party, Yakov and Skylar would send pictures 178to show how much they were enjoying themselves. And then, at six thirty, they would leave, telling anyone who questioned them they were going to the toilet block.

         (‘What if someone wants to go with us?’ Yakov asked, and Skylar said, ‘Like who?’)

         They were sailing into the unknown with strangers they didn’t trust, going somewhere no one would think to look for them. They had lied and would lie some more before all this was over. They didn’t love the deceit, but what was a little dishonesty when an island was the prize? Once again, they told themselves their families would forgive them when they won.

         A whole island.

         Golden Island.

         Just for them.

         
             

         

         Friday arrived, bringing mixed sun and cloud. Morning gave way to afternoon, the afternoon rolled on. In and around Broademouth, the contestants for Golden Island packed, unpacked and packed again.179

         Everything you need to survive, the invitation had said.

         What did it mean? Survive what? A ghost, a murder, a wild beast, a flood? What did you need for a night spent with strangers on a mysterious island?

         Pyjamas? A book? A waterproof jacket? Food, water, a tent, a torch? A sleeping bag? A fishing rod, a hunting knife, a gun?

         In the pink and blue house on the seafront, Bruno also prepared his bags. While on the island itself, by the light of a torch in a very dark room, Jasper Anstruther laid a thick cream card on an ancient sea chest.

         ‘There!’ he thought, with something like regret.

         The final piece of the jigsaw, after which the island would no longer be his.

         Something scuttled past him in the darkness, and he jumped. For a moment he thought it was the cat, before remembering that he had left Charlie at home.

         A mouse, then. Or a rat …

         ‘Shoo!’ Jasper flapped his scarf after it, then hurried away.180

         He did not look back, and more’s the pity.

         If he had, Yakov and Skylar might have been kept safe.
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            Chapter Twenty-Nine

         

         For readers who don’t live by the sea or are unfamiliar with the way it works, here is a brief explanation about tides.

         Tides are caused by the periodic rising and falling of the Earth’s oceans, caused by the gravitational forces of the moon and the sun. High tide occurs when their pull is stronger and causes the water to bulge, leading to an increase in sea level. Low tide occurs when their pull is weaker, allowing water to recede, leading to a decrease in sea level. The timing and intensity of tides are influenced by the relative positions of the earth, moon and sun – higher high tides and lower low tides happen when the moon and sun align. These are spring tides. 182When the gravitational forces of the moon and sun are perpendicular to each other, the high tides are lower and the low tides are higher, resulting in neap tides. The time between high tide and high tide – or indeed low tide and low tide – is roughly twelve hours and twenty-five minutes.

         In short: the time and height of tides change every day.

         If you do live by the coast or have spent holidays by the sea, you will know this. Sometimes when you go to the beach at low tide, there is no water at all, just miles and miles of hard wet sand to play on, or acres of mud, or rocks, or even shipwrecks. At other times, when you go at high tide, there is no beach at all.

         To be fair to Grace and her parents, the no-beach-at-all scenario was rare at Broademouth. The town beach was wide. Even at high tide there was usually space for, say, a barbecue and a volleyball net (Grace was very good at volleyball). High tide at seven, they had seen on the tide tables app, and thought perfect for paddling – not realising that the tide on the last Friday of half-term was a perigean spring tide, which – in short – meant that the beach at 183Broademouth was reduced to a strip about the width of an average pavement.

         Which is rubbish for a party.

         So.

         At six o’clock on Friday 31st May, armed with their survival rucksacks and their plan, Yakov and Skylar stood at the top of the beach steps, surveying chaos. On the sand below, Grace, her family and assorted friends milled about in disarray. Around them was all the paraphernalia of a beach party – a rolled-up volleyball net, a volleyball, three cool boxes, a picnic table, a giant cake tin and a stack of folding chairs. Grace was crying. Her mother also. Her red-faced father was trying to put together another plan.

         It took a while to untangle what was going on, which was that the whole party was being moved back to Grace’s house. Someone shoved the giant cake tin at Yakov, a pile of picnic blankets at Skylar, then bundled them into a taxi with one of Grace’s teenage cousins.

         Fifteen minutes before the Adventurer was due to set out from the harbour, they were bowling away from the beach towards the other end of town.
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            Chapter Thirty

         

         Away the taxi rolled, winding along the high street. In the roadside back seat, Grace’s cousin stared at their phone. In the near and middle seats, Yakov and Skylar huddled together, their plan in tatters, their dream growing further away by the second.

         For about a minute and a half, numb with shock, neither of them had a clue what to do. At the end of the high street, the taxi stopped at a traffic light, opposite a church. Yakov glanced at the clock tower.

         Six thirty-three.

         It was over. When the lights changed, they would join the one-way system, which would take them round the edge of town. They would pick up speed, and Golden Island would be completely out of reach.185

         The church door opened. In the corner of his eye, Yakov saw the vicar come out. His head was bent over, he was talking to someone smaller – a child? No, an old man, leaning on a stick. Yakov’s heart tightened. He thought of Skylar’s grandpa.

         She had wanted this for him so much … The light changed to amber, and in Yakov’s mind an idea flashed.

         It wasn’t subtle, but it might work.

         And he had, recently, had a lot of practice …

         He retched. He groaned. In miserable tones, he announced he was going to be sick.

         Then it all happened very fast.

         The driver hit his hazard lights. The teenage cousin dragged their eyes from their phone.

         ‘You what?’

         ‘I will puke,’ moaned Yakov. ‘I will throw up.’

         ‘Not in here, you won’t,’ snarled the driver. ‘I’ve just had the cab cleaned. Out, the lot of you! That’ll be ten quid.’

         ‘But I don’t have any money!’ yelped the cousin. ‘My aunt said she’d pay when we get to the house.’

         ‘Find a cashpoint,’ said the driver.186

         ‘But …’

         ‘OUT!’ the driver roared.

         Skylar finally sprang into action.

         ‘I’ll take Yakov to my house!’ she cried, throwing open the door. ‘I live just over there!’ She flung her arm vaguely in the direction of home, then turned to the cousin. ‘You go on, so your aunt can pay.’

         ‘If you’re sure …’

         ‘She’s sure,’ said the driver. ‘Out you get, both of you. Next time, don’t eat so many ice creams.’

         Skylar spilled out of the taxi first. Yakov put the cake tin down, started to follow, remembered something, dragged Skylar back in, hugged the cake tin again, whipped his phone out of his bag, ordered her to smile, beamed himself, took a selfie of them both with Grace’s cousin, shoved the phone back in the bag and the tin at the cousin then, pushing Skylar out before him, jumped on to the kerb and slammed the door shut.

         The taxi screeched off.

         ‘What now?’ asked Skylar.

         Yakov glanced again at the church clock.

         Six thirty-six.187

         ‘Now,’ he said, ‘we run.’

         Oh, how they ran! Helter-skelter through the town, dodging shoppers, jumping over bin bags, an abandoned scooter, a small dog. All the way back down North Street, past the beach steps and uphill to the junction with the harbour road, where Skylar’s legs buckled. She doubled over, unable to breathe, but Yakov yanked her on.

         Six forty-four and they started down the hill, light-headed as they picked up speed, Skylar steadying Yakov now, holding him back so they didn’t stumble, running, running, all the way to the water, which was so high it lapped over the top of the quay.

         At six forty-five they staggered on to the jetty, and there at the far end, by the Zephyr, was the Adventurer, Bruno at the wheel, Arlo Stacks and Dr Solomon sitting with their backs to them, and it was too late. Olly stood on the jetty, untying the mooring rope, he had one foot aboard …

         ‘Wait!’ cried Yakov. ‘Wait! Wait!’

         Olly looked up. Skylar stopped running and doubled over again, her breath like fire in her lungs. There was actual sick in her mouth now but it didn’t 188matter, because Olly had seen them! The Adventurer would wait!

         Yakov swore.

         ‘What?’

         ‘They are not stopping! Olly, he has not told Bruno we are here. The …’

         He swore again for much longer, in his own language. And maybe those laden words carried on the wind, because as the Adventurer began to pull away, Arlo Stacks turned, then Dr Solomon, and lastly Bruno. For a split second, Yakov and Skylar’s hearts stopped as Bruno appeared to hesitate. Then they fell against each other in relief as he put the Adventurer into reverse.
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            Chapter Thirty-One

         

         Bruno, grinning broadly, told Yakov and Skylar to leave their things inside the cabin. They scuttled in, and even though it was barely bigger than the cabin on the Zephyr and already crowded with bags, they stayed there, hidden, as the Adventurer made its way out of the harbour.

         Yakov could still hardly breathe from running, but it didn’t stop him raging.

         ‘That Olly!’ he hissed. ‘He saw us! Did you see, Skylar? He looked straight at us, but he didn’t tell Bruno! He is a cheat!’

         Skylar collapsed on to a seat.

         ‘Right now I’m more worried that literally the whole town just saw us running.’190

         Yakov smacked his forehead.

         ‘We forgot photos!’

         He took his phone from his bag and pulled up the selfie he had taken in the taxi.

         ‘Change of plan.’ He spoke out loud as he tapped a message. ‘It’s high tide! The party is at Grace’s house instead. Here we are in a taxi with her cousin! See you tomorrow, xxx. There! Now Nina knows not to worry. You send a message too. Skylar! Why are you crying?’

         ‘I’m not really,’ said Skylar through a veil of tears. ‘I mean, not because I’m sad. Yakov, we did it! We’re here!’

         Yakov smiled, so blazingly happy that Skylar’s tears turned immediately to laughter.

         ‘Hey, kids!’ Dr Solomon’s head appeared, upside down from the roof of the cabin. ‘Isn’t this fun? You’ll notice all of us got through the last round – someone needs to explain to Jasper about rules. Anyway, this is just your friendly service telling you we’ve left Broademouth, so whoever it is you’re hiding from ain’t gonna see you now. Also, I brought cake. But get a move on, before Temple scoffs it.’191

         Yakov’s expression darkened.

         ‘Yeah, I saw what he did,’ said Dr Solomon. ‘Low trick. But like I said – cake. Made by my own fair hands. Not the lightest, but solid. Fruit cake. It’ll keep you going for hours.’

         She vanished.

         ‘What’s wrong with her?’ asked Skylar.

         ‘Was there something wrong?’ said Yakov. ‘She was friendly.’

         ‘Exactly,’ said Skylar. ‘She’s never been friendly before. Also she was kind of … manic. Normally she’s like a sort of queen.’

         Yakov’s tummy rumbled. ‘She brought cake,’ he said. ‘And Olly is eating it. Come on. Probably she is just being friendly because she is excited.’

         They went up, and saw Dr Solomon was right: Broademouth lay behind them. Arlo Stacks, wearing a large, padded sailing jacket, was gazing in his usual distinguished way out to sea, but Olly was indeed munching an enormous slab of fruit cake.

         ‘Sorry about that business back there, kids,’ he said, not sounding sorry at all. ‘All’s fair in love and war, eh?’192

         ‘There is nothing fair about war.’ Yakov glowered.

         Olly went a bit red. Yakov curled his lip, then rather ungraciously grabbed the slice of cake Dr Solomon offered him. Skylar thanked the young woman for hers, then turned to Olly with dislike, remembering how he had tried to pump Grace for information about her and Yakov.

         ‘I’m surprised you’re not at your goddaughter’s birthday party,’ she said bitterly. ‘Seeing as she is so beloved by you and all that.’

         ‘I don’t think it’s surprising,’ said Olly with an easy smile. ‘I am after all about to win her the biggest birthday present of her life. I’m surprised to see you here. After what Grace tells me of your behaviour, I’d have thought you’d be grounded for the rest of your life.’

         Skylar balled her fists. The man was insufferable. ‘Yeah, well, Grace …’

         ‘Now, now,’ said Bruno. ‘No fighting.’

         They stopped bickering, a little shamefaced. For a few minutes, Yakov and Skylar continued to glower across the Adventurer at Olly. But soon enough, the sea began to work its magic again. Olly’s pettiness, their own lies, the stress of the taxi ride, the run 193through town melted away. Even the challenge ahead slipped briefly from their minds. For now there was only this lovely late spring evening, with the sun still high, the shadows of clouds on the water, the green land on one side and the distant horizon on the other.

         Peace fell upon the little boat. Arlo Stacks closed his eyes, Olly stopped eating and did the same, Dr Solomon stretched out her legs and gazed at the sky. Bruno sat easily at the tiller. Yakov leaned over the bow, watching the Adventurer’s hull carve the dark water silver. Beside him, Skylar thought I could stay here like this for ever.

         
             

         

         Up at Highcliff, Nina sat at her kitchen table with her phone in her hand, flicking between the picture of Yakov and Skylar, beaming in a taxi holding a giant cake tin, and the worrying message she had just received from his mother.

         Should she call him? She had asked John and he didn’t know either.

         At about the time the Adventurer passed Beacon Head, she put down her phone.

         She would wait a little longer before deciding.

         
            *

         

         194On board, excitement crackled. The wind had changed, the current also. Wavelets lapped at the hull. The passengers stirred, straightened. Gazes lost on the horizon grew fixed. Skylar’s breath quickened, Yakov felt his heart beat faster.

         The final challenge for Golden Island was about to begin.
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            Chapter Thirty-Two

         

         Bruno brought the Adventurer in to dock in the harbour, where Jasper Anstruther was waving to them from the quayside, dapper in a navy blazer and yachting cap.

         ‘Ahoy there! Welcome! Hello!’

         Dr Solomon was first off the boat, hopping ashore with the mooring rope. Arlo Stacks followed, then Olly. Yakov went next, but Skylar wasn’t ready yet. Cradling her rucksack, she gazed around the cove. There it all was, just as they had left it – the beach with its strip of white shingle, the dark gully behind it, the steps leading up to the house …

         She turned to Bruno, who was waiting patiently for her to disembark.198

         ‘Can I ask you a question?’ she said shyly.

         ‘Fire away,’ he replied. ‘Though if it’s about the challenge, Jasper’s the one to tell you.’

         ‘It’s not,’ said Skylar. ‘I was going to ask, how can you bear to let all this go?’

         There was a short pause, while Bruno considered his answer.

         ‘It does make me sad,’ he admitted. ‘But Jasper has his reasons.’

         ‘It feels like a dream,’ Skylar said.

         ‘And yet here we are.’ Bruno smiled. ‘Out you get now, young Skylar, and listen very carefully to what Jasper has to say.’

         Skylar obeyed, and went to join the others where they stood in a semicircle again at the foot of the steps, with Jasper standing above them. Bruno followed and stood to one side, leaning against a tree.

         ‘Lovely contestants!’ Jasper began, then paused to clear his throat. ‘I do apologise. This is rather emotional. Let me start again. Ahem! Lovely contestants! You are here because I believe you are all worthy owners of Golden Island and I find myself unable to choose between you.’199

         ‘This much we knew already,’ Olly muttered, and received irritated looks from all the others.

         Jasper’s voice bubbled with enjoyment as he continued.

         ‘Until now, you have seen my island at its best. The bright sun! The birds! The twinkling sea! But tonight will be different. Tonight, it will be dark – inside as well as out, for I have turned off the power supply. I have left lanterns and candles in the kitchen for emergencies, but there is no electricity, no gas, no hot water. Bruno and I will leave soon and will not be here to assist you. You yourselves will have no means of leaving the island. If you have forgotten anything, so much the worse for you. There are no shops here for you to run to! And you will give me your mobile phones. I shall return with them in the morning.’

         He paused, dramatically.

         ‘So what you’re saying is, we’re going to camp in your house for a night.’ murmured Dr Solomon. ‘That’s the challenge?’

         ‘It is just like home,’ Yakov whispered to Skylar. ‘When we were living in the cellar. Except without 200air strikes. I have already done this challenge. We should win easily.’

         Olly frowned, overhearing him, but this time said nothing.

         ‘That is not the challenge,’ said Jasper. ‘I merely tell you this in case you do not want to camp. These are the realities of life on an island, and if you don’t like them, then it’s not the place for you. You can leave with Bruno and me. Does anyone want to leave?’

         They all shook their heads.

         ‘Then the challenge,’ announced Jasper, ‘is this!’

         Everyone leaned forward to listen.

         ‘Golden Island has many secrets,’ Jasper said. ‘The song of the sea in the caves along its shoreline, the views of the sun setting and rising … the flowers which blaze here in the spring, the seals which sometimes swim into the cove … But among all these natural wonders, there is one that stands out! One that draws on both the strength of nature and the talent of humans – and the first to discover it shall win the prize!’

         Another dramatic pause, which no one broke. Jasper was an excellent storyteller, but his listeners 201were all perplexed.

         ‘I will give you two clues!’ said Jasper.

         Again, they all leaned forward.

         ‘The first clue is this: look for the secret at the sign of the cross.’

         ‘The sign of the cross?’ Skylar looked around at the others and saw they were all still as baffled as she was. ‘What, like in a church?’

         ‘Maybe,’ said Jasper. ‘Maybe not. Are you ready for the second clue?’

         ‘Yes!’ they all shouted, with varying degrees of enthusiasm.

         ‘The second clue is a question.’ Jasper held up a finger, which they all stared at like it was a magic wand. ‘And the question is this: when is an island not an island? Ah, ah, ah!’ The finger wagged. ‘I will say no more.’

         ‘But how will we know the secret when we find it?’ Skylar wailed.

         Jasper looked affronted. ‘Obviously, I have thought of that. First, you will know it because it is an excellent secret. And second, I have left you a sign, and whoever brings me this sign will be the winner. 202In the meantime, just remember this: the person most curious about the island, the person most astute, most willing to explore and discover – that person shall win! Now Bruno and I must go. We will return with the morning tide.’

         Smile tightly fixed, he worked his way down their line like royalty at a film premiere, wishing each of them luck as he shook their hands. Bruno followed, rather more apologetic, holding out a box for their phones.

         ‘What if Mum or Dad or Nina or John try to call us?’ Skylar whispered. ‘They’ll call Grace’s parents if we don’t answer, and then what? They’ll be worried sick.’

         ‘We will just have to hope they don’t,’ Yakov whispered back, but she could tell the thought made him as anxious as her.

         Jasper came to Skylar last. When he took her hand, he hesitated. Then, instead of shaking it, he touched the scar above her right wrist.

         ‘I will never forget where Charlie scratched you,’ he murmured. ‘And neither should you.’

         Skylar frowned. This was … weird.203

         ‘What do you mean?’ she asked, but Jasper had already moved on.

         ‘This is nuts,’ said Olly. ‘What if there’s a medical emergency?’

         ‘There are flares by the first-aid box in the kitchen dresser,’ Jasper replied briskly. ‘Throw one up and we’ll send a helicopter.’

         ‘Is that a joke?’ asked Olly angrily.

         But Jasper had already stepped aboard the Adventurer, and did not answer.

         They all stayed on the quayside until the boat had gone into the cave. Then they picked up their bags and made their way towards the house.

         At the top of the steps, Skylar turned to look behind her. The clouds had gathered in the short time Jasper had been talking to them, and the air had gone very still.

         It feels like a dream.

         She had not reckoned, when she said those words to Bruno, on how quickly dreams can turn to nightmares.
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            Chapter Thirty-Three

         

         No one was quite sure what to do when they arrived in the main room of the house. Arlo Stacks sank into a sofa, leaned his head back and closed his eyes. Dr Solomon sat opposite him with her elbows on her knees, while Olly strode up and down. Yakov sat with Skylar on the hearthstone.

         ‘When is an island not an island?’ he asked her. ‘What does it mean?’

         Skylar shook her head, still baffled.

         ‘When it’s joined to the mainland, of course,’ growled Olly. ‘But it’s a stupid question. No one can ever agree on it. If an island has a bridge, for example, does it stop being an island? Or a causeway? Did Britain stop being an island 205when the Eurotunnel was built? This is all deeply annoying.’

         ‘Why did you stay then?’ challenged Dr Solomon.

         ‘For the same reason as you!’ he snapped. ‘To get a free island!’

         They glared at each other, the big man and the slight young woman, and for a few seconds it was entirely possible to see how he could have destroyed a colleague’s career, how she could have scooped up two hundred dead birds. Then, swearing, Olly stormed back out of the house. Dr Solomon picked up the smaller of her two bags and swept out after him, and calm descended on the room.

         ‘Let’s go up to the tower,’ Yakov whispered. ‘We can talk up there and make a plan.’

         She hesitated before following Yakov. Arlo Stacks had said nothing until now and was sitting with his head in his hands.

         ‘Mr Stacks, are you all right?’

         ‘What’s that?’ he looked up, startled. ‘Oh, I’m fine. A touch seasick, I think. Go, go! Start your search. I’ll be right as rain soon.’

         Poor Arlo Stacks, thought Skylar as she climbed 206up the stairs. But as soon as she entered the tower room, she forgot all about him. Yakov was standing at the northern window, glaring at the mainland.

         ‘When is an island not an island?’ he demanded, before she had even put down her rucksack. ‘Think!’

         She left her things by one of the sofas and crossed the room to join him.

         ‘Like Olly said,’ she replied. ‘When it’s joined to the mainland. By a bridge, or maybe a causeway …’

         ‘What is a causeway?’

         ‘It’s like a strip of land that only appears at low tide, that you can walk or drive across.’

         Yakov glared harder.

         ‘And does that exist here?’

         Skylar shook her head. ‘Not that I’ve ever heard.’

         There was something, though – she frowned, trying to remember. Something she had heard once, at school maybe, or from her parents or grandparents. A local story, which people just seemed to know …

         ‘What?’ cried Yakov. ‘You’re thinking of something. I can tell.’

         ‘It’s nothing,’ Skylar said. ‘I mean, I’m almost sure it’s nothing.’207

         ‘What?’ insisted Yakov.

         ‘OK – I mean, it’s just a story, but apparently, according to the story, when the moon is full and the tide is very low, a silver path appears along the seabed, all the way from the island to Dead Man’s Beach.’

         A silver path! Yakov half closed his eyes and he could see it – Golden Island and Dead Man’s Beach, the rushing channel between them magicked away by the tide, the glisten of wet seaweed, the exposed seabed and, glinting across the dark, damp sand, the path …

         ‘It’s just a story,’ said Skylar, but Yakov could tell from the way she spoke that she could picture it too.

         ‘All stories start somewhere,’ he said.

         ‘And it would explain why Jasper chose today for the challenge,’ she replied. ‘It’s definitely a full moon tonight. And low tide will be very low – we know that, because high tide was so very high …’

         As one, they turned back to the window.

         Suddenly, the tiny island seemed vast.

         ‘But where will it start?’ said Skylar. ‘The path, where will it begin? And how will we get to it from the cliffs?’208

         Suddenly, Yakov knew.

         ‘The landing stage,’ he said. ‘Where Dr Solomon docked. That’s the most obvious place to start looking. Remember what Jasper said? The wonder of nature and the talent of humans – what if one was the tide, and the other was the landing stage? There must be a way down to it – otherwise, how could Dr Solomon have come up?’
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         Yakov and Skylar left their bags in the tower room and hurried back down the stairs. Arlo Stacks was still on the sofa when they went out, apparently asleep. They sped past him as quietly as they could and ran out into the garden and along the gravel path to the door by the roses in the garden wall.

         Yakov pushed it open and they both stepped through.

         For a moment, they stood still, blinking.

         Beyond the walls of the house and garden, everything was different. The moment they stepped through the doorway, they felt it. The island was bigger here. Wilder. The sky stretched further, the light was brighter, the wind whipped through 210their hair and billowed their open coats. Skylar stood a moment, struck with awe. It reminded her of places she knew but couldn’t remember, places – she realised as Yakov set off through the long grass and golden gorse straight across the island – she had read about in books, between worlds, where magic happened.

         And magic – Skylar also knew from books – could be dangerous.

         A small brown bird rose from the ground and flew up into the sky, pouring out its song. Meadow pipit, thought Skylar, following its flight with her eyes. Unless it was a lark … Grandpa would know. A part of her would have liked to stay longer like this, safe by the doorway, listening to the bird sing. But Yakov had already reached the far edge of the island and was waving to her. She took one last look around her and ran towards him.

         She joined him on the edge of the cliff and looked down, then immediately wished she hadn’t. The drop here was as steep as it appeared from the mainland.

         ‘Let’s go,’ said Yakov.

         He marched away along the edge of the cliff in the 211direction of the landing stage, peering over the edge as fearlessly as if there weren’t a straight drop down to the rock-studded water below.

         ‘It’s not safe!’ Skylar shouted.

         The wind tossed her words away. She squared her shoulders, and ran after Yakov once again.

         They would have missed the sign, except that the brown bird called out again, and Skylar stopped to watch as it hurled itself joyfully over the cliff. There, right on the edge where it had flown, almost hidden beneath the spiky gorse, was something made of stone.

         ‘Yakov, wait!’ Skylar shouted. ‘I’ve found something!’

         The stone thing was crumbling, covered in damp moss, half buried in the ground – but after they had scrabbled around it with their bare hands, they sat back on their heels and saw that it was – or had once been – a cross.

         Hearts hammering, they peered over the edge of the cliff. The drop here was not so sheer, in fact there was land beneath them – an old rockslide, probably, where a part of the cliff had collapsed, covered in 212grass and gorse, stretching about thirty metres out. And …

         ‘There!’ Skylar pointed to a gap between two rocks, right in the lee of the cliff. ‘Do you see? That must be the way down.’

      
   


   
      
         213
            Chapter Thirty-Five

         

         They advanced gingerly, Yakov leading. There was a kind of path. Not like in parks, laid out with tarmac or gravel, nor even like the tracks of deer or sheep which criss-cross moors or heathlands. More of a route, twisting and turning between rocks and boulders, along and down the cliff. The going was easy at first, over the old rockfall, but it soon narrowed again. They were painfully aware of how thin the strip of ground was between them and the drop to the water. They hardly dared breathe, but hope spurred them on. Maybe – maybe! – they were about to discover something which would lead them to their prize …

         After ten minutes of walking, the sort-of path 214took them around a bend, Yakov let out a shout – ‘I can see it!’ – and there beneath them was the landing stage.

         ‘Stop a minute,’ said Skylar. ‘I’ve got my binoculars in my pocket.’

         They stood side by side with their backs against the cliff face as she adjusted the focus, and it felt like they were suspended on the edge of the world, with gulls floating on air currents beneath them over the sea.

         This was it, thought Yakov. He was sure of it. Somewhere down there, by the landing stage, there would be a clue as to where the silver path began, the secret that would win them Golden —

         ‘We’re not going to find anything,’ said Skylar. ‘The tide’s too high, it’s still swishing over the rocks.’

         Yakov took the binoculars, and it was as she said – the rocks that surrounded the island were still almost completely submerged.

         He swallowed his disappointment. ‘We can still go down and see.’

         Skylar cast a worried look at the sky. It was almost all overcast now, much too dark for an early evening 215three weeks short of midsummer.

         ‘We won’t find anything,’ she repeated. ‘Not until low tide. Yakov, we have to go back. It’s going to rain soon, and we shouldn’t be out here.’

         But Yakov wasn’t giving up so easily, and set off again. Skylar followed, inwardly cursing his stubbornness.

         Another few minutes and they stood on the landing stage at the base of the cliff, feeling very small. The island towered above them, water lapped at their feet, and Skylar was right – if there was a path at low tide, any clues to where it started were far beneath the water.

         Yakov slumped against the cliff face. Skylar rubbed his arm, to console herself as much as him.

         ‘We’ll come back later, when the tide’s out,’ she said. ‘We know how to get here now. I brought head torches.’

         Reluctantly, Yakov nodded.

         Back they went the way they had come, tired and disheartened. Skylar led the way now. It was tiring work struggling uphill with no excitement to give them wings, but they didn’t slow until 216they reached the old rockfall where Skylar, very suddenly, stopped.

         ‘Look!’ She pointed.

         They couldn’t have seen it going the other way – even walking in this direction, Skylar had almost missed it. Behind a stack of boulders, secured around a sturdy rock jutting up from the ground, a rope stretched tautly through a short expanse of grass before disappearing over the cliff.

         ‘What is it?’ whispered Skylar.

         Very quietly, they crept to the edge, lay down and peered over.

         They both gasped.

         Wearing a harness attached to the rope, feet braced against the rock, Dr Solomon was climbing down to an outcrop beneath them.

         Yakov and Skylar crawled back out of sight then lay back down to talk, utterly amazed.

         ‘She brought climbing equipment!’ said Skylar. ‘Everything you need to survive, Jasper said. I suppose when you’re a committed environmentalist, that is what you need to survive.’

         ‘More importantly,’ said Yakov, ‘what is she doing?’217

         They peeked back over the cliff, just in time to see Dr Solomon reach the ground, where she unclipped her harness then disappeared from view, apparently walking straight back into the cliff.

         ‘There must be a cave …’

         Skylar’s words began in a whisper but ended in a scream, as a cloud of beating wings streamed out beneath them.

         ‘What is it?’ shouted Yakov.

         ‘Bats!’ cried Skylar.

         For a moment, they forgot all about Dr Solomon, as they watched the cloud thin and then disperse into hundreds of fluttering bodies, tiny against the twilit sky.

         ‘I have never seen so many together,’ murmured Yakov.

         ‘Me neither,’ Skylar breathed.

         But their moment of awe was shortly interrupted by the sight of the rope tautening, then the sound of huffing and grunting, and finally by the appearance of Dr Solomon pulling herself over the top of the cliff.

         The young woman rolled her eyes when she saw them watching her.218

         ‘I saw you two go past earlier,’ she said, after she had unclipped her harness. ‘When I was working out how I was going to get down. Where were you going?’

         But however impressive Dr Solomon might be, she was still a competitor.

         ‘Nowhere,’ said Skylar. ‘Where were you going?’

         ‘Nowhere either, it turns out.’ Dr Solomon pulled a face. ‘I had an idea from an old story.’

         Yakov and Skylar exchanged a quick glance. Another story!

         ‘Silly, really.’ Dr Solomon was winding up her rope over her arm. ‘A sort of local legend, about how people used to see ghosts rise up from the ground along the coast. I wondered if there was something in it. Not ghosts, I mean … I wondered if maybe actual real people came out of the ground. The coast is riddled with caves – it’s far-fetched, but I thought there might be a tunnel or something, linking a cave on the island to one on the mainland, which smugglers would have used. I’d seen the cross up on the cliff on other visits – I assume you saw it too – and I’d already spotted the cave from the boat … What?’219

         Skylar was grinning. ‘I knew you’d been here before.’

         Dr Solomon didn’t deny it.

         ‘Anyway, I had this idea that there might be a link between the cross and the cave and Jasper’s absurd clue, but there’s nothing there but bats.’

         ‘We saw them!’ said Yakov. ‘They were amazing.’

         Dr Solomon’s face softened.

         ‘They kind of were, weren’t they? I’m sorry I disturbed them.’

         ‘We’ve never seen so many at once,’ Skylar said shyly, while Yakov helped Dr Solomon gather her things.

         ‘Like I told everyone in my presentation,’ said Dr Solomon. ‘It’s a special place.’

         They all laughed as, right on cue, a bat swooped past them and fluttered over the edge of the cliff. Then, as soft rain began to fall, they headed back to the house together.
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            Chapter Thirty-Six

         

         Yakov, Skylar and Dr Solomon left their wet shoes and coats by the front door. In the main room, they found Arlo Stacks awake but still sitting in front of the empty fireplace, eating sandwiches with Olly by the light of two of Jasper’s lanterns. Skylar was pleased to see that he was looking much better.

         ‘Have you been here the whole time?’ she asked sympathetically. ‘You must have been really seasick.’

         ‘Seasick?’ said Dr Solomon. ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Arlo. Especially when the sea was so calm.’

         There was an unpleasant edge to the way she spoke, completely different to her earlier softness.

         Arlo Stacks shrugged. ‘It happens more and 221more as I get older, I’m afraid. Unless I’m at the helm myself.’

         ‘Any luck with Jasper’s challenge?’ Olly’s tone had also changed from earlier, and he seemed eager to be friendly. ‘No, don’t tell me! Every man for himself! Or woman, of course! I did a whole lap of the island looking for crosses, then came in when the rain started. Thought I’d make a fire, then remembered the blasted seagull on the chimney. Stacks had the same idea – I heard him in the wood store and had to remind him too about the wretched bird! Would you like something to eat? I brought plenty.’

         He gestured towards the table, where a small feast was spread out. It was tempting, but the memory of his treachery was too strong.

         ‘Thanks,’ said Skylar. ‘We’ve got food upstairs.’

         ‘As have I,’ yawned Dr Solomon. ‘I’m going to put my feet up until the rain stops. It shouldn’t last long – I looked at the weather forecast before we set off. Anyone mind which room I take? I’m assuming you kids have bagged the tower.’

         ‘I’ll have to eat it all myself then.’ Olly looked a bit disappointed. ‘Or maybe I’ll take a nap too.’222

         ‘And me.’ Arlo Stacks smiled at Skylar. ‘Then I’ll feel completely better, and can start properly questing!’

         In the tower, Yakov and Skylar took their sleeping bags from their rucksacks and wrapped them around their shoulders, then by the light of Skylar’s head torches pooled the food they had brought – sandwiches, crisps and chocolate biscuits from Skylar, poppy seed cake and apples from Yakov – and sat on the window seat overlooking the cove to eat. When she had finished, Skylar pressed her forehead against the windowpane. Dr Solomon had been right, the rain was already stopping. Night was falling on the island, stars beginning to appear in the gaps between the dispersing clouds. The cool glass was soothing against her skin, calming the big emotions which pressed inside her, emotions she couldn’t completely name, to do with longing and hope and the sense that something huge was just within reach that she mustn’t get wrong.

         ‘Do you think the others really are napping?’ she asked. ‘Or are they secretly out searching for Jasper’s secret?’223

         ‘Searching, probably,’ said Yakov. ‘For the mysterious cross.’

         ‘Do you think the cross we found is the right one?’ Skylar felt a sudden pang of doubt.

         ‘How many crosses can there be?’ Unlike Skylar, Yakov was absolutely certain. ‘It all makes sense. For now, while we wait until low tide, we should sleep.’

         Skylar yawned. ‘We can’t sleep, or we’ll never wake up. We don’t have an alarm now Jasper’s taken our phones.’

         Yakov pointed to a clock on the wall by the door. ‘We can take turns. You sleep first.’

         Skylar wanted to protest, but another yawn cut off her words.

         ‘If you’re sure.’

         She spread her sleeping bag on the sofa, then climbed into it. It was lovely lying there, cosy and warm, watching the night sky. Like being in heaven, she thought drowsily.

         ‘It’s perfect here, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘It’s like Dr Solomon said in her presentation. Like a tiny version of how the world could be.’

         Yakov grunted. That was exactly right.224

         ‘Peaceful,’ he said.

         ‘Beautiful,’ mumbled Skylar.

         ‘Safe.’

         ‘Wild.’

         ‘But kind. Special, like Dr Solomon said.’

         Yakov waited for Skylar’s reply, but she was already asleep. He checked the clock. Nearly eleven – two hours to go until low tide … His own eyes were growing heavy. He pulled a comic from his rucksack and tried to keep himself awake by reading.

         Neither of them heard the footsteps creeping quietly away down the stairs.

         The house was silent now, and dark. Yakov was finding it harder and harder to stay awake. At one point he saw – or maybe dreamed he saw – two lights dancing across the cliffs above the cove. Then sleep overcame him, and he was too tired to fight it.
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            Chapter Thirty-Seven

         

         Skylar woke with a start about an hour and a half later. For a few seconds, she struggled to remember where she was. Pushing herself up, she looked out of the curtainless window. The island was all shadows and silver in the moonlight. On the window seat where they had picnicked, Yakov slept, curled like a cat in his sleeping bag.

         Skylar narrowed her eyes to look at the white face of the clock, glowing in the darkness. Half past twelve! She slipped out of her own sleeping bag and padded across the room.

         ‘Yakov!’

         He startled awake as she shook his shoulder. ‘What time is it?’226

         ‘Almost low tide. We have to go. Quietly, in case the others haven’t gone out. Take a head torch but don’t switch it on yet.’

         This was it then – the moment they had been waiting for, when they discovered if their hunch about the landing stage was right … Hearts racing, they tiptoed to the door. Yakov opened it. All was quiet. They crept down the stairs, Yakov leading. On the first-floor landing, all the bedroom doors were closed, loud snores coming from behind one of them. They both suppressed a snigger and glided on over the wooden floor. At the top of the main staircase, Yakov stopped in his tracks. A sound downstairs – the creak of a door! He held up a hand to hold Skylar back.

         ‘What?’ she whispered.

         ‘Someone there,’ he mouthed back.

         They crouched to peer through the banisters. There was just enough moonlight through the windows of the big room to make out the shape of the furniture. They leaned forward to listen. Muffled footsteps, but where were they coming from?227

         Skylar touched Yakov’s arm and pointed as the door to the wood store by the fireplace opened.

         A figure emerged. Too tall for Dr Solomon, too bulky for Arlo Stacks. Impossible to see actual features in the dark, but there was only one person it could be.

         ‘Olly!’ murmured Skylar.

         They held their breath as Olly hurried across the room to the front door then slipped out into the night. They didn’t move until they saw his shadow flit past a window towards the wall opposite the mainland.

         Yakov tilted his head towards the wood store, raising his eyebrows in a silent question.

         What was he doing in there?

         Skylar shrugged. I don’t know.

         Should we go and look?

         She nodded.

         Ghost-like, they stole down the stairs, and across the room to the fireplace. Yakov pushed open the door to the wood store, wincing at its creak. They stepped inside and at last – half fearful of what they would find – they lit their torches.

         There was nothing here.228

         Just a small dark room with a light bulb hanging from the ceiling, a worn rug covering the floor and wood stacked high against every wall.

         And dark. So very dark, except for the shadows thrown on to the wall by their torches …

         Yakov’s head began to swim. His heart beat faster, his palms began to sweat … Not now, he pleaded, but it was too late.

         His nightmares were stirring.

         This time, unlike in the sea cave, Skylar was too preoccupied to notice Yakov’s change of mood.

         ‘What was Olly doing in here?’ she whispered. ‘Why did he run out like that?’

         ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Yakov’s throat was so tight he could hardly breathe. ‘Let’s go. The tide will be almost out.’

         ‘But Olly might have found something.’

         Skylar looked left, right, up, down. Shadows swirled, thrown by the beam of her head torch. Yakov held back a moan.

         ‘You stay,’ he rasped. ‘I’ll follow him.’

         ‘Shouldn’t we stick togeth—’

         But Yakov had already gone.229

         Something was wrong with him, Skylar realised at last. She should go after him.

         Except – she was here now. And there was a competition to win.

         If Olly had found something in here, she needed to know what it was …

         Slowly, meticulously, Skylar began to search the room. What had they missed? She tried to focus on details – cobwebs between the ceiling beams, a pile of kindling, a basket on the floor rug …

         Skylar frowned. Why have a rug in a wood store?

         Inch by inch, she shone her torch over the rug. There! The corner furthest from the door, not lying quite flat, as if it had recently been lifted …

         Skylar swallowed. Was this it – the secret of Golden Island? She knelt, and with a shaking hand, already guessing what lay beneath it, pulled back the corner of the rug …

         There it was, as she had read in countless mystery books, seen in so many films – a trapdoor!

         Skylar sat down with a thump and stared at it, her mind scrambling to understand what this meant.

         When is an island not an island?230

         Was this the secret of Golden Island? Had Dr Solomon been right – was there a tunnel, and did the trapdoor lead down to it? And if it did, then had Olly won? Skylar seethed at the unfairness of it – Olly, a billionaire, who could probably buy any island he wanted! But wait! She put aside her disappointment and forced herself to think. If Olly had won, why had he run so secretively out into the night? Was it possible the trapdoor didn’t lead to the secret, but just to a clue? Should she wait for Yakov? She should wait for Yakov. But where was he, and when would he come back?

         Skylar stood up.

         If Olly had found a clue, they needed to hurry.

         She pulled open the trapdoor. Beneath it, as she knew it would, a flight of steps led down to further darkness.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

         

         Outside the front door, Yakov stood with his back against the wall, his trainers in his hands, drawing greedy breaths of damp night air. There was nothing to be afraid of here, he reminded himself, there was no real danger. He was on Golden Island, where the sky was only clouds and stars and moonlight.

         When his breath and heart rate were steady again, he put on his trainers and set off in the direction they had seen Olly go, towards the wall opposite the mainland. Not wanting to get caught spying, he kept to the shadows, walking along the edge of the flower bed which bordered the house to avoid crunching on the gravel path. No sign of anyone … He reached the 232end of the flower bed and stepped on to the grass, then into the flower bed along the garden wall.

         The door was half open. Yakov sidled up to it, then stopped.

         There was someone on the other side. A man, talking, his voice growing fainter – walking away. Yakov inched forward, straining to hear. Who was he with?

         The voice stopped. Then, still faint, started again.

         The man wasn’t with anyone, Yakov realised with a start. He was on the phone.

         But all their phones had been taken …

         The voice was growing louder again. Yakov flattened himself against the wall as he strained his ears to hear. The man had stopped walking but he was still speaking, just about audible, right on the other side.

         Yakov’s eyes flew open as he recognised the speaker. He clapped a hand over his mouth to stop himself gasping out loud as he listened.

         He had to find Skylar. He had to tell her what he had heard.

         He tried to keep to the flower beds, but a rose 233caught on his trouser leg and he lost his balance, landing with a crunch on the gravel. There was just time to throw himself into the shadows behind a water butt before the door in the wall opened.

         ‘Is anyone there?’

         Yakov pressed himself into the ground and did not breathe. After a few seconds, the door closed again – properly now – and the conversation on the phone resumed.

         This time, when he ran, Yakov didn’t make a sound.

         
             

         

         Skylar sat at the bottom of the steps leading down from the trapdoor, the bright circle of her torch on the earth floor the only light in the pitch darkness. It was cold and the air smelled dank, but she barely noticed.

         The steps had led to a room, the same size as the wood store, built of stone, with damp walls and an uneven floor. The room was completely empty. Nonetheless, Skylar had done everything she could think of to search it. Run her hands over the dripping walls to find a secret catch or lock, crawled over the 234floor for another trapdoor …

         She had found nothing.

         Footsteps above, quick but quiet. She raised her head.

         ‘Yakov?’

         It was him. He blinked as she began to climb back up the stairs, her torch shining in his face.

         ‘There’s nothing here,’ she said, baffled. ‘I’ve no idea what Olly was being so secretive about, or …’

         She started as Yakov put a hand over her mouth.

         ‘Be quiet,’ he hissed, as she tried to push him away. ‘And turn your torch off. We have to hide!’

         There was no mistaking his urgency. Skylar stopped struggling and did as he asked.

         ‘What’s happened?’ she whispered, when they were once again in darkness. ‘Yakov! Tell me!’

         ‘It wasn’t Olly we saw.’ Yakov’s voice caught as he whispered. ‘It was Arlo Stacks. And Skylar – I think he’s murdered Dr Solomon.’
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            Chapter Thirty-Nine

         

         Yakov and Skylar had fled, with no clear plan, to the darkest end of the garden, and the narrow space between the shed and the wall, under the old yew tree. When they were sure nobody could hear them, he told her what had happened.

         ‘I couldn’t hear everything,’ he whispered. ‘Arlo was walking up and down, and you know … the wall, the wind. All I heard was, he said … he said …’

         Yakov began to shake. Skylar took his hand.

         ‘What?’ she whispered. ‘What did he say?’

         Yakov closed his eyes, hearing again Arlo Stacks’s awful words.

         ‘He said, I killed her. The doctor girl. She found out and now she’s dead.’236

         He was shaking so hard he couldn’t go on. Skylar shuffled closer to him, still holding his hand.

         ‘Found out what?’ she asked, fighting her own rising panic. ‘How did he kill her? Where? When? And Yakov – where has Stacks gone now?’

         Yakov removed his hand from hers, and buried his face in his arms. ‘I don’t know!’

         ‘Didn’t he say anything else?’

         ‘I told you, I only heard bits.’

         A cloud passed overhead, bringing another burst of rain. The space beneath the yew tree stayed dry, but the air grew cooler. Yakov and Skylar huddled together.

         ‘We should tell Olly,’ Skylar whispered. ‘I know he’s awful, but at least he’s a grown-up.’

         Yakov shook his head. ‘It’s too risky. What if Stacks sees me? He knows I heard him.’

         ‘Are you sure about that?’

         Yakov closed his eyes, replaying in his head the rose catching on his trouser leg, the sickening crunch of gravel, the door in the wall opening.

         ‘He probably doesn’t know it was me,’ he acknowledged. ‘But he did hear something. And if he 237finds out that Olly is asleep – it must have been Olly we heard snoring – he will know, or at least suspect, that one of us was behind the wall.’

         ‘Then we have to go and find Olly quickly,’ said Skylar. ‘Before Arlo gets back. We have to, Yakov. I have no clue what else we’re supposed to do.’

         Yakov nodded. He didn’t like it, but he could see the sense in it.

         ‘Quickly then,’ he said.

         They scrambled up, but they hadn’t even left their hiding place when a new sound crunched through the night.

         Footsteps on gravel …

         Yakov peered through the trees, then shrank back with a silent groan.

         ‘It’s him.’

         They were too late.

         They didn’t move an inch until they were sure Arlo Stacks was back inside the house. Then they huddled once more in their hiding space.

         ‘Tell me again what Arlo said,’ Skylar whispered.

         Yakov frowned, concentrating, trying not to let fear cloud his memory.238

         ‘He said, I killed her. The doctor girl. She found out the truth … Yes, that is what he said – she found out the truth, I went for her, she ran, and then she fell, and now she’s dead. And after that he said, I still haven’t found the tunnel, except he swore a lot.’

         ‘A tunnel!’ Skylar felt a brief flutter of excitement, before coming back to Dr Solomon.

         There was so much more at stake now than the competition.

         ‘But why?’ she asked. ‘Why did Arlo kill Dr Solomon? And after killing her, why did he go to the wood store? Had she found something? Who was he talking to? What did he mean, he still hasn’t found the tunnel? And Yakov – where did Dr Solomon fall? Where is her body?’

         ‘I don’t know!’ Yakov clasped his head in his hands. This was a nightmare. Golden Island was supposed to be safe. And now a murder – an actual murder … Then suddenly, a memory …

         ‘There is something,’ he said slowly. ‘Maybe. I thought … it could have been a dream. Something I saw, before I fell asleep. Lights, on the cliffs above the cove.’

         ‘Lights?’ said Skylar.239

         ‘Two lights. It looked like they were dancing, which is why I thought I was dreaming, then they suddenly went off. But Skylar – what if they weren’t dancing? What if they were held by people who were running?’

         Skylar reached an arm out from beneath the shelter of the yew, and laid a palm on the wet grass.

         I went for her

         she found out the truth

         two lights running

         she fell, and now she’s dead

         What must it have felt like, if that was what happened? Running through the dark island night through the cold wet grass … running for your life because you had found something out – the truth, whatever that was. How frightened Dr Solomon must have been!

         ‘Tell me exactly what you saw,’ she murmured.

         Yakov clutched his head, exhausted. ‘I have told you. Two lights, on the cliff.’

         ‘But where?’

         Again, Yakov made himself think back. What had he seen? He had been so sleepy. Two lights … yes! 240Suddenly, he could see it, in his mind.

         ‘By the single tree,’ he said. ‘At the top of the gully. One of the lights just … disappeared. And then the other one stopped.’

         They looked at each other soberly.

         The lonely tree, right on the edge of the cliff …

         Yakov swallowed. ‘So if she fell …’

         ‘She either fell into the gully, or into the sea. Yakov, do you know if Arlo saw her body?’

         Yakov closed his eyes. ‘He did not say. Or if he did, I did not hear. Skylar, are you saying what I think you’re saying?’

         ‘If she fell into the sea, she’s almost certainly dead,’ said Skylar. ‘But if she fell in the gully … Yakov, what if she’s still alive?’

         And now, for Yakov, another memory, clear as daylight – his sister sobbing in a hospital corridor, Mama crying too as she tried to comfort her, himself numb, because Anna … because Anna …

         He clenched his fists. If there was any chance that Dr Solomon was alive, then they had to find her – fast.
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            Chapter Forty

         

         Yakov and Skylar kept low as they ran round the edge of the garden, close to the wall, grateful for the shadows of trees and for the clouds, which dimmed the moon. When they came level with the honeysuckle door, they stopped, pressed against the wide trunk of a chestnut tree, and looked up at the house.

         All the windows were in darkness. If Stacks was watching, they couldn’t see him.

         They slunk towards the door. Yakov opened it just enough for Skylar then him to slip through before closing it again, thankful that this one didn’t creak. Still in shadows, they hurried down the steps to the cove. Yakov turned right towards the beach when 242he reached the path, but Skylar stopped a moment at the water’s edge.

         The clouds had parted again and the cove was briefly bathed in moonlight. The cliffs, the harbour, the trees, the moon itself were perfectly reflected in the silver water, on which dozens of birds floated, unmoving, heads beneath their wings like a flotilla of tiny, anchored boats.

         So peaceful – except for a murderer.

         She ran on.

         They slowed when they reached the beach, eyes scanning the base of the cliffs. When they entered the gully, they lost the moonlight, but no one could see them here from the house. They lit their torches, sweeping the beams across the ground, all the way to the end.

         There was no sign of Dr Solomon.

         ‘So she fell in the sea.’ Skylar’s voice trembled. ‘And she’s gone, and there’s nothing we can do to help her.’

         Yakov’s throat was too tight to reply.

         ‘We should hide,’ whispered Skylar. ‘Until Bruno and Jasper come back in the morning.’243

         Once again they huddled together, even closer than before, feeling very exposed and very frightened. At the opening of the gully, framed by its towering walls, they could see a slice of beach, and the moonlight now wasn’t beautiful but a cold, harsh reminder that there were hours to go yet until morning.

         Skylar was right. They needed to hide, but where? Yakov tried to think. He should be good at hiding. He had done it before, hadn’t he, with Mama and Anoushka? Then they had needed a place that was safe from the sky. Now all he and Skylar needed was somewhere secret …

         Somewhere secret!

         ‘The cave!’ he whispered. ‘The one we found last time, remember? On the ledge, up there …’ He pointed up to the gully’s eastern wall. ‘Where we said we would camp.’

         How distant it felt now, their first sun-drenched visit! How strange their plans, and Jasper’s competition! But there was no time to think of this. They had to focus.

         It was a harder climb than last time. They struggled to find the way up, and the ground was 244slippery after the rain. When they finally reached the ledge, they didn’t go immediately into the cave, but leaned against the entrance to catch their breath.

         At first they mistook the moan for the wind, but it grew stronger and stronger until there was no mistaking it. This was not the wind but a voice – the voice of Dr Solomon, coming from inside the cave.

         ‘Help me,’ she moaned. ‘Help, help, help.’
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            Chapter Forty-One

         

         The joy of finding Dr Solomon alive was replaced almost immediately by alarm at her condition.

         She was lying at the back of the cave, rolled into a ball, and when they tried to ask her what she needed she could only whimper. They made her as comfortable as they could. They covered her with their jackets and Skylar’s jumper, and put Yakov’s sweatshirt under her head. Yakov moistened her lips with water, Skylar rubbed her hands to warm them.

         Dr Solomon thanked them with a feeble grunt, then closed her eyes.

         In hushed tones, trying to stay calm, they talked about what they should do next.

         246‘She needs help,’ said Skylar. ‘Jasper told us, in an emergency, to send up a flare.’

         ‘But the flares are in the kitchen,’ Yakov reminded her. ‘And Arlo is in the house.’

         ‘We can’t worry about that now,’ said Skylar, sounding very small. All this time, she had been trying not to think too much about Grandpa, but now she couldn’t help it. She shook her head to rid herself of the image of him lying in the Zephyr after his stroke, waiting for someone to find him.

         ‘She needs help now,’ she said. ‘We’ll just have to avoid Arlo, or … or … I don’t know – lie! If he sees us, we’ll make up some story …’

         A low moan interrupted her. Dr Solomon was awake and trying to sit up.

         Yakov and Skylar rushed to help her, each holding her under an arm, careful not to jar her. Once she was leaning with her back against the cave wall, she asked for water. Yakov held his bottle to her lips. After Dr Solomon had taken a few sips, she gave a juddering sigh and, stopping often to gather her strength, told them what had happened to her.

         Like Yakov and Skylar, she had slept a little 247after eating, setting an alarm to wake her just after midnight. Like them, she had thought to return to the cliffs above the landing stage at low tide, though with no clear idea of what she was looking for.

         ‘Because of the cross …’ she whispered. ‘The sign of the cross …’

         Creeping downstairs, she heard a sound from the wood store, and went to investigate. And there was Arlo Stacks, still bundled in his big jacket, crouched on the ground with the floor rug pulled back, his hand closed on the metal ring of a …

         ‘Trapdoor,’ said Yakov, as Dr Solomon, in her agitation, winced with pain. ‘Skylar opened it.’

         The young woman gave a contorted half-smile. ‘And?’

         ‘There were steps going down to a room.’ Skylar paused. Should they be telling Dr Solomon all this? Surely what she needed was rest, and help?

         ‘Was there a tunnel?’ whispered Dr Solomon.

         ‘There was nothing,’ said Skylar.

         Another twisted smile. ‘All this for nothing …’

         ‘We do know Arlo was looking for a tunnel, though,’ said Skylar. ‘Yakov heard him talking on the 248phone. But we don’t understand why he was looking there, because there wasn’t a cross.’

         Dr Solomon closed her eyes again.

         ‘Someone told him,’ she whispered. ‘Someone who thought they knew the secret.’

         Yakov and Skylar exchanged a glance. What was she talking about?

         ‘All rubbish,’ Dr Solomon whispered. ‘Wanting the island … for his charity … Stacks is … a fraud. He lost all his money gambling … His charity’s a fake, funded by criminals to hide their dirty money …’

         She paused to drink, then went on, sounding stronger.

         ‘I reckon they’re the ones who want the island, not Stacks,’ she said. ‘Like the old smugglers … He must have called them after Jasper told us about the challenge. When I saw him there, with the trapdoor, I thought he had found the secret … I thought … I couldn’t let him win. The island’s too precious … Neither of us realised, then, that we were wrong … that there was no tunnel. So I told him I knew everything … I told him to say I had found the 249secret, or I would go public about his charity and ruin him …’

         ‘You tried to blackmail him?’ cried Skylar.

         Yakov was shocked by how impressed Skylar sounded.

         ‘But how did you know all this?’ he asked.

         Dr Solomon shrugged, then winced again with the pain.

         ‘You make useful friends, in jail.’

         ‘So then what?’ breathed Skylar.

         Dr Solomon took another sip of water. ‘He tried to call my bluff … said I was wrong … Then it got ugly. He said … he would kill me rather than let me win. And I almost laughed, but I saw he was serious. I tried to run but he’s stronger than he looks and he’s not sick at all – I reckon he was only pretending so he could stay in the house while we all ran around outside looking for clues …’

         ‘And I felt sorry for him!’ Skylar was outraged.

         Dr Solomon winced again. ‘He’s quick too, for all his dignified-professor look … I tried to shout but he put his hand over my mouth. And he said … he said …’ She stopped to calm herself. ‘He said, I will 250kill anyone who tries to stop me winning this. Those were his words … Then he dragged me outside, and at first I was so scared it was like I was frozen … But then I ran. I thought … I’ll fool him … hide, then go back to the house … lock us all in, send up a flare like Jasper said … But he caught up with me and …’

         She was growing agitated again. Yakov gave her some more water.

         ‘Did he push you?’ asked Skylar.

         A tiny nod.

         ‘I fell … a long way, but trees broke my fall … I think Stacks saw me – he looked for me, I felt his torchlight on my face but I played dead. When I was sure he had gone, I remembered this cave …’

         She shuddered and shut her eyes again. She had gone very pale.

         ‘Dr Solomon,’ Skylar said. ‘Dr Solomon, can you hear me?’

         The young woman moaned. Skylar turned to Yakov.

         ‘We have to get that flare.’

         ‘Yes, but what about Arlo?’ he whispered. ‘He thinks she is dead. What will he do if he finds out 251she’s still alive? He’ll try to kill her again. And us. Skylar, he pushed her off a cliff …’

         Dr Solomon moaned.

         ‘Yakov, I’m going,’ said Skylar softly.

         Even as the words left her mouth, she wished that she could take them back. To go into a house where there was a potential murderer … To send up a flare which would attract his attention … It was so dangerous. But what else could they do?

         She squared her shoulders.

         ‘If I see Arlo, I won’t say anything about looking for flares,’ she said. ‘I’ll say I’ve come to find a lantern, because we’re worried our torches are going to run out. That sounds harmless and believable, doesn’t it? I’ll go quickly. You stay here and look after Dr Solomon. And turn off your torch. I know we’re well hidden here, but we don’t know where Arlo is …’

         She went quickly, before Yakov could protest or fear made her change her mind. Yakov and Dr Solomon were left alone in the cave.

         ‘She will be OK,’ said Yakov, more to convince himself than because he believed it.

         Soon Dr Solomon fell asleep. Yakov waited by her 252side. The moonlight didn’t reach into the cave, and it was very dark without his torch. Other than their breathing, the only sounds were the distant rumble of the sea, the occasional cry of a night animal. Yakov shivered, cold without his jacket or sweatshirt, and wrapped his arms around his body. Skylar must have reached the house. Yakov didn’t pray often, but he prayed now – that she would be all right, and that Dr Solomon would not die.

         He tried not to think of the last time he had hidden like this, in a different darkness, hoping the people trying to kill him would not find their target.
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            Chapter Forty-Two

         

         Skylar had turned off her own torch as soon as she reached the floor of the gully, to avoid being seen and to lend credibility to her cover story.

         ‘Lantern,’ she reminded herself, as she went up the steps from the cove. ‘Torches running out.’

         She slipped into the garden. How dark the house looked! How big and forbidding! For a few seconds, she allowed herself to wish she had never come here. Then she pulled herself together.

         She had a job to do.

         It was tempting to steal into the house like a burglar, but tiptoeing about would only arouse suspicions. She would go in quietly but with her head high, hoping no one would hear her.254

         Heart thundering, she pushed open the front door.

         There was less light indoors than out. She stood in the doorway, letting her eyes get used to the darkness, scanning the big room for the sound of breathing.

         All clear.

         She walked further in, then with quick quiet footsteps hurried over to the kitchen area. Her first impulse was to open the drawer of the dresser, but she forced herself to pick up a lantern, willing her hands not to tremble as she struck a match to light it. Her cover story assured, she held up the lantern. Its light didn’t reach far, but it was enough to confirm she was alone.

         Still trying not to shake, she opened the drawer. There was the first-aid box. She took it out and put it in her rucksack for Dr Solomon, then looked for the flares.

         Her racing heart stopped beating.

         The drawer was empty.

         Had she misunderstood Jasper’s instructions? He had said the drawer with the first-aid box – hadn’t he? She opened the other dresser drawer. It was full of all the usual odds and ends that accumulate in 255kitchens – string and sticky tape and elastic bands. With growing dread, she checked the cupboard beneath the drawers, then every other cupboard and drawer in the kitchen.

         After several minutes, she had to accept it: the flares had gone. Arlo Stacks must have taken them.

         What were they going to do now?

         Fighting a lump in her throat, Skylar picked up her lantern and walked slowly back the way she had come. As she drew level with the door, the lantern’s light fell on the sofas. Each had a woollen blanket thrown over it. She could at least take these for Dr Solomon, to make her more comfortable until Jasper and Bruno came in the morning.

         If it wasn’t too late for her by then …

         As she picked up the blankets, her eye caught the bookshelves by the fireplace. She grimaced, remembering the last time she had stood here.

         And caught her breath.

         What had Jasper said to her on the quayside yesterday?

         I will never forget where Charlie scratched you … And neither should you. 

         256She had assumed he was speaking about her scar – but what if he had meant something else? What if he had been referring to a place?

         Skylar’s heart began to race again. She held the lantern up to the bookcase – and there it was, nestled among the books, as she now remembered it.

         An ugly gold and purple china cross.
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         Overjoyed though he was by Skylar’s safe return, it took Yakov a few minutes to understand what she was saying.

         Arlo, the traitor, had taken the flares! But Skylar had found something – Jasper’s prize! A cross, in the house – gold and purple, something to do with the cat! And she had examined the cross, and lifted it off the wall, and behind it there was …

         ‘A lever!’ Skylar cried, jumping up and down.

         Still Yakov did not understand.

         ‘A trick bookcase!’ Skylar gabbled. ‘Like in films! There must be something behind it. Arlo’s accomplices must have known there was something along that wall, but they got the wrong side of the 258fireplace – it’s not in the wood store, it’s behind the bookcase. There’s a cross, Yakov!’

         Slowly, Yakov was beginning to see.

         ‘Did you pull it?’ He couldn’t help a pang of envy that she had found the secret alone. ‘The lever?’

         ‘No!’ Skylar was shocked. ‘I wouldn’t, Yakov, not without you!’

         Envy gave way to a glow of pleasure, which Yakov tried to hide as he brought the conversation back to the emergency at hand.

         ‘Tomorrow we will tell Jasper what you have found,’ he said seriously. ‘But for now, Skylar, the secret is not important. What are we going to do about Dr Solomon?’

         Skylar began to hop up and down. How was he not getting this?

         ‘Yakov, this isn’t about the secret! Well, OK, it is a bit, but what if there is a tunnel behind the bookcase? And what if it goes to the mainland? We could use it to get help!’

         She gripped his arm, willing him to share her excitement, but Yakov hesitated.

         ‘And Arlo?’ he asked. ‘What if he is in the house? 259What if he sees that we have found the secret? Remember what he said to Dr Solomon – I will kill anyone who tries to stop me winning …’

         There was something else holding him back, something personal he was too ashamed to name.

         ‘We have to do something!’ Skylar hissed. ‘Yakov! What if Dr Solomon dies because we didn’t get help?’

         Yakov tried to stand his ground.

         ‘What about our first plan?’ he asked. ‘Finding the path? That way we wouldn’t have to go through the house. Where, by the way, there is no guarantee that we will find a tunnel.’

         Skylar huffed impatiently. ‘One, there’s no guarantee we will find a path either. Two, I found the cross, Yakov! Plus, Jasper’s clue about my scratch! Plus, the lever! And three, even if there is a path, by the time we get there it will be too late. Low tide’s already been and gone. Yakov, it’s worth a try.’

         She glared at him and he sighed.

         She was right, of course. But he still didn’t like it.

         Before he could say anything, a feeble moan reached them from the back of the cave.

         Dr Solomon was awake again.260

         They hurried over to her. Skylar explained what she had found.

         At first, Dr Solomon sided with Yakov. The plan was too dangerous. But when Skylar promised that if they saw Arlo Stacks they wouldn’t go ahead, but come back outside to hide in the cave till morning, she agreed it was worth a try.

         ‘No risks, though.’ She grimaced, and took a shallow breath.

         ‘Should one of us stay with her?’ whispered Skylar.

         ‘No!’ Dr Solomon whispered. ‘You need to look after each other.’

         They gave her painkillers from the first-aid box and covered her with the blankets, taking back their jackets but leaving her half of their remaining food and water. Then away they went, slithering down the vertical slope and the slippery rocks into the gully, Skylar full of hope, Yakov full of dread.

         Nightmares and shadows and dark enclosed spaces. These were the other reason he had hesitated to follow her. But this was cowardice, he thought, and so said nothing about it.

         They climbed back down to the floor of the gully, 261and side by side picked their way over the beach, past the peaceful moonlit cove and up the stone steps to the honeysuckle door where they stopped to gather themselves.

         ‘Try to look normal,’ whispered Skylar. ‘If we see Stacks, we have to be be all like, oh, hello, Arlo, lovely night for a good challenge.’

         Yakov raised his eyebrows, and Skylar’s mouth twitched. Despite the danger, despite everything, it was good to be just the two of them again.

         ‘Let me do the talking,’ she said.

         Normal, then, they wandered through the door – just two kids trying to win an island, unaware of injured environmentalists hiding in caves or murdering fraudsters on the loose. Heads high but every nerve alert, ready for an encounter with Stacks but praying it wouldn’t happen, they strolled into the house …

         The big room downstairs was empty.

         Relief made them a little giddy.

         Skylar leading, they hurried to the bookcase beside the fireplace and removed the gold and purple cross from the back panel of the bookcase. There, 262mounted in the wall, was the lever.

         Fingers trembling, Skylar pulled it.

         Nothing happened.

         Yakov nudged her, pointing to the side of the bookcase. She frowned, then nodded, understanding. This time, as she pulled, Yakov gently pushed.

         The bookcase began to move.

         With barely a creak, it swung on a hidden axis. Behind it, as Skylar had hoped – as Skylar had known – was a secret room.

         When the bookcase had opened just enough for them to slip through, Yakov stopped pushing and, after a moment’s hesitation, followed Skylar inside.

         This room was smaller than the wood store, really just the size of a large wardrobe, but the steps here were not hidden beneath a trapdoor …

         Yakov and Skylar had read enough books between them to remember that you never went into a secret hiding place without knowing how to get out of it. On the wall behind the bookcase there was a latch, which they assumed would be the way out, but which they checked all the same. Yakov went back out into the big room and pushed the bookcase while Skylar 263operated the mechanism from inside. Only when they were quite sure it worked did they both slip back into the secret room, and shut themselves in.

         So, oh yes! – they had been sensible. But in their excitement they had also been careless, and made more noise than they should have.

         Behind them in the big room, a shadowy figure reached the top of the stairs just in time to see them disappear.
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            Chapter Forty-Four

         

         Yakov knew as soon as the door closed behind him that he was in trouble.

         The steps were steep, the darkness was deep, the shadows cast on the walls by their torches were sharp. From the moment he started the climb down, Yakov felt his throat tighten, his heart beat faster, his palms begin to sweat.

         If it hadn’t been for Dr Solomon, if it had been only about the challenge, he would have turned and fled. Too bad, if it meant losing! But Dr Solomon was hurt. He went on, but when he reached the bottom his legs were shaking so much he couldn’t stand, and slid to the ground with his head between his knees, half hoping that Skylar would notice and 265lead him back out to wait for dawn in the cave.

         But Skylar noticed nothing.

         When Yakov could breathe again and raised his head, he saw that they were in a chamber about twice the size of the room behind the bookcase, made of rough stone, pitch-dark except for the light from their torches, and empty except for an old sea chest against the wall opposite the steps. To the right of the chest, in the corner of the chamber, Skylar stood with her back to Yakov, shining her torch on to an opening …

         ‘It’s the tunnel.’ Her voice trembled with emotion. ‘We’ve found it. Yakov, we’ve found it!’

         She stepped into the tunnel’s mouth, then looked back over her shoulder.

         ‘Come on!’

         Yakov tried to play for time.

         ‘Can you see the sign?’ he whispered.

         ‘What sign?’ she asked impatiently. ‘What are you talking about?’

         ‘Jasper said – remember? – he said when we find the secret, it will be obvious because he has left us a sign.’266

         The beam from Skylar’s torch swung from left to right. Shadows leaped. Yakov turned away.

         ‘I can’t,’ she said. ‘But this is right. It has to be. Maybe Jasper meant the cross was the sign. Yes, that’s what he said, isn’t it? Look for the secret at the sign of the cross?’

         But neither of them could remember clearly enough to be sure.

         Yakov took a deep breath to slow his heart. He could do this. He wiped his palms on his trousers and tried to stand. Again his legs gave way.

         And at last Skylar noticed.

         ‘Yakov?’ She hurried over and crouched before him. ‘Are you OK?’

         Breathe, Yakov, breathe.

         He clung to Mama’s voice.

         Skylar sighed.

         Finally, she understood.

         ‘You’re afraid of the dark,’ she said quietly. ‘Because of before, what you told me in the tower. Living in the cellar, the air strikes.’

         Shame stopped Yakov explaining that it was more than this. With great difficulty – how heavy his 267hand felt! – he pointed to the tunnel.

         ‘You want me to go?’ Skylar asked.

         ‘Just to see,’ he whispered.

         Skylar hesitated. ‘I feel like I should stay with you.’

         He shook his head. ‘Go and see,’ he repeated.

         ‘OK.’ Skylar stood up. ‘Just to look. But I won’t be long. And if you need me …’

         Yakov tried to smile. ‘I will shout.’

         When she was gone, he turned off his torch and lay back on the steps.

         Easier, in total darkness, to pretend.

         ‘Once upon a time …’ he whispered in his own language.

         That was how Anoushka’s stories always began, in the cellar at home, during the air strikes. She had started telling them for him, but it wasn’t long before she had quite a following, and not just children but grown-ups too. Neighbours of all ages gathered round to listen to the make-believe which spilled out of her as easily as other people gossiped. She got them to join in, asking for ideas. What happens next, where do they go, who do they meet – a witch, an angel, a tiger, a dragon?268

         ‘We’ll miss your stories,’ the neighbours told her when she left to go west with Mama and Yakov, like they hadn’t been born out of a nightmare.

         So.

         ‘Once upon a time,’ Yakov whispered now, ‘there were two friends, and there was an island, and there was treasure …’

         Footsteps, the sound of panting. Skylar was back.

         ‘I only went a little way,’ she said. ‘The tunnel goes on and on … But Yakov, we won’t go if you don’t want to. I don’t know how, but we’ll find another way to help Dr Solomon.’

         Yakov shook his head, slowly at first, then with growing conviction.

         ‘There were many dangers, but they were brave,’ he whispered. ‘For the treasure would save a life …’

         ‘What are you talking about?’ said Skylar.

         ‘About courage,’ said Yakov.

         He stood and found that though his legs still shook, they were strong enough to carry him. He turned his torch back on and followed Skylar into the tunnel.

         In the big room upstairs, Arlo Stacks waited 269several minutes until he could no longer hear voices. In their hurry, Yakov and Skylar had left the cross lying on the shelf. The lever in the wall was exposed. Grimly, Stacks pulled it, and entered the secret room …
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         Skylar hadn’t wanted to admit it to Yakov, but the first time she had explored the tunnel she had been terrified. Unfamiliar with tunnels in general unless she was in a train or a car, her mind had buzzed with half-remembered disaster stories – sinkholes and landslides and unexploded dynamite. When she went back in with Yakov, she told herself sternly that there was nothing to be afraid of. The tunnel was dark, yes, damp and airless, but it was solid. More importantly, they had a job to do.

         Helping Dr Solomon. That was all they should be thinking about.

         And so she hurried along now, leading the way, not quite running but at a brisk trot, following her 271own shadow cast ahead of her by the beam of Yakov’s torch, mindful of his fear as well as her own, but focused on their mission.

         Before long, they came to the point where she had turned back before.

         ‘It starts to go downhill from here,’ she told Yakov. ‘Will it be OK?’

         She could hear his breathing just behind her, heavy but slow, like he was forcing himself not to break down.

         ‘It will be OK,’ he said.

         His courage made her braver too. On they went, down, down, the slope gentle but persistent. Yakov and Skylar advanced slowly, without talking, instinct telling them to conserve energy. Pressure began to build in their ears, then breathing became difficult and the air grew colder. Down some more, and they felt the ground begin to change. Where before it had been rough but solid, now there was evidence of crumbling – not much but enough to worry them, small tumbles of fallen pebbles at the foot of the walls which reminded them uncomfortably of the smashed rocks which lay at the foot of the cliffs around the island.272

         When the ceiling became so low they had to crouch, Yakov finally spoke.

         ‘This isn’t right,’ he said. ‘Even if this is the island’s secret, I don’t think Jasper meant for us to come this far, Skylar. It does not feel safe.’

         ‘It’s fine,’ said Skylar, but he could hear her voice waver.

         A few metres further, the tunnel forked.

         They stood before two paths, utterly at a loss.

         ‘Which one?’ said Skylar.

         ‘It’s not right,’ Yakov repeated. ‘Skylar, I am not saying this because I am afraid. I am afraid, actually, but for a good reason, because this feels dangerous. We should go back.’

         ‘But then what?’ said Skylar. ‘What about Dr Solomon?’

         Neither of them spoke. In the dark of the tunnel, Skylar saw Grandpa, lying in the Zephyr, Yakov saw flames and leaping shadows, that hospital corridor, Anoushka weeping.

         Neither of them wanted to give up, but Skylar knew as well as Yakov that it wasn’t safe to go on.

         They turned back.273

         The return felt quicker than the way out. But when they turned the final bend, they froze. In the chamber at the end of the tunnel, they saw a light. And briefly, in the split second before they turned away, the beams from their own torches illuminated the figure of a man.

         Skylar reached for Yakov’s hand and squeezed it with a silent message.

         Arlo.

         Who would kill anyone who tried to stop him winning.

         Yakov squeezed Skylar’s hand back.

         What do we do now?

         She took her hand away.

         Run!

         
             

         

         From the stone chamber, Arlo Stacks saw the children’s torches, and he heard them go. For a fleeting moment, he considered doing the right thing and calling them back, but what would happen then? He could always lie and claim he had found the tunnel first, but Jasper was soft on those kids – why else hadn’t he disqualified them after their terrible 274presentation? He might well believe them. And Stacks needed to win. If he won, his gambling debts would be cleared, his reputation saved. There would be no public disgrace or potential jail time, no money problems. All he would have to do, from time to time, was let his investors use the island as smugglers always had, as a hiding place.

         But if he lost …

         If he lost, his investors had been clear: they would destroy him.

         It was nothing to do with him, if Yakov and Skylar chose to go charging down a tunnel …

         And so Arlo Stacks made his choice. He did not call out to the children, but turned and walked back up the steps in triumph. In his hands, he held the proof that he had won. Jasper’s sign – the thick cream card that had slipped behind the old sea chest, when Jasper had shooed away a rat.

         CONGRATULATIONS! the card read, and then …

         DANGER! DO NOT PASS THIS POINT.
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            Chapter Forty-Six

         

         Yakov and Skylar had stopped running when they realised that Stacks wasn’t coming after them, and now stood once more before the fork in the tunnel.

         They were reaching a decision.

         ‘We go on as far as we can,’ said Skylar. ‘In the hope that the tunnel takes us to the mainland so we can get help for Dr Solomon. But if it gets too dangerous – more dangerous than this …’

         ‘Then we turn back and return to Dr Solomon,’ said Yakov. ‘To wait for the high tide, when Bruno and Jasper return. In the hope that she is still alive and that we can avoid Arlo Stacks.’

         A silent acknowledgement passed between 276them – that as plans went, it was pretty awful, but also the only one they had.

         Skylar glared at the fork. ‘So which way do we go?’

         One of the forks went up, the other down.

         ‘I say up,’ said Yakov. ‘The ceiling is higher. It looks more like a proper tunnel.’

         ‘I say down,’ said Skylar. ‘Because we are going under the sea.’

         They reached a decision the old-fashioned way, by playing rock, paper, scissors. Yakov won, but his choice soon turned into a dead end. Exhausted, they retraced their steps back to the fork, then down they went again, the beams from their torches flickering on the walls, and in her head Skylar told herself over and over that when they came out on the other side they would find someone to help them, an ambulance or even a helicopter, like Jasper had said, and they would save Dr Solomon and all the fear and heartache would be worth it. While under his breath, over and over, Yakov repeated the beginning of his story, there were many dangers, but they were brave, and he did not look at the shadows on the walls, or let himself think about the surrounding darkness. 277And then the slope levelled, and Skylar said it must mean that they were going under the sea. Which was such a terrifying thought they each, at the same time, reached for the other’s hand and Skylar said they ought to sing.

         ‘Sing what?’ asked Yakov.

         ‘Grandpa’s song,’ said Skylar. ‘It’s a perfect cheer-you-up.’

         So they sang, as they had in the Zephyr on that sunlit morning when they first visited Golden Island, when they had laughed so much Yakov almost wet himself and Skylar steered the little boat off course, and they had been so happy.

         
            
               Oh, give me a storm, and the waves, and the wind

               And I’ll count myself rich enough, true

               For I am a sailor, I’m meant for the sea

               But it just ain’t enough, love, for you

            

         

         Their voices echoed all around them, and though the song didn’t dispel all their fears, it certainly helped, until at last, after they had sung it right 278through four times, Skylar announced that she was almost certain the tunnel was going up again.

         Yakov took a few slow steps forward and said that he was almost certain too. Another few more steps and he said that she was definitely right.

         ‘Which must mean we are under the mainland,’ he said happily.

         ‘Oh my God, Yakov! We’ve done it! We’ve done it! We’ve crossed under the sea!’

         Shadows leaped around the walls as Skylar danced up and down, and Yakov was so relieved he barely noticed them but continued to place one foot in front of the other, one foot in front of the other, hope swelling his heart with each step as the slope, quite unmistakably, went more steeply up.

         Skylar began to sing again. Yakov allowed himself to move on to the next sentence in his story.

         For the treasure would save a life …

         Up they went, up, up, and the ground levelled again.

         Skylar stopped suddenly, a few steps ahead of Yakov.

         ‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘Oh no, oh no, oh no …’

         ‘What?’ he asked, catching her up. ‘What is it?’279

         She didn’t answer, but stepped aside so he could see.

         They were standing on the edge of a cave. On the other side of the cave, the tunnel continued. But between them and the tunnel, from wall to wall, a pool of water glistened darkly in the torchlight.

         And there was no way around it.
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            Chapter Forty-Seven

         

         Skylar heard a bump as Yakov sat down, but she didn’t look at him. Instead, very calmly, she walked to the water’s edge. The pool was about twenty metres across, she reckoned. No way of telling how deep. She crouched and trailed her fingers in the water.

         Where was it coming from? She tilted her head and caught her breath. She could hear the sea. That must mean they were close to the end – mustn’t it?

         ‘Hopefully we can just wade across,’ she said out loud. ‘But even if we have to swim a bit, it’s not far.’

         She turned back to Yakov, and saw that he was sitting with his head on his knees. She felt a tug of sympathy, and left the water to crouch beside him.281

         ‘Listen!’ she said. ‘The sea’s singing to us, Yakov! It’s calling us!’

         She smiled, but his face when he looked up was the bleakest she had ever seen. It frightened her, much more than the pool did.

         ‘I can’t go on,’ Yakov whispered.

         ‘But you have to,’ she whispered back.

         ‘But I can’t.’

         Skylar sat down, huddled against him like when they were hiding on the island. He was shaking. Without thinking, she put her arms around his shoulders, holding him close the way her parents and grandparents did when she was cold.

         Little by little, the shaking subsided.

         And at last – here in the darkness beneath the sea, where the world was very quiet – Yakov was able to talk of Anna.

         ‘She was Anoushka’s friend,’ he whispered. ‘They used to laugh, because they had the same name. She lived down the street from us, she taught me the guitar, and I …’

         He blushed, and pulled away from Skylar, too shy even now to admit the giant crush he had had on 282Anna, and how mercilessly Anoushka had teased him about it.

         ‘It was when we had been in the cellar for so long, and Anna … she could not take any more. Her building didn’t have a cellar, which is why she was with us – and when there was a quiet bit – there were, sometimes, quiet bits – she said, I’m going home to get my guitar. And everyone said no, until the all-clear we should only go out for essential things like food and water, and she laughed – she always laughed, like Anoushka – and she said, But music is essential. And then she smiled at me and said, You think I should go, don’t you, Yakov, and I said … I said …’

         Skylar waited.

         ‘I said, Yes. And so she went. And while she was out the air strikes began again, and she was hurt. Anoushka found her, and we took her to the hospital, but she died. In my nightmares – often, I have nightmares – I see how it was when we came out of the cellar, everything broken or burning. It was night, and there were shadows. It is not the dark I am afraid of, Skylar, it is the shadows …’

         Skylar swallowed a lump in her throat.283

         ‘I think Anna is why I am here, Skylar. She is why I wanted Golden Island, and why I came with you into the tunnel, even though I am so afraid. Because I know that it is my fault. I should not have agreed with Anna and said that music is essential. I should have told her to stay. But maybe, if I can save Dr Solomon, it will make up a little, for what I did to Anna …’

         ‘No,’ Skylar whispered. She shook her head. ‘No, no, no.’

         She shuffled round so she was sitting in front of him and grabbed his hands.

         ‘Yakov, it’s not your fault,’ she said. ‘Probably you don’t want to believe me, but it’s not. Even if you’d said no to Anna, she would have gone. It’s like …’ Her throat tightened. ‘Oh, Yakov, it’s like Grandpa. What everyone said. Even if I had gone fishing with him, he would still have had his stroke. It wasn’t my fault either. None of these things are our fault.’

         She dropped his hands and leaned back against the wall.

         ‘None of these things are our fault,’ she repeated.

         ‘Anna is the reason Anoushka didn’t come to 284England,’ Yakov said miserably. ‘The reason she stayed to fight. And I am so afraid, always, that what happened to Anna will happen to her.’

         ‘It won’t,’ declared Skylar, and Yakov was grateful for her conviction, even though how could she know?

         They sat in silence, lost in thought.

         ‘Thank you,’ said Yakov after a few minutes.

         ‘What for?’

         ‘For listening. And for being my friend. It means a great deal to have a friend, you know, when you are so very far away from home.’

         ‘Thank you for being my friend.’ Skylar tried not to sniff. ‘Even if …’

         The shadow of her arm swept across the cave.

         ‘Even if what?’ asked Yakov.

         ‘Just look where we are!’

         Yakov snorted. To his horror, snot shot out of his nose. Which made Skylar snort, and she was also snotty, which made Yakov laugh, which made Skylar laugh too. Soon the pair of them were rolling on the ground of that terrible cave, the beams from their head torches lighting up the walls like a laser show.

         ‘Do you know what I would like?’ Yakov asked, 285when at last all the laughter was spent. ‘When this is all over, and we are once more above the ground?’

         ‘What?’ asked Skylar.

         ‘I would like very much to go fishing with you and your grandpa. Do you think that would be possible?’

         Skylar beamed.

         ‘Yakov,’ she said. ‘It is already arranged.’

         First though, they had to get out of this cave.

         Into the pool they waded, gasping as the freezing water rushed into their trainers, wincing as it seeped into their clothes, higher and higher – up to their knees, their thighs, their waists. Halfway across – over halfway across! Nearly there, and just as Skylar thought the water level might be going down, the ground gave way beneath her and she fell, gulping in seawater, and though she kicked and kicked there was nothing beneath her feet. Skylar tried to swim, but now there was a current … no, a swirling – a whirlpool! – and all she could do was try to tread water and keep her head above the surface, but the whirlpool was sucking her down and it was too hard … She began to panic, trying to remember what she had been taught in swimming 286lessons – should she breathe, not breathe? Breathe, surely, always? She opened her mouth and swallowed another mouthful of seawater, gasped then started to cough as water entered her lungs, felt a great shock as her head hit on something … no, that wasn’t right – something had latched on to her, was pulling her …

         ‘Skylar! Skylar, look at me! Skylar, I’ve got you!’

         Yakov! Yakov, lying in shallow water with both arms outstretched and his hands buried in her hair – her unruly, wayward hair, which never obeyed instruction – reeling her in like a fish on a line, his hands moving from her hair to the straps of her rucksack until he managed, somehow, to haul her out of the whirlpool and into the shallows.

         For a few minutes they lay in the water, panting, unable to move. Then when Skylar had cried a bit out of the sheer relief of being alive, she turned her head to look at Yakov.

         ‘You saved me.’

         ‘You would have done the same,’ Yakov mumbled, a little embarrassed by her intensity.

         ‘I always said you were a hero.’287

         ‘We are both heroes,’ he said, blinking hard to stop his own eyes prickling.

         Soaked, exhausted, the two heroes crawled out of the pool and dragged themselves to dry ground at the mouth of the next tunnel.

         The first thing they noticed was that the sound of the sea had grown louder.

         The second, as they staggered to their feet, was that this tunnel also split in two.
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            Chapter Forty-Eight

         

         Freezing, wet, exhausted, frightened – to say nothing of hungry and thirsty – Yakov and Skylar gazed at the twin tunnels in horror.

         Yakov squeezed his eyes shut, as if by not seeing either of them he could make one of them disappear.

         Skylar just stared.

         ‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘we should do rock, paper, scissors again.’

         ‘I suppose.’

         Wearily, they began to play.

         The first time, they both chose paper.

         The second, scissors.

         The third, rock.289

         ‘This is ridiculous,’ said Skylar, but the fourth time she won, with rock over scissors.

         ‘This way.’ She marched towards the left tunnel.

         Yakov stayed where he was. ‘Why not right?’

         ‘AAAARGHHH!’ Skylar shouted, then clenched her fists as the sound of her cry echoed round the cave. ‘Because I won!’

         ‘But that is a ridiculous reason.’

         ‘Fine. I’ll go right, you go left.’

         ‘We shouldn’t split up.’

         ‘We’re not splitting up.’ Tiredness, cold and fear made Skylar snap. ‘We’re investigating. We won’t go far, and we won’t lose each other because we’ll … we’ll sing again.’

         She heard Yakov swallow, and wheeled around to face him.

         ‘Yakov, are you scared?’

         ‘Skylar, of course I am scared.’

         She studied his face very seriously, then before she even realised what she was doing, leaned over and kissed him quickly on the cheek.

         ‘Being scared isn’t a reason for not doing things,’ she said.290

         She left, but the kiss lingered. Yakov, stumbling alone along the right-hand tunnel, felt too dazed now to be afraid. Skylar had kissed him! No girl had ever kissed him before that he wasn’t related to. It had been a quick kiss, sure. A good luck, don’t be frightened kiss. But still.

         A kiss!

         He could hear her now, singing away as she had promised. With a shaky grin, he joined in.

         
            
               Twice to the right and up I rises

               To the beat of the tide’s steady drum

               Twice to the right and up I rises

               To the hush of the tide’s deadly hum

               Oh, give me a storm, and the waves, and the wind

               And I’ll count myself rich enough, true …

            

         

         The words died on his lips as the tunnel before him forked again.

         
             

         

         In the left-hand tunnel, Skylar had reached a dead end. Which was good, she told herself firmly. 291It meant that Yakov was on the right track. She stopped singing and shouted to let him know, at the same time as she heard him shout out to her.

         ‘What did you say?’ she called.

         Yakov (with added swear words) told her about the new fork.

         ‘Can you see anything at all?’ she called as she entered his tunnel. ‘Like, any clue?’

         ‘Nothing,’ he called back, and she bit her lip to stop herself from feeling terrified. ‘Just on the left, the tunnel goes down, and on the right it rises.’

         Skylar stopped walking.

         ‘What did you say?’

         ‘The tunnel forks …’ Yakov shouted. ‘It (another swear word) forks!’

         ‘Before that – you said to the left it goes down, but to the right …’

         ‘It rises.’

         Skylar gasped and put a hand out to steady herself, her fingers splayed on the tunnel’s wall.

         
            
               Twice to the right and up I rises

               To the beat of the tide’s steady drum292

            

         

         The sea was louder here than in the tunnel she had just left. Much, much louder.

         Louder, like a drum.

         How did the next verse of the song go?

         
            
               Down to the left to the heart of darkness …

            

         

         The smugglers’ song wasn’t a dance with the sea at all. It was a set of instructions!

         Breathless, she called out, ‘Yakov? What happens if you take the right-hand fork? Can you see?’

         Silence as Yakov went further into the tunnel, then a muffled shout.

         ‘It forks again.’

         ‘Up or down?’

         ‘Up to the right.’

         ‘And to the left?’

         ‘To the left, it goes down.’ She could hear how hard he was trying not to sound scared. ‘But there is no light anywhere, Skylar. There is nothing but darkness.’

         Skylar’s knees weakened.293

         
            
               The heart of darkness …

            

         

         For a few seconds, she leaned against the tunnel wall, her forehead pressed against the cold damp rock.

         It was mad. It was terrifying. But it might just work.

         ‘Thank you, Grandpa,’ she whispered.

         For a fleeting moment, she felt like he was beside her, then he was gone. Gathering up her courage, she called out again to Yakov.

         ‘It’s OK!’ she shouted. ‘I know exactly what we have to do.’

         Twice to the right they went, as the song instructed, their hearts hammering, adrenaline forcing them on. Down to the left, into the heart of darkness, hoping against hope for a new dawn, though it felt like they would never see daylight again.

         After a few minutes, the ground levelled then began to climb, the sound of the sea grew louder, Skylar’s nose then Yakov’s twitched at a trickle of cool, fresh air, and soon they were both drinking it in like water. The tunnel grew wider until they 294were able to walk side by side, and side by side they stumbled out of the cave, a little above the tideline on Dead Man’s Beach, and as they sank blinking into the sand, pink cloud were just beginning to stretch like fingers across the night sky.

         For another few minutes, neither of them were able to move. But little by little, as the world grew lighter, they began to gather their senses and realised they were not alone on the beach. Further along the sand, close to the path, a tent was pitched, and in front of the tent there was a fire, and by the fire sat two figures. Yakov put out a hand to warn Skylar not to move. She nodded, a finger to her lips.

         Were these Arlo’s accomplices?

         Then one of the men laughed, and they each let out a sigh of relief.

         There was no mistaking that laugh.

         It was Jasper.

      
   


   
      
         295
            Chapter Forty-Nine

         

         In other circumstances, perhaps, Jasper’s response to Yakov and Skylar’s appearance might have been funny.

         He and Bruno had camped overnight on the beach, taking turns to keep watch in case someone on the island did send up a flare. Bruno had taken the final watch. Come dawn, he had woken Jasper. They had left their car in a layby half a mile away. Their plan had been to make tea, then pack up camp and drive back to Broademouth where they would pick up the Adventurer and return to Golden Island. The last thing either of them had expected was what they saw now: two filthy children, their clothes black with dirt, their wet 296hair thick with salt and their faces streaked with grit, stumbling towards them across the soft sand. Jasper’s mouth dropped open, his eyes popped. He tried to speak but only an incoherent stutter came out.

         It was Bruno who took charge, all efficiency, as Yakov and Skylar collapsed into the two men’s arms.

         ‘Into the tent and out of those wet clothes now, please,’ he barked. As he spoke, he shrugged out of his jacket and pulled off his thick sweater, handing it to Yakov, ordering Jasper to do the same for Skylar. ‘There’s a bag of extra clothes in there, obviously they’ll be too big but …’

         ‘We have to tell you something …’ said Yakov, except his teeth were chattering so much he could hardly get the words out.

         ‘When you’re dry,’ Bruno interrupted, throwing more wood on the fire. ‘Jasper, boil more water, please, for tea, and get the cake out of the food bag. Kids, get changed now.’

         But these kids would not be silenced.

         ‘You have to listen,’ Skylar shouted, and actually stamped her foot, while Yakov – almost blue with 297cold – jumped up and down, waving his arms in a weird but effective dance.

         At last, Bruno understood.

         ‘Speak,’ he said, handing them each a blanket.

         And Yakov and Skylar spoke.

         At first, words tumbled out of them so fast they made no sense at all. But when Bruno asked them to slow down and speak one at a time, and when he finally understood exactly what was going on, he silenced Jasper’s questions, whipped out his phone and graduated from efficient to frankly magnificent.

         ‘Coastguard, please,’ he said to the emergency services. ‘There’s been an accident, and someone is gravely injured. We’re going to need a helicopter. Also, the police.’
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            Chapter Fifty

         

         While Skylar and Yakov changed out of their wet clothes into a strange assortment of Bruno and Jasper’s leggings and jumpers and scarves, then drank hot, sweet tea and wolfed down slices of cake, the two men carried all their belongings to their car. Then Jasper drove to Broademouth to meet the police and guide them to the island by boat. Bruno had initially insisted Yakov and Skylar should go back to town with him, but let them stay when Skylar pointed out that only they could show the emergency services exactly where Dr Solomon was.

         They went up to the cliff to wait for the coastguard.

         ‘What if they are too late?’ worried Yakov. ‘What if Dr Solomon is already d—’299

         ‘Don’t even think about it,’ said Skylar.

         They heard the helicopter before they saw it, a thrum in the distance like a giant bumblebee, growing louder and louder until the air around them shook and they covered their ears with their hands. It touched down just long enough for them to climb in, the blast from its blade so strong it felt like not only their clothes and hair but even their skin was being blown back.

         Then away they roared into the morning sky.

         It seemed impossible that the same crossing that had taken Yakov and Skylar so long underground should be over so fast. Over Dead Man’s Beach, the sea, the landing stage, the cliff with the bat cave, then Skylar pointed towards the lonely tree at the top of the gully, indicating the pilot should land there, and suddenly the ground was rushing towards them, the long grass of Golden Island flattened by the helicopter’s downwash, and the thrill of the ride was replaced by an awful mix of hope and dread.

         Was Dr Solomon safe? Had Arlo Stacks found her? Was she alive?

         300Yakov, Skylar and Bruno jumped out after the coastguard and two paramedics also on board.

         ‘Where is she?’ the coastguard yelled.

         Yakov and Skylar ran together to the tree and pointed into the gully.

         ‘Down there!’ shouted Skylar.

         Then everything went even faster.

         The medics fetched a stretcher from the helicopter. Yakov and Skylar wanted them to climb down to Dr Solomon, but they refused.

         ‘And risk all of us breaking our necks and having to be rescued as well?’ the coastguard said. ‘No chance!’

         So Yakov and Skylar led them around the edge of the garden wall to the steps down to the cove, over the beach and through the gully and – oh! – why didn’t grown-ups run faster? And how was it that such a short distance could feel like miles?

         Yakov leading, with Skylar right behind him, they climbed up to the cave, where they slowed, afraid of what they might find. Dr Solomon lay exactly where they had left her, under a heap of blankets.

         Instinctively, Skylar reached for Yakov’s hand.

         Very quietly they approached her and knelt by her 301side. Skylar let go of Yakov to touch her shoulder. Yakov whispered her name.

         Nothing at first, and they were sure they were too late. But then a tiny sigh, and a whimper, and as the paramedics finally entered the cave, followed by Bruno, Dr Solomon’s eyes fluttered open.

         ‘She’s alive!’ Skylar choked. ‘Oh, Dr Solomon! You’re going to be OK! We brought help!’ and, ‘We saved her, Yakov,’ she said, as they craned to look over the medics while they checked the young woman’s injuries. ‘We saved her.’

         Yakov, too overwhelmed for words, could only nod.

         ‘A lot of broken bones,’ said one of the paramedics. ‘And most likely concussion. We need to get her to hospital.’

         They lifted Dr Solomon on to the stretcher, covered her in a space blanket and strapped her in. And then came the most nail-biting part of all, as the helicopter was brought to hover over the gully. A winch was lowered to which the stretcher was secured and, after a lot of checks and talking back and forth on radios with the crew in the helicopter, 302like a lamb in the claws of a giant eagle, Dr Solomon was raised into the sky. For a few seconds, they all watched with their hearts in their mouths as the stretcher hovered above them, before steadily rising into the belly of the helicopter.

         ‘If she’s still conscious, she must be terrified,’ breathed Bruno.

         ‘If she’s still conscious, she is probably loving it,’ Skylar assured him.

         The helicopter landed once more just long enough for the coastguard and medics to run back up to it, and then they were off, swinging out towards the mainland to take Dr Solomon to hospital.

         Skylar, Yakov and Bruno watched them go from the top of the gully.

         ‘That was incredible,’ said Skylar.

         ‘It was.’ Bruno looked a bit dazed.

         ‘I can hear something,’ said Yakov, and he was right. As the sound of the helicopter’s engine grew fainter, it was replaced by the sound of boats approaching from Beacon Head – the Adventurer, followed by a police craft.

         It was time to deal with Arlo Stacks.

         303‘Come on,’ said Bruno. ‘Let’s go and meet them.’

         As they reached the top of the steps, the garden door flew open. They all caught their breath again, thinking it must be Arlo. Then Olly emerged, his face bleary with sleep.

         ‘What on earth is going on?’ he asked.

         
             

         

         The arrest of Arlo Stacks was not a pretty thing. The police found him hiding in the tunnel behind the bookcase, and he did not go with dignity, but protested his innocence right to the end.

         ‘Upsetting,’ said Olly, as they stood on the quayside watching him get taken away, and though no one spoke, they all agreed.

         ‘Home, I think,’ said Bruno. ‘Our house for hot showers and breakfast, then explanations.’

         As they stepped aboard the Adventurer, Jasper gave all the remaining challengers their phones back. Yakov and Skylar checked theirs with trepidation. It seemed impossible, with all that had happened, that their families had not noticed their deceit. But, with the exception of a thumbs-up emoji from Skylar’s dad and three kisses from Nina, both in response to the 304picture in the taxi that they had sent last night, there were no messages.

         Improbable as it was, their lies had held.

         The Adventurer, with Bruno at the helm, pulled away from the quay and began its slow chug out of the lion harbour. Wrapped in blankets, Yakov and Skylar sat close together on the portside gunwale. As they approached the cave, they put away their phones and turned for one last look at the cove, calm and peaceful in the early morning.

         Had it all really happened?

         Had they really, just yesterday evening, raced through Broademouth to catch the Adventurer before it left? Scrambled down a cliff to search for a moonlit path, wondered at a cloud of bats, rescued the victim of a would-be murderer? Helped each other through a crumbling tunnel? Had Yakov really rescued Skylar from drowning, had she really led them back to daylight thanks to Grandpa’s song? And had they really returned in a helicopter?

         And did this mean …

         ‘Yakov,’ Skylar whispered in a daze. ‘I think we 305found the secret.’

         The smile Yakov turned towards her blazed as bright as sunrise.

         As the Adventurer slipped into the shadows of the sea cave, they kept on looking back. There was the beach with its strip of white shingle, the dark gully behind it, the steps leading up to the house …

         Had they actually won the island?

         Could it really be theirs?
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            Chapter Fifty-One

         

         It was like the end of a detective story. All the characters not in hospital or a police cell gathered in the drawing room of the pink and blue house. From cushions on the floor before a blazing fire, Yakov and Skylar, clean and full of breakfast and dressed in a fresh assortment of Jasper’s clothes while they waited for their own to dry, were telling their story again. Between them, his front paws tucked into his chest, Charlie the cat hunkered on his haunches, occasionally ruffling his fur to remind them he was not here to be stroked. Jasper, sitting with Bruno on the sofa facing the window, looked increasingly uncomfortable as more and more details emerged. Olly, sprawled over the other sofa, was entranced. 307And when at last the story was finished, for a short while everything was all about him.

         ‘How did you mistake Stacks for me?’ Olly asked. ‘We’re not at all alike!’

         ‘You are the same height,’ said Yakov. ‘And with his coat …’

         He bulked himself out to show the effect of Arlo’s padded sailing jacket.

         ‘Also,’ said Skylar, ‘you’re a cheat. Plus, you are Grace’s godfather, and I don’t want to be rude, but she is horrible.’

         ‘You are being rude,’ Olly said mildly.

         ‘And there is the stuff we read about your business partner,’ said Yakov.

         Olly groaned. ‘Oh, for God’s sake! You do know you shouldn’t believe everything you read online?’

         Yakov and Skylar squirmed.

         Olly’s expression softened.

         ‘For what it’s worth, I decided pretty soon after we arrived on the island that I was pulling out of the challenge. Because of something you said, Yakov – about what happened to you back home. I realised when I was out looking for clues – well, I just don’t 308need an island, you know? I actually went up to the tower to tell you, but the two of you were talking and it sounded private.’

         ‘Did you spy on us?’ Skylar was outraged.

         ‘Accidentally overhearing is not the same as spying,’ said Olly primly. ‘But again – for what it’s worth – I agree with what you were saying. Golden Island is a tiny piece of how the world should be. And I’m glad it’s yours now.’

         He glanced sharply at Jasper. ‘It is theirs, isn’t it? There’s not some other daft challenge you’re going to half kill them with?’

         ‘Of course they’ve won! They found the secret!’ Jasper faltered a moment, suddenly anxious, and turned to Yakov and Skylar. ‘You do still want it, don’t you? After everything you’ve been through?’

         Of course they’ve won …

         How wonderful it was, to hear those words out loud!

         There was a pause – one of those delicious moments you want to savour, just before you know that everything from now on is going to be different.

         Then …309

         ‘OF COURSE WE WANT IT!’ Skylar shouted while Yakov, again too overwhelmed for words, opened and shut his mouth like a happy goldfish.

         ‘We should drink champagne!’ cried Jasper, and he would have rushed down to the kitchen that minute to fetch some if Bruno hadn’t reminded him that it was early morning, and that his two winners were children, and went to make more tea for everyone instead.

         ‘What I would very much like to know,’ Olly said when he returned, ‘is how Jasper came up with this half-baked idea of a competition. Don’t get me wrong, I’m very glad the kids have won, but wouldn’t it have been simpler just to sell it?’

         Jasper hung his head. ‘I do see now I may not have thought everything through …’

         ‘Jasper’s not been well,’ Bruno murmured. ‘He had cancer last year. It’s all right,’ he said, as everyone made concerned noises, ‘he’s better now. But …’

         ‘Being ill made me realise what was important,’ said Jasper. ‘And one of those things was my island.’

         In a sober, very un-Jasper way, he began to tell them his story. An orphaned boy raised by a cold grandfather who beat him when he made mistakes. 310Sad, lonely years at boarding school, with even more lonely holidays in Broademouth. Golden Island, the only place he was ever happy as a child, where his grandfather would send him for the summer with a housekeeper and gardener who treated him like their own grandson, told him stories and baked, and taught him to sail and swim.

         ‘It was my kingdom,’ he said. ‘I knew every inch of it, every cave and cliff, every secret.’

         But Jasper moved away from Broademouth as soon as he was old enough. He didn’t see the island again until he inherited it, along with the house. For years, he had come only every now and then, to check on both places.

         ‘But then I fell ill,’ he said. ‘I thought I was going to die. And when I didn’t, I decided I wanted to do things differently. Leave the big city, come back to my roots, live by the sea. And something else … I realised I didn’t want to keep the island. Oh, I love it, I do. But it’s not an easy place, especially if I get ill again, and … well, it feels wrong to own an island but never go there.’

         Jasper looked at Skylar.311

         ‘When I was eleven years old, something happened. I went to the island with Grandfather, and when we arrived, someone else was already there. A boy was in the garden, eating peaches from our tree …’

         Skylar gasped. Jasper smiled.

         ‘Yes, my dear. I was there, though your grandpa never saw me. I saw and heard everything. Oh, I felt so bad for that boy! If it had been up to me, I would have let him stay. Places are always so much better when you share them …’

         He gazed towards the window, and it was obvious that he was far away, on Golden Island decades ago, with Skylar’s grandpa. Then he shook himself and carried on.

         ‘After I was ill, I thought about that boy again. Everyone said I should sell the island, but what if I didn’t? What if I gave it away instead, to someone who really deserved it? And that’s when I started to get the idea for the challenge you’ve all been on.

         ‘All of you fitted the bill in a way. Arlo and his charity, Dr Solomon and her birds, Olly – please don’t take this the wrong way, dear Olly – it’s not so much that I thought you deserved it, but I was 312tempted by all your lovely money. The house does need a lot of repairs … Really, though, from the moment I knew who you were, I wanted to give my island to you,’ Jasper told Skylar. ‘A feeling that was only strengthened when Yakov returned after his first presentation and presented both your cases to me again. But it just didn’t seem altogether fair on the others not to go ahead with the final challenge.’

         ‘You did give me an extra clue, though.’ Skylar put her hand on Charlie’s head, then removed it quickly when he hissed at her.

         ‘And what a good thing I did!’ Jasper looked happy again, and more his usual self. ‘So, my young winners! What will you do now?’

         Yakov squirmed and Skylar grimaced as they both were struck with the same thought – that very soon they were going to have to confess everything they had done to their families. And though they had no doubt their families would be overjoyed – who wouldn’t want their children to own an island? – they might at first be rather angry.

         ‘I think,’ Skylar said, ‘we will start by telling my grandpa.’
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            Chapter Fifty-Two

         

         The sun was already high by the time Yakov and Skylar rode up to the top of South Cliff.

         Leaving their bikes on the grass, they went to sit right on the edge, where they could see the Zephyr.

         What a long time it felt since that very early morning when they had first set out together to visit Golden Island!

         ‘Do you remember how worried I was about the sea cave?’ said Skylar. ‘And you told me that I would be fine?’

         ‘And then I was so afraid when we went through it, and you gave me chocolate,’ said Yakov. ‘Again and again, when I was afraid, you helped me.’

         ‘And over there –’ Skylar pointed to the end of the 314harbour wall – ‘you decided to go and talk to Jasper, after our terrible presentation. We did it, Yakov! We won.’

         Yakov grunted.

         Skylar narrowed her eyes. ‘What?’ she asked.

         ‘I am thinking,’ Yakov said softly, ‘about something Jasper said.’

         He paused. Skylar waited.

         ‘I am thinking also,’ Yakov said, ‘that before we met, I felt myself a little like an island. And you also were an island, I think, Skylar. And now we are not. From the moment we went out together in your grandpa’s boat, we stopped being islands. So in a way, we did not need Jasper’s challenge to win.’

         Skylar narrowed her eyes even more. ‘What are you saying?’

         ‘I am saying,’ Yakov told her, ‘Jasper is right, and that places are better when you share them. I am thinking, also, that Mama and Nina will never allow me to not go to school, and so probably I cannot live there all the time. Skylar, I have an idea.’

         They were too tired to pedal any more up the hill, but pushed their bikes side by side along the 315bridle path as Yakov talked. When he had finished, and Skylar had asked a few questions and he had answered them, they stopped again to look over the sea.

         A seagull soared towards Beacon Head.

         ‘It’s a good idea,’ Skylar said. ‘Actually, Yakov, I think it’s perfect.’

         They got on their bikes then and cycled, lost in their own thoughts, and did not speak again until they reached the crossroads in the bridle path, where the lane went left for Highcliff and right for Orchard Cottage.

         ‘You’re coming to see Grandpa with me, right?’ said Skylar, seeing Yakov stop.

         But something had begun to trouble Yakov as he drew nearer to home.

         At first, like Skylar, when Jasper had given their phones back and there had been no messages or missed calls, he had been relieved.

         Every evening since he came away, Mama had called or messaged.

         Every. Single. Evening.

         Why, then, had she not messaged yesterday?316

         Something wasn’t right.

         ‘I think I’ll go home,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to you later.’

         They said goodbye, a little awkwardly, neither of them wanting this time to be over. And then they went their separate ways.

         
             

         

         Nan was in the garden when Skylar came through the gate, sitting in the sun on the patio with her hands around a mug of coffee.

         ‘Skylar, what a lovely surprise!’ she said. ‘I thought you were staying the night at a friend’s.’ She frowned. ‘You look shattered, pet. Is everything OK?’

         Skylar hugged her but didn’t answer. ‘Where’s Grandpa?’

         ‘He’s still in bed.’

         ‘Is he awake, though? Can I talk to him?’

         ‘He is, and of course you can.’ Nan looked worried. ‘Skylar, are you sure everything is …’

         ‘Everything’s fine!’ Skylar shouted, as she ran into the house.

         The study door was ajar. Skylar paused a moment in the hall, remembering the last time she had stood here. A part of her then had wanted to run away.317

         Well, she wasn’t running now!

         She knocked on the door. ‘Grandpa?’

         From the bed, the sound of someone stirring.

         ‘Skylar? Is that you?’

         She went into the room. The curtains were open and Grandpa was sitting up in his pyjamas against his pillows, holding a mug of tea.

         ‘Are you all right, love? Were we expecting you? I do worry sometimes I’m getting forgetful …’

         Skylar ran across the room and fell to her knees by his bed.

         ‘Oh, Grandpa!’

         The story took a long time to tell. So long that Nan began to worry, and came in from the garden to check on them. When she reached the hall, she stopped. A curious sound was coming from the study. For a moment, she stood, shocked into stillness, thinking she must have imagined it – but no, it was true.

         Nan smiled.

         Grandpa and Skylar were singing.

         
            *

         

         Across the field at Highcliff, Yakov knew straight away that he had been right. Something was 318definitely wrong. Something had happened. On the bench outside the workshop, Nina sat huddled in a blanket, her clothes rumpled like she had spent the night in them, her face puffy from lack of sleep, her eyes swollen with tears.

         His blood ran cold.

         How could it happen today of all days? On a morning so full of promise? How could the war catch up with him now?

         ‘I wanted to call you,’ Nina was saying, ‘but I wanted to be sure. I didn’t want to spoil your time with your friends until we knew. Oh, darling … Anoushka …’

         The blood was pounding so hard in Yakov’s ears now he could hardly hear.

         Air strike … field hospital … waiting all night to hear if she would make it …

         He wanted to run. Far from here, to Skylar at Orchard Cottage, to Broademouth and the Zephyr, to the tower room on his island where the sky was full of birds and sun and the world was good.

         But he couldn’t move.

         ‘Yakov?’ Nina took him by the hands. He forced 319himself to listen.

         ‘I just heard, before you arrived! Anoushka’s going to be all right, my darling. She’s going to be all right, but she can’t fight. She won’t be able to continue training and so they’re coming, darling, as soon as they can, they’re coming to us …’

         Anoushka? Mama? Coming here?

         For the first time since the start of the war, one hundred days ago exactly, as Nina pulled him into a hug, Yakov did not cry alone.
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            Epilogue

         

         The first day of the May half-term was perfect for a picnic.

         A lot had happened in the past year.

         Arlo Stacks was ruined, awaiting trial for the attempted murder of Dr Solomon and for multiple counts of fraud, his book deals cancelled, his TV career in tatters.

         Olly Temple had bought a new company, a golf course and a yacht.

         Bruno and Jasper had finished redecorating their pink and blue house, mainly to Bruno’s quiet good taste but not without touches of extravagance from Jasper.

         Jasper had become firm friends with Nan and 321went to yoga with her every Thursday, when Bruno played chess with Grandpa.

         A month after his adventures with Skylar on Golden Island, Yakov went to the airport with John and Nina. There had been many, many tears as Mama and Anoushka came through the arrivals gate, Anoushka walking with a stick, Mama pushing a trolley with their lives packed into four suitcases.

         Mama had held Yakov like she would never let him go.

         For most of the year, they had all stayed with Nina and John at Highcliff. But a month ago, Mama and Yakov had moved into a flat in Broademouth, close to the library where Mama now worked, though she continued to write for a newspaper back home. Come the autumn, Anoushka would be moving to the city to study Medicine.

         When the news got out about their exploits on Golden Island, Yakov and Skylar had been interviewed by all the local press and briefly become celebrities. And they had been right about their families. Once they had recovered from the shock of their adventures – you did what? A tunnel? A   322helicopter? A would-be murderer? – they were indeed absolutely blown away by Yakov and Skylar winning AN ACTUAL ISLAND.

         It had taken a while to unravel what this meant in practice. Being under eighteen, Yakov and Skylar were not technically actually allowed to own property (so unfair, Skylar said, and Yakov agreed). There had been a lot of legal business setting up a trust for their families to look after it for them until they came of age. Then there had been the question of how they could pay for the upkeep of the house. There had been a generous charitable donation from an anonymous donor (all right, from Olly Temple – he had only managed to remain anonymous for about a week, before telling the whole world about it). And, since the spring, there had been a small but growing stream of income from Fleur Solomon.

         Yakov had been right, that morning up on the cliffs after they had won. Their families did not allow them to live on Golden Island full-time. But the plan he had shared with Skylar was coming together: the island was theirs, but they were sharing it with 323Fleur, who little by little, and with Anoushka’s help, was building its reputation as a bird observatory and field centre. Visitors were coming, mainly scientists on research projects, and they were paying for their stay. At first Yakov and Skylar had found it strange to share their island with people they didn’t know, but they were growing used to it, and it was interesting to learn more about its habitat from the botanists and geologists and ornithologists who came.

         And of course there were times when they kept Golden Island for themselves – like the whole of last summer, and the Easter holidays, and all of this half-term week.

         Life was better, in so many ways.

         Yakov no longer measured time. Mama’s original plan was working. They were building a new life. His schoolwork had improved, and though he and Skylar were best friends, he had made new ones too, while Skylar had finally caught up with her old ones. She still wasn’t interested in many of the things they liked, but somehow it didn’t matter. There were other things to do and talk about besides hair and clothes and make-up.324

         Her parents still worked as hard but they made more time for her.

         What, though, of Grandpa?

         Grandpa’s recovery had been slow. There had been setbacks – a bad fall, another small stroke. His left side still didn’t quite match his right, but he was walking well now, albeit with a stick.

         And today, for the first time, he was coming to Golden Island.

         They went in two boats, laden with food. Nan, Mama, Nina and John with Jasper in the Adventurer. Yakov and Skylar in the Zephyr with Grandpa and Bruno. Out of Broademouth harbour to Beacon Head, around the headland and through the sea cave which held no terror for Yakov now. The Adventurer headed straight across to the lion harbour where Anoushka and Fleur were waiting, but the Zephyr stopped at the mouth of the cave.

         There was the cove with its cliffs and its beach, there the dark green gully, there the steps leading to the terrace and the tumbling honeysuckle, the treetops in the garden and the white lookout tower. There the birds – gulls and terns, a gannet, a 325cormorant, calling and screeching as they wheeled and dived, oblivious to their human visitors.

         ‘Well, Grandpa?’ Skylar asked. ‘Is it how you remembered?’

         For a few seconds, Grandpa could not speak. And when he did, there was a catch in his throat, and his eyes were shining.

         ‘It is exactly as I remember it,’ he said.

         Slowly, matching their steps to Grandpa’s, Yakov and Skylar went up to the house. Taking their time, they led him through the newly painted big room downstairs and up to the landing, then up again to the tower room.

         At first Grandpa looked like he was going to crumple and cry. But window by window, as the whole of Golden Island was revealed to him, he began to straighten. And when he turned to Skylar with pride and awe, to her he looked just like a king.

         Yes, it was a perfect day, and it was a perfect picnic. Bruno lit a barbecue in the garden for the mackerel Fleur and Anoushka had caught the day before. They ate it with Mama’s potato salad, followed by strawberries from John and Nina’s garden. 326Afterwards, Jasper and Grandpa napped in the shade, while the other older grown-ups variously gardened, walked or read. Anoushka and Fleur went down to the cove to sunbathe, shouting encouragement to Yakov and Skylar who dived, again and again, off a ledge perfect for the purpose they had discovered last summer at the far end of the beach.

         They had come a long way since their first freezing paddle here.

         About an hour before the next mid-tide, when everyone except Yakov, Skylar, Anoushka and Fleur would leave, they all gathered in the garden for tea and Nan’s enormous chocolate cake.

         Grandpa drained his first mug quickly, then with a sigh of contentment held it out for a refill.

         ‘When I’m dead,’ he said, as Skylar’s mum poured, ‘I want my ashes scattered on this island.’

         ‘Dad!’ said Mum. ‘Don’t talk like that!’

         Grandpa smiled at her affectionately. ‘Everyone dies sooner or later.’

         ‘This is true,’ said Anoushka, licking her fingers. ‘But not today.’

         Mama blinked, memories never far away of that 327awful night when Anoushka had fought for her life in a makeshift field hospital. Nina stroked her right hand, while Nan squeezed her left.

         ‘Well, I don’t want to talk about it.’ Mum plunged a knife into the cake, as if by murdering a chocolate sponge she could guarantee her father’s immortality.

         ‘I’ll do it if Mum doesn’t want to, Grandpa,’ said Skylar. ‘Me and Yakov’ll do it together. We’ll come on the Zephyr. We can scatter some of you in the sea too if you like.’

         ‘Thank you,’ said Grandpa. ‘I’d like that. Zoë love, if you’ve finished killing the cake, could I have a second slice? I think it’s almost guaranteed to help me live longer.’

         Mum glared at her father, then kissed him.

         Everyone took second slices.

         
             

         

         There are many stories about Golden Island.

         Long ago, it was said that on nights with a full moon, the tide pulled back far enough for a silver path to shine along the seabed all the way to the mainland. On darker nights – it was said – the ghosts of the smugglers who once used the island as 328a hiding place rose up from the ground all along the coast, bent on murder and revenge.

         But these are old stories. The best one is new. It began on an ordinary Friday morning in the middle of May, on a school playing field, with a boy and a girl called Yakov and Skylar. And it ended with a picnic, and the sort of cake which reminds you that even though wars will rage and people will fall ill, there is still much in the world that is wonderful – sunshine, and sea, and loved ones close enough to hug.
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