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Chapter 1

 

There was the rumble of thunder almost overhead and another flash of lightning.  We cowered in the shelter of the boathouse. The rain poured down and the pier swayed and creaked as the waves crashed into it.

Dad had packed his notebook, his lunch, and a spare water bottle on to a small motor boat and set off for the day. He hadn't returned!

He, Alinea and I, and my pet Beeper, were on holidays. We were staying at a small stone cottage by the coast. Miss Smith wanted a quiet place to write up her theory on migratory waves of early man.

Dad said he just wanted to potter. That was until he heard that there was supposed to be some sort of old wall which was a pre-settlement ruin on the small island on the horizon. He had immediately hired a boat, promising to be back in the afternoon.

The fishing boats had headed back to the small harbour as the weather turned nasty. There was no sign of Dad chugging home in the small boat. It got dark. The wind pushed the rain into our faces as we stared across the water. Then the thunder and lightning started.

"Probably staying overnight," old George the fisherman who had hired Dad the boat said. "If he got into trouble, he's got flares and a lifejacket."

"He's got his mobile," Smithy snapped. "He could let us know."

"Reception no good around here," old George reminded her.  

Smithy checked her raincoat was buttoned, and pulled her shapeless hat further down on her grey hair. "Well, he must be staying the night," she said. "We'll come back in the morning."

She walked briskly along the pier, her raincoat flapping as the wind caught it. Alinea and I followed more slowly, heads down as we came into the full force of the wind. Beeper waddled along behind us.

We had dinner and pottered around until bedtime. I lay awake for a while, listening to the wind howling around the cottage, and worrying about Dad.

In the morning the rain had gone, but the waves were still high and choppy. There was still no sign of Dad. It was noon before old George grudgingly agreed to run across to the island. 

He took his pipe out of his mouth as Smithy, Alinea and I swung down the ladder and dropped to the deck. "About that animal?" 

Beeper paused, one clawed foot clutching the shifting side of the boat, and the other three clinging to the wooden ladder of the pier. He raised his ears and looked hopeful. 

We always told people that Beeper was a rare Tibetan hound. He had bowl-shaped ears, and large jaws filled with green stained teeth. He had a heavy long body and an abnormally long tail ending in a spike. Instead of fur he was covered in what looked like scale. The claws in his feet were retractable. He was the nearest thing I ever had to a dog of my own, but he didn't exactly look like a dog.

"He always goes with Mike and Alinea," Smithy said crossly. "For goodness' sake, don't waste time."

Beeper sprang aboard, and old George cast off. Outside the harbour the water got rougher. It was a two-hour trip across to the island. The sky darkened and the wind got stronger.

"I hope the Professor is ready and waiting," old George grumbled. "It's blowing up again. We're going to have to get straight back."

We got closer to the island. It was a desolate heap of tumbled rocks that reared high out of the foaming white water around it. It looked black and threatening, with the seagulls circling and screaming.

"Something's disturbed them," Smithy mused.

The boat edged closer, veering past a jagged rock, to nudge between two more rocks and nearer the small shingled beach. Even before George pointed, we saw the small motor boat pulled well out up from the water line.

"You'll have to wade in," George ordered. "Bring your father straight back and we'll tow the motor boat home."

I jumped. Beeper splashed over beside me. I heard Smithy protesting as Alinea splashed down beside me.

"Hurry back," George warned. "That storm is working up again, and I can't wait."

Alinea, Beeper and I sloshed out of the water, and clambered past the beached motor boat. Tucked under the lee of the hill was a small stone hut. Dad's notebook, untouched sandwiches, and his small shovel were in there, but there was no sign of Dad. We ran out of the hut.

"Dad!" I yelled above the howl of the wind.

"Professor, where are you?" Alinea called.

There was only the cry of the gulls, and the roar of the sea. We kept searching and calling. Rain started falling, and the wind got stronger. It was a very small island. Almost just a peak of rock, with a few shrubby low trees and outcroppings of rocks.

We heard the insistent blaring of the horn of the boat, and ran back to the small shingled beach. The two black rocks the boat had edged past were covered in a foaming bursting surf. The big boat had moved out into the clear water.

"Shelter in the hut," George bawled. "Collect you when the weather improves."

We waved. Smithy gave a distracted wave back. The boat rolled and dipped as it turned, its engine coughing deeper as it battled back towards the mainland. 

We turned and ran for the hut. My mind veered to the hot thermos of soup Smithy had clutched. She had thought Dad might feel like something hot on our way back. The small stone hut was just a shelter. No fireplace and no stored fuel for a fire. We pushed the door shut on the rain and wind.

I was miserable as well as cold. My father must be somewhere on the island if the boat was still here, but where?

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

The rain drummed down on the tin roof of the hut, and the wind howled around it. Alinea kept arguing.

There was no one except us and the seagulls on the island. There were no hidden places, crevices or hollows where my father could have tripped, and perhaps lain unconscious as we called.

"Maybe there are caves or something," Alinea kept insisting. "The Professor couldn't just vanish. What if he was down at the water's edge, and a freak wave swept him off?"

"Rubbish," I snarled.

Alinea was suddenly alert. "Listen."

Crash, crash, crash went the waves. The wind howled and the rain sleeted down. A long low booming reverberated, stopped a few seconds and then started again.

A heavy irresistible sort of noise, like the force of water pouring through an opening, smashing into a solid wall, and then receding to rise and fill an opening and try again. I identified the noise.

"A blowhole! But there aren't any blowholes on the island. We would see the spray with these high seas."

"What about a sort of tunnel under the island. That would account for the rip that the fishermen talk about," Alinea suggested.

I tried to remember whether the tide would have been in or out when Dad arrived the previous morning. If there had been a tunnel only visible at low tide, perhaps Dad had explored it and got trapped when the tide turned.

"What's low tide?" I asked.

"About three."

Because of the heavy clouds it seemed later than it was. I looked at my watch. It was only a bit after one. I remembered the thermos of hot soup Smithy was clutching as the boat wheeled and left and sighed. It was well past our lunchtime. 

We buttoned our duffel coats and with Beeper at our heels went outside. The rain was easing although the high wind caused the waves to batter at the shoreline. We started at the small shingled beach, the only place to land a boat, and scrambled over the high rocks following the shore around. I wasn't sure what we were looking for, but there must be something.

We were nearly three-quarters around the island when Alinea pointed. In one patch, the water surged over or battered itself on a black kelp covered reef that ran beside the island.

It was an oddly symmetrical reef and ended against the rocks below us. We scrambled down to check. The waves swelled and roared past the reef and subsided against the rocky cliff without breaking. 

Alinea threw some twigs into the water. The waves carried them smoothly beside the reef to the rocky shoreline where they vanished. We climbed down a bit further.

The level of the water was falling, each sullen and angry wave a little lower than the reef. There was an opening under the rocks and beside the reef, a black cave mouth that the occasional higher wave slapped and dripped against.

Alinea scrambled on the exposed reef and dropped to her knees to tug a sodden object wedged in it. My heart sank. It was a banana boot, clean and fresh washed from its immersion, its lace still as white as when my father had removed it from his tennis shoes yesterday morning.

I jumped down beside Alinea, and Beeper followed. Alinea didn't seem to notice that her runners and socks and jeans were wet past her knees. She clutched the banana boot, and looked at the cave. It ran into darkness under the reef.

The wind still howled around the island but washed-out patches of blue appeared in the sky. A few vagrant beams of light polished the water and shone into the cave. There was a straight ledge along one side of the cave, which raised above the water as the waves receded. 

Beeper sprang back up on to the rocky level ground of the island. The long scaling tail snaked up and twisted around my wrist. He gently tugged me after him as he moved forward.

"Maybe he is tracing the tunnel where it goes under or beside the island," Alinea said. She still clutched Dad's boot as she followed us.

We walked along by the coastline. It reared higher on this side. The sky cleared and the sun came out. Beeper had his ears up as though listening. The booming was a lot louder. We walked another few paces. The ground dropped away in front of us. Below, the water surged along a channel in the rocks before vanishing underground again.

"Looks as if the tunnel has collapsed. It must run right across the island," Alinea said.

"Dad wouldn't be silly enough to explore it," I retorted.

Below was the continuation of the straight ledge, except it had widened into a platform. It looked vaguely man made. Beeper bounded down, sat on the platform and waited. We scrambled down after him. I was reassured that the stone of the platform was dry as though it was well above the water level. On the other side of the platform, three more giant steps edged down into the water.

"If the Professor did get trapped by the tide, surely he would've had the sense to wait here above the waterline," Alinea fretted.

"Suppose," I muttered.

I started to feel uncomfortable, as though a band of tension was tightening my head and pounding through me. Down below the level of the surface of the island the booming was a lot louder, and sounded almost continuous. The back of my neck prickled with unease.

The sunlight slanted directly across on to the platform, outlining flat black squares. Over the gurgle and squelching and ripples of the water I heard a distinct 'click' under the stones where we stood. The platform suddenly glowed and reflected a blinding brightness.

The water below us receded, as though sucked back by the undertow of a giant wave, exposing the jagged kelp covered bottom of the tunnel below. There were a series of triple booms. The platform vibrated. Beeper's tail snaked out to hold us against him. The solid stone platform beneath our feet vanished! 

We were falling in a stomach wrenching greyness that was neither up nor down. I gasped, trying to breathe where there was no air.

My last conscious thought was that when George and Smithy did return to the island, it would be deserted, and they would have no way of knowing what had happened to us.

 

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

We landed in a tangle of arms and legs. I pushed Beeper away. He removed his heavy paw from my arm and looked apologetic.

We were sprawled on a narrow spit of sandy grass, the sea rippling quietly each side of it. It led to a dense green tree covered mainland. The other end joined to a small raised rocky hill. The hot sun blazed down from a bright blue sky. Steam rose from our damp duffel coats and jeans. 

"Wonder where, or when we are?" Alinea said, rubbing at her arm as she sat up.

I ignored her. My father lay face down near the raised hill at the end of the narrow neck of sandy grass. I scrambled up and ran to him, followed by Alinea and Beeper.

"Dad," I said, as I rolled him over on his back.

He opened his eyes and blinked. "The lightning cracked the stone," he muttered.

His body felt burningly hot but he was shivering. He was missing one shoe and his heavy flannel shirt was torn. I tried to pillow his head on my lap. 

"Watch out for the rock," he muttered, and closed his eyes again. 

I wished I had paid more attention to my first aid lessons. I knew how to give mouth to mouth resuscitation, external heart massage, and the right bandages and splints for broken bones, and even some poison antidotes; but nothing to help my father right now.

"One of us has got to go for help."

"Where?" Alinea gestured at the desolate coastline. "We don't know whether we are in a different time or a different place."

I looked around. The rocky island might have started off joined to the mainland. How far in time had we dropped for the trees and ferns crowding the shore to look so tropical and somehow so alien?

"We should find somewhere to hide. If there are people here they could be hostile," Alinea suggested.

This was a sensible suggestion, but how were we going to shift my father? We couldn't rouse him, and he was too heavy to carry. We ended up rolling him across Beeper, and half dragging and half supporting him, made our slow way to the indented bay.

We put him down on the sand in a bit of a hollow under the shade of an arching wide leafed tree. Alinea carefully slipped his banana boot on and tied it. I tried to get him to swallow some water from the water bottle, but it trickled out the side of his mouth.

"One of us should stay with him," Alinea said.

"You stay, and I'll go and find help."

"What if you don't get back?"

I stared at Alinea's worried face. If I got lost, or anything happened, Alinea still wouldn't have anyone to help her with Dad. I could hardly wait with him, and send Alinea out to search for help. What if she didn't come back?

"What if we just have a quick look around," I suggested. "Beeper can mind Dad for a little while."

We shrugged off our duffel coats and heavy jumpers. I ordered Beeper to stay. We set off in the direction of the blind curve of the bay. In the other direction the coast unfolded with its heavy border of vegetation until it shimmered into the haze of distance.

It was pleasant enough walking. The ground was covered in a thick spongy moss, and above us were trees with broad serrated-edged leaves, and arched ferns. Everything was quiet. Too quiet, I thought glancing around.

Alinea stooped over and scratched at the moss. Under it were dark paving stones. "We're on a path."

We had been following a defined track without being aware of it. The flatter trail wound in and out among the trees and turned inland. A path meant people, and people meant help!

I lengthened my stride until I was running, Alinea beside me. The moss-covered path climbed a gentle slope and down the other side. It emerged from its moss covering as a neatly paved narrow black track.

Alinea clutched at me. Guarding the division between moss and cleared paving stones were two poles topped with skulls, shockingly white in the greenish light under the trees.

They were human skulls. I glanced back to where we had left my unconscious father. Would it have been better if one of us had stayed with him?

"Odd," Alinea mused. "The moss stops growing as if something has cut it off. There's none on the path or under the trees from here on."

She was right! There was an invisible dividing line past which the moss didn't grow. Also the giant ferns and odd scaled tree trunks with their serrated-edged leaves had stopped with the moss.

Past the invisible dividing line were familiar looking gum trees, and shrubs and sparse patches of grass, and bare dirt littered with debris. 

Around another winding slope of hill the path stopped at clumsy double gates of roughhewn timber studded with iron spikes, closed across high black stone walls.

The silence was somehow unnatural. We sheltered behind a tree and stared at the high stone wall and the spike studded gates. What sort of people built a wall like that? Was it to keep people out or to keep people in?

I looked up at the tree. Alinea nodded. I stooped so she could use my back to reach the first branch. Once up she reached down to help me up.

We climbed high enough to look over the high wall. It enclosed a village of large beehive shapes of black stone, with tall narrow entrances. Some of them gaped open and others seemed sealed with opaque dark material. There was still no sign of life.

"I think we should get back to the Professor," Alinea whispered. "I don't like the look of that place."

Out of the corner of my eye I thought I caught a flicker of movement among the
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