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CHAPTER ONE
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"But Jason, it's an island! What are we going to do? It could be so boring—no McDonald's, no KFC, nothing!"

Jason Betelli had come over to his best friend Luke Mills house to tell him he would be spending the first week of the holidays with his Father on Dark-water Island.

“Dad has a commission to photograph the island and its residents for a magazine. He said you and Julie could come along, but it’s up to you.”

Luke looked doubtful. “I guess we could explore the island, and I don’t have anything to do for the holidays. Is Julie coming?”

“I’m going to ring her now,” Jason pulled out his phone and put a call through to Julie. She did not answer and Jason sent a text with details about the island trip.

Luke shrugged. If Jason would not be around, Luke would not have much to do at home. “Ok, count me in. How many people live on the island?”

“Three thousand, Jason said, so there will be shops. We’ll still be able to buy Coca Cola and ice-cream and stuff.”

“When do we leave?” Luke inquired.

Jason cracked a smile. He had been really hoping Luke would come. “Tomorrow morning at 11am. Dad will be driving to the coast, then we get a boat from there. The boat trip is about one and a half hours hours,”

“Ok, Luke said, I’m sure my parents will let me come. I’ll be ready at 11am.”

Jason’s phone gave the text beep, He pulled it out. "Julie’s excited to join us! I’ll let her know you’re coming and to be ready by 11 a.m."

“Julie says she is excited to come. I’ll text her you are coming, and to be ready at 11am.”

Julie Kostas, Luke Mills, and Jason Betelli, other wise known as the kid detectives, were off on another adventure.
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A strong wind and a choppy sea made for a rough trip to the island. The boat was either rocking from side to side or pitching up and down. Just as the queasy waves of seasickness began to churn in each of their stomachs, the island finally appeared on the horizon, a welcome sight that brought instant relief. After Jason messaged her, Julie did some research online to find how the island got its name. It seemed to be a combination of weather and the islands geographical features. Frequent storms or fog made the island appear dark and foreboding. Sheer dark rocky cliffs, and dense forest on part of the island, caused the deep water to appear dark around the island.

The boat cut a gentle wake as it approached the island’s wharf. The weathered wood of the hull creaked softly in rhythm with the waves. The wooden planks of the wharf stretched out like a welcoming hand. Seagulls circled overhead, their cries mingling with the sound of the boat’s engine humming down to a soft purr. With a final tug on the ropes, the boat's crew expertly brought it alongside the dock, where the gentle bump against the wharf signalled the journey’s end.

The Magazine had rented a small two bedroom cottage for Jason’s father for the six days. The owner, Mrs Johnson, came down to the wharf in her small jeepney to take them to the house. The vehicle had a roof but no doors, and was open on all sides. It was something of a squeeze getting everybody and their bags into the jeepney. They set off and were soon climbing a steep dirt road. The cottage was situated at the summit of the hill.  

The cottage, a two-bedroom stone structure, its only protection from wind and rain being two sturdy trees in the front yard. Having discovered the island had a lot of storms, Julie thought it strange the cottage should be so exposed. Weathered by years of wind and rain, the stones were a mix of gray and sandy brown. The roof, covered in aged slate tiles, dipped slightly in the middle.

Ivy crept up one side of the cottage, its green tendrils winding through the cracks between the stones. Small round windows with deep sills offered glimpses of the interior. The front door, made of heavy oak worn smooth by time and salt air, had a small, brass knocker shaped like a seashell. A narrow stone path, lined with wildflowers and patches of soft moss, led up to the door.

Inside the cottage was a surprise to the three friends, who had expected to see ancient furniture and a very old interior.. The inside had a lot of modern sophistication. The original stone walls had been preserved, the floor was polished hardwood, recessed lighting in the ceiling provided soft ambient light, while modern pendant lamps hung above the kitchen island, casting a gentle glow over the polished granite counter-top. The kitchen and its cabinets were modern with stainless steel sinks, and cupboard handles. A fireplace has been built into the stone wall in the lounge room, The furniture was modern.

They had dumped their bags together in the lounge room and Jason’s Dad was explaining. “I’ll sleep on the sofa bed in the lounge room. I can get up early, get my breakfast, and get off to work. Jason, you and Luke can have one bedroom, Julie can have the other. If we don’t see each other, text me occasionally to let me know you are Ok.”

The bedrooms had whitewashed walls and floor-to-ceiling built-in wardrobes, Two single beds were in the bigger bedroom. Julie’s room was smaller with just one bed. Clean sheets, pillow cases, and doona’s were on each bed. The kids would share a bathroom which had a shower and modern amenities.

“Wow this is cool, Jason exclaimed, I thought it might be old and draughty. It’s exactly the opposite.”

Luke grinned. “Yeah, we couldn’t ask for anything better.”

Julie was standing at one of the windows in the boy’s room. “We can see just about the whole island from here.”

Deciding to unpack their bags later, the three of them walked back out to the lounge room.

Julie went to a window again. “Hey, come and look at this you guys,” she said excitedly.

Luke and Jason moved to the window. In the distance, about one mile away was an old Castle sitting on top of a hill, just like the cottage. It would have been a mile as the crow flies, but a lot longer to walk, as there were many hills and valleys between it and the cottage.  “I’ll check that out on my laptop later, Julie said, It might be a good place to do some exploring.”
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Jason’s father left with Mrs. Johnson to go into the village to hire a car and buy groceries. When he returned Julie helped him prepare their evening meal. Jason and Luke washed the dishes afterwards, and Julie set up her laptop.

Krag-Shaw Castle was the name. Built in the 1700’s by a wealthy Merchant,  it was maintained now by the Dark-Water Island City Council. Unoccupied, and open during the day to sightseers and tourists who might come to the island. Julie discovered stories were many that the Merchant had built in secret passages in the Castle, and a network of tunnels was rumoured to be deep underground below the Castle. As far as Julie could tell no one had made any effort to confirm the secret passages or the tunnels. The local people considered the rumours to be not much more than fairy tales.

Of course such stories and rumours were like a magnet to the kid detectives.

“We might be the first to discover the passages and the tunnels,”Jason said eagerly, after Julie had told the boys what her research had turned up. They decided to investigate the next day. The next morning they were up early in order to get a ride with Jason’s Dad as he went to work. He dropped the trio at the intersection where a dirt road ascended to Krag-Shaw Castle. After trudging up the one kilometre steep ascent the kids were overjoyed to see a kiosk selling drinks and ice-cream
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