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3
THE PROMISE

That night, the twins fell asleep on deck in their 
clothes, listening out for engines, for the cry of 
a struggling swimmer, for a radio message, for 
anything. 

They were exhausted from searching for Gabe. 
Fearful of moving the boat in case Gabe returned, 
they’d spent hours scrambling over the uninhabited 
Dog Islands, Jess half-hoping that their guardian 
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had gone exploring in the darkness in a moment of 
madness and was lying unconscious behind a boulder 
or in a rock pool. 

In the afternoon, Jude had rowed out as far as he 
could in the dinghy while Jess put on a snorkel and 
scoured the nearby shallows. But, when the sun went 
down without them finding so much as a thread from 
the orange T-shirt Gabe had been wearing when they 
last saw him, they’d had to admit defeat. 

As they slept, the yacht swayed with the current, 
lines squeaking. The sea wind moaned like a 
discontented monster.

In the early hours, Jude was woken by light so 
dazzling he thought someone was shining a torch 
in his eyes. When he opened them to find himself 
bathed in moonlight, he felt a rush of happiness. He 
was at sea. Free. 

It wasn’t until he saw Jess in the cockpit, face puffy 
with crying, clutching Sam as if he were a a teddy 
bear, that he remembered. Sorrow flooded through 
him. 

Gabe was gone, claimed by the sea – or worse. 
‘He’s not coming back, is he?’ said Jess.
Love and rage flamed in Jude’s chest. He vowed 

then he’d do everything in his power to protect her. 
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But he couldn’t start by lying to her.
‘No, sis. I don’t think he is.’
She said fiercely, ‘Then let’s not wait till sunrise. 

Let’s open the secret compartment now.’

Down in Gabe’s cabin, Jude used a screwdriver to 
prise open the board beneath the bunk. He hesitated 
before lifting out the metal box. ‘Sure you want to do 
this? What if we don’t like what we find?’

Jess handed him the key. ‘Gabe’s taken care of us 
since we were babies. Whatever’s happened, we need 
answers.’

Jude’s stomach was a cauldron of nerves and 
nausea. In the past twenty hours, he and Jess had 
eaten almost nothing. Their birthday had come and 
gone without being celebrated. 

Gabe’s words had proved eerily prophetic. ‘Jude, 
you’re about to be twelve. It’s time you took some 
responsibility for your actions and quit goofing 
around.’

Jude twisted the key.
If the twins had expected something dramatic 

– a gun, a disguise, a false identity – they were 
disappointed. Stuffed in the metal box was a 
waterproof pouch holding Gabe’s passport and 
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driver’s licence, his yacht registration papers, a 
credit card and $200 in cash. There was also a brown 
envelope containing an annual statement from an 
American bank.

Everything seemed in order apart from the bank 
statement. Gabe had always insisted on paying for 
everything they needed, even expensive sail repairs, 
using cash he took out of ATM machines. 

‘Safer that way,’ he’d told them. ‘Cash is king if 
you don’t want the whole world stealing your money 
or knowing your business.’

The ATM withdrawals listed on the bank 
statement charted their travels: $250 in Miami, $310 
in Key West, $160 in Exuma, $500 in the Cayman 
Islands, and so on. There was nothing unusual or 
unexpected.

What did get their attention was the $10,000 
deposited in Gabe’s account a week before they left 
Florida and the $1,000 deposited in it on the first day 
of every month since.

Jude frowned. ‘It’s almost as if the skipper’s 
being paid a wage. I didn’t know he was working for 
anyone.’

‘Neither did I. They’re international payments 
too.’ Jess squinted at the reference. ‘HOPEFLI. Do 
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you think that’s a person or a company?’ 
Jude gave a hoot of laughter. ‘Could be secret agent 

code. Half the time he went out on those night fishing 
trips back in Bantry Creek, he’d come home with no 
fish or day-old fish. It always made me suspicious. 
Wouldn’t it be funny if it turns out that he’s an actual 
spy? For years, we’ve been his cover as he’s carried 
out lethal missions for the FBI or CIA, only this time 
something’s gone horribly wrong.’

‘No, it would not be funny,’ Jess said crossly. 
‘Jude, be serious for once. Looking back, don’t you 
think it’s weird how we left Florida at night and in 
a hurry, as if we were bank robbers hightailing it out 
of town?’

‘Nah, we set sail at night because of the tides. And 
because the skipper hates goodbyes.’

‘Forget tides and goodbyes, Jude. Nothing about 
the way we set sail five months ago was normal. What 
kind of guardian says, “Pack your bags, kids! We’re 
off to sea for a year, or maybe forever!” I mean, one 
minute we were sitting happily in school. Next, we 
were being plucked out halfway through a lesson—’

‘I wasn’t sitting happily in school,’ said Jude with a 
scowl. ‘School was the worst. The kids, the teachers, 
the lessons, the detentions. Every second was pure 
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torture. The day we set sail was the best of my life.’
Jess glared at him. ‘It was the worst day of my life, 

but never mind about that. Jude, don’t you see, it 
doesn’t matter if you felt good about going and I didn’t, 
or who was right and who was wrong. It doesn’t even 
matter how we felt yesterday. Everything’s changed 
now that Gabe’s disappeared. We have to face facts. 
Either he’s had an accident or there’s been foul play.’

‘This is nuts,’ railed Jude. ‘Bet you there’s an 
innocent explanation. Any minute now, Gabe’ll come 
stomping in and give us hell about going through his 
private stuff.’

Sam chose that exact moment to come lolloping 
down the steps and burst into the cabin. The twins 
nearly had heart attacks.

Jess recovered first and gave the dog a cuddle. 
‘Poor Sam. We forgot to give him dinner last night. 
Forgot to feed ourselves too. Let’s take a breather 
and scramble some eggs. If we don’t eat, we’ll be no 
use to Gabe or one other.’

Despite this sage advice, Jess managed only a few 
mouthfuls of food before pushing her plate away. 
The eggs and bread – picked up in Tortola when 
they’d stopped to buy cake – reminded her that 
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the cupboards in the galley were almost bare. 
Replenishing their supplies was another thing Gabe 
had planned to do on the island before inexplicably 
changing his mind. 

What had changed it? The scuffle at the boatyard? 
Or something more sinister?

Jess looked again at Gabe’s bank balance: $15,822. 
To her, it seemed a fortune. Who was paying him 

and why?
‘What happens to the cash if Gabe . . . doesn’t 

show up?’ mused Jude.
The yacht rolled on a wave. Jess grabbed the fold-

out table to steady herself. ‘Oh, I could kick myself 
for not being nosier. I never asked Gabe how he went 
from fixing boat engines and oiling decks to living the 
dream overnight. Never, ever questioned where he’d 
found the cash to walk away from everything without 
a backwards glance.’

‘He’d been saving up for years!’ 
Jess gave her brother a look. ‘Oh, please. He had 

a jarful of coins. That was his idea of saving. One 
time, I overheard Anita at the Castaway Diner telling 
somebody that she hadn’t any notion how Gabe’s 
shipwright business stayed afloat. Anita said he had 
the accountancy skills of a seagull. That didn’t stop 
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somebody from handing him ten thousand dollars the 
week before we set sail, plus five thousand more in 
the time we’ve been gone. And five hundred dollars 
every month before that. I guess you’re right, Jude. 
Even good people have secrets.’

Jude said slowly, ‘But are they the kind of secrets 
that could have got him killed?’

Jess flinched at the word ‘killed’. It belonged to 
her mystery novels, where murderers and assassins 
were fictional. She hoped it would stay that way.

‘I s’pose we have to consider every possibility. Is 
there anything else in the pouch?’

‘Nada. Oh wait – there’s an inside pocket.’ 
Unzipping it, Jude tipped it up.

A piece of paper fluttered out. He caught it in 
mid-air and passed it to Jess. 

She read aloud:

Gabriel,

A long time ago, you promised that you’d go 

to the ends of the earth to keep them safe. 

Circumstances have changed, and I’m afraid  

that is now necessary. You know what to do.  

Our arrangement will continue unchanged. 

God speed.
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‘Them? ’ Jude said. ‘Are they talking about us?’
Jess was in shock. ‘What “arrangement”? Is 

this about the thousands pouring into Gabe’s bank 
account? Was Gabe being paid to protect us? To be 
our bodyguard?’

Jude studied the paper for clues. It appeared to 
be part of an email with the date, time and sender 
snipped out. Judging by the creases, Gabe had tossed 
it in the trash before changing his mind. 

‘Jess, let’s say the man at the boatyard did recognize 
the skipper, that it wasn’t just a case of mistaken 
identity. Remind me what he said?’

‘His voice was muffled by the dinghy sail. I 
couldn’t even tell you what accent he had. All I made 
out was: “If you ever breathe a word . . . you’ll live to 
regret it.” ’ 

Jude began to pace the small saloon. ‘What if Gabe 
witnessed a crime on one of his night fishing trips. 
A smuggling operation. The smugglers might have 
paid him hush money to leave town in a hurry and 
to keep his mouth shut. Maybe they changed their 
minds later and decided to shut him up permanently.’

Jess shivered, suddenly chilled. ‘Doubt it. If 
the letter is about us, it means there was nothing 
spontaneous about our voyage. That there was a plan 
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all along. And when Gabe got the email, he activated 
that plan. We left Florida in a rush for a reason.’

‘So, we’ve been on the run and we didn’t even 
know it?’ Jude was incredulous. ‘Then whoever is 
looking for us must be deadly dangerous. Why else 
would the skipper go to such lengths to keep us out 
of their clutches?’

‘They must have a long memory too. The person 
who wrote this message is calling on a favour from 
way back. If Gabe was being paid to take us to the 
ends of the earth to keep us safe, then somebody has 
been hunting us for years. Possibly our whole lives.’

‘Hunting us? But we’re nobody. Who are they?’ 
‘More importantly,’ said Jess, ‘who are we?’
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