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For Storm, Maia, Pip and Snowy,
the original Canine Division




One


Secret in the Snow
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Scott stretched contentedly beneath the heavy, old-fashioned quilt. He’d had a long, tiring train journey from London yesterday. It had been almost midnight by the time the taxi from Carrickstowe station had crossed the narrow causeway and arrived at Aunt Kate’s cottage on Castle Key island. And it was the Christmas holidays, after all. Yep, he definitely deserved a lie-in.


Suddenly something sprang out of the bed on the other side of the little attic room like a giant flea.


‘Scott! You’ve got to see this!’ the giant flea shouted at the top of its voice. Scott burrowed deeper under the quilt. Sometimes, if you ignored Jack, he’d go away eventually.


‘This is awesome!’


Scott opened one eye. His brother was tugging back the curtains and peering out of the window. Scott didn’t stir. Unless a horde of alien zombie death-beasts was sliming its way across Aunt Kate’s rose beds, he just wasn’t interested.


But now Jack was lurching about the room, pulling socks and sweatshirts on over his pyjamas. Scott tried to drift back off into that warm, sleepy place.


He was doing quite well until Jack body-slammed on top of him and bellowed in his ear. ‘SNO-O-O-W!’


There were some things even Scott couldn’t sleep through.
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Jack hurtled down the narrow staircase, taking the last four stairs in a single jump. He couldn’t wait to tell Emily about the snow! Emily Wild – the boys’ best friend on the island – lived in the old lighthouse on the promontory, which her parents ran as a Bed and Breakfast. On second thoughts, Emily had probably already noticed the cold white stuff falling from the sky. And on third thoughts, he definitely had to make a detour via the kitchen. Aunt Kate was frying bacon!


Jack sat on the counter next to the stove and munched on a bacon sandwich the size of a bread bin. This was the life! At home, Jack never had much to do in the week after Christmas, apart from consuming his body weight in chocolate and trying not to think about the homework lurking in his bag in the hall where he’d kicked it on the last day of term. So when Aunt Kate (who was technically his great-aunt as she was Dad’s aunt really) had rung to invite him and Scott to spend the rest of the holiday in Castle Key, he had stuffed a toothbrush and a pair of jeans in a backpack within nanoseconds. Even Scott – who hadn’t moved from his computer since receiving the new FIFA football game – had been happy to postpone Chelsea’s bid for the Cup Final. Castle Key was always full of adventure – even in the week after Christmas!


And now there was snow too. It didn’t get any better than this!


Jack threw on a random collection of hats, scarves and gloves and stepped outside. It was like walking into a giant Christmas card. Thick snow blanketed the grass, the path, every fencepost and every twig of every tree. Big fluffy flakes were still swirling softly in a pale grey sky.


‘Fresh tracks!’ Jack yelled, bursting to stamp the very first footprints across the garden. Then he hesitated, one foot in the air. Someone had trashed his lovely snow already! A line of prints marched up from the garden gate to the front step. Who could have done such a thing? Jack looked more closely. There were smaller tracks too, as if an animal had been bounding around in the snow.


Suddenly a volley of snowballs bombarded him from behind the laurel bush next to the front door. The biggest snowball of all shook itself mid-air and turned out to be a flying dog.


‘Drift!’ Jack laughed, as a bundle of black, white and tan fur tried to lick his nose. ‘Emily!’ he shouted, as his friend popped up and fired off another round of snowballs. Her long brown curls streamed out from beneath a blue knitted hat and her black leather satchel was slung over a padded jacket.


‘About time too!’ Emily laughed. ‘I practically got frostbite waiting for you to appear.’


Jack ran to join her. ‘Quick! Reload! Scott’ll be out any minute.’


‘Ambush!’ Emily laughed as she scooped up a fresh supply of snow and ducked behind the bush.
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After a marathon snowball fight the friends sat round a blazing fire in the living room, sipping hot chocolates oozing with marshmallows. Drift snoozed on the hearth rug, his fur gently steaming.


‘Let’s go sledging next,’ Emily suggested.


Aunt Kate appeared with a tray of bread to toast over the fire. ‘There are some old sledges in the garden shed you can take.’ She smiled and tucked her flyaway white hair behind her ears. ‘The last time those sledges came out was when your dad and Uncle Tim were here as boys. It hasn’t snowed like this on the island for more than thirty years.’


Jack removed a thick slice of warm bread from the toasting fork, slathered on butter, jam and Nutella and took a bite. Perfection!


‘We’ll go up to the old quarry on South Moor,’ Emily said.


‘Cool! Quarry sledging sounds extreme!’ Jack imagined himself bombing headfirst down a near-vertical cliff face.


Emily threw a cushion at him. ‘Not in the quarry obviously. But there are some great long slopes nearby.’


Aunt Kate looked at the friends over her glasses, her eyes lingering for an extra beat on Jack. ‘Yes, keep well away from the quarry. Last year some kids had to be rescued after falling into the water at the bottom. It’s very dangerous!’


‘Of course we’ll be careful,’ Scott promised. ‘You know us.’


‘That,’ Aunt Kate muttered, ‘is what I’m worried about.’
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The friends dragged the wooden sledges to the top of Church Lane and along an old cart track, past a stand of dead hawthorn trees sculpted by the wind into the shape of three witches pointing their twisted fingers across the moor. Drift zig-zagged back and forth chasing snowballs.


By the time they’d climbed to the top of the highest hill they were all panting. The sun had broken through the cloud and the snow sparkled as if strewn with diamond dust. Emily paused for a moment to admire the view across the glistening island to the sapphire-blue sea beyond. But only for a moment. Then she gave her sledge a push and jumped on. At the last second, Drift hopped up to join her.


‘Come on! It’s a race!’ she yelled as they flew off down the hill, Drift’s ears – the black one and the white one with brown spots – flapping in her face.


Jack and Scott wasted no time in launching themselves after her.


‘Awesome!’ Jack laughed, as he crashed into Scott. ‘I must have got up to fifty miles an hour there.’


‘In your dreams!’ Scott snorted.


They sped down the slope again and again, until at last they flopped down in an exhausted heap. Long blue shadows were already beginning to slide across the snow.


Emily sat up. ‘We should start back soon. It’ll be dark by four.’ She looked around for Drift. That’s odd, she thought. He was here a minute ago. In the dwindling light she could make out a set of tracks disappearing into the distance. ‘Drift!’ she called. She followed the paw prints for a few paces and all at once, with a feeling of dread, she realized where they were leading. The old quarry.


Emily began to run, stumbling through the snow. She didn’t stop until she came to a high chain-link fence. Her fingers clutching at the wire, she peered though the mesh. Cloaked in snow, the deep pits gouged into the hillside and the vast piles of waste rock looked more like a ski resort than a quarry. But the dangers of the sheer drops were still obvious, even without the KEEP OUT signs plastered all over the fence.


And Drift was still nowhere to be seen.


Emily leaned against the fence, feeling the cold wire press diamond shapes into her forehead. She pictured Drift falling from a precipice; plunging through a sheet of ice into the freezing water below … She closed her eyes to blot out the terrible image. Then she heard Scott and Jack calling her from further along the fence. ‘Look! There’s a gap here. Drift’s tracks go through into the quarry!’


Emily forged her way through the snow towards the boys. ‘I’m going in after him!’ She knew it was dangerous and they’d promised Aunt Kate to stay away, but what choice did she have? Drift was in danger!


‘I’m coming with you,’ Jack said. He was already tugging at the wire to make the hole bigger.


Scott frowned. ‘OK. But we stay near the fence.’


Emily slung aside her shoulder bag and wriggled through the gap, snow piling in at the neck and sleeves of her coat. She staggered to her feet as Scott and Jack squeezed through the fence behind her.


‘Drift!’ they shouted.


But there was no response. Emily began to run further into the quarry but Scott pulled her back.


‘Are you trying to get yourself killed?’ he demanded.


Emily was struggling out of Scott’s grasp when she suddenly saw Jack point towards a heap of snow-covered rocks, not far from the fence.


‘There he is!’ he shouted.


Hardly daring to hope, Emily looked up. Jack was right! Drift was on top of the mound, digging so furiously he was almost hidden by a fountain of flying snow.


With tears of relief stinging her eyes, Emily ran to the little dog’s side, dropped to her knees and pressed her face into his cold, wet fur. ‘Never, ever do that to me again, you hear?’ she mumbled.


Drift looked up, licked her nose, and gave the single soft bark Emily recognized as You might want to have a look at this.


She examined the exposed patch of grey limestone where Drift’s paws had scrabbled away snow and clumps of earth and grass. There’s probably a fox hiding under there, she thought. But then she noticed several long narrow ridges protruding from the rock.


‘Looks like some old bones,’ Scott murmured, as he and Jack gathered round.


Jack cleared away more snow with his sleeve. ‘Ooh, that bumpy part looks just like a spine!’


Suddenly Emily jumped back, pulling the boys with her. ‘Don’t touch! You’ll contaminate the evidence.’


‘What evidence?’ Scott and Jack echoed in unison.


Emily stared at the boys, her dark eyes glowing with excitement. ‘Well it’s obvious, isn’t it? We’re looking at a murder scene!’




Two


Murder Scene
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‘Murder?’ Scott gulped. He stared at his friend. Most people would be in shock if their dog had just dug up a murdered corpse. Or at least a bit worried. Not Emily. She looked as if she’d struck gold. He could almost see the thought-bubble over her head: A new investigation! OPERATION QUARRY KILLING.


‘It must be some kind of gangland hit job,’ Jack said excitedly. ‘They’ve probably cut the hands off so the body can’t be identified from fingerprints …’


Scott rolled his eyes. It was hard to take Jack seriously at the best of times. The fact that he was wearing a brown, fleecey lumberjack cap with earflaps that made him look like a giant teddy bear wasn’t helping.


‘The machines must have brought the body to the surface.’ Emily pointed to a row of diggers and bulldozers parked nearby, like hibernating beasts under their blankets of snow.


Scott was puzzled. ‘I thought this quarry closed down years ago.’


‘It did. But they’ve started filling it in to make it safer. They’re using these heaps of waste rock. The workmen told me all about it when I came up here to carry out some routine observations,’ Emily explained, in a matter-of-fact tone – as if inspecting disused quarries was a perfectly normal holiday pastime. ‘But they stopped work on Christmas Eve, of course, and now they can’t work because of the snow.’


Scott exchanged a grin with Jack. Emily knew everything that happened on the island. Some people might call it nosiness. Emily preferred to call it ‘intelligence gathering’.


Meanwhile, Emily had fetched her satchel from where she’d thrown it by the fence and was pulling out one object after another. ‘Ruler,’ she muttered. ‘Magnifying glass, evidence bags … ah, here we are.’ She grabbed a camera and thrust a torch into Jack’s hand. ‘Direct the beam onto the body while I get some shots. And hold the ruler up so we can record the size of the bones.’


The bones were the colour of toast, and had fused into a massive slab of rock the size of a minibus, lying on its side beneath the snow. Scott brushed away more snow and uncovered what looked like part of a skull.


Emily slapped his wrist. ‘Murder scene!’ she reminded him.


‘Except this isn’t a murder,’ Scott stated. ‘Not unless the victim had horns, anyway. Look!’ He took the torch from Jack and shone it onto a bony spike. ‘There’s no way this is a human skull.’


Jack groaned. ‘What? You mean Drift’s just dug up a bit of old roadkill?’


Emily looked down at the skull. Scott was right. There were horns. It was just some old animal skeleton. She kicked at the bones in frustration. She’d investigated all kinds of crime in the past – theft, kidnap, fraud, arson – but this would have been her first murder, and she’d been so looking forward to getting her teeth into it!


‘There are strange bony plates coming out from the spine as well,’ Scott pointed out.


Emily peered through the magnifying glass. The bones looked old. Very old. Up close, the texture was like the inside of a Crunchie bar. And now they’d cleared more snow she was starting to see just how enormous the skeleton was. Suddenly she was interested again, even if this wasn’t a murder case.


Scott sat back on his heels. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Em?’


Suddenly Jack jumped up, his earflaps bobbing up and down. ‘IT’S A DRAGON!’ he shouted.


Scott shook his head very slowly. ‘Yeah, right! Oh, look, there’s a unicorn as well. And what’s that? Ooh, it’s a gruffalo!’


‘I was joking! I know dragons aren’t real,’ Jack said, back-tracking as fast as he could and shoving Scott into a snowdrift for good measure.


But Emily wasn’t listening to the boys’ argument. ‘I think,’ she said, ‘we’ve found a dinosaur!’




Three


A Visit to Coastguard Cottage
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‘Exactly!’ Scott said. ‘It’s a dinosaur fossil. This could be a really important find.’


Wow! A dinosaur! Jack thought. How cool is that? But hang on! Was Scott just winding him up again?


‘It could be a triceratops with those horns,’ Scott said.


‘Or a stegosaurus,’ Emily suggested.


Jack grinned. It was clear Scott and Emily were deadly serious. They really had found a dinosaur.


Drift raised an ear and gave an uncertain yip at the sound of a dog howling in the distance.


Scott shuddered. He suddenly realized that he was freezing. Darkness was falling fast. ‘We need to get home before someone sends out a search party,’ he said. ‘Let’s mark the spot with a stick and come back in the morning for a proper look.’


Emily and Jack nodded reluctantly. Then, with a last glance back at the ancient bones, the friends hurried away across the moor.


[image: images]


‘A dinosaur fossil, you say?’ Aunt Kate asked, hanging the friends’ wet coats on a clothes horse in front of the fire. ‘How exciting. You should talk to Harry Atherton. He’ll be able to identify it for you.’


Emily took a sip of her hot chocolate. She’d stopped with the boys at Stone Cottage to warm up before setting off home to The Lighthouse. ‘Professor Atherton?’ she asked. ‘I thought he was an astronomer. He has an observatory on top of his house for looking at the stars, doesn’t he?’


‘That’s right. But he’s also been studying the geology of the island for years,’ Aunt Kate explained. ‘His sister Margaret is an old friend of mine. She looks after him. He’s a brilliant man, but rather difficult. I’ll give her a call.’
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It was all arranged and first thing next morning the friends set off for the Atherton residence. Snow still lay thick on the ground as they trudged along the road to Coastguard Cottage, perched high on the rugged cliffs on the south coast of the island. In the old days, Emily explained on the way, the coastguard lived there to look out for smugglers mooring up in the tiny coves below.


‘Sounds like the perfect place for you, Em!’ Scott joked.


Emily laughed and stuck out her tongue at Scott, but she couldn’t deny it. She dreamed of catching a gang of smugglers even more than solving a murder case.


The door of the old cottage was opened by an elderly woman in jeans and a fluffy black jumper. Her grey hair had been cut into a short wispy style and when she smiled her dark eyes twinkled. ‘Ah, good! Kate said you’d be coming. I’m Margaret Atherton. I first met your great-aunt in Vietnam in 1969, you know.’


As they shook hands, Jack wondered briefly what Aunt Kate had been doing in Vietnam in 1969. Hadn’t there been a war on there then? But Margaret was already ushering them into a dimly lit hall.


‘Come in out of the cold. Harry will be down shortly. Silly old fool’s had me running up and down all morning looking for some old star chart he’s lost.’


As they entered, Jack tripped over Drift and almost fell headfirst into an enormous spherical basket by the front door.


Margaret Atherton turned and smiled. ‘Superb, isn’t it? It’s for storing grain. Made by the Mundimba tribe of Angola.’


‘It’s very, er, nice,’ Jack mumbled. Never mind grain, he thought. It would make an awesome hiding place in a game of hide-and-seek!


‘Baskets are a window onto society, don’t you think?’ Margaret asked.


Jack had no idea what she was talking about, but Scott and Emily were nodding politely so he did the same.


‘Sorry. You’ll have to excuse me,’ Margaret laughed. ‘Baskets are my passion.’ With a sweep of her arm she indicated the baskets stuffed onto shelves and hanging on hooks from floor to ceiling. ‘I collect them from all over the world. Not in person any more,’ she added, with a hint of sadness. ‘Harry doesn’t like to travel. But people send them to me.’ With that, she led the way into an octagonal room. ‘This was the coastguard’s watchtower,’ she explained. ‘We had Harry’s observatory built into it when we moved here.’


Jack craned his neck to look up. The tower was topped by a glass dome, under which there was a circular gallery containing several enormous telescopes. The walls were lined with bookshelves, which could only be reached by narrow wooden stepladders. A woolly-mammoth skeleton stood on a plinth in the centre of the room.


‘That’s Ivan,’ Margaret Atherton said with a smile. ‘He was presented to Harry after a dig in Siberia years ago.’


Ivan the Terrible! Jack thought, eyeing the ferocious-looking tusks.


‘What’s going on down there?’ A gruff voice boomed from the top of the tower. They all looked up to see a giant stair-lift spiralling its way down a metal structure that looked like a fireman’s pole. As the stair-lift slowly whirred round to face them, the head of an old man came into view, growing straight out of the machinery.
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