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Chapter 1

A regular morning





Ten-year-old Maddison McQueen cycled slowly along the road as her red and white Border Collie, Ruby, trotted loose on the footpath beside her. 

They were on their way to Ruby’s doggy daycare run by Rose’s mother, Ashwini. Rose was one of Maddie’s best friends and, together with Josh, Izzy, and their new friend Jennifer, they loved having adventures with their dogs.

Maddie smiled, thinking of Rose’s roly-poly puppies. Born ten days ago, the five pups belonged to Rose’s pedigree Jack Russell terrier, Jessie. Maddie had spent most of the weekend at Rose’s, watching the puppies sleep and suckle.

“Ashwini said she’d bring them all to work today,” she told Ruby. “You liked seeing the puppies, didn’t you?”

The collie glanced up, her goldy-red and white fluffy tail wagging happily.

At the tree on the corner where their street joined the main road to town, Ruby stopped to sniff many layers of pee-mail.

“Come on, Ruby.” Maddie clicked her fingers before snapping the long leash on the dog’s collar.

They kept to the edge of the cycle lane under its canopy of huge leafy trees, now gold and red with their autumn colours. Past the showgrounds, they turned up McDougall Street, then left to Mountain Dogcare.

Ruby whined as they neared the excited yapping and barking that accompanied morning drop-off times.

“Your friend Tiggy the spoodle will probably be here today.”

“Woof!”

Maddie leaned her bike against the fence before unlatching the first of the double gates.

Ashwini’s dog daycare was built to her precise specifications by her builder husband Nick. The iron railing fences were taller than Maddie. The front entrance had one gate opening into a small secure space. 

She shut that gate before opening the second gate into a generous grassy yard where dogs were rushing about. The doggy daycare building filled one side of the yard, with sliding doors that opened onto the grass and a deep sandpit where the dogs loved to dig.

A driveway ran along the other side of the building. Inside, there was an office and a reception area where Ashwini was signing in a Schnauzer with the help of her other Jack Russell terrier, Rusty. There were also two separate rooms for small or shy dogs, and a storeroom with a back door to the driveway.

Maddie waved before letting Ruby go.

The collie took off, her high pitched bark cutting through the constant background barking. She galloped straight up to Tiggy. They sniffed noses and bottoms. Ruby bowed, saying ‘play with me’ and then they were off! First Tiggy chased Ruby, then Ruby chased Tiggy with a spaniel joining in the fun.

Laughing, Maddie turned back to ask Ashwini if she could see Jessie and the pups.

Rose’s mum smiled. “Sure, go and say hi. They’re out the back.” 

As Ashwini and Rusty rushed away to meet a Labrador at the gate, Maddie let herself quietly into the storeroom.

Jessie was whining and scratching frantically at the door leading out to the driveway.

“Jessie! What are you doing?”

Eyes wide, Maddie looked around. What?

The litter box was empty! No roly-poly pups anywhere!

The little dog pawed desperately at the door, crying. As Maddie opened the door, Jessie shot out. Heart thumping, Maddie sprinted after her.

Thankfully the terrier stopped to sniff the driveway. She lifted her head, sniffing to find her puppies’ scent. Maddie leaned down to grab her collar before she could take off again. Jessie cried and squirmed as Maddie looked around.

No puppies. No people. Just Ashwini’s car parked at the top of the driveway, leaving room for dog owners to pull in off the road.

Maddie picked Jessie up, the little dog wriggling and pawing to be let down.

“I know, Jessie. We’ll find them. I promise.” She ran inside. “We’ve got to tell Ashwini!”
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Chapter 2

They’re gone





“Ashwini!” Maddie stopped abruptly where her friend’s mother was refilling a water bowl. 

Ashwini looked up. “Why have you got Jessie? What’s wrong?”

“The puppies…” Maddie gasped. “They’re gone!”

“What? They can’t be!” Ashwini sprinted for the storeroom, Maddie hot on her heels, trying not to squish Jessie as the dog wriggled in her arms.

Looking around the storeroom, Ashwini’s face was pale and strained. “What? How?” She crossed to the door. “But I locked it. I always do.”

She went out, Maddie following with Jessie still squirming. 

It felt as if Maddie’s eyes were trying to look everywhere at once, but the driveway was as empty now as it had been before. Her heart slumped in despair. “Someone must have stolen them…”

Jessie gave an extra hard kick and jumped out of Maddie’s arms.

“No!” She lunged for the Jack Russell, but the dog raced towards the bushes lining the other side of the driveway.

Her white and tan body disappeared under the dense, green branches. Maddie didn’t hesitate, shoving foliage aside as she followed.

“Ashwini!” Maddie yelled. “Look.”

One mewling pup lay in the dirt and dead leaves. Jessie licked its face and growled when Maddie tried to pull her away.

Ashwini appeared. “Let me take Jess.” She reached gently for the mother dog. “You bring the pup.”

Maddie cradled the whimpering puppy in one hand as she crawled backwards. Dusting dirt off the pup, she hurried inside after Ashwini.

Placing Jessie in the spacious litter box, Ashwini reached for the pup. “I wonder how it crawled under there.”

“The thief must have dropped it.” Maddie watched her friend’s mum carefully checking the pup.

“I guess. It’s one of the boys and he seems okay.” Ashwini placed the pup beside Jessie who licked him anxiously as he started to suckle. “But what about the others?” She swiped tears off her cheeks.

The sight of the lone pup feeding where there should have been four more brothers and sisters made Maddie’s heart ache. “I know.” Her voice was croaky with tears. “Who would take new pups off their mother? And why?”

Ashwini looked at Maddie, her eyes desperate and sad. “I locked the back door. I know I did! So how did they get in?”

Maddie studied Jessie and the lone pup. Determination surged through her. “I don't know, but I will find them for you, Ashwini. Me and Rose and the others.”

Ashwini’s hand squeezed Maddie’s. “Thanks, lovie. We’ve got to get these pups back somehow.”

Maddie smiled sadly. “We will. And I’ll talk with Uncle Adam.”

Her uncle was a police officer in town and he’d helped when her grandmother’s cupcakes were stolen before the town’s annual show and baking competition.

Ashwini nodded. “Yes, we need to tell the police. I’ll do that now.” Her phone buzzed in her pocket. “Oh!” She opened the message. “I completely forgot about people dropping off their dogs.” She ran out of the room. “Lock that door, Maddie! I’ll ring Adam. And you better get to school.”

But Maddie stared at the back door, her mind focussed on how the thief got in. She didn’t hear Ashwini’s last comment about school. 

She turned the key in the handle and checked it locked properly. It did. She shook the door. It stayed locked.

I’m sure if Ashwini said she locked the door, she would have.

Maddie looked around the room with its shelves of spare dog beds, old towels and toys. Two windows looked out onto the driveway. Both were shut tight.

Ashwini must be right about someone letting the thief in. But who?

She thought back over those frightening seconds when she’d seen Jessie scratching frantically at the door.

It was definitely unlocked when I let Jessie out. So they must have had a key to unlock it from the outside.

“So how did they get the key?" she asked with only Jessie and her pup to hear. “I wonder if there are any other clues outside. I mean, the thief let one puppy slip out of their arms. Could there be another one? Or something else?”

She walked out to the big room, looking for Ruby. A while back, Uncle Adam helped her teach Ruby to find things by scent. First, they’d put something with a distinct scent on the ground, then hide it somewhere else. Ruby would sniff that piece of ground then be asked to find for the something. Maddie and Ruby both loved these search games.

She found Ruby still playing with Tiggy. She snapped the leash on and took Ruby out the front gates, leaving Tiggy looking confused. “Sorry Tiggy,” she said, “but Ruby’s got an important job. Jessie’s puppies have been stolen…” 

Her voice caught as tears stung her eyes. She couldn’t believe those beautiful pups were gone. Don’t cry! she told herself sternly. It’s not helpful.

They turned into the driveway. “There might not be much to find, Rubes, but you’ve got to try. The thief must have put the puppies into a car, but we have the place where the little boy crawled under the bush, so let’s start there.”
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Chapter 3

Scent work





Still wondering how that one pup managed to escape the thief, Maddie pushed the bush aside and crouched down. 

She pointed to where she had found the pup and gave the command for the collie to sniff the area. “Ruby, check.”

Ruby lowered her nose, puffing through her mouth and in through her nose, taking in the complex scents she could detect.

“Good girl.” Maddie edged backwards. “Ruby, find.” She waved her hand wide for Ruby to search.

The collie’s nose hovered above the ground as she followed the trail across the driveway then stopped, lifting her head to cast around for the same scent.

Maddie followed, trying to keep the leash loose so Ruby was free to move where she wanted. “That must be the place where the thief dropped the pup as they put the others in the car, and he crawled under the bushes from there.” 

She looked around. “So weird they didn’t scoop up this pup too. In a rush, probably, trying not to get caught.”

Anger flooded through her. The thought of poor Jessie with only one pup instead of five made her clench her fists.

“We’ve got to find them, Ruby,” she vowed.

The collie hadn’t moved from where she could no longer follow the pup’s trail, but her nose was still busy scenting the air. She stepped forward hesitantly, then looked up at Maddie, her eyes confused.

“Good girl.” Maddie smoothed her hand over Ruby’s soft ears. “I don’t think there’s anything else for you to find.”

The dog’s ears pricked at her unintentional use of the command word and she cast around again. Maddie followed as Ruby inched forward, sniffing as she went.

They reached the gutter.

Something glinted.

Maddie bent down. “Keys!”

If the thief dropped them, maybe their scent was on the keys and there was another trail for Ruby to follow.

“Ruby, check.” Maddie indicated the set of keys. Scent didn’t hold well on metal, but it was worth a try.

Ruby sniffed, then sat.

“Okay.” Maddie held onto the edge of one key to pick them up, trying to avoid smudging any fingerprints. “Let’s see if Ashwini knows who these keys belong to.”

They went inside to find Ashwini sitting on the floor by Jessie, with Rusty keeping watch.

She glanced up, her eyes red and swollen. “Oh, you’re still here. I told you to go to school, didn’t I?”

Maddie held out the keys. “I found these in the gutter.”

“What? That’s weird.” She reached for the keys, but Maddie kept hold of them.

At Ashwini’s confused look, Maddie said, “The thief’s fingerprints might be on them.”

Ashwini nodded. “They’re my spare keys.” She pushed herself upright. “They’re normally in a basket on our kitchen bench.”

“So someone broke into your house to get them,” Maddie said, her voice worried.

Ashwini’s eyes were dark and anxious as she looked at Maddie. “I hope your uncle turns up soon.”

But Adam didn’t get to Mountain Dogcare for nearly two hours. Ashwini had sent Maddie and Ruby to the cafe along the road for coffee and hot chocolate. Then there was plenty to do, looking after the dogs, because Ashwini’s new assistant was away sick.

“Busy morning, sorry,” Adam called as he came in the front gate. Dogs gathered around him, tails waving and tongues out, always keen to meet a potential new friend. 

Adam patted a few heads before striding to the reception desk where Ashwini and Maddie were sitting. “Maddie’s message said pups have been stolen?”

“Yes, four of our pups. Pedigree Jack Russells.” Ashwini blinked away more tears.

Adam frowned. “That's terrible news, Ashwini. Tell me what you know.”

Maddie jumped up. “Have my chair, Uncle Adam.”

He squeezed her shoulder. “Thanks, Mads. I’ve been on my feet all morning.”

Maddie moved some papers and sat on the desk. “Uncle Adam, I found a clue.” She picked up a plastic bag containing the keys she and Ruby found.

“Great. Who discovered the pups missing?”

Maddie told him what happened with Ashwini adding to the story.

“As Ashwini said, you should have gone to school, Maddie, but finding those keys was helpful.” He smiled at his determined, young niece. “Remember, if you’re still thinking about joining the police, you’ll need to get better at following instructions.”

Maddie dropped her head for a second. “I guess.” Then she looked up with a grin. “Do you think we’ll get any fingerprints off the keys? I was careful to hold them by the edge.”

“Maybe. If we’re lucky. Now, can you show me the storeroom?”
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