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For Jane, with thanks for Operation Ice Works





Collect all the Adventure Island books
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One


Return to Castle Key
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Jack Carter leaped up to grab his backpack from the luggage rack. The journey from London to Cornwall had taken light years, but at last the train was pulling into Carrickstowe station. Jack felt as if he’d been stuck in one of those deep-freeze machines on a spaceship, voyaging to a distant galaxy. He poked his brother in the ribs. ‘Come on, we’re there!’


Scott – a year older at thirteen — considered himself infinitely cooler and more laid-back than Jack. He raked his fingers through his floppy hair, stretched his legs and cracked his knuckles. ‘Relax!’ he sighed. ‘Where’s the fire?’


But Jack knew that beneath the oh-so-chilled exterior, Scott was just as excited as he was. It was funny, Jack thought. The first time they had come to Castle Key, at the beginning of the summer, they had both thought it was going to be the most boring holiday of their lives. Jack had actually spent the first night planning how to run away. How wrong could you be! As soon as the brothers had met Emily Wild – who lived in The Lighthouse at the end of the harbour – and her little dog Drift, it was as if they’d crossed over into another dimension: a dimension full of secret passages and haunted attics and buried treasure and cursed jewels. Yep, one way and another it had been quite a summer! So when Dad suggested Scott and Jack might like to go and stay with Aunt Kate again for the October half-term, while he attended an archaeology conference in Germany, they’d jumped at the chance.
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They’d brought their bikes with them on the train and were soon cycling over the narrow causeway and heading south across the island. Jack gulped down the tang of the sea wafting over the heather and gorse and listened to the wailing of the seagulls overhead. His heart felt as if it were singing We Are the Champions in a packed-out football stadium. Scott felt the same way too, going by the ear-to-ear grin on his face as he sped along.


It was great to be back!


They crossed the common, free-wheeled into the village and raced along the high street. At last they turned into Church Lane and stood up on the pedals to climb the steep hill. They threw their bikes against the garden wall and ran up the path.


Aunt Kate was waiting for them in the doorway of Stone Cottage, smiling and patting down flyaway wisps of white hair. ‘Ah, there you are,’ she said, as if they’d just popped out for a quick bike ride. ‘I’ve made some nice gingerbread for you.’


Jack grinned. Aunt Kate’s cooking was another reason he’d been looking forward to coming back to Castle Key.


The brothers hugged their great-aunt, but they hadn’t even got past the doorstep when they heard someone calling their names. They turned to see Emily cycling up the lane, her long brown hair flying and her trusty bag slung over her shoulder – no doubt stuffed full of crime-busting gadgets and evidence-collecting kit. Drift was in the basket on the back, of course, his tongue hanging out and his ears streaming back. Emily without Drift would be like chips without ketchup, Jack thought. Like hot chocolate without marshmallows. Some things were just meant to be together. ‘Wow! She got here fast,’ he said.


‘This is Emily we’re talking about,’ Scott reminded him. ‘She’ll have been scanning the road with her binoculars for hours.’


Emily screeched to a halt and ran to hug Scott and Jack. She hesitated, suddenly a little shy. Maybe hugs would be too soppy? She held up her hands for high-fives instead. Drift had no such qualms. He threw himself into Jack’s arms and gave his nose a big slobbery lick. Then he launched himself at Scott to give him the same welcome.


‘Yeah, it’s great to see you too, Drifty!’ Jack laughed. ‘I can’t tell you how much I’ve missed having a faceful of dog drool!’


‘Hey, Em!’ Scott said. ‘Have you got a fantastic new investigation lined up for us yet?’


‘Well, I don’t know whether this counts as fantastic,’ Emily replied, following the boys as they lugged their backpacks into the cottage. ‘Or even as an investigation really, but Vicky White just called me from Roshendra Farm. Someone has let all the rabbits out of their hutches.’


Jack gripped his throat and staggered backwards across the living room. ‘Oh, no!’ he gurgled. ‘Blood-crazed rabbits rampaging across the island, slaughtering the livestock, terrorising the tourists …’


‘I’ll call in the army,’ Scott said. ‘You alert the Prime Minister, Em. He’ll probably want to declare a state of national emergency.’


Emily rolled her eyes. She’d forgotten how maddening the boys could be when they got started. ‘They’re not ordinary rabbits,’ she began to explain.


Scott bugged his eyes at Jack. ‘It’s even worse than we thought. Mutant bunnies!’


Emily laughed. ‘They’re Mrs White’s prize-winning rabbits. They’re really valuable. Vicky asked if we’d go and help round them up.’


Jack looked at Aunt Kate. Would it be rude to rush off so soon? he wondered. And there was that plate of gingerbread on the table.


‘Go on!’ Aunt Kate laughed. ‘You can unpack when you get back. And I’ll put the gingerbread in a bag for you to take with you.’
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The friends found Vicky White crawling around the farmyard. ‘I came home from university for a quiet weekend,’ she said from behind an old pigsty. There were twigs in her long blonde plaits and mud all over her jeans. ‘Not much chance of that! Mum’s just had an operation on her leg and Dad’s off at a cattle market, so I’ve been trying to round up these little terrors on my own.’ She stood up, cradling a ball of white fluff in her arms.


‘Are you sure that’s a rabbit?’ Jack asked. ‘It looks more like a giant powder puff.’


‘He’s an angora,’ Vicky explained. ‘Meet Roshendra Majestic Snowball. He won Best in Show last year.’


Emily stroked the rabbit’s silky fur.


Vicky settled Snowball back into his hutch in the barn. Then she sighed. ‘There are still about twenty more on the loose.’


‘So what are we waiting for?’ Jack asked. ‘Let’s get bunny-wrangling!’
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An hour later all but one of the rabbits were accounted for. It was only half past six but the light was fading fast and a thick fog was settling across the fields. The long warm evenings of summer seemed a distant memory.


Suddenly Jack glimpsed a shadowy form scampering into the undergrowth. ‘Gotcha!’ he cried, diving into a ditch.


‘Woof!’


Woof? Since when did rabbits bark? Jack sat up with a handful of black and tan fur. ‘Oh, Drift, it’s you!’


Drift pounced on Jack, wagging his tail in bliss. Whoever invented this Find the Rabbit game was a genius in Drift’s book. Of course, it would be even better if he could chase the rabbits too, but Emily had told him they were Special Rabbits and chasing was strictly off-limits. And now there was wrestling with Jack. It was heaven in a dog-bowl. There goes another rabbit! Drift darted through the hedge and gave the signal.


‘Drift’s barking. Look, he’s found the missing rabbit!’ Emily scooped a bundle of grey fluff out of the grass and handed it to Vicky.


Vicky returned the rabbit to its hutch, checked all the doors and locked the barn. ‘Thanks for coming to the rescue,’ she said. ‘I don’t know where I’d be without you guys.’


Prison, probably, Scott thought. During their first adventure in Castle Key, Vicky White had been framed for the theft of Saxon treasure from the castle museum – until Scott, Jack and Emily discovered the identity of the real culprit and proved her innocence.


Mrs White appeared at the door of the farmhouse, hobbling with a walking stick. The news that her beloved bunnies were safely back in their hutches brought tears to her eyes. She insisted that the friends come in and sit down at the enormous kitchen table, which she rapidly loaded with cakes and hot chocolate. Drift munched on a biscuit, then curled up next to a jowly old Labrador in front of the old-fashioned fireplace.


Vicky frowned into her mug. ‘I just can’t understand why anyone would go round letting rabbits out in the first place.’


‘Are you sure it was deliberate?’ Emily asked.


Vicky nodded. ‘I know I locked up properly after I fed them at lunchtime. When Mum went to check them this afternoon, all the hutches and the barn door were open. Rabbits are smarter than you’d think but they haven’t learned how to open padlocks yet.’


The kitchen door swung open and Laura Roberts padded in in her socks, having pulled off her muddy riding boots in the porch. With her blonde ponytail and blue eyes, Laura could have been mistaken for Vicky’s younger sister, but she worked in the stables attached to the farm. She was happy to see the friends and joined them at the table. Conversation soon turned back to the puzzle of the escaping rabbits.


‘Have you seen anyone suspicious hanging around the farm today?’ Vicky asked Laura.


Laura shrugged. ‘No, not really.’


Emily’s ears pricked up. Not really sounded a lot like yes. ‘You did see someone, then? When was this?’


‘I was out leading a ride this afternoon. I thought I saw something flitting through the trees at the edge of the moor.’


‘What kind of something?’ Scott probed.


‘I know this sounds crazy but I thought it was a skeleton for a moment.’ Laura laughed and blew onto her hot chocolate. ‘I turned to see if any of the kids on the ride had seen it but when I looked back it’d gone.’ She paused and shuddered. ‘It really gave me the creeps, actually. But it was probably just branches blowing in the wind. It was getting quite foggy.’


‘You’ve been watching too many horror films,’ Vicky laughed.


Jack looked at Scott and Emily. Padlocks opening by themselves? he wondered. Skeletons prowling the misty moors?


Only in Castle Key could a few escaped rabbits sound like the start of a whole new mystery.




Two


The Rabbit Report
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The friends were about to leave Roshendra Farm when a silver sports car pulled into the farmyard. Although it was dusk, the driver wore sunglasses on top of her head to hold back an unruly mass of dark red curls. She strode towards the farmhouse, looking brisk and business-like in her dark grey trousers and tailored blouse.


‘Jessica Jones,’ the woman announced, holding out her hand to Mrs White. ‘Reporter for The Carrickstowe Times. I was just passing and I heard you’d had a dreadful incident today. Someone releasing valuable prize-winning rabbits? Must be a terrible blow for you.’


‘Well, yes,’ Mrs White mumbled. ‘But we’re fine now, dear. We’ve managed to find them all.’


Jessica looked a little disappointed. Emily guessed that happy endings didn’t make such good news stories as total disasters. But the reporter soon perked up again. ‘OK if I just ask a few questions for the paper? Good, good, this won’t take long.’ And before anyone could object, they were all sitting round the table again and Jessica had pulled a pair of reading glasses, a notepad, a fountain pen and a little digital voice recorder from her bag.


Emily looked enviously at the sleek black leather satchel with the initials JJ in silver on the front flap. It contained a laptop and several cameras, mobile phones and other gadgets, all tucked away in their own special compartments. If only I had a bag like that for my investigation kit, she thought, I could carry twice as much equipment and be super-organized. She couldn’t help admiring Jessica’s interview technique either. She was so professional and persuasive; people just threw information at her. Laura was already telling her the story of the skeleton-that-was-probably-a-branch.


Maybe if I don’t get to be an MI5 agent, Emily thought, I’ll be an investigative reporter like Jessica. But I’d only do really important stories – uncovering international spy rings and drug-smuggling operations – not runaway rabbits!
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Next morning, the friends met at Dotty’s Tea Rooms on the seafront. They took their smoothies to a sunny table in the window. Emily hung her bag over the back of her chair. It fell open and a large hardback book slid out onto the floor. She made a lunge for it, but Jack was too fast.


‘What’s this?’ he asked, picking it up.


‘Give it back!’ Emily tried to grab the book but Jack held it out of reach. Emily had that sinking-into-quicksand feeling that she was in for some serious teasing.


Jack laughed and read out the title. ‘Survival Guide for Secret Agents.’ He began flicking through the pages. ‘What to do in an avalanche. Avalanches a big problem in Castle Key, are they? How to escape an alligator attack. Well, yes, that could come in handy,’ he snorted. ‘It’s absolutely swarming with alligators round here. How to survive by eating insects!’ Jack could hardly speak for laughter. ‘Well, if you’d rather go and find a tasty ants’ nest, Em, I’ll finish your smoothie for you.’


‘Let me see!’ Scott took the book and turned to another section. ‘How to land a helicopter in a typhoon. How to survive if your parachute doesn’t open. This one’s got the page turned down. You planning on jumping out of any planes soon, Em?’


Emily snatched the book and shoved it back in her bag. If only I had a bag like Jessica’s, she thought. I bet her stuff never falls out. No doubt it had lockable compartments to keep prying eyes away from confidential documents. To change the subject she picked up a copy of The Carrickstowe Times lying on the next table. She almost inhaled a noseful of her blueberry smoothie when she saw a photo of Mrs White, Vicky and Laura on the front – next to a picture of a colossal white rabbit with its teeth bared and an evil gleam in its pink eyes. FARMER DEVASTATED BY RABBIT ESCAPE HORROR the headline said.


‘Old Jessica Jones has got a bit carried away here, hasn’t she?’ Scott laughed. ‘The rabbits were all safely tucked up in their hutches by the time she got there.’


‘And look at this,’ Jack added, holding up the paper. ‘Worried local residents report mysterious skeleton lurking near the scene of the crime.’ He shook his head. ‘Talk about exaggerating! Laura was the only one who saw it, and even she admitted she was probably imagining it.’


Emily couldn’t help coming to Jessica’s defence. ‘I expect her editor makes her spice the story up a bit. Some rabbits got out and then someone found them again isn’t going to sell many papers, is it?’


Scott grinned at Jack. ‘I think Emily fancies herself as an investigative reporter. When she’s not busy wrestling with alligators or landing helicopters!’


Emily stuck her blueberry-dyed tongue out at Scott. There was no way she was going to admit that he was right! ‘I was thinking,’ she said, hastily changing the subject for the second time in five minutes. ‘That skeleton Laura saw. It could just have been someone trying on their costume for the feast.’


‘Feast?’ Jack asked. ‘Yum! I like the sound of that.’


‘It’s not just about food,’ Emily explained. ‘The Castle Key Feast is an ancient festival. It’s a sort of thanksgiving thing. You know, thanking the seas for all the fish and the land for the harvest. It’s always near the end of October.’


‘So what do you actually do in this festival?’ Scott asked. ‘If it involves folk dancing, I’m not going!’


Emily laughed. ‘Definitely no folk dancing. Everyone on the island dresses up. It doesn’t have to be spooky costumes even though it’s nearly Halloween. It can be anything you like. A big parade with floats goes round the village. Then there’s a torchlight procession up the coast road to the headland, where there’s a massive party with music and fireworks. And there’s loads of food, of course,’ she added, looking at Jack.


‘Sounds awesome,’ Jack said. ‘Like Halloween, Bonfire Night and a Brazilian carnival rolled into one.’


‘And it’s only two days away,’ Emily said. ‘I can’t wait.’


Jack grinned. ‘OK, I’m definitely going as a zombie. A dead gruesome one with blood spurting out everywhere and limbs hanging off.’


Emily grimaced. ‘I’m sure you’ll look lovely!’ She turned to Scott. ‘What about you?’


‘Dunno. Fancy dress isn’t really my thing.’


Emily shook her head. ‘Uh-uh. It’s not optional. Everyone dresses up.’


‘I’ll think about it,’ Scott said reluctantly.


‘What are you going as, Em?’ Jack asked. ‘No. Let me guess. Wonder Woman? Lara Croft? No, of course! Agent Maya Diamond!’


Emily smiled and nodded. Not only was Maya Diamond a super-cool secret agent and the heroine of a series of blockbuster action films, but Emily, Scott and Jack had made friends with Savannah Shaw, the actress who played the part of Maya, when she was filming at Pendragon Manor during the summer. In fact, they’d saved her life, but that was another story.
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