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For Mac, as always




One


A Surprise at Bosgoose Wood
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Emily Wild felt a shiver run down her spine. All the way through the woods, birds had been bustling in the trees, squirrels scurrying from branch to branch, bees buzzing in the foxgloves – but here in the clearing there was an eerie silence.


She jumped at a noise in the undergrowth, her heart thumping against her ribs. But it was only Drift – her Right Hand Dog – investigating a rabbit hole. Emily usually avoided Bosgoose Wood, but it was one of the few places on the island that they’d not visited since Scott and Jack had started spending their holidays in Castle Key, and the boys had been keen to explore. They were sauntering along the path behind her now, totally unaware of the creepy atmosphere; they were too busy arguing about who had the most annoying ears, for one thing.


‘Here it is!’ she announced. ‘Bosgoose Cottage.’


Jack sprinted across the glade and ducked through a gap in the old stone wall. The roof had caved in. Emerald-green moss cloaked the jumble of decaying timbers, and spires of pink and yellow weeds sprouted up through the crumbling stone. ‘So, what’s the story on this place, Em?’ he shouted.


‘Story?’ Emily asked, peering in through a hole that had once been a window. ‘What do you mean?’


Jack laughed. ‘A deserted cottage in the middle of the deep, dark woods? If I know anything about Castle Key, there has to be some sort of ultra-spooky legend about it.’


Emily sank down on the grass and leaned back against a pile of sun-baked stones. ‘Not really. The place has been empty for at least fifty years . . .’


‘Not really?’ Jack kicked a heap of dead leaves into the air. ‘That means there is something!’


‘People say the old woman who used to live here was a bit crazy . . .’


‘And?’ Scott prompted, grinning as he flopped down next to Emily.


Emily sighed. She knew the boys weren’t going to let the subject drop. But she also remembered how they’d teased her when they’d thought she was afraid of the midnight ghost last summer, so she did her best to sound casual. ‘She was supposed to steal children. It’s just one of those silly stories!’


‘I knew it!’ Jack shouted. He’d now scaled the highest remaining section of the cottage wall and was balancing on the top. ‘Beware the Crazy Lady of Bosgoose Wood!’ he cackled.


‘She sounds like the witch in that fairy tale,’ Scott said. ‘The one who threw kids in her cooking pot. Goldilocks and the Three Little Pigs, or something?’


‘It was bears, not pigs!’ Emily laughed. ‘Anyway, you mean Hansel and Gretel!’


Up on the wall Jack punched the air. ‘Oh, yeah! That means this house should be made of gingerbread.’ He took a piece of loose stone from the chimney stack and pretended to bite into it. Then he pretended to spit it out. ‘Oh, well, it was worth a try! Which reminds me, there’s some of Aunt Kate’s banana cake in my backpack.’ Jack scrambled back down the wall and handed out slices of cake. ‘This place would make an awesome HQ for our next investigation!’ he mumbled through a mouthful of crumbs.


Emily smiled. In the bright sunshine, and with the boys around, Bosgoose Cottage didn’t seem creepy at all. A family of rabbits had scampered into the clearing to munch on dandelions, and a pair of swifts was building a nest in a crevice in the cottage wall. And it would make a great secret base – there was no danger of anyone overhearing them planning an investigation here. ‘That’s if we had an investigation to plan!’ she sighed.


Scott lay back on the warm grass and chewed on a clover stem. ‘Well, I’m in no hurry. In fact, if we do come across any mysteries, can’t we just report them to the police this time? I’ve had enough excitement already this summer!’


Emily stared down at him in horror. ‘No way!’


‘My big brother,’ Jack scoffed, ‘the world’s biggest wimp!’


Scott sat up, grinned, and raked his floppy fringe out of his eyes. ‘Only joking! Count me in. Just as long as the next case doesn’t involve getting stranded on a collapsing pier in a storm, or dangling from a helicopter with a boatload of Russian gangsters pointing machine guns at me!’


Emily laughed. She had to admit their last case, Operation Skylark, had ended in a rather dramatic fashion. ‘Don’t worry! There’s not much chance of any more helicopters or guns this summer.’ She pulled her notebook out of her bag, flicked through the empty pages and groaned. ‘The way things are going, we’ll be lucky to encounter anything riskier than overdue library books and litter louts on the common. It’s so annoying! If people are going to commit crimes, why can’t they at least make them interesting ones . . .’


Emily’s words tailed off as she heard the roar of an engine revving. Then there was another, followed by car doors slamming, laughter and shouting voices and a snatch of music.


‘What’s that?’ Jack spun round, dropping his third slice of cake. ‘Anyone expecting a surprise party?’


Emily tucked her long brown curls behind her ears to listen. The noise was coming from the north-east. That was strange. There was nothing beyond the woods apart from empty heathland. Beckoning for Jack, Scott and Drift to follow, she darted off along the path through the trees, in the direction of the commotion. She spotted a giant beech tree near the edge of the woods and swung up into the branches. Jack and Scott climbed up behind her. Drift melted into the undergrowth to keep watch.


Peering out through the leaves, the friends had a perfect view of the heath, a mosaic of purple heather, golden gorse and copper-brown bracken, stretching away to the cliffs and the sea beyond, smudging into a hazy blue horizon. Not that Jack noticed the holiday-advert scenery. He was far more interested in the scene closer to hand. Five shiny black jeeps, each bearing a coat of arms and the words BRAITHWAITE BOYS’ SCHOOL in gold letters on the side, had been parked in an orderly row. Groups of boys – who looked to be about sixteen – were unloading equipment while their teachers shouted instructions.


‘A school camping trip,’ Emily whispered.


Only this wasn’t like any school camping trip Jack had ever been on – with a beat-up old minibus, a couple of geography teachers and a week’s supply of baked beans. It was more like a military operation – or one of those Victorian expeditions with troops of porters lugging soup tureens and four-poster beds through the jungles of Africa. The friends watched in awe as the kit kept appearing – tents the size of mansions, barbecues, inflatable mattresses, pots and pans of every kind, even cake tins and fruit bowls. One of the teachers began setting up a portable generator to run the electrical equipment – enough to stock a medium-sized branch of John Lewis: fridges, lights, fans, televisions.


What next? Jack wondered. A jacuzzi? A grand piano?


‘That’s not proper camping,’ Emily giggled. ‘You might as well just take your whole house with you!’


‘They’ve no idea how to put that tent up!’ Scott commented from his slightly uncomfortable position, wedged into a fork in the tree trunk. He pointed to three boys who were standing with their hands in the pockets of their expensively faded jeans, contemplating a tangle of sagging canvas and twisted tent poles – as if expecting it to magically transform into a fully furnished home-from-home. One of them – a plump, broad-shouldered boy with dark brown skin – tugged on a guy-rope. The ramshackle structure folded to the ground with a wumpf. He laughed. Then he looked over his shoulder and whispered something to the other two. One of them grabbed a football from a rack of sports equipment and they all began to slope away from the camp towards the woods.


Scott watched enviously as the boys kicked the football around only metres from the beech tree. He loved football! Two of the boys weren’t anything special, but the third – tall and gangly with shaggy brown hair – was obviously a natural, dancing around the others on lightning-fast feet. Scott was on the point of jumping down and asking to join the kickabout when he heard Jack mutter under his breath.


‘Uh-oh! Incoming teacher alert!’


A bald man with a sergeant-major-style moustache was striding towards the trio of footballers. He puffed out his chest like a giant pigeon and began yelling at them to get back to work. It was at that moment that Jack’s branch began to give way beneath his weight. He grabbed hold of the tree trunk just in time.


Hearing the movement, the sergeant major glanced up – to see the three friends perched among the foliage like a troop of inquisitive monkeys. ‘Oi! You lot! Don’t let me catch you hanging around here again!’ he bellowed.


Emily was speechless with rage. Castle Key was her island. She could hang around anywhere she wanted.


But she soon forgot her anger as they headed back through the woods.


Seeing that campsite had given her an amazing idea!




Two


Survival Masterplan
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Emily waited until they’d reached the stile on the other side of the woods where they’d left their bikes, before revealing her masterplan to the boys.


‘We’ll go on a camping trip of our own!’ she announced.


Scott considered the idea as they cycled towards Castle Key village. Having left the shade of the trees, it was blisteringly hot, although the narrow track was still muddy after last week’s storm. ‘Yeah, camping could be fun. Anything’s better than listening to you grumble about not having an investigation to work on!’ he teased.


Jack stood up on the pedals of his BMX bike to negotiate a deep rut in the track. ‘OK, so who’s bringing the telly and the fridge?’


Emily laughed. ‘No, I mean proper camping. Not the luxury version like that Braithwaite School lot.’


Scott grinned. ‘There’s that ancient canvas tent in Aunt Kate’s shed. That’s definitely not luxury.’


But Emily shook her head. ‘No tents!’


‘Er, camping without tents?’ Jack asked. ‘How does that work?’


Scott braked and leaned on his handlebars. He waited for Emily and Jack to pull up next to him. ‘You’ve not been reading the Survival Guide for Secret Agents again have you, Em?’


Emily spun her pedal with her toe. ‘So what if I have?’


Scott grinned. ‘Is there a section in there on surviving in the wilderness, how to collect rainwater, build shelters and all that stuff, by any chance?’


‘Exactly! We lash sticks together and cover them with moss and bracken. And we can make beds out of heather and . . .’ Emily was so fired up with enthusiasm that she didn’t notice Scott and Jack roll their eyes at each other. ‘We won’t take our phones or any other gadgets. We’ll be completely self-reliant.’


‘Don’t tell me,’ Jack groaned, ‘we live on nothing but grubs and roots and raw fish that we’ve speared with homemade harpoons?’


‘Don’t be silly!’ Emily laughed.


Jack joined her laughter. ‘Phew, that’s a relief, for a moment I thought—’


‘We’ll cook the fish over the fire, of course,’ Emily said.


‘Of course,’ Jack echoed, wondering whether he could develop the symptoms of bubonic plague in time to get out of this trip. He didn’t even like fish!


‘And obviously we’ll take some food with us,’ Emily added.


That’s more like it! Jack thought. He began planning the menu. He’d make sure they had plenty of bacon, sausages and eggs for fried breakfasts, of course, and he was sure Aunt Kate would supply a selection of flapjacks and muffins. It was well known you had to keep your calorie intake up when involved in outdoor pursuits.


‘Just a few basic dried rations for emergencies,’ Emily explained.


‘So, where shall we go?’ Scott asked, swiftly changing the subject before Jack had a meltdown. ‘What about Westward Beach?’


Emily shook her head. ‘Too crowded. It’s got to be somewhere totally isolated where we have to rely on our bushcraft skills to survive.’


Suddenly Scott had an idea. ‘What about that island in Key Bay where we found the buried gold?’


‘Gulliver’s Island!’ Emily exclaimed, so excited she nearly dropped her bike. ‘Of course! It’s perfect. Nobody ever goes there. We’ll row there in Gemini.’


‘Let’s go tomorrow!’ Scott suggested.


Emily grinned. ‘We’ll stay for the whole week!’


Scott nodded. ‘I’ll bring my guitar and we can sing campfire songs!’


‘No way!’ Emily and Jack shouted in unison.


Drift – who was sitting in his special basket on the back of Emily’s bike – joined in with a chorus of barking. He didn’t recognize this new word that Emily and the boys kept using, but he could tell from their excitement that camping was a good thing – and he was eager to be part of it. With any luck camping might turn out to be a new game involving squirrels and smelly old bones.


Jack was getting into the idea now too. Setting up camp on Gulliver’s Island would be like having their own private kingdom. He pictured himself striding around surveying his territory, building a fort and repelling all invaders. And he was sure that he’d be able to stow away a few extra snacks without Emily noticing. He started pedalling and zoomed ahead.


‘What are we waiting for?’ he shouted over his shoulder. ‘Let’s get packing!’


[image: image]


But next morning, as he munched on his bacon sandwich in the kitchen at Stone Cottage, Jack was feeling a lot less upbeat. He mooched into the living room to find Scott sprawling on the sofa in his dressing gown, half-heartedly dangling a piece of string for Boomerang – the tabby kitten that Aunt Kate had recently adopted – to play with.


Aunt Kate had said no to the camping trip.


Or at least she’d said she’d have to think about it. But Jack knew that when adults started thinking about things, they rarely had the thoughts you wanted them to have.


‘I don’t like to spoil your fun,’ Aunt Kate had said, ‘but spending several nights on an uninhabited island without even a tent could be dangerous.’ She’d promised to phone and discuss it with the boys’ father – who was away on an archaeological dig in Cambodia for the summer – but Jack was quite sure Dad would just leave the decision to Aunt Kate.


And when Emily turned up a few minutes later the news didn’t get any better. Her parents had vetoed the solo camping trip idea, too.


‘Dad offered to come and camp with us at a “nice campsite near Carrickstowe” instead,’ she grumbled. ‘But what’s the point in that? Why do my parents always have to treat me like a baby?’


Emily knew she was being unfair; Maria and Seth Wild were some of the most laid-back parents on the planet, but she’d been so looking forward to the trip – and putting into practice all the wilderness survival techniques she’d read about – that Emily didn’t care about minor details like fairness. In fact, for the first time since Jack and Scott had known her, she was in a full-scale, take-no-prisoners sulk. She threw herself down on a footstool, folded her arms and scowled at the vase of poppies on the dresser.


‘Well, that’s it! We can’t go camping. We haven’t got an investigation. We might just as well sit here and vegetate for the rest of the summer!’


Even Drift resting his head on Emily’s knee and gazing up at her with his melting brown eyes couldn’t console her.


Even Boomerang batting Drift’s ears with her little velvet paws until he let her pounce on his tail couldn’t make Emily laugh.


Jack and Scott looked at each other in despair. They were in uncharted territory. They had no idea how to tackle a Seriously Moping Emily.
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Things hadn’t improved by the next day. Emily was still ensconced on the footstool like a bad-tempered garden gnome, having only gone home to The Lighthouse to sleep. Scott lay on the sofa and refused to look up from a game of Total Strategy on his laptop.


Jack was relieved when the doorbell rang. At last, something might break up the gloom fest.


But his relief didn’t last for long.


Aunt Kate hurried into the room wiping floury hands on her blue-striped apron. ‘It’s the police,’ she said. ‘They want to talk to you three.’ She pinned a wisp of white hair back into its hairgrip and shook her head. ‘What sort of trouble have you got yourselves into this time?’




Three


A Matter of Grave Concern
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Trouble? Jack thought. Chance would be a fine thing! He’d spent the last twenty-four hours trying to jolly Emily out of her world-record attempt for the Longest Sulk in History. The only trouble he’d come close to was knocking a china elephant off the mantelpiece with the cushion he’d been using to wallop Scott when he’d threatened to gag Jack with an old sock if he told any more bad jokes. And the chip in its trunk was hardly even noticeable!


‘Police?’ Emily asked, with the first glimmer of interest she’d shown all day.


Two police officers followed Aunt Kate into the room. The first stepped forwards and removed her bowler hat to reveal dark hair slicked into a bun. ‘PC Patel,’ she said, flashing an identity card. ‘This is PC Kennedy.’ The pale freckled man beside her acknowledged his name with a bounce of his startlingly red eyebrows.


PC Patel swept her eyes like a searchlight from Jack to Scott to Emily to Drift and then back to Jack. She gave a curt nod as if all the evidence confirmed her worst suspicions. She glanced at the television and Scott reached out and turned it off. The Simpsons soundtrack was replaced by an uncomfortable silence broken only by Boomerang purring on the hearthrug.


‘We are here on a matter of grave concern,’ PC Patel stated at last. ‘There has been a serious incident overnight . . .’


Jack was sure he hadn’t done anything wrong – for once – and yet he couldn’t help doubting himself. Had he committed some terrible abomination without knowing it? Could he have turned into a werewolf and roamed the island wreaking untold carnage during the hours of darkness? But it hadn’t even been a full moon! He glanced at Scott, gulping nervously at the other end of the sofa. There was only one person in the room looking at all cheerful. Emily always perked up at the mention of serious crime.


‘What sort of incident?’ she asked.


PC Patel cleared her throat. ‘A boy has gone missing.’


‘Who?’ Emily asked, round-eyed with curiosity. ‘Where? When did this happen?’


PC Patel didn’t answer. She took her time sitting down and blowing on the cup of tea that Aunt Kate had handed her. PC Kennedy stirred two spoons of sugar into his mug. Scott, Jack and Emily all held their breath, waiting for the details. PC Patel took a sip of her tea. ‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to give out further information at this stage.’


‘But why is it anything to do with us?’ Scott asked reasonably.


PC Patel placed her cup on the coffee table. ‘You were seen in the area.’


‘What area?’ Emily was almost exploding with impatience.


‘Bosgoose Wood,’ PC Kennedy said. PC Patel shot him a warning look, as if he’d leaked top-secret information to the enemy.


‘Bosgoose Wood?’ Jack echoed. Hairs stood up on the back of his neck as he remembered Emily’s story about the old Hansel and Gretel lady in the tumbledown cottage. She was supposed to steal children, and now a boy had gone missing! But that woman had been dead for more than fifty years . . . or had she?


Jack’s feverish thoughts were interrupted by Emily leaping up from the stool. ‘Oh, I know! It’s one of the boys from the school camp, isn’t it? That teacher saw us watching from the trees.’


PC Patel stood up and brushed imaginary crumbs from her trousers. ‘We’d like you to come along to the police station and help with our enquiries.’
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