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For Jenny Savill,


Special Agent




One


Ambush!
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Emily Wild checked her watch.


The boys were late.


Scott and Jack’s train – the 10.06 from London to Penzance – had been due to arrive at Carrickstowe Station seventeen minutes ago. Allowing five minutes to get their bikes off the train and another ten to cycle through town, they should be crossing the causeway from the mainland to Castle Key precisely now!


Emily leaned back against the trunk of the willow tree and felt the ridges of warm bark through her t-shirt. The broad branch made a perfect observation post. Camouflaged by leafy fronds, you could monitor everyone entering or leaving the island across the causeway. Emily lowered the binoculars and wrote in the notebook propped open on her knees: TESCO delivery van, 15.15. That guy was running late too. Mrs Roberts at Lilac Cottage had her shopping delivered every Thursday afternoon and it usually arrived at ten past three.


‘Maybe there’s a traffic jam in Carrickstowe,’ she said. ‘What do you think, Drift?’


Drift was inside the hollow tree playing chicken with two very annoying squirrels. Every time he got close, they scurried up to a higher branch, taunting him and pulling faces. Drift perked one ear – the white one with brown spots – at Emily’s words. He didn’t know what she was saying, of course, but he was a very good listener.


‘Jack’s probably stopped to buy some sweets at the station kiosk,’ Emily told him. ‘Or they’ve got into a row over the quickest route to the causeway.’ Emily didn’t have any brothers or sisters herself, so when she’d first met Scott and Jack Carter she’d been a bit taken aback that arguing was their normal mode of communication. But that was a year ago and she was used to it now. Since then, they’d found buried treasure, discovered a new species of dinosaur, rescued a film star and tracked down a legendary cursed ruby, to name but a few of their adventures together.


Emily lifted the binoculars again, screwing up her eyes against the glare. The sun was sparkling off the waves in the channel between the island and the mainland; it bleached the sails of the yachts to a dazzling white and glinted off the wings of the gulls as they swooped. The tarmac road across the causeway shimmered in the heat haze. A green and yellow bus lumbered across, followed by a small silver car.


Emily did a double take. She cross-checked the registration number against yesterday’s records. Yes, that was the same Ford Fiesta she’d seen three times in the last three days. She was pretty sure it didn’t belong to anyone local. The driver was a young man on his own and Emily had never seen him talking to anyone. She’d spotted his car in some odd locations too. Once he was driving slowly along a moorland track near the quarry. And twice she’d seen him parked in a lay-by near Westward Beach. She was sure he’d sped off as soon as he noticed her glance in his direction as she cycled past.


Highly suspicious, Emily thought as she recorded the sighting in her notebook.


She picked up the binoculars again and, at last, she spotted two cyclists. Jack was in front, head down and legs pumping manically on the pedals of his BMX bike. Scott followed at a more leisurely pace, his floppy brown hair flying back in the breeze. A year older than Jack, Scott was more laid-back and – he liked to think – way cooler than his brother. Emily giggled. With their bulky backpacks, the boys looked like giant snails, carrying their homes on their backs.


She waited until the boys had left the causeway and were on the island road not far from the willow tree. Then she dangled her legs from the branch and dropped to the ground. Calling softly for Drift to follow, she commando-crawled through the bracken to the edge of the road.


‘Stand and deliver!’ she shouted as she leaped out of the undergrowth.


‘Aggghhh!’ Jack yelled, slamming his brakes on so hard they squealed. He’d been daydreaming about the gallons of ice-cold Coke he was going to knock back as soon as he got to Stone Cottage. Knowing Aunt Kate, she’d have some awesome cakes waiting for them too. Then they’d head off to The Lighthouse to see Emily and Drift. He had it all worked out. Then, all of a sudden, he was being set upon by a mugger and some kind of ferocious beast – quite possibly a mountain lion.


‘Look what you’re doing!’ Scott shouted, almost crashing into him.


Jack opened his eyes and realized the ambushers were only Emily and Drift. He staggered onto the wide verge, dropped his bike against the hedge and with arms outstretched, keeled over backwards onto his rucksack in the long grass, sending up a cloud of fluffy white dandelion seeds. Drift bounced onto his stomach and licked his face in joyful greeting, as the seeds wafted around them like miniature parachutes.


‘We saw you coming a mile off!’ Jack spluttered through the tsunami of dog drool.


Scott flopped down next to him. ‘Yeah, we were just pretending to be surprised!’ he said, laughing as Drift belly-flopped onto his chest.


‘Of course you were!’ Emily laughed. She couldn’t stop laughing, in fact, as the boys wriggled around like upturned beetles, pinned down by their heavy backpacks. When they finally managed to sit up she greeted them both with an awkward high-five-slash-hug. She quickly pulled away in case they thought she was being soppy. ‘So what took you so long?’ she asked. ‘No, don’t tell me. Jack stopped for sweets and then you couldn’t agree which way to come.’


Jack stared at Emily and then at the pack of toffees he’d just pulled from his backpack. She was right! He had felt a bit peckish when they got off the train and had made a quick detour for emergency provisions. Then Scott refused to take a brilliant short-cut, just because it would involve lifting their bikes over a locked gate. Had Emily developed mind-reading powers since they’d last seen her?


Scott swigged from a bottle of water. ‘You must’ve had your spies out watching us, Em!’


‘I didn’t need to!’ Emily laughed. ‘You two are just so predictable.’


‘No, we’re not!’ Scott and Jack protested.


‘Anyway, on the subject of spies,’ Emily said, switching into a serious tone all of a sudden. ‘I’ve spotted one.’ She paused dramatically and looked from Jack to Scott and back again. ‘Right here on Castle Key!’




Two


Counter Surveillance
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Jack and Scott grinned at each other. They knew Emily was obsessed with espionage in all its forms, but this had to be a world record. They’d been on the island for less than ten minutes and she’d already presented them with a spy!


‘So, what’s his mission?’ Scott asked in a mock-serious voice. ‘Sussing out the secret ingredient in Dotty’s Cornish pasties? Bugging Mrs Loveday’s phone for enemy gossip?’


Emily ignored Scott’s teasing. ‘It’s all in here,’ she said, pulling her notebook from the shoulder bag where she kept her investigation kit. She proceeded to tell them all about the mysterious man in the silver Ford Fiesta.


‘A Ford Fiesta!’ Jack laughed. ‘Aren’t spies meant to drive Aston Martins or Ferraris kitted out with loads of gadgets and weapons?’


Scott rolled his eyes. ‘You’ve been watching too many James Bond films! Real spies have to blend in to their surroundings.’ But he couldn’t help teasing Emily some more. ‘Driving slowly, you say? Parking in lay-bys? That’s pretty explosive stuff. Have you called this in to MI5 yet?’


Emily thumped his arm. ‘You two don’t have to help if you don’t want to, but Drift and I are going to mount a full-scale counter-surveillance operation. We’re starting at Westward Beach tomorrow morning, since that’s where most of my sightings have been.’


Scott grinned. Westward Beach would be the perfect place to spend a hot summer’s day. If Emily wanted to do a bit of snooping on Ford Fiesta Man while they were there, that was fine with him. ‘We’ll go deep undercover,’ he said. ‘We’ll take our swimming things and snorkels and act like we’re just having an ordinary day at the beach.’


‘We’d better take a picnic as well,’ Jack added, ‘just to complete the disguise, of course!’


Drift wagged his tail. He recognized the word beach, and it was one of his favourites.


Emily smiled happily.


The boys were back and they had an investigation underway already!


[image: images]


Jack and Scott spent a quiet evening sitting round the weathered old pine table in the garden at Stone Cottage, chatting with Aunt Kate and tucking into a delicious pasta bake followed by banoffee pie. When they’d first come to stay with their great-aunt in Castle Key for the summer holidays they’d thought it was going to be the most boring six weeks ever. They were soon proved spectacularly wrong and had come back for every school holiday since, while Dad went off on his archaeological digs.


They were still eating as dusk fell. The buzz of insects bumbling among the lavender and rambling roses mingled with the mournful cries of seagulls perched on the chimney pots. Flowery scents wafted up on the warm salt air.


Yep, Jack thought sleepily. It’s good to be back in Castle Key.
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Next morning Emily called at Stone Cottage bright and early. They packed a picnic, Drift jumped into his special basket on the back of Emily’s bike, and they set off for Westward Beach.


The sun was already beating down from a cloudless sky as they cycled along the dusty road over South Moor. By the time they reached the beach the friends were all ready for a swim. They dashed over the hot sand and charged into the waves, laughing and shrieking as the cold water crashed over them.


But it wasn’t long before Emily was getting on with the business of the day, scoping out the best vantage point for the surveillance operation. She found a spot on a rocky outcrop halfway along the beach, with a view along the seafront in both directions. She lifted the binoculars to her eyes, under cover of a wide-brimmed straw hat. ‘I’ll take first watch,’ she said.


‘I’ll take first sandwich,’ Jack offered, settling down on a flat sun-baked rock.


The beach was getting busy. Families were setting up camp with sunshades, windbreaks and picnic blankets. Everywhere people were paddling, playing Frisbee and building sandcastles.


Scott took the next turn on watch. After fifteen minutes he handed the binoculars to Jack. ‘Number of spies observed? Zero!’ he laughed.


Jack was zooming in on the ice-cream van at the edge of the parking area, sizing up the length of the queue, when he noticed a small silver car cruising along the seafront. It was a Ford Fiesta. And, yes, it was pulling into the car park. Almost dropping the binoculars with excitement he read the number plate out loud.


‘Yes,’ Emily whistled under her breath. ‘That’s him.’


Scott was sprawled out on the warm rock with his hands laced behind his head. He’d been woken far too early for the first day of the holidays. ‘So what’s he doing?’ he asked with a yawn. ‘Applying sun lotion in a suspicious manner?’


‘He’s getting out of the car,’ Jack whispered. He watched the ‘spy’ stroll northwards along the seafront, and made a mental note of his appearance – he knew Emily would test him on it later: a tall man with a baseball cap over straight dark hair, rounded shoulders beneath a grey t-shirt with a black and white bird logo on the back, knobbly knees, mushroom-white legs poking out from khaki shorts, ankle socks and chunky hiking sandals. A pair of binoculars and a serious-looking camera bounced on his chest.


‘Come on,’ Emily whispered. ‘Let’s tail him. Pretend we’re walking up to the road.’


‘We are walking up to the road,’ Scott pointed out as they climbed the sandy wooden steps from the beach.


Scott, Jack, Emily and Drift followed their target at a safe distance. He strode past the grand Victorian mansions that lined the seafront, set back behind wrought iron gates and gloomy conifer hedges, and kept heading north beyond the end of the beach where a derelict pier jutted out into the sea. Jack shuddered. There was something very sinister about that pier. He wouldn’t like to go near it on a dark night!


Emily noticed Jack’s reaction. ‘Spooky, isn’t it?’ she whispered. ‘There used to be a posh resort and spa here in Victorian times. But there was a massive fire on the pier and someone was killed, so the council shut it down years ago.’ Suddenly she stopped, pretending to look for something in her bag.


The man had turned off to the right, heading into the sand dunes.


The friends hurried to the point where the ‘spy’ had left the road. Jack gazed inland. Wave upon wave of pale sand, dotted with clumps of marram grass, and criss-crossed by rabbit paths, gradually gave way to heathland, cloaked with purple and yellow wildflowers. He hoped Emily wasn’t getting ideas about following the man into the dunes. It was almost midday and the sand was as hot as melted mozzarella on a pizza.


But suddenly Scott was pointing. ‘Look, there he is!’


The man had doubled back and was now clambering up a dune behind the mansions, leaving ogre-sized footprints in the loose sand. Eventually he reached the top, where he disappeared into a small wooden hut.


Scott raised his eyebrows. ‘What’s that? Some kind of military look out post?’


Emily didn’t answer. Instead, she surveyed the territory. ‘There’s another hut at the bottom of that dune over there. If we’re quick we can reach it before he spots us. Come on!’




Three


Operation Skylark
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Before Jack had time to object Emily was darting off, her bare feet spraying up plumes of sand. Drift and Scott ran after her. Jack had no choice but to follow. He dived into what looked like a garden shed and collapsed in a hot-and-bothered heap.


‘Youch!’ he yelped, as a splinter the size of a tree trunk flaked off from the rough wooden floor, pierced the seat of his shorts and embedded itself in his bottom.


Scott and Emily took no notice.


Jack sat up and looked around. The shed was empty apart from a few stools tucked under a shelf along one side. A row of slots like elongated letterboxes had been cut into the wall at eye level.


Emily was already pointing the binoculars out towards the hut at the top of the dune.


But Scott started laughing. ‘I think we can drop the surveillance mission now, Em. I’ve just worked it out – these huts are bird hides, aren’t they? Looks like your “spy” is a birdwatcher!’


‘A birdwatcher?’ Jack said. ‘What do you mean?’


Scott rolled his eyes. ‘Duh! A person who watches birds. The clue’s in the name!’


‘But birds don’t do anything,’ Jack snorted. ‘They just fly around and lay eggs and stuff.’


Scott shrugged ‘Well, some people think they’re interesting. These huts are here so you can watch without disturbing them. Keen birdwatchers bring a flask and sandwiches and stay all day.’


‘Wow, they really know how to have a good time, don’t they?’ Jack said sarcastically, kicking at an old biscuit wrapper in the corner. Digestives, he thought. These birdwatchers even had boring biscuits! ‘If you think I’m going to sit in a boiling hot shed all day, watching some bloke staring at seagulls and scoffing sandwiches, think again!’


‘Nobody forced you to come on this mission!’ Emily snapped, her temper frayed by disappointment. The man wasn’t a spy! How could she have missed the signs? That bird on his t-shirt was the logo of the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, for goodness’ sake, and Castle Key was famous for its rare seabirds! All that driving around and parking in odd places? He’d obviously just been looking for a good spot to sight a cormorant or a chough.


Emily was still staring despondently through the viewing slot when she caught sight of a plump brown bird fluttering down to a nest in a dip among the grass on a sandy ledge. It dangled a worm over the gaping orange beaks of three downy chicks. Emily knew enough about birds to recognize a family of skylarks. She pointed them out to Scott and handed him the binoculars, just as the lark did a vertical take-off. They watched spellbound, as it hovered high above the nest, pouring out a bubbling waterfall of song for minutes on end, before sky-diving back to the chicks.


‘Wow, that was pretty cool!’ Scott whistled. ‘Like a bird opera or something. Shame you missed it down there,’ he told Jack, who was writhing around on the floor trying to extract the splinter from his bottom. Unfortunately Drift thought it was a game and kept pouncing on him.


‘Tragic!’ Jack muttered. There was no way he was going to turn into a birdwatcher!


Emily looked through the slot and saw the man leave the other bird hide and head back towards the seafront. ‘I suppose we might as well go, too,’ she sighed.


‘Good idea,’ Jack agreed. ‘Back to the beach for ice creams.’


‘Of course, he could still be a spy …’ Emily said hopefully.


‘Read my lips,’ Jack said. ‘The Man Is Not A Spy!’


Emily frowned. ‘Maybe we should follow him one more time. You know, just in case?’


As Jack was taking Emily by the arm and frogmarching her towards the door, Scott noticed a logbook on the shelf. The dog-eared pages were full of notes about all the birds that people had seen from the hide. He glanced at the most recent comment: Superb pair of skylarks with late brood in nest. It was signed Otto and Karin, Frankfurt.


Suddenly he thought of a way to prove to Emily, once and for all, that Ford Fiesta Man was a genuine birdwatcher and not a spy. Then she might let the subject drop at last. ‘You go on,’ he told the others. ‘I’ll catch you up.’
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