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For Leo Hartas and Roy Knipe, whose wonderful illustrations and cover art have brought Adventure Island to life




One


Great Work, Boomerang!
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‘Frimbly!’ Scott snorted. ‘That’s not a real word!’


Jack looked down at the letter tiles he’d arranged on the board.


He should’ve known it was a mistake to play Scrabble with Scott and Emily. His older brother, Scott, hated to lose at anything – even though he pretended he wasn’t really trying – and their friend Emily had grown up in the Bed and Breakfast run by her parents so she’d been playing Scrabble against the guests since she was a baby. Instead of mummy or daddy, her first word had probably been quixotic – with the X on a triple letter score! ‘Of course frimbly’s a real word!’ he said.


‘Since when?’ Emily demanded.


‘Since forever!’ Jack helped himself to another of Aunt Kate’s world-famous double chocolate brownies and flopped back on the sofa. ‘It’s from Shakespeare, actually.’ If Jack had learned one thing from his English lessons at school (and, to be honest, he may only have learned one thing) it was that, whatever the question, if you answered with Shakespeare you had a fighting chance of being right, or at least sounding a bit brainy. ‘Methinks thou art looking a bit frimbly, good sire!’ he added, to give an authentic touch.


Scott laughed so much his brownie went down the wrong way. ‘What does it mean, then?’


Jack gazed through the window, searching for inspiration. Unfortunately, it wasn’t a very inspiring sort of day – which is why they’d ended up playing Scrabble in the first place. They’d already worked their way through Monopoly, Twister and a TV documentary about homing pigeons. Rain was bucketing against the latticed windowpanes, as if Stone Cottage were stuck inside a giant automatic car wash. Jack racked his brains for something that didn’t already have a word attached to it. Luckily, making stuff up as he went along was one of his specialities. ‘Frimbly?’ he said. ‘It’s that spooky feeling when the hairs go up on the back of your neck.’


Scott threw a cushion at him. ‘Yeah, right!’ He yawned and stretched. ‘I’ve had enough of Scrabble anyway.’ He opened his laptop and went back to hunting zombies on his game of Total Strategy.


Emily was fed up with board games too. In fact, she was fed up full stop. It had been raining ever since they’d got back from the Monaco Motor Show a week ago – they’d been V.I.P. guests as a reward for solving the baffling case of a disappearing supercar. After all the sunshine and celebrity, the rain-and-Monopoly combo was a bit of a let-down. Worst of all, Emily thought, how were they ever going to find a new investigation to work on in these conditions?


Drift and Boomerang were bored with the rain too. They were lying curled up on the hearthrug. Drift was Emily’s beloved Right Hand Dog, a black, tan and white medium-sized medley of many breeds. Boomerang was Aunt Kate’s new tabby kitten. Normally, Drift wouldn’t be seen dead sharing rug-space with a cat, of course, but he made an exception for Boomerang and had called a truce.


Emily watched the rain and sighed deeply, but suddenly she jumped up from the sofa. She’d just remembered that there was something more exciting than another game of dominoes to look forward to: Castle Key History Week was starting tomorrow.


Emily couldn’t wait! History Week only happened every three years so she hadn’t been old enough to have a proper part in it last time. This year, it was going to be about the Britons – the Celtic people of Cornwall – and their battles against the Saxons who had tried to invade from the East. Everyone on the island would be dressing up and taking part. The grand finale would be a re-enactment of the Battle of Castle Key that took place in 722 AD. ‘Have you got your costumes ready for tomorrow?’ she asked the boys.


Jack and Scott both groaned – but for different reasons. Jack liked the sound of the battle re-enactment. He was looking forward to charging around pretending to smite things with his choice of lethal weapon. He fancied a massive double-edged sword (he’d even chosen a name for it: the Eliminator) or a mace with brutal-looking spikes, but everything else about History Week sounded far too educational for his liking – especially the demonstration of clay pot making for which Emily had signed him up.


Scott, on the other hand, had only one worry, and its name was tunic!


The garment that the organizers had given him to wear had clearly been designed for a three-year-old.


It wasn’t even long enough to call itself a mini-skirt!


When Scott had tried the hideous item on last night he’d seriously considered running away from Stone Cottage to avoid having to wear it in public. Perhaps he could go and join his dad, who was away on an archaeological dig in the remote jungles of Cambodia – which is why Scott and Jack were staying with Aunt Kate for the summer. But, apart from the dreaded tunic, he loved everything else about staying in Castle Key, so he’d decided against that idea. And anyway, he was fairly sure that the twelve pounds fifty he had left of his birthday money wouldn’t get him to Cambodia!


Scott’s contemplation of the Tunic Problem was interrupted by Boomerang suddenly leaping ninja-style across the hearth, where she began to scrabble at the base of the stone chimney breast that surrounded the fireplace. Then she crouched, staring at a crack in the stone, ears back, hackles up, stripy rump quivering – like a wild tigress preparing to pounce on an unsuspecting antelope in a jungle clearing.


Emily and Jack had noticed the strange behaviour too. ‘What’s Boo doing?’ Emily laughed.


Jack shrugged. ‘Must be a mouse behind there.’


Boomerang flicked out her razor-sharp claws from their velvety pads. Suddenly she flattened her body to the ground and shot through a tiny hole in the stonework.


Scott, Jack, Emily and Drift stared in disbelief.


A muffled mewing sound came from behind the stone.


‘Oh, no!’ Emily cried. ‘She’s stuck!’


The three friends tried calling Boomerang’s name and tempting her out with morsels of tuna and a wiggling string. Nothing worked.


‘We’ll have to try to make this hole bigger somehow,’ Scott said.


‘What with?’ Jack snorted. ‘You’d need a sledgehammer to make a dent in this stuff.’


Scott sighed. Jack was right. The chimney breast had been constructed from slabs of rock so gigantic they must have been leftovers from Stonehenge. He was starting to get seriously worried now. The mewing was getting more feeble. Maybe they should call Aunt Kate from the kitchen – or the fire brigade.


Out of frustration, Scott jabbed at the gap and shoved the stone as hard as he could. To his astonishment, it moved. He pushed again. There was a grinding noise of stone against stone. The whole massive, colossal, ginormous boulder was sliding to one side.


Boomerang shot out with an indignant howl.


‘Wow!’ Jack breathed. ‘How did you do that?’


Scott didn’t answer. For one thing, he had no idea. And for another, he was too busy staring at the small chamber that had opened up behind the chimney.


‘A secret room!’ Emily gasped.


‘More like a secret broom cupboard,’ Jack pointed out. ‘It’s not very big.’


‘What do you expect?’ Scott laughed. ‘A fitted kitchen and an indoor pool?’ He turned back to see Boomerang sitting on the rug washing her ears. ‘Great work, Boo!’ he said. ‘You can join our team as Chief Feline Investigator!’


Boomerang flicked her tail. Cats didn’t join teams, they worked alone!


Emily ran to fetch her torch from her shoulder bag – she carried a full investigation kit with her at all times – and shone the beam around the little room. But there was nothing to be seen except for a small spider that scurried away into a crack. ‘I bet this was a smugglers’ hidey-hole,’ she murmured. ‘They must have stashed their loot here in the olden days.’


‘Ooh, or maybe one of the Smuggling Carters hid in here,’ Jack breathed, ‘to escape from the tax men.’


Jack and Scott had recently discovered that they were descended from a famous family of Cornish smugglers. Jack had been obsessed with old smuggling stories ever since. He stepped inside the little room. ‘Slide the stone back across,’ he told Scott. ‘I want to see how our ancestors felt when they were hiding.’


Scott pushed the heavy stone back into place. ‘I’m leaving it open a bit,’ he said. ‘You might get stuck.’ He grinned at Emily. ‘Although it is tempting!’


‘What’s it like in there?’ Emily shouted.


‘Dark!’ Jack called back. The voice seemed to come from the solid stone. ‘I’m sure I can sense the spirit presence of one of my great-great-grandfathers. And it’s dead spooky.’


‘Don’t you mean frimbly?’ Scott laughed.


‘Exactly!’ Jack shouted. ‘I told you it was a real word! Close it a bit more. I want to get the full-on smuggler-on-the-run experience!’


Scott pushed the stone until only a crack remained. ‘What’s the “experience” like now?’ he called.


There was no reply.


Scott rolled his eyes. Jack was so predictable! No doubt he thought it would be a hilarious trick to get them all worried and then make them jump out of their skins by springing out when they pulled the stone back. Either that, or he was speechless with terror because the spider had reappeared and run up his shorts.


Scott curled his fingers into the gap and heaved the stone open again.


But Jack didn’t leap out at them, because Jack wasn’t there!




Two


The Keepers of the Key
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Scott, Emily, Drift and Boomerang stood in a row peering into the empty space where Jack had been.


‘I’m down here!’ came a voice from below.


Emily stepped forwards.


‘Look out!’ the disembodied voice yelled.


Scott pulled Emily back just in time. Emily shone her torch down at the floor. But there was no floor.


‘It’s a trapdoor,’ Scott said, kneeling for a closer look. Now he could see a flight of rickety wooden steps leading down into a black void.


Scott and Emily felt their way down the stairs, Drift following close behind. They found Jack sitting on the bottom step.


‘I felt a sort of bump on the ground,’ he explained. ‘I just scuffed at it with my foot. Next thing I knew I was scooting down these steps on my bum! Not recommended in shorts,’ he groaned. ‘Even my splinters have got splinters!’


Jack’s voice tailed off as Emily swept her torch beam in a slow arc.


The three friends stared in awed silence.


They had entered a large underground room.


The rough walls were whitewashed. The floor consisted of a few flagstones set into the packed earth. Several wooden benches were gathered round an old wooden table on which were two pewter candlesticks encrusted with rivulets of wax. Another smaller table, draped with heavy gold cloth, stood against the back wall with a faded tapestry hanging above it.


‘It looks like a secret meeting room,’ Emily whispered. She wasn’t sure why she was whispering but somehow the hidden room demanded hush.


Scott ran back up the steps and fetched the box of matches from the shelf above the log basket. As he struck a match to light the soft, yellowish candle stubs the bitter tang of sulphur and burning dust cut through the damp, musty air. It took a moment for the ancient wicks to catch but then the flames trembled and danced, throwing long, flickering shadows against the walls.


Scott examined the items on the table. There was a small bone-handled knife and a stick of hard brown wax. A long white quill feather stood in a pewter inkpot. He picked it up. Dry black powder trickled from the nib.


Meanwhile, Jack and Emily had taken the other candlestick and were checking out the other table. Jack tugged the gold cloth and it slithered to the ground. A cloud of dust billowed up, making him sneeze so hard it blew out the candle. By the light of Emily’s torch they saw that it wasn’t a table after all, but a large chest made of treacle-dark wood, richly carved with crowns and ferocious dragons.


‘It’s a treasure chest!’ Jack whispered. ‘It’s stuffed with rubies and diamonds and gold bars. Let’s open it. What are we waiting for?’


Emily beckoned for Scott to join them and together they pushed up the heavy lid. It rose slowly on creaking hinges.


Drift and Boomerang padded closer as if they, too, were curious to see what lay hidden within the old chest.


Scott held up his candle. Emily shone her torch inside.


Jack groaned in dismay.


Where were the sparkling jewels? Where were the coins, the ingots, the booty?


Apart from the dust motes dancing in the torch beam, the chest was empty.


Jack was outraged. What was the point of having a creepy underground room hidden beneath a trapdoor behind a secret stone entrance if you weren’t even going to keep any decent treasure down there?


But just then a scroll of paper slipped out from under a frayed leather flap inside the lid and fell into the chest. Emily was so quick to reach in and grab it she pitched into the chest headfirst. Scott and Jack pulled her out by her t-shirt.


Hardly pausing to shake the dust from her hair, Emily held up the scroll. The thick cream-coloured paper was mottled in shades of brown, like a cappuccino sprinkled with chocolate. The edges were curled and tattered. The ribbon that tied it might once have been bright scarlet but was now the colour of dried blood.


‘Open it!’ Jack hissed. ‘It’s a treasure map. I know it!’


‘Or a priceless historical document,’ Scott breathed.


But Emily was sure the scroll contained a message from a spy ring to a secret agent. Almost certainly in code. Slowly, she slipped off the ribbon and unfurled the stiff paper.


They all leaned in closer.


At the top of the page in old-fashioned loopy handwriting were written the words:


The Keepers of the Key
We vow to uphold our pledge for the coming year


Beneath this mysterious heading was a list of names. ‘Carter,’ Scott read out. ‘Goff . . .’


‘Carter! That’s us!’ Jack cried. ‘I told you this was something to do with the Smuggling Carters.’


Emily peered at the list. The next name looked like Carrow. The following two names were missing, one blotted out by a patch of rusty mould, while the other appeared to have been a three-course meal for a family of beetles. The last name on the list was so faded only the last two letters, ‘c’ and ‘k’, were legible.


At the bottom of the scroll were the words In the Year of Our Lord, 1755.


‘The names are all written in different handwriting,’ Scott pointed out. ‘It must have been an agreement of some kind.’ He pointed to the quill pen and ink. ‘Looks like they signed the document at that table.’


‘The Keepers of the Key,’ Jack mused. ‘What’s that all about?’


‘It’s like the nursery rhyme,’ Emily said. She chanted in a singsong voice:


‘Keepers of the Key,
What will you be?
Smuggler, smith, hunter, priest.
Farmer, fisherman, king!’


Scott and Jack stared at their friend. She looked normal enough – well, as normal as she ever did, with her long tangled hair flying out in all directions and her dark eyes shining in the candlelight – so why was she suddenly spouting gobbledygook about hunters and priests and kings?


‘What are you on about?’ Jack laughed.


‘It’s a kids’ rhyme,’ Emily said. ‘Everyone knows it. Like Eenie-meenie-miney-mo.’


‘Oh, that!’ Scott said as if it were suddenly all making sense. ‘Like Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor . . .’


Emily nodded.


Scott shook his head. ‘Nope, sorry, never heard of it.’


Jack grinned. ‘It must be a Castle Key local speciality. Never made it to London.’


‘So what does it mean, Em?’ Scott asked.


Emily shrugged. ‘No idea! I always thought it was just a nursery rhyme.’


Scott sat down on one of the wooden benches. ‘A lot of nursery rhymes are based on real events in history. Like Ring a Ring o’ Roses.’


Jack laughed. ‘What? You mean the famous historical event when people stood round in a circle holding flowers and sneezing so hard they fell over?’


‘No, you wombat! It’s meant to be about the plague. The ring of roses means a red rash. That was one of the symptoms. And so was sneezing. All fall down means . . .’


Jack held up a hand. ‘I get it. Everybody dies.’ He mimed a throat-slitting action. ‘How nice! And people say that computer games are gory!’


‘Keepers of the Key is such a random phrase,’ Scott said. ‘It can’t be a coincidence. That nursery rhyme must have something to do with this scroll, and with whatever happened in this room.’


‘I agree,’ Emily said slowly as she closed the lid of the chest with a spine-tingling creak. She turned back to the boys. ‘So what was this key they were pledging to keep for another year? What door did it open and what was behind it?’


Jack shrugged. ‘I don’t know, but I have a feeling we’re going to try to find out.’


‘Well, maybe . . .’ Emily pretended to be making a difficult decision. Then she laughed as the lid of the chest banged shut. ‘Just try stopping us!’




Three


A History Mystery!
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The friends blew out the candles, climbed up through the trapdoor and pushed the mighty stone back across the entrance behind them.


Then they all sank down on the sofa. For a moment nobody spoke. The living room – with its flower-patterned curtains, crowded bookshelves and old-style telly in the corner – looked the same as it had before they’d found the secret room. The rain was still rattling on the windowpanes. They could almost have imagined the whole thing, and yet, there was the scroll lying on the coffee table in front of them.


Emily took her notebook from her bag. It was a beautiful new one with a midnight-blue satiny cover and pages edged with silver. She opened the book, inhaled the delicious scent of fresh paper and smoothed down the first page. Then she wrote OPERATION KEY and underlined it twice using a silver pen she’d bought specially.


She started by copying out the information from the scroll.


The Keepers of the Key
We renew our pledge for the coming year
Carter
Goff
Carrow
(missing)
(missing)
. . . ck
In the Year of Our Lord, 1755


‘We’re looking at something that happened over two hundred and fifty years ago,’ Scott pointed out. ‘The trail might have gone a little cold by now.’


Jack grinned. ‘It’s a history mystery!’ He looked up as he heard the kitchen door open across the hall. ‘I wonder if Aunt Kate knows she’s got a secret room in the basement.’


Scott laughed. ‘I think she might have mentioned it if she did! It’s not the kind of thing you forget.’


Jack shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t bet on it. She “forgot” to tell us she used to be an international spy until we found out for ourselves!’ He jumped up from the sofa. ‘I’ll go and ask.’ He picked up the empty chocolate brownie plate. ‘We could do with a top-up anyway.’


Seconds later, Jack was back from the kitchen without Aunt Kate or the brownie plate but with a piece of rolled-up paper in his hand.


‘What’s that?’ Emily asked. ‘Another scroll?’


Jack struck a theatrical pose, unrolled the note and held it at arm’s length. He read it out in a deep booming voice, like a town crier. ‘I have gone next door for a coffee with Mrs Roberts,’ he proclaimed solemnly. ‘Back soon. Aunt Kate. Kiss, kiss.’


‘We could go and talk to Old Bob,’ Emily suggested. ‘He knows a lot about local history.’


Scott and Jack agreed. Old Bob had run his fishing boat from Castle Key harbour for as long as anyone could remember. He knew all there was to know about the island, had a wise old saying on every subject and a story for every occasion.
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