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For Ruth Wilson,


With love and heartfelt thanks for reminding me, when I needed it most, why stories matter.
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Spy Craft


The slower the traffic moved, the faster Kat Wolfe’s heart beat.


Thud-thud it went, as brake lights flared and the speedometer jerked from seventy miles per hour to zero.


Thud-thud-thud, as the taxi driver turned up the radio, which announced that a spill of oranges was causing long delays on the motorway up ahead.
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Thud-thud-thud-thud, as the minutes ticked by and the pained sighs of the driver and tense breaths of Kat and her mum, Dr Ellen Wolfe, and of Harper and her dad, Professor Theo Lamb, steamed up the windows.


‘I don’t mean to sound like a stuck record,’ said Dr Wolfe, ‘but are you girls absolutely sure you have your passports?’


Harper plucked hers from a pocket. Kat searched her rucksack with increasing desperation. She was ready to declare a national emergency by the time Harper discovered it wedged between the seats and handed it over with a grin. ‘What are best friends for!’


It was barely 11 a.m., but already Kat’s heart had endured more palpitations than a high-wire walker’s in a gale.


At dawn, it had spiked when her alarm shocked her awake. Though it had still been dark, and rain was pummelling the windows of her attic room in Bluebell Bay on England’s Jurassic Coast, she’d squealed with excitement.


In just seven and a half hours, she and her veterinary-surgeon mother, who seldom took a break and deserved one more than anybody Kat knew, would be escaping the dullest, drizzliest October ever and taking an actual proper holiday.


Better still, they were going on vacation with Harper and her dad to the United States, the Lambs’ home country.


Best of all, they’d be spending eight days in New York.


‘Oh, Kat, what I’d give to be in your shoes,’ veterinary nurse Tina Chung had said dreamily as Kat bolted down a bowl of Choco Krispies. ‘Breakfast at Tiffany’s, the bright lights of Broadway, the glamour and glitz of Fifth Avenue, the Metropolitan Museum – you’ll be doing it all. Hopefully you’ll also get a chance to twirl through the autumn leaves in Central Park.’


‘Fall,’ Kat had told her. ‘Harper says that, in the US, autumn is known as “fall”. And I don’t think we’ll have time for any of those things. Except for twirling through the leaves. There’ll be plenty of leaves in the wilderness.’


‘Sure, there are wild bits in Central Park, but I’m not aware of any—’


‘Not Central Park, although we might catch a glimpse of it when we visit New York City for a night on our way back. For the first week we’re going to the Adirondack Park in upstate New York. A friend of Professor Lamb’s has loaned him a cabin in the wilderness. Apparently, there are bears. Bobcats too! And moose! I can’t wait.’


Catching sight of the clock, Kat had flung down her spoon and dashed off to finish packing.


Twelve trips up and down the stairs in search of lost gloves, a missing pyjama top, and the mystery book she’d saved to read on the plane had sent her heart rate rocketing again. But what had really pushed it into the red was trying to find Tiny, her not-so-tiny half-wild Savannah cat. He’d gone off in a sulk as soon as the suitcases appeared.


‘I can’t leave without saying goodbye to him I just can’t,’ Kat had cried as her mum shepherded her up the garden path. The taxi was waiting, engine snarling.


‘You can and you will if you don’t want to make us late for our flight,’ said Dr Wolfe. ‘It’s a three-hour journey to London’s Heathrow airport and that’s only if the traffic is kind to us. Anyway, you’ve already said the longest goodbye to Tiny in history. You know very well that Tina will take excellent care of him.’


‘Don’t worry, Kat,’ the nurse had reassured her. ‘I promise to feed Tiny world-class fish dinners and play mouse-toy games with him every single day.’


‘Hear that, Kat?’ said Dr Wolfe. ‘World-class treats and mouse-toy games. Five-star cat-sitting, he’ll be getting. Now you can relax.’


And with that, she’d more or less shoved Kat into the cab.


Of course, like most parents, Ellen Wolfe was a great deal better at dishing out advice than taking it. When her phone rang as she was sliding on to the back seat of the taxi, her daughter had shrieked: ‘DON’T ANSWER IT!’


‘I have to.’ Dr Wolfe had leaped out of the car as if the seat had caught fire. ‘It might be an emergency.’


‘That’s exactly why we’ve arranged for a locum vet to help me look after your patients while you’re gone – to deal with emergencies,’ Tina had chastised. ‘He’ll be here within the hour.’


‘Yes, but what if it’s urgent?’ The vet dug her phone out of her pocket. ‘Bluebell Bay Animal Clinic, Ellen Wolfe speaking. How may I help you?’


Twenty-five minutes later, the Wolfes and the exasperated taxi driver were finally on their way, leaving behind one patched-up Jack Russell and one beaming owner. Kat was smiling too because she’d found Tiny hiding in the wardrobe and had been able to give him an extra-special cuddle before leaving.


‘Travel safe. Stay out of trouble!’ Nurse Tina had called, as the driver revved the engine as though he were on the starting grid of the Monaco Grand Prix.


‘We’re going on holiday – there won’t be any trouble!’ Kat had yelled out of the window as they zoomed away.


‘There will be if there’s a hold-up on the motorway,’ grumbled the driver. ‘You’ll not be going on holiday then.’


‘That’s why we’ve allowed tons of extra time – so we’d have wiggle room if anything went wrong,’ Dr Wolfe had informed him sweetly. ‘Turn left at the junction. We have to make a quick stop to collect our friends.’


There was nothing quick about it. Professor Lamb, a palaeontologist, was on the phone dealing with a dinosaur enquiry. Kat and Harper took advantage of the delay to run down to the field to give farewell kisses to Charming Outlaw, their shared horse.


Eventually, the taxi left Bluebell Bay. The driver had radiated disapproval at their tardiness, predicting fog, punctures and other catastrophes up ahead.


‘It’ll be gridlocked around Winchester – don’t say I didn’t warn you . . .


You’ll wish you’d left earlier if we hit roadworks near Basingstoke . . .’


When he could bear it no longer, Professor Lamb said, ‘Sir, thanks for your concern, but I’d appreciate it if you’d let us do the worrying.’


For one hundred kilometres, they flew along without a care. Holiday spirit filled the car. Dr Wolfe and Professor Lamb sang country songs at the top of their lungs. Kat and Harper bantered about the terminal uncoolness of parents and made thrilling plans.


Each tried to decide which part of the trip they were most looking forward to.


For Kat, it was the animals. She thought she might die of happiness if she saw a real bear.


Harper couldn’t wait to show Kat the maple trees in their fall finery, and introduce her to American buttermilk pancakes. British pancakes were not the same.


Dr Wolfe pictured herself hiking up mountains by day and drinking cocoa beside a crackling log fire at night.


It was as Professor Lamb talked dreamily of the hawks he hoped to capture with his new telephoto lens that the taxi came to a screeching halt.


Ahead, one thousand red brake lights pulsed angrily.


‘What did I tell you!’ declared the driver. ‘It’s always best to leave early. Catastrophe lurks around every corner.’


His passengers sat in glum silence, watching the clock.


‘We’ll be fine,’ said Dr Wolfe, gripping the door handle with white knuckles. ‘If this jam clears soon, we’ll easily make our flight.’


‘Yes, we will,’ seconded Professor Lamb. ‘We only have nine kilometres to go and half an hour to do them in. Think positive, kids.’


Two highway patrol cars screamed past, nearly giving Kat a heart attack.


The radio crackled. A traffic reporter boomed: ‘We regret to announce that police are closing the southbound M25 in order to clear an overturned lorry and five tons of squashed oranges. Or should that be orange squash, ha, ha! Expect long delays.’


‘No!’ Dr Wolfe gasped. ‘We’ll miss our plane!’


Harper was outraged. ‘How can they do that? There are ambulances carrying sick patients – and families going on vacation.’


‘This is my fault for delaying everyone at Paradise House,’ said Professor Lamb.


‘No, no, it’s mine for seeing a non-emergency patient before we set off,’ insisted Dr Wolfe. ‘I’m sorry, girls. I’ve ruined everything.’


‘No, you haven’t,’ Harper told her. ‘Me and Kat wasted time too.’


Kat wanted to cry. Not just because she’d been looking forward to seeing the bears for months, but because her mother was so crushed and exhausted. Putting her patients first yet again might have cost her the holiday she desperately needed. It didn’t seem fair.


‘There must be something we can do,’ said Harper. ‘As the crow flies, we’re so close. If only we had a hotair balloon to whisk us over the fields to the airport.’


Kat’s heart began to race. Harper’s words had given her an idea.


With everyone distracted, she messaged her grandfather.




SOSOS!!!





Her phone lit up.




Did you mean SOS? Are you in deadly danger again, Katarina?







No, but it’s sort of an emergency. We have 20 minutes to get to the airport or our holiday is toast. Don’t spose you’re nearby and can work a miracle?







Nearby, yes. Sadly, helicopters can’t land on a busy road.







We’re parked beside an empty field!







Hmm, tricky, but not impossible. En route to Battersea Heliport but will change course directly. Expect me in approximately eight mins. Be ready and waiting.







How will you find us?







Do you really need to ask?





Kat burst out laughing. If the United Kingdom’s Minister of Defence couldn’t locate his own granddaughter, he wouldn’t be much use at fighting spies or stopping wars.


‘Mum! Harper! Professor Lamb! Everyone out on the roadside with your luggage. The Dark Lord’s on his way.’


No one would believe her at first, but Lord Dirk Hamilton-Crosse, aka the Dark Lord, was as good as his word. He came flying to their rescue in his own private chopper: a sleek flying machine so futuristic that Harper nicknamed it the ‘Spy Craft’.


The Spy Craft freed them from their traffic prison with ease, levitating above the snarl. It whirled them to Heathrow’s private General Aviation terminal at record speed. The cab driver watched them go, mouth agape.


‘One minute later, and we’d have closed the flight,’ said the woman at the check-in with a smile. They’d been whisked there in moments by limousine. ‘Quick, let’s have everyone’s passports.’


Professor Lamb rifled through his camera bag once, twice, three times. The colour drained from his face. ‘Harper, everyone, I’m so sorry. I forgot mine.’


Harper giggled. ‘Dad, stop kidding around. The whole way here, Dr Wolfe kept asking me and Kat if we had ours.’


‘Did she? I must have been miles away thinking about dinosaurs or hawks. What a bone-headed peanut-brained dingbat I am.’


He hugged his tearful daughter tight. ‘I feel terrible but, thankfully, this is easily fixed. I’ll hop on the next train back to Bluebell Bay, grab my passport, and catch the first available flight to New York. You’ll hardly have time to miss me.’


Kat’s heart was still hammering as she buckled up her seat belt, and not just because they’d had to sprint for the plane. Before they’d even crossed the Atlantic, trouble had found them.


Before they’d even crossed the Atlantic, they were one man down.
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Sleepless in the Sleepy-Time Inn
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Harper tossed, turned, and tossed some more. The bed linen was scratchy, the pillow crackled in her ear, and the room was stuffy and airless. She felt like a Thanksgiving turkey being broiled alive. She wondered if her dad had had a sleepless night too. He’d be kicking himself for making such a silly mistake, feeling guilty for letting her down.


‘You’ll hardly have time to miss me,’ he’d told her. But Harper missed him now. Each time she shut her eyes, she saw him fading into the distance at the airport, shoulders slumped as he prepared to take a series of slow trains back to Bluebell Bay.


She sat up and put on her sneakers.


‘Where are you going?’ Kat asked from the other bed. Her mum was in the next room, soft snores drifting through the connecting door.


‘To get some OJ from the drinks fountain in the lobby. Wanna come?’


‘Definitely.’


Kat hadn’t been able to sleep either. Too much sugar. On the flight over, the vegan meal had resembled astronaut rations. To stave off starvation, she’d munched her way through an entire bag of Candy Kittens. Her mum didn’t say a word. Following the debacle with Theo Lamb’s passport, she’d gone overboard trying to compensate for his absence and make Harper feel better.


‘Of course you can watch another film,’ she’d said when the credits rolled on the first. ‘Here, have some caramel popcorn. There are Skittles in my bag too if you’re peckish. Yes, you can have more soda.’


She’d dozed off soon afterwards, leaving the girls to watch back-to-back movies and eat junk. By the time Kat had emerged, dazed, from the entertainment-fest, they were coming in to land at Newark airport. Flipping up the blind, she’d pressed her face to the cold window.


The Boeing 747 bumped through a gloom of cloud, tipped a wing, and burst into the light. Kat sucked in a breath. The legendary New York skyline was on fire. The setting sun had turned the skyscrapers into towers of molten gold.


She’d had a bird’s-eye view of the Statue of Liberty, torch held high above the glittering bay, before the plane thudded down. As it sped along the runway, the cranes loading the shipping containers on Newark Bay resembled golden giraffes leaning down to drink.


Getting through passport control and collecting their bags and the Chevrolet car that the professor’s friend had kindly loaned them, had taken forever. The small and quirky Sleepy-Time Inn was only a short distance away, tucked just off the highway, but it was after midnight UK-time when they were finally settled into their rooms. Kat had been shattered. She had no memory of getting into bed. Now it was 5.50 a.m. Kat was buzzing. It was her first visit to the United States. She did not want to miss a thing.


‘We’re the same, you and I,’ Brenda, the receptionist, said with a laugh, watching Harper put a splash of orange juice in a glass and top it up with crushed ice from the ice machine. ‘I like OJ with my ice too!’


Kat filled hers up with juice alone. ‘I don’t understand. It’s the crack of dawn and chilly outside. Why do you need ice?’


Harper grinned. ‘Because ice is nice!’ She crunched up a mouthful appreciatively.


‘Millions agree.’ said Brenda.


She gestured at the reception sofa. ‘Take a pew if you like. You girls hungry? It’ll be a while till the kitchen staff lay out the Continental buffet. Want me to toast you a couple of cinnamon-and-raisin bagels while you wait for your mom to surface?’


‘Yes, please!’ Kat didn’t think her mother would mind. Brenda had been on duty when they’d arrived. She’d been so welcoming and helpful when they’d been exhausted. Besides, Dr Wolfe’s room was only three doors along the corridor.


‘OK if I turn on the news?’ asked the receptionist as she brought over two warm, plump bagels and a choice of spreads. ‘This side of the pond, we’re transfixed by the Wish List gang drama. The law caught up with them last week. One of them, anyways. They say he’s the ringleader. He appeared in court last night, but this is the first chance I’ve got to watch it.’


‘The Wish List gang?’ Harper spread cream cheese thickly on her bagel. ‘Never heard of them. What’s with the weird name? Is it some bucket-list thing?’


‘Good guess, but not exactly. They’re master thieves. Over the last couple of years, they’ve pulled off a string of outrageous heists. Art, rare books, unique antiques – you name it, they’ve stolen it. Like ghosts, they’ve been. Different cities. Different targets. The only link between them was a list left at the scene of each crime.’


‘A Wish List?’


‘You got it,’ said Brenda. ‘Nine items, written real simple, like a kid’s letter to Santa – if Santa was a billionaire. Number one: a priceless painting. Number two: a Ming vase, and so on. Not that a kid would want a Ming vase, but you get the picture.’


Kat’s bagel lay untouched. ‘How did the police catch up with them? What happened?’


‘Same thing that always happens, hon. They got greedy and got caught. Least this one did. Cops are hoping he’s going to rat on the others.’


A red banner scrolled across the television screen: ‘ALLEGED WISH LIST GANGSTER DENIES THEFT OF $50 MILLION NECKLACE ’.


Brenda turned up the volume. ‘There he is now: King Rat. This is only the arraignment, mind you – a pre-trial hearing. The real trial won’t happen for a couple of years.’


A figure with a coat draped over his head was being helped from a prison van. The watching crowd surged forward, and he stumbled on the courthouse steps. Guards helped him up, virtually carrying him the rest of the way.


Inside the courthouse, he was assisted into the dock. As the guards stepped back, Brenda gave an incredulous laugh. ‘That’s the ringleader? Let me guess – his other accomplices are a dozen red-nosed reindeer.’


Kat giggled. ‘He does look a bit like an arthritic Father Christmas.’


‘Maybe he is,’ joked Harper, ‘except he kept the best gifts for himself.’


But all three stopped smiling when the defendant spoke in a low, querulous voice to confirm his name and age: Gerry Thomas Meeks, ninety-one. He gave his address as Shady Oaks Nursing Home, New Jersey. His face was creased with laughter lines, as if he’d once been jolly. Now it was haggard, and he tugged nervously at his white beard.


‘How do you plead, Mr Meeks?’ asked the magistrate judge.


‘Not guilty, Your Honour.’


The prosecutor snorted in disbelief.


The judge banged her gavel. ‘Any more of that and I’ll hold you in contempt, Mr Talan. And while we’re on the subject, I hope you have a watertight case. Life is short and so is my temper.’


‘Your Honour, we have a star witness who will prove beyond doubt that Gerry Meeks is a criminal mastermind who snatched the diamond necklace at the Royal Manhattan Hotel while security guards helped tackle a blaze across the street.’


The prisoner looked more dejected than ever. As he was led away by guards, a tall woman with a sweep of dark hair whispered something to him.


‘That’s Rachel Scott,’ Brenda told Kat and Harper. ‘She’s a big-shot defence attorney. Heaven knows why she’s representing Gerry Meeks and why she’s doing it pro bono. That means no win, no fee.’


Reporters clamoured around the lawyers as they emerged from the courthouse.


‘Who are Mr Meeks’s accomplices?’


‘Will he name them?’


‘Will he reveal where he’s hidden the diamond necklace?’


‘Who’s the star witness?’


Rachel Scott paused, crimson coat swinging. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is a clear case of mistaken identity. Mr Meeks is a blameless senior who struggles to climb five steps. You saw that with your own eyes. The idea that he could mastermind a string of heists the length and breadth of the United States beggars belief.’


‘Save the speech, Rachel,’ snapped Kasper Talan. ‘If he was so innocent, the judge wouldn’t have denied him bail. No, far from being a decrepit ninety-one-year-old with amnesia and bad knees, Gerry Meeks is as cunning as a fox. A resident at Shady Oaks recalls him winning at chess and doing yoga in his room. That’s how smart and limber he is.


‘Our star witness will reveal how Gerry Meeks slipped the jewels into his coat pocket, the very same pocket where detectives later found a copy of the Wish List. He was so sure he’d get away with his crime that he’d had the audacity to tick off number nine on the list: a diamond necklace.’


‘And where is that necklace now?’ asked Rachel, cool as snow. ‘Do you have it? Do the cops have it? Oh, it’s still missing, is it? As I suspected, bungling detectives plan on scapegoating an innocent old man to cover up their own incompetence.’


She turned with a cheery wave. ‘See you in court, Kasper T.’


The news clip cut to a grinning TV anchor. ‘There you have it, folks. A wily fox or a blameless senior? Ringleader of the Wish List gang or a heart-breaking case of mistaken identity? We’ll keep you posted.’


He sobered. ‘In other news, New England residents are being warned to batten down the hatches as snow and winds of up to ninety miles per hour–’


Brenda muted him. ‘Whaddya think, girls? Guilty or innocent?’


Kat glanced at Harper. ‘We believe that people are innocent until proven guilty.’


‘But if you had to guess?’


‘Innocent,’ said Kat.


‘Guilty,’ said Harper.


Brenda nodded. ‘I’m with you, Harper. I’m not buying the sweet-old-grandpa act for a second. Nobody steals a fifty-million-dollar necklace unless they’re sharp as a steak knife. Wonder where he’s stashed it.’


Kat didn’t answer. She was staring at the screen. A weather-forecast graphic showed a shapeshifting fireball spitting icy arrows as it barrelled towards the north-east coast of the United States. ‘What is that?’


‘What’s what, hon? Oh, they’re predicting Snowmaggedon for New England. A polar vortex is sweeping south from Canada. Something to do with a low-pressure system tugging freezing air from the Arctic. But don’t worry. Up north in the Adirondacks, it’s going to be a perfect day.’
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Ruby Rain
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‘Oh, I do love a road trip,’ said Dr Wolfe as the highway hummed beneath their wheels. ‘There’s something so romantic about heading into the great unknown, especially when that unknown is a million-acre wilderness in a gigantic national park. And we couldn’t have asked for more glorious weather.’


‘If only Dad was with us,’ Harper said wistfully. ‘He messaged last night to say he’d found his passport and was trying to rebook his air ticket. He’s hoping to join us tomorrow or the day after.’


Kat was only half listening. Nose pressed to the window, she watched road signs flash by on Interstate 87, pointing the way to New York City, Albany, Saratoga, Troy and – beyond the Adirondacks – Montreal, Canada.


Everything was new and yet somehow familiar, as if she were in a Hollywood film come to life. A red barn against a bright blue sky. A black truck with monster tyres and two dogs leaning out, tongues lolling. A milkshake drive-through. Lorries that Harper called semis carrying bread, eggs and corn. Holstein dairy cows ambling home.


Lining the highway were trees in muted shades of rust and greeny-yellow.


‘Are those the legendary fall colours?’ asked Kat, who was less than impressed. Harper had told her that tourists came from across the globe on ‘leaf’ holidays. To come so far and be met with trees that were the same or duller than the ones in Bluebell Bay was a little disappointing.


‘Be patient!’ teased Harper.


Patience was not one of Kat’s virtues. Not unless it involved animals, in which case she had all the patience in the world. Restless and fidgeting in the back seat, she willed their car to do a quantum leap to the distant forest.


For eleven years, Kat and her mum had lived in a cramped, fume-filled part of London, the streets noisy with honking, drilling, hammering and bursts of music and arguing. It wasn’t until she’d moved to Bluebell Bay that she realized she needed nature the way she needed oxygen. The further she got from cities, the better she liked it.


Which is why her spirits had soared when Harper and her dad had invited the Wolfes to join them for a log-cabin vacation in the wild heart of the Adirondack Park. Harper had grown up in the neighbouring state of Connecticut, where her father had been a professor at Yale University. Now she knew few people in her home town so she hadn’t minded in the least when her dad suggested they spend half-term week in the Adirondack wilderness. He’d spent many happy summers there as a boy.


For months, Kat had thought of little but Nightingale Lodge, which the cabin’s owner, Ross Ryan, described as a ‘haven of tranquillity on the edge of a lake’. Even the park’s name, which she’d had difficulty getting her tongue around, conjured up images of campfires and shy deer peeking between pines: Ad-ir-on-dack.


‘It comes from the Native American term ha-de-rondah, meaning “bark-eater”,’ explained Harper. ‘That’s what the Iroquois tribe used to call their rivals, the Algonquin. They didn’t think much of their hunting and berry-gathering skills. The Iroquois and Algonquin were the first peoples of the Adirondacks back when it was one of the toughest places on earth to survive. The winters were long and brutal. The summers could be a nightmare as well. The woods were crawling with hungry bears and bugs. Rattlesnakes too.’


‘Gosh, you’re really selling it to me,’ Kat said wryly.


Harper rolled her eyes. ‘Nowadays there’s heating and bug spray, and campers and cabin owners know they need to lock down any food if they don’t want their doors clawed off their hinges or their tents ripped open by scavenging bears. We have it easy.’


Not everyone had it easy, Kat discovered, when they stopped for a rest break at the Enquiring Minds in Saugerties, a quaint town in the Catskills. Cross-legged on the floor of the travel section, she pored over At the Mercy of the Mountains: True Stories of Survival and Tragedy in New York’s Adirondacks.


YOUR BRAIN IS YOUR BIGGEST ASSET. . . advised the author. Those people who remain calm, don’t panic, and then logically reason out their situation are the ones who most often survive.The cover showed a man signalling for help in a snowbound landscape.


The sparkles in the snow reminded Kat of the diamond necklace. What would a ninety-one-year-old in a nursing home want with fifty million dollars’ worth of jewels?


Then again, why would a real thief plant the Wish List on a ‘blameless senior’? It didn’t add up.


‘Good choice,’ said a voice. ‘Forewarned is forearmed.’


Kat jumped guiltily, as though she were the one with the Wish List in her pocket. A mother cradling a sleeping baby and a copy of The Very Hungry Caterpillar was smiling at her and nodding at the book.


Kat put it down. ‘Umm, er, have you visited the park?’


The woman laughed. ‘I used to live there, so more times than there are lakes and ponds in the Adirondacks. There are close to three thousand of those. That’s not counting the thirty thousand miles of streams and brooks feeding one thousand, two hundred rivers. And don’t get me started on the number of mountain ranges and wild animals. There are four thousand bears alone.’


‘Wow. That’s a lot of wilderness.’


‘Sure is. Three steps off the trail in the wrong direction can turn a stroll in the woods into a major search-and-rescue mission. Blink and a person’s gone. Now you see them; now you don’t.’


Kat resolved never to stray so much as a millimetre from any trail. ‘How do the rescue crews find them?’


‘First, they try to pinpoint where they were when they vanished. That’s often the trickiest part. Those tasked with naming six million acres’ worth of ponds, peaks, roads and rivers ran out of inspiration early on. For every Lake Tear of the Clouds or Trainwreck Point, there are nine Deer Creeks, two Mirror Lakes and thirteen Bear Roads. When friends say, “Jack said something about hiking near Bear Road – dunno which one,” that’s not real helpful.’


‘We’ve been hunting everywhere for you, Kat,’ said Dr Wolfe, rounding the shelves with Harper and three mugs of hot chocolate. ‘There are so many nooks and crannies in this glorious store that one could literally get lost in a book.’


The woman smiled. ‘I do that all the time. More fun than getting lost in the woods.’


Harper hooked her arm around Kat’s. ‘Come on, let’s go. The leaves are calling!’


Kat hung back long enough to say, ‘Nice chatting to you,’ to the woman with the baby.


‘You too. Enjoy the beautiful Adirondacks. They say that once you’ve breathed the High Peaks air and felt the ruby rain on your skin, you’ll be forever changed!”
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Call of the Wild
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After everything she’d read and heard, Kat expected to feel the earth shift on its axis when they crossed the border of the Adirondack Park, but it wasn’t like that at all. Lake George, the first town they came to, was just as neat and picture-perfect as Bluebell Bay.


Granted, she had never seen a stag sharpening its antlers on a mailbox before, but her seaside home had its fair share of exotic creatures. Seals and dolphins, for starters.


And, Kat thought with a shudder, spies. Her early days as Bluebell Bay’s first pet-sitter had not worked out the way she thought they might. Not at all. If she hadn’t met Harper and accidentally formed a detective agency, Wolfe & Lamb Incorporated, she wasn’t entirely sure she’d have survived them.


Judging by its tame appearance, Lake Charles was pleasingly spy-free, but Kat had learned the hard way that appearances could be deceptive. Perfect towns often hid perfect crimes. If jewel thieves lurked in nursing homes, any crime was possible anywhere.


‘What’s ruby rain?’ she asked Harper as the golf courses, burger joints and water parks slipped away behind them.
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