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A Perfect Day for Hiking


Nancy Drew raised the window, opened the white wooden shutters, and took a deep breath of pine-scented air. “This is heaven!” she said, her blue eyes gazing out at the majestic Rocky Mountains, rising behind the village of Seven Rocks. A soft breeze blew back her reddish blond shoulder-length hair.


“That may be heaven,” agreed her friend George Fayne, nodding toward the window. “But this,” she said, pointing to the bed where her cousin Bess was sorting camping gear, “is a mess.”


Bess Marvin glanced at the small red day pack on the bed in front of her, then at the mound of supplies spread out next to it. “How will I fit everything into this little pack?” she asked.


“Bess,” said George, neatly zipping her own pack closed, “we’re only going on a short hike. All you need is a bottle of fresh drinking water and the sandwiches we made this morning. What is all that stuff, anyway?”


Bess frowned as she ran a hand through her straw blond hair. “Well, there’s my compass, water bottle, snakebite kit, bug repellent, sun block, beach towel, first-aid kit, Swiss Army knife, hairbrush, emergency thermal blanket—”


“Nancy, help,” moaned George.


Across the room, Nancy was still gazing at the mountains. Caught up in the view, she’d only been half-listening to her two closest friends. “What’s the matter?” she asked.


George pointed to Bess’s gear.


“I was only in the Girl Scouts for two weeks,” Bess said, “but I remember they always said to be prepared.”


“That’s the Boy Scouts,” George told her.


“It doesn’t matter,” Bess insisted. “You never know what will happen—especially when you’re with Nancy Drew.”


Nancy laughed. “Am I that awful to travel with?”


“Not awful,” said George, smiling. “Just . . . exciting.”


Although she was only eighteen, Nancy Drew had been solving mysteries for as long as Bess and George could remember. In their hometown of River Heights, the police knew the young detective so well that they often called on her for help. Bess and George had learned that even when they were away from home, mysteries had a way of finding Nancy.


“This time,” Nancy said, “all I want is a nice, boring vacation. Hiking in the mountains, maybe watching a sunrise . . .”


George and Bess gave each other alarmed looks. They weren’t crazy about getting up that early.


“All right. You can skip the sunrise,” Nancy said with a laugh. “But let’s get on with the hiking.” She walked over to the bed and peered into Bess’s overflowing pack. “Well, you’ll have more room in here if you get rid of Munro,” she said. She reached in and lifted a large, sleepy, orange-striped cat from the bottom of the pack. “I think we can probably do without the beach towel, too,” Nancy suggested.


“And the emergency blanket,” George added.


Bess sat down on the bed with a sigh. “Why did I ever agree to this?” she wondered aloud. “I don’t even like hiking.”


Blue-eyed Bess and her cousin George, who had dark eyes and hair, couldn’t have been more different. George, a natural athlete, was tall and slim and never seemed to gain an ounce. Bess, who loved food and hated exercise, was always slightly over-weight. Nancy and George practically had to beg her to join them on their hike in the Rockies. Now Nancy wanted to be sure her friend had a good time.


“Think of this vacation as two weeks at a free spa,” Nancy said. “After all, you keep saying you want to lose five pounds. And here we are, staying in a beautiful old Victorian house in the historic town of Seven Rocks. We’ve got nothing to do except go hiking in the gorgeous Colorado Rockies.”


“Aren’t spas supposed to be relaxing?” Bess asked. “You know . . . hot tubs, saunas, mud baths?”


Nancy looked around at the gracious, airy bedroom that the three of them were sharing. The Larsen house had been built in the 1860s, and though it had running water and electricity, it was a long way from having a hot tub or a sauna. Nancy tried to think of something that would cheer up Bess. “I know,” she said. “Maybe tomorrow we can check out some of those antique shops in town.”


“Definitely,” Bess said, sounding more enthusiastic. “I saw one that looks like it has some great vintage dresses. It’ll be perfect for Gaslight Night. You know, that night when everyone in town gets decked out in Victorian clothing.” Bess loved clothes almost as much as Nancy loved mysteries.


“So much for hiking and getting in shape,” George teased.


“Come on,” Nancy said, shouldering her own pack. “We’re missing the nicest part of the day.”


Bess hurriedly finished packing and followed Nancy and George down the long, curving staircase of the spacious home.


Nancy led the way to the small sunny room that Maggie Larsen had turned into an office. Maggie and her husband, Cal, were good friends of Nancy’s father, Carson Drew. The three had all gone to college together. Although Nancy’s father and the Larsens didn’t see one another often, their friendship had remained strong. At the last minute, Carson Drew had been unable to make the trip to Colorado with Nancy. Bess and George had been only too happy to join Nancy for two weeks in the Rockies.


Maggie sat at her computer, her fingers flying over the keyboard. A friendly, energetic woman in her forties, Maggie worked at home, writing hiking and tourist guides for the area around Seven Rocks.


“Be with you in a minute,” she said. “Just let me finish this paragraph.”


Nancy couldn’t help thinking that Maggie, who wore her long gray hair swept up into a twist, was the perfect person to live in a Victorian house. She always looked both elegant and casual, as if she’d be equally comfortable in faded jeans or a floor-length dress.


“Well,” Maggie said, turning away from the computer, “it looks as if you three are ready for your first Rocky Mountain hike. Would you like a suggestion for a trail?”


“Please,” said Nancy.


Munro, who had followed the girls down from the bedroom, jumped onto Maggie’s lap and began meowing in earnest.


“I think he’s complaining,” Bess said. “He was sleeping in my pack, and we threw him out.”


“He’ll get over it,” Maggie assured her, scratching the cat behind his ear. “Actually, I think he was saying that you’re all flatlanders. You ought to give yourselves some time to adjust to the elevation before you take on anything too steep.”


“Sounds good to me,” Bess said quickly.


Maggie smiled. “The altitude really isn’t that much of a problem. But we’re about six thousand feet above sea level here. You may find yourselves running out of breath or getting thirsty quicker than usual. Just take it slow, and you’ll be fine.”


Maggie reached over to an oak bookcase and pulled out a map and one of the paperback guides she’d written. Unfolding the map on her desk, she pointed to the Cloud Lake trail. “This will give you a nice, gentle start. It’s a well-marked trail that leads to Cloud Lake. You’re so lucky to be here in the fall. The quaking aspens have just turned gold!”


“Even what we can see of the mountains from here is beautiful,” Nancy agreed.


“You’re in for a treat,” Maggie promised. “Seven Rocks is a fine little town, but nothing beats actually being up in the mountains. Here, take the guide with you,” she offered. “It will help if you want to identify trees or birds. And make sure you each have a jacket. Weather changes quickly in high elevations.”


“Check,” said George. “Thanks to Bess, we’re carrying nearly everything we brought for the next two weeks.”


Bess glared at her cousin, and Nancy broke in quickly before the argument could start up again. “Thanks, Maggie,” she said. “We’ll be back by evening.”


Maggie winked at them. “Just watch out for wild animals.”


• • •


“Exactly what kind of wild animals do you think Maggie was talking about?” Bess asked a little breathlessly as the three friends walked along the winding mountain trail.


“Lions and tigers and bears,” George teased.


“Well, there are black bears in the Rockies,” Nancy said, glancing at the guidebook she held. “And mountain lions. But according to Maggie’s guide here, both lions and bears do their best to avoid people. And considering that we’ve already seen about ten other hikers on this trail, it’s probably not a favorite with bears and mountain lions.”


“Well, I know why people like it here so much,” George said. “It’s got to be one of the most gorgeous places on earth.”


It was a perfectly clear day, and the mountains were as beautiful as Maggie had promised. Blue spruce, ponderosa and piñon pine edged the trail. Birds were calling to one another as if it were the first day of spring.


All three girls were feeling a little winded, but no one wanted to stop. At every bend in the winding trail, the Rockies seemed to open up some new secret to them: a waterfall racing over craggy cliffs, a meadow filled with wildflowers, or just a break in the trees where the vast blue western sky made even the Rockies look small.


Suddenly, the trail opened onto a stand of quaking aspen. The tall, golden trees looked as if they were ablaze with sunlight. And just beyond the trees stood a small herd of mule deer. The deer gazed at the three girls calmly, flicking their large, rounded ears.


“I guess we’ve seen our wild animals,” George said softly. “Look how big their eyes are.”


“They’re lovely,” Bess said, moving quietly to the edge of the trail. “I’ll bet the little ones were born this spring.”


One of the youngest deer looked at the girls curiously and then cautiously started toward them. All three girls stood as still as they could, not wanting to startle it.


“How close do you think it will come?” Bess breathed.


Nancy never got a chance to answer. Instead, the deafening crack of a gunshot ripped through the woods. The deer scattered at once.


Then Nancy heard George scream, “Bess! Are you okay?”
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A Missing Bear


Nancy rushed to Bess’s side. “Bess!” she cried. “Are you hurt?”


“Relax,” Bess said, grinning up at Nancy and George. “I just got startled by the gunshot and lost my balance. I wasn’t hit or anything.”


“Are you sure?” George asked.


“Positive.” Bess sat up and brushed herself off. “Are the deer okay?”


Nancy stood up and looked into the aspens. “I think so. They’ve all scattered. Still, that shot came awfully close to us.” She turned and scanned the trees behind them. There was no sign of anyone. On instinct, she headed toward the darkest part of the woods.


“Where are you going?” George asked, setting off after her. Bess was close behind.


“To find out who fired that gun,” Nancy replied. She stopped and waited for her friends. “Whoever it is could have hit one of us. He ought to be told he’s firing into a hiking trail before he takes a second shot.”


“Nancy,” Bess said nervously, “we really shouldn’t go off the trail. I mean—”


“We’ll go with you,” George interrupted.


Moving carefully, Nancy made her way deeper into the woods. She was glad that George and Bess had chosen to come with her.


Suddenly, they heard a high-pitched yowl. It wasn’t very loud, and it was coming from somewhere on the ground. Nancy’s eyes searched the dense tangle of plants and roots. Then a movement on the forest floor caught her attention.


A small spotted cat with big rounded ears gazed up at her. It opened its mouth and hissed.


Nancy stepped back, startled. The cat also tried to back up, but there was something wrong with its right rear leg. It limped and cried out in pain.


“You’re hurt,” Nancy said, kneeling a short distance away from the cat. The little animal hissed again, warning her not to come any closer.


“A kitten!” Bess cried, coming up behind Nancy. “It’s so cute.”


“That’s no kitten,” George said, sounding slightly alarmed. “That’s a baby mountain lion!”


“Are you sure?” Nancy asked. “I didn’t think mountain lions had spots.”


“Adults don’t,” George said, consulting Maggie’s book. “ ‘Mountain lions,’ ” she read, “ ‘are also known as cougars, pumas, and catamounts. The cubs keep their spots for about six months. They are easy to recognize by the dark, almost triangular marks along the sides of the muzzle.’ ” She looked up from the book and frowned at the cub. “That’s definitely a baby mountain lion.”


“Was it shot?” Bess asked.


“Let me look,” Nancy answered. “I see blood on its leg. It looks like a fresh wound. That reckless hunter must have shot it and left it here, helpless. It can’t even get away from us.”


Bess dropped down beside the cub for a closer look. Immediately, she jumped back as the cat tried to rake her with its claws. “I don’t think it wants to be touched,” she said in a shaky voice.


“It’s terrified,” George said, stooping over the cat. “It looks like the leg bone has been nicked slightly. I don’t think the bullet went in very deep. But still, the little guy has lost some blood.”


Nancy rocked back on her heels. “It won’t be easy, but we’ve got to get it to a veterinarian. Otherwise, it will starve or be eaten itself. Besides, it’s probably in a great amount of pain.”


George shook her head doubtfully. “I tried to pick up an alley cat once. It nearly clawed me to death. Picking up a wounded mountain lion—even a baby—is not a good idea.”


“Well, we can’t leave it here,” Nancy said. She took off her jacket. Carefully, she wrapped the jacket around the cub, making sure to stay clear of its teeth and claws.


The little mountain lion hissed and tried to snap at her. “Don’t be frightened,” Nancy said in a soothing voice. “I’m not going to hurt you.” She stood up and turned to her friends. “Let’s get back to town as quickly as we can.”


“What about the gunshot?” George asked.


In the excitement of finding the cub, Nancy had completely forgotten about searching for whoever had fired the gun. Some detective I am, she thought ruefully. Then she looked at the squirming bundle in her arms and knew what her decision had to be. “I guess that question will have to wait,” she said.


• • •


Although George drove as fast as she could within the speed limit, the drive back to Seven Rocks seemed to take forever. Nancy sat beside George, holding the cub and murmuring to it in a soothing tone. The cub stared at her with huge dark eyes, its small body trembling. “Just a little while longer,” she told it.


Finally, George turned onto the curving, tree-lined street where the Larsens lived.


Minutes later, the girls found Maggie in the kitchen preparing a salad. “I didn’t expect you back so early,” she said with surprise. “Cal is due home for a late lunch soon. Why don’t you join us? We can—” She broke off as she saw what Nancy was carrying. “My, my,” she said softly. “Where did you find this one?”


Nancy gently set the cub on the table and explained what had happened.


“You can bet that shot came from a hunter who was after those deer,” Maggie said angrily. “The fall hunting season just started. Every fool with a shotgun is out there, tearing up the woods. Usually, though, they have sense enough to stay clear of the hiking trails.” She stopped as the cub gave a soft cry. “I’d better call Dr. Hutchins, the vet,” she said briskly.


Nancy stayed with the cub until Maggie returned a few minutes later, a worried expression on her face. “Dr. Hutchins is on vacation for the next two weeks,” she said.


“Is there another veterinarian in town?” Nancy asked.


“Not in Seven Rocks,” Maggie answered. “You’d have to drive a good seventy-five miles to the next town for another one. But there is Paws.”


“Paws?” Nancy echoed.


“It’s a wildlife rehabilitation center about twenty miles up the mountain,” Maggie explained. “Dana Walsh runs it. What they do there is take in injured animals, nurse them back to health, and then release them back into the wild. Dana’s not a full-fledged vet, of course, but she and the people who work with her have had special training and lots of experience. I’m sure they can deal with this.”


Nancy looked at the little mountain lion again. It had grown much quieter since she’d brought it into the house. Was it calmer or just weaker? she wondered. “We’ll try Paws,” she told Maggie.


Once again, Maggie took out a map and gave the girls directions. She was just finishing when the kitchen door opened and Cal Larsen came in, looking unusually worried. A warm, easygoing man with a round face and a gray mustache, Cal was chief of the news desk for Seven Rocks’ daily paper, the Sentinel.
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