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A Wild Night at WildWolf


“It looks like the Holiday Winter Carnival is finally going to get a break from the weather,” Nancy Drew said. Light snow dusted the hood of her car as she pulled into Bess Marvin’s driveway.


“I know,” George Fayne said, reaching to put a new CD into the car’s CD player. “At last. We’ve had nothing but snow, ice, and crispy-cold weather.”


Nancy watched Bess pick her way carefully along the icy drive toward the car. Bess was George’s cousin, but they looked completely different. George was tall, with short smooth dark hair. Bess was the same age—eighteen—but shorter, and she didn’t have nearly as athletic a body as her cousin. Her wavy blond hair was lighter than Nancy’s. Bess and George were not only Nancy’s classmates—they were also her best friends.


“Isn’t this weather great!” Bess said as she plunked into the backseat. “The Carnival should be spectacular. I can’t wait to find out what our work assignments will be!”


“You know, this might be the last Carnival for a while,” Nancy said as she turned onto Clayton Avenue. It was the quickest route to Riverside Park, which sat near the Muskoka River. “The last two lost a lot of money.”


“Well, the weather was so bad last year, for one thing,” Bess pointed out. “Hardly any snow at all. Remember? It was so warm the ice wouldn’t hold. And I don’t just mean all the sculptures and cool stuff. There was barely enough ice on the Muskoka for skating the full seven days, let alone any real skating competitions.”


“The weather wasn’t good for a winter carnival, that’s true,” Nancy said. “But that wasn’t the only problem,” she reminded them. “Two years ago a lot of money was wasted, and last year half the money disappeared—along with the Carnival chairman. So they’ve brought in this new guy from Chicago to run things.”


“Did you hear his name?” George asked. “It’s Poodles McNulty. What kind of a name is Poodles?”


“Especially for a man,” Bess said. “It must be some sort of a nickname.”


“We might find out this morning,” Nancy said, pulling into Riverside Park. Cars already nearly filled the lot. Nancy pulled her Mustang in to join them. The park was sparkling with fresh bright white snow and clear ice.


The three friends gathered up their sports bags and backpacks and got out of the car. Their boots crunched the packed snow as they headed toward the huge blue-and-green tent on the bank of the river. Branches of enormous sycamore trees leaned out across the frozen river near the tent. Maple and oak trees stood straight and tall against the watery-pale sky.


Nancy’s new white ski suit showed off her slim body, and she was happy to find out that it also kept her warm and comfortable as they walked through the ice sculpture garden. “Wow, look at these—they’re awesome,” Nancy said. All around the girls were eight-foot statues of trees, animals, and people carved from ice. Sunshine broke through the sky and glittered through the sculptures.


The girls entered the tent to register for their work assignments. As they stood in line, Nancy recognized many faces—neighbors, friends of her family, shopkeepers around town, and colleagues of her father, attorney Carson Drew.


“There you are.” Nancy’s boyfriend, Ned Nickerson, strolled toward them. He was taller than Nancy and also had wavy blond hair. He leaned down to give her a kiss, and then gave her friends a warm smile. “Do you have your assignments yet?”


“We just got here,” Nancy said, leading the others to a registration line. “What about you?”


“I’m on the team that’ll organize the torchlight parades,” he answered. “And I’m also going to help with some of the sporting events—the golf tournament and the Polar Bear Plunge.”


“Like the Polar Bear Plunge is a real sporting event,” Bess said. “Give me a break! It’s just a group of people in bathing suits jumping through the ice into the river in below-freezing weather.”


“I don’t know,” George said. Her mouth twisted into a crooked smile, as if she still weren’t sure about what she was going to say. “I’m thinking about doing it this year.”


“Yikes,” Bess said. “You would.”


“Oh, and get this,” Ned added. “I’m one of the judges for the Snow Princess competition.”


“That should be right up your alley,” Nancy said with a grin.


“Nancy!” a familiar voice called from behind. “It is you!”


Nancy turned. “Brianda!” she said. “I haven’t seen you since you graduated. Do you all remember each other?” she asked. “This is Brianda Bunch. She was a couple of years ahead of us in school—I knew her when we worked together on the paper. You’re in college now, right?” she asked Brianda.


“Yes, finally. My family moved to the West Coast right after I graduated. I worked a year there, and finally started college this past fall—studying journalism at Columbia.”


“You must be on school break too,” Bess said.


“I am,” Brianda answered. “And I came here to hook up with some old friends and get in one more Carnival. It looks like I’m going to be one of the on-call hosts, hanging out to give visitors a quick tour of the Carnival if they want. I’m staying at WildWolf while I’m here.”


“WildWolf,” Nancy repeated. “That’s the animal preserve a few miles out of town, right? We’ve all been there. It’s really cool. Come to think of it, you and I did a feature article on it once. Wait a minute—I remember. Your family’s connected to the place . . .”


“That’s right,” Brianda said. “My cousin is Markie Michaels, the executive director of the preserve. She’s an ethologist—a scientist who studies animal behavior. Her specialty is wolves. Hey, would you like to come out tonight? It’s Tuesday, so they’re having a Howl-o-rama.”


“That’s when the wolves and the humans howl back and forth?” Bess asked.


“Right,” Brianda said. “If you come early I can give you a behind-the-scenes tour. We have some new pups. They’re not out for public viewing yet, but I can show them to you. They’re incredible.”


“I’d love it,” Nancy said, “as long as we aren’t scheduled to work here tonight.”


Bess and George agreed it would be fun. Only Ned begged off. “I can’t make it tonight, but I’ll take a rain check,” he said. “I have to go meet with the torchlighters now, so I’ll talk to you later.” With that, he bounded off toward a corner of the tent.


Before Brianda left, the others made plans to meet that night at WildWolf. Then Nancy, Bess, and George got their Carnival assignments.


“I’m working at the Heat Hut,” Bess said, looking through her orientation kit. “And the cool thing is that I work different shifts every day, so I’ll have a good chance of seeing everything before the Carnival is over.”


“We’ll be able to stay in touch there, too,” George pointed out. “The Heat Hut is definitely the place to hang out and get warm—a perfect place for breaks.”


“And lattes and hot chocolate and cookies and nachos and all sorts of goodies,” Bess added. “What about you, Nancy? Where are you working?”


“I’ve got several jobs,” Nancy said. “You know how they have hosts who stand by to welcome everyone and direct visitors to all the activities and venues?”


“You did that last year, didn’t you?” George asked.


“Exactly,” Nancy said. “This year I’ll be in charge of that team. I make rounds to be sure that all the hosts are on call and helping out, and to see if they have any questions. Oh, and they asked me to be one of the Snow Princess judges, too.”


“So you and Ned will be working together for that one,” Bess said. “That’ll be fun. What are you going to be doing, George?” she asked.


“I’m coordinating the softball-in-the-snow games, and also working with the lighting crew for some of the evening activities,” George told them. “I hope I get to work the Crystal Palace for the opening tomorrow.”


“That’s one of my favorite parts of the Carnival,” Nancy said. “That huge ice castle with all the colored lights shining through.”


The three split up to meet with their various coordinators and teams for a few hours. As prearranged, they met back at the car at three o’clock. After a late lunch of tacos and burritos at Smoky’s Hothouse they headed out to WildWolf.


It was four o’clock and still light when they arrived at the preserve. Nancy pulled off the country road onto a mile-long drive to the gate that opened into WildWolf. They drove another couple of blocks until they came to the visitors’ parking lot and a compound of wood-frame buildings. Brianda was waiting for them at the office door. She introduced them to her cousin, Markie Michaels, and Markie’s assistant, Christopher Warfield.


“We’re so glad you could come,” Markie said. She was tall and pretty, with reddish-brown hair.


“Welcome,” Christopher added, extending his hand. He had deep green eyes and a British accent. He was stocky, but he looked very muscular.


Brianda immediately took Nancy and her friends to see the wolf pups. The preserve was huge—it was comprised of six four-acre enclosures that were bordered with double security fences. Four to ten wolves lived in each enclosure. WildWolf had an international reputation and was visited by students, scientists, and people from around the world who were interested in animal welfare, nature, education, and research.


Brianda took them into a small building where the wolf babies were being examined by a vet.


“They’re so fluffy,” Bess exclaimed as she took one in her arms. It looked like a cross between a puppy and a bear cub.


Nancy picked up another wiggly pup with thick brownish fur. It was warm and incredibly soft, and it wriggled up her chest to her shoulder. It nibbled on her hair and murmured baby mumbles in her ear.


“Aren’t they amazing?” Brianda said.


“I’m in love,” Nancy said, cuddling the pup.


They played with the babies until it was time for the Howl-o-rama. Then they went back to the first wolf enclosure. It was dark, but a large moon flooded the landscape with a vanilla glow. People started to fill two small bleachers which sat a few yards from the fence—even though a hanging thermometer registered twenty-two degrees.


Markie came out and introduced herself, and said a few words about the preserve and its inhabitants. Then she began the howl. She threw her head back, and a long mournful sound poured from her throat: “Ah-oooooooooooooooooooooooooo.”


From the distance, an echoing call filled the air. Then another wolf from another pen responded, beginning on a different note, so that the two animals howled in harmony.


Markie answered back and motioned for the people in the bleachers to join in. Nancy, Bess, George, and Brianda sent out loud howls and were rewarded with responses from all the packs.


Soon the air filled with an eerie counterpoint of animal and human howling. Nancy’s skin sparked with tiny explosions as she sang with the wolves.


During a particularly loud chorus, Nancy noticed a modern sound muted beneath the primitive sound of the howling. She seemed to be the only one who heard the steady rolling crunch of the snow. Suddenly everyone stopped howling and looked toward the new sound. An old pickup truck was shooting toward them along the road that divided two large enclosures.


Christopher Warfield pulled the truck to a grinding halt near the bleachers and hopped out of the truck’s cab, leaving the door swinging open. He raced over to the fence where Markie stood. Nancy watched the two of them closely. They were too far away for Nancy to pick up any words from scanning their lips, but there was no question about the news that Christopher had brought. It wasn’t good.


“I’m going to see what’s going on,” Brianda said. She marched down the bleachers, her boots clomping along the wood slats. Brianda joined her cousin and Christopher at the fence, and the three of them huddled for a few minutes. Then Markie and Christopher ran to the truck, and Brianda returned.


“We’ve had a little problem,” Brianda announced to the crowd with a thin smile. “Nothing too bad—but Markie needs to help Christopher clear it up. We’re going to cut the Howl-o-rama short this evening. We hope to see everyone back next month. The drive is lit all the way back to the road, so you shouldn’t have any trouble finding your way. But be careful—there’s ice under all that snow. We don’t want any of you sliding into a drift.”


Nancy could tell that Brianda was trying to look confident and reassuring—but it was obvious that she was very upset.


“What’s happened?” Nancy asked her friend privately as people shuffled off the bleachers. “Is there anything I can do?”


“Just stick around until everyone else has left, okay?” Brianda asked in a very low voice. Then she continued to help people down from the bleachers and point them to the parking lot.


Nancy, Bess, and George waited for Brianda to rejoin them after every car had pulled away. Brianda’s porcelain skin was flushed a pale pink, and her large blue-gray eyes sparkled with tears in the harsh glow of the security lamp. “It’s horrible,” she cried. “Khayyam and Liz are not with their pack. Two of our prize alpha wolves—they’re gone.”
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A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing?


“Gone?” Nancy repeated. “But how? When?”


“I’m not sure,” Brianda said. “There’s no break in the fence. Somehow, though, they got out.”


“You mean . . . escaped?” Bess said softly.


“Or were they stolen?” Nancy suggested.


“Without a break in the fence, they couldn’t have escaped,” Brianda said.


“So if they were taken, it would have to have been by someone who knew this place,” Nancy concluded. “And also knew how to handle the animals.”


“Khayyam and Liz are alpha wolves—leaders of their pack,” Brianda said. “It would not have been easy to capture them.”


In the distance Nancy saw snow flying along the gravel road. The pickup truck and a couple of SUVs raced up. “Looks like they’ve got everyone in on the search,” Brianda said. “They’re going to kick you out, too, so I have to make this fast. This isn’t—”


“Girls, we’re closing up for the evening,” Markie called out, interrupting her cousin. “So I’m going to have to ask you to leave. Bree, can you join us in the office, please? Right away.”


Nancy waved and smiled. “Bye. The howling was great.” She knew it would be better if Markie didn’t know that Brianda had told them what happened.


The WildWolf crew went inside the office, and Nancy and her friends started for the parking lot.


In spite of what Markie had said, Brianda escorted them to their car.


“This isn’t the first time something bad has happened here,” Brianda whispered to the girls. “Markie told me there have been several scary incidents. Personally, I sense that someone is trying to destroy this place and ruin all of Markie’s hard work.” Nancy could hear the distress in her friend’s voice.


“Nancy, I know your reputation,” Brianda said. “Help me figure out what’s happening here before my cousin loses everything?”


“Of course, Brianda,” Nancy said without a moment’s hesitation. “I’ll look into it and do whatever I can. WildWolf is as of this minute in a sort of lockdown, it seems—outsiders aren’t welcome. So listen carefully to everything—take notes if you can. It’ll help to have you on the inside. And let’s talk tomorrow at the Carnival.”


“Thanks, Nancy,” Brianda said. “Thanks a lot.” She quickly turned and ran back to the office building.


Nancy drove her friends back to town. After dropping Bess and George at their houses, she pulled into her own garage. Nancy sat for a moment in her car, going back over every minute at WildWolf. When she shivered, she told herself it was because it was so cold. But deep down she wondered if it was because there might be two wild wolves on the loose somewhere around River Heights.


• • •


At eight o’clock Wednesday morning Nancy’s alarm and her bedroom phone both rang at the same time. With one hand she hit the alarm button, and with the other she picked up the receiver.


“Turn on your TV,” Brianda said on the other end of the line. Nancy used the remote to turn on her small television set on the bookshelf. The screen showed a local reporter, Susie Oliver, speaking earnestly into a microphone. Nancy caught the point of the broadcast in the middle of the reporter’s sentence.


“—standing here in the pasture of local sheep farmer Philip LeRoy, who is understandably concerned about the breaking news we’ve been bringing to you this morning.” The reporter turned to a man who was standing next to her. He looked like he was between fifty and sixty years old—it was hard to tell exactly.


“So, Mr. LeRoy, what was your reaction when you heard that there are two wolves missing from the WildWolf animal preserve, which is not far from here?”


“The same reaction I had the last time it happened,” LeRoy said. “I’m mad. Wolves have escaped from that place before, and they attacked my sheep one night about this time of year. I tried to get that place shut down the first time it happened, but nobody’d listen. They’ll listen now, I promise you that. WildWolf should be shut down, and all the animals should be destroyed.”
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