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RUBY REDFORT WAS PERCHED ON a stepladder looking out of the high landscape window which ran the length of her room. The window was designed to allow the light in rather than to provide a view of the street below, but today it was the view Ruby was interested in. She was looking down at the network of roads and alleys, contemplating the scene below. Mrs Beesman was wheeling her shopping cart down one of the back alleys which ran between the rows of houses. The cart was filled with several cats and some jars, saucepans and a whole lot of random junk. A few of the cats appeared to have socks wrapped around their middles, presumably to keep them warm. Mrs Beesman herself was wearing several coats and a fur hat with earflaps, ski gloves and an extremely long, moth-eaten scarf. Mrs Beesman tended to wear a coat in all weathers, but today, bundled up as she was, suggested that it was a pretty chilly morning. As the old lady trundled past Mr Parker’s yard, so his dog Bubbles began to bark.

On Ruby’s lap was a plate of pancakes: her second serving and it was still only 6.47 am. Ruby had been away from home for the whole of November, and the housekeeper had missed her more than she would ever say. The minute Ruby had walked through the door Mrs Digby had reached for the batter and the skillet and while she flipped pancakes so they chatted. Their conversation had been interrupted by an urgent call from Mrs Digby’s cousin Emily and Ruby, knowing the time these phone calls often took, had carried her breakfast on up to her bedroom. 

The pancakes were lasting longer than usual because Ruby’s eating was interrupted by her neighbourhood observations. Every few minutes she would put down her fork and take the pencil from behind her ear and make a note in the yellow notebook which lay in her lap. It was surprising how much was going on out there given the time of day. Ruby had taken up the yellow notebook habit when she was four years old and she now had 625 notebooks full of the exciting, interesting, ordinary and often dull happenings that had occurred in the world around her. She stored the 624 notebooks under the floor, the 625th she kept hidden inside the door jamb.

Ruby had returned unreasonably early that December morning from what she referred to as the ‘dork pound’ and what the organisers would call Genius Camp ‘for the mathematically gifted’. As far as Ruby was concerned, it was four weeks of her life she would never get back. It had been no walk in the park, not because the work had been particularly hard, but because some of the kids enrolled in the course were, well, not particularly nice, and some of them were a whole lot worse than that, namely Dakota Lyme. Ruby had run into Dakota not so long ago at the October mathletics meet, one of the less pleasant days of Ruby’s (on the whole charmed) life. Ruby had found herself going head to head with the objectionable girl in the final round of the one-day competition, and for all the trouble it had caused her, Ruby would have gladly conceded victory and walked away from the whole stupid circus. However, she won and took the consequences, which were a lot of abuse and a nasty encounter in the mathletics meet parking lot. One of the problems for Ruby was that her brilliant brain brought her a lot of attention, attention she really didn’t want, nor, given her status as an undercover agent, need. 

Mr Parker came out onto the lawn to shout at Bubbles. The sound of his voice was a whole lot more unpleasant than the sound of the dog’s barking.

Ruby’s life as an agent was no picnic, but then that was hardly a surprise given the kind of people one was inclined to run into during the day-on-day battle of good v evil. Evil, a much overused word in Ruby’s opinion. Not every person who committed a crime was evil, and only rarely (extremely rarely) would one consider them through and through bad with not an iota of goodness in them. But when it came to the Count, Ruby would have to concede that if there was any good in him then it was too small to see. Blame it on a bad childhood, a life gone wrong, his ma and pa’s genes, blame it on the weather, but whatever the reason, it didn’t change the facts – goodness had deserted him utterly, and his soul had gone to rot. Around this monster of a man swirled a murky soup of the vile and the unhinged, all eager to do his dirty work. The plots they hatched and cruelties they inflicted were dark enough to give Wonder Woman herself reason to keep the nightlight lit. So how did a thirteen-year-old school kid from Twinford hold her nerve? Well, no one had promised her it was going to be easy. But what scared Ruby more than the cruel ones, more than the Count even, was the force behind it all, the one who pulled the strings. Because there was someone, and according to the Count it was this someone who wanted Ruby dead and caused the Count himself to shudder. 

And one should always, in the words of Mrs Digby:

Fear the wolf that other wolves fear. 

Ruby watched as a removal van turned the corner and made its way down Cedarwood Drive. It stopped outside the grey clapboard house, the oldest house on the street. It seemed it was about to become vacant once more. As far back as Ruby could remember, no one ever stuck around long enough to make the house a home. 

Ruby Redfort was a girl who embraced change and was not fearful of a little adventure, but lately she wouldn’t mind if the whole world stood still.

A car drove by. It stopped at the junction; the driver wound down the window and threw a soda can onto the street.

October had been a busy month. Her life as an agent at the most secret of secret agencies – known only to those in the know as Spectrum – had been dominated by the growing sense that somewhere in Spectrum’s subterranean corridors there lurked a mole. Ruby had felt the steely looks as the eye of suspicion was trained on her. She had been interviewed by the head of Spectrum 1, Agent Delaware, and it had not been a comfortable experience, particularly when with a steady gaze he had uttered the words, ‘I could be staring into the eyes of a traitor right this very moment and not know it.’ But Ruby shouldn’t have taken it personally – it was simply protocol. Every agent in Spectrum was under suspicion, every single one of them interviewed, investigated and scrutinised. No one had been identified as the mole, no one had been cleared; the tension in HQ was palpable.

As October brought in the storm winds, so the Spectrum investigation brought an uneasy atmosphere which crept through its halls, seeding suspicion and mistrust. And for Ruby everything was beginning to settle at LB’s door.

A builder’s truck manoeuvred its way down the street and pulled up outside the Lemons’ house, blocking part of Cedarwood Drive. An angry driver began honking his horn, but the truck didn’t move. The driver got out of his car, the truck driver out of his truck, and they began shouting at each other. The shouts of the men in the street masked the sound of footsteps on the roof above her. It was only when the hatch opened that Ruby realised that someone was up there. 

‘Who’s there?’ cried Ruby, the ladder rocking dangerously as she turned to look.

‘Ah,’ said Hitch. ‘It looks like you’re back.’ 

‘Jeepers! Ever think of knocking?’ scolded Ruby. 

‘A bit weird isn’t it – knocking on the ceiling?’ said Hitch. He had a tool belt around his waist and a reel of cable slung across his shoulder.

‘What are you doing up there anyway?’

‘It’s a long story and I’ll fill you in on it when I’ve got time, but I ought to get going.’

‘You don’t want to hear the latest?’ she asked.

‘Itching to hear your news kid, but it’s a pleasure I’m going to have to put on hold.’ He opened the window and climbed out onto the ledge.

‘Doors too good for you, are they?’ 

‘I hadn’t realised you were so hung up on the rules,’ said Hitch as he disappeared from view. ‘Good to see you kid,’ he called. 
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RUBY HAD BARELY REPOSITIONED HERSELF on the stepladder when there was a knock at her bedroom door. Her husky dog Bug got to his feet and ambled over.

‘Is that you?’ she called, slipping the notebook under her behind.

‘Who else would it be?’ came the reply.

‘You may enter,’ Ruby called.

‘One day you’ll break your neck,’ said the housekeeper walking into the room.

Ruby looked down to see Mrs Digby, holding a tray and scanning the floor for empty mugs and dirty plates.

‘That’s not a very cheery greeting,’ said Ruby.

‘It won’t be a very cheering sight if it happens,’ said the old lady. ‘Nor if that butler falls off the house,’ she said, peering out of the window at Hitch. ‘Is he after squirrels again? Or is it window weevils?’ 

‘Who in only knows?’ said Ruby.

‘What are you doing up there anyway? Spying on folks, I’ll warrant.’

‘Watching,’ corrected Ruby.

‘Same thing,’ sniffed the housekeeper. ‘Never was there a child as curious as you.’

‘Did my folks have a late night or something?’ said Ruby, looking at her watch. It was rare for them to lie in; they were what Mrs Digby called ‘early birds’.

‘If you want the answer to that question then you’re going to have to dial long distance,’ said Mrs Digby.

‘Huh?’ said Ruby.

‘Paris, France,’ said the housekeeper, ‘that’s where they are.’

‘They are?’ said Ruby. ‘Why?’

‘That butler friend of yours talked them into it.’

‘Hitch?’ said Ruby, like the Redforts had a team of butlers.

‘He thought they needed a vacation; why I don’t know since the only vacation they could use is a vacation from vacations.’ Mrs Digby tutted. Just thinking about the number of trips that pair made could make her travelsick.

‘So when are they home?’ asked Ruby.

‘Day after tomorrow. They wanted to be back in time for your return, but apparently all the flights were chock-a-block.’

‘I’m sure Hitch could get them home. He’s pretty good at persuading airline people to do what he wants.’

‘Well, he failed this time,’ said Mrs Digby, ‘but I guess even he doesn’t have much hold over the weather.’

‘The weather?’

‘Blizzards,’ said Mrs Digby. ‘Paris is under several feet of snow.’

‘Is that so?’ said Ruby. ‘How long are they expected to—’ She broke off, her attention caught by something else. ‘Mrs Digby,’ said Ruby, peering at the old lady, ‘something has happened to your face.’

‘Well, that doesn’t sound quite polite,’ said the housekeeper.

‘I mean you look different.’ Ruby stared hard at her. ‘Tanned!’ she said, finally figuring out what had changed.

‘Well, since you ask, I’ve been cruising.’

‘What?’

‘I’ve been cruising around the Caribbean.’

Ruby looked stunned.

‘On a boat.’

‘I know what a cruise is,’ said Ruby. ‘I’m just interested to understand how you got to be on one.’

‘I won it fair and square.’ 

‘Won what?’

‘A cruise.’

‘How?’

‘In a competition. I won it and took Cousin Emily along with me.’

‘What competition?’ asked Ruby.

‘Well, that’s the curious thing,’ said Mrs Digby. ‘I don’t exactly remember entering one, but I suppose I must have, and you know what they say …’

‘What?’ said Ruby.

Mrs Digby looked at her conspiratorially and said, ‘Don’t ask too many questions or they’ll find you out.’

Ruby rolled her eyes. ‘You mean they might have made a giant mistake and given you a prize you didn’t actually win?’

‘I’m not saying it’s not impossible,’ said Mrs Digby.

Mrs Digby’s view on keeping one’s mouth shut was similar to Spectrum’s number one rule: KEEP IT ZIPPED. Ruby herself had a little book of rules, 80 of them to be accurate – it was a magenta book with the word ‘Rules’ printed on it in red. While the housekeeper busied herself collecting the rest of the dirty crockery, Ruby was left to her thoughts and she was surprised that one of her thoughts was, I wish my folks were home. Ruby was an independent kid; she didn’t need people around her all the time for comfort or security. She had what Mrs Digby called inner reserves, by which she meant a strong sense of who she was, but for some reason today sitting up there on that stepladder, Ruby just felt a strong need to see her mom and dad. The house felt not so much quiet without them, as actually: empty. 

‘By the way,’ said Mrs Digby, ‘I hate to be the one to tell you, but that Archie Lemon busted into your room and ate some of your books.’

‘What? You’re kidding?’ said Ruby.

‘Before you get all animated about it, I should just say, it wasn’t while I was watching him.’

‘So who was?’ asked Ruby.

‘That would be his mother, Elaine. She was over visiting your mom and neither of them realised he had made a crawl for it – up all those stairs too.’

‘How did he manage that?’ 

‘They’re over-feeding him is my guess,’ said Mrs Digby. ‘Who would believe such a tiny person could cause such havoc, but don’t worry, I cleaned it all up, wiped the dribble off your books and put ’em all back.’

‘Gross,’ said Ruby.

‘I’m not disagreeing with you.’ The housekeeper turned to leave. ‘Glad to have you back child.’

‘Thank you,’ said Ruby. ‘I’ve missed you a bunch, you know that.’

Ruby returned to her musings.

As Ruby ran through all the various things that had happened since March, some nine months ago now, she began to see how time was running out and maybe not just for Spectrum – perhaps for her too. 

She was beginning to tune into something that was driven neither by fact nor logic, it was more of a Clancy Crew hunch type of a thing. Just a feeling that whatever trouble was out there, it was now headed her way and about to come knocking at her door.
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AT 3 PM RUBY HEARD A SCRATCHING at the door.

‘Bug, is that you?’ 

She was answered by one short bark.

‘OK, I’ll see you by the back door.’

She pulled on her boots, coat and hat, wound a scarf around her neck, and climbed out of the window.

Bug was waiting patiently outside for her, and together they set off down Cedarwood Drive, turned right on Amster and continued on as far as the Donut Diner. She left the husky by the coat rack and he settled down for a nap. 

It was medium busy, not too crowded, but as usual there were plenty of customers. Marla, the owner, waved to Ruby as she walked through the door.

Ruby took up a seat at the counter where Clancy was already waiting: in front of him, two mugs of ginger tea and a couple of apple donuts.

Ruby unzipped her coat, to reveal a T-shirt which read: happy to be here

‘What’s with the tea?’ asked Ruby.

‘My sister Amy has a cold, my sister Lulu has a cold, my sister Nancy has a cold, my sister Minny has a cold, my dad has a cold.’

‘Jeepers,’ said Ruby, ‘sounds bad.’

‘Drusilla says due to the high levels of antioxidants in ginger, ginger tea can strengthen your immunity, warding off infection, and I’m trying to remain uninfected,’ said Clancy.

‘But why do I have to drink ginger tea?’ asked Ruby. ‘It’s you Crews who are the ones harbouring the plague.’

‘Who knows who it will strike next; you go down sick, there’s more of a chance I go down sick, and I don’t want to go down sick. Christmas is my favourite time of year.’

Ruby sipped her ginger tea. When Clancy was in this frame of mind it was easier to fall in behind than argue it through. 

‘By the way, long time no hear,’ said Clancy.

‘I wrote you: you didn’t get my postcards?’

‘I got ’em,’ said Clancy. He thought for a moment. ‘How come you typed them?’

‘I didn’t want anyone to recognise my handwriting,’ said Ruby.

‘Is that why you signed them Aunt Mabel?’ asked Clancy.

‘I was trying to keep incognito.’

‘Well, it brought up a few questions with my mom, I can tell you that.’

‘What was she doing reading your postcards?’ said Ruby.

‘People read other people’s postcards,’ said Clancy. ‘They’re postcards, no envelopes, the mailman can read them if he chooses to, I mean if he happens to be particularly bored.’

‘So,’ said Ruby, ‘what did she want to know?’

‘Why this Aunt Mabel, who she didn’t know even existed, was recommending thermal socks. I mean if you were planning on using a code then why didn’t you use the regular one?’

‘Because if I had written a postcard in gobbledegook then that would have looked really suspicious. This way it looks like I am writing to you about normal stuff.’

‘Since when is it normal for an aunt who doesn’t even exist to write me about thermal socks?’

‘OK, you have a point, I went too much into character, but can we get back to the point?’

‘Which is?’

‘I did keep in touch.’

‘But you didn’t tell me anything, not really, only that something had happened and it was hard to explain in writing.’ 

‘Well, it was.’

‘In that case, why didn’t you call?’

‘It wasn’t so easy,’ said Ruby, biting into one of the donuts. ‘They had this whole lockdown thing going.’

‘Since when was Genius Camp so high-security?’

‘It was more like boot camp, if you really wanna know – anyone caught out of their study area or generally not complying with mathletics rules was threatened with disqualification.’

‘Seriously?’ asked Clancy.

‘You bet seriously,’ said Ruby. ‘I mean, you had to ask to use the payphone – you know it actually had a padlock on it.’

‘When did you ever take notice of petty rules? Or locks for that matter … Plus I thought you would have wanted to be disqualified and get sent home early.’

‘I thought about it, believe me, but then you know I felt bad for my mom and dad. For some reason having a daughter who is a major dork brainiac means something to them.’

‘That was your reason for staying?’ said Clancy. ‘Since when do you care so much about your parents’ dreams of a “show and tell daughter”? Forgive me, but I just don’t buy that.’

‘OK, so not just that. I had my reasons for sticking around, and one of them was the Pink Pixie. I swear I woulda walked had it not been for that box of crackers.’

‘You mean Dakota Lyme?’

‘Yeah, her,’ said Ruby. ‘Boy, she was so crazy for winning, her eyes almost popped out of her face – you remember how she tried to injure that kid, Ward Partial?’

‘Yeah, I read about that,’ said Clancy. ‘Don’t tell me she did it again.’

Ruby nodded her head. ‘Only worse this time. That poor Partial kid was at breaking point. You know, for a dweeb he’s actually kinda OK, plus he’s only eleven. He can’t handle the pressure.’

Clancy nodded. ‘So what happened?’

‘I’ll tell you some other time, but suffice to say, I stuck it out.’

‘You know what?’ said Clancy.

‘What?’ said Ruby.

‘You’re all heart.’

Ruby took a big slug of her drink. ‘Well, I couldn’t abandon him, could I? Let her go ahead and make mincemeat of him while I swanned off back to Twinford. You know what, this ginger tea’s not bad.’

‘What is bad is the hogwash you’re spouting,’ said Clancy. ‘Would you quit feeding me this garbage and actually tell me why you left town?’

Clancy had a way of sniffing out the baloney, and he knew there was more to Ruby’s little math vacation than the tale she had been telling him. Since when was it necessary for her, the brightest kid in Twinford Junior High, to go away for a four-week intensive math and science camp? 

Ruby looked him dead in the eye, plucked a serviette from the dispenser and carefully wiped her hands.

‘You promise not to get all flappy?’

‘Why would I get flappy?’ replied Clancy.

‘OK,’ she said, ‘if you want to know so bad, I’ll tell you.’ 

Clancy waited.

‘It was all down to Hitch. It was him who was keen I should go, it was him who came up with the idea and wanted me to hunker down at geek camp,’ said Ruby.

Clancy looked confused. ‘Hitch is interested in your mathematical development?’

‘Hitch is interested in me continuing to breathe,’ said Ruby, ‘and I’m kinda interested in the same thing. The geek camp was just a way of getting me away and out of Twinford while he assessed the situation and made things secure back home.’

‘Assessed what situation?’

‘The situation regarding who might want me dead.’ 

Clancy let go of his donut and it splashed into his tea.

‘Clance, are you OK?’

‘Hitch thinks you’re on some kinda hit list?’ said Clancy, his voice unsteady.

‘Well, maybe …’ she said.

‘That’s why you were in the middle of nowhere for four whole weeks.?’ He paused. ‘But are you sure it’s safe for you to be home?’

‘Safe as it’s ever possible to be,’ said Ruby. ‘So long as I stay inside the house for the rest of my life everything should be fine.’ 

‘It’s not funny Rube.’

‘I know,’ said Ruby. ‘I’m not really laughing, you know that, don’t you?’

‘So is it the Count?’ asked Clancy.

‘Well, a month ago I would have said yes,’ said Ruby. ‘But the last thing he told me down in that crypt was that he had decided not to kill me.’

‘Why?’

‘Apparently he changed his mind.’

‘He actually said that?’ asked Clancy.

‘He said it was in his best interests for me to keep on breathing.’

‘Well, that’s kind of worrying, don’t you think?’ said Clancy.

‘Why?’ asked Ruby.

‘Because it sounds like there might be some other crazed killer out there.’

‘Yeah, well, I think there is,’ agreed Ruby.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ said Clancy.

‘I’m telling you now,’ said Ruby.

‘So?’ 

‘So what?’ said Ruby.

‘So the other thing you’re not telling me.’ 

‘What thing?’ said Ruby.

‘I don’t know,’ said Clancy. ‘That’s why I’m asking.’

‘OK …’ she said, ‘but don’t get all worked up … you gotta …’

‘I knew it!’ he said. ‘Something happened, didn’t it? It was just after I got outta hospital, after the Halloween pageant, the day before you went off to camp, am I right, am I, am I right?’ Now he was beginning to flap.

‘Clance, you promised you wouldn’t flap.’ 

Clancy ignored her and continued flapping. 

‘Look Clance, the thing is …’

But he wasn’t finished. ‘Something spooked you, really spooked you.’ He was getting all dramatic now, Ruby hated when he got all dramatic – at least, hated when he got dramatic about things that were actually already dramatic.

‘Then you suddenly took off without a word. I knew there had to be a bigger reason than hanging out with nerds at some crummy nerd camp and I knew there had to be a bigger reason than just the usual Count encounter.’

‘Just the usual Count encounter …?’ spluttered Ruby. ‘The usual—’

‘So what was it that spooked you just after Halloween?’ interrupted Clancy.

‘Well, it wasn’t any kids dressed up as ghouls, I can promise you that,’ said Ruby.

‘That I figured,’ said Clancy. ‘But why didn’t you tell me what happened, you know, after … that night in the crypt –’ his voice was a little shaky now – ‘with the undead and … and, you know –’ he paused, before whispering – ‘the psychopath.’

‘Just a regular Tuesday night in Twinford.’

But Clancy was in no mood for making light. He was just looking at her, waiting for her to spill the beans.

She breathed in a long slow breath, exhaled and stared back at him.

‘Well, I was going to tell you, of course I was, but I needed time to think.’ 

‘About what?’ asked Clancy.

‘Everything,’ she replied. ‘It’s a big deal what I know, and I haven’t told a soul.’

‘No one? But you musta told Hitch?’

Ruby shook her head.

‘Blacker?’ asked Clancy.

‘No one,’ said Ruby.

‘So,’ said Clancy, ‘what is it?’

‘Not here,’ said Ruby, looking around. ‘Let’s move to that booth in the corner. I don’t want to risk being overheard – you know, walls have ears and all that.’

They slid off their stools and took their drinks over to the other side of the diner where the lighting was dimmer and the customers fewer. 

‘So,’ said Ruby, ‘ever heard the phrase “a bad apple”?’
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CLANCY DID NOT HAVE TIME to answer Ruby’s question, nor to wonder what apples had to do with anything, because they were interrupted.

‘Hey! Ruby!’

The voice came from across the busy diner and belonged to Elliot Finch. 

‘You’re back,’ he called.

Ruby peered at her reflection in the chrome serviette dispenser. She nodded. ‘It would seem so.’

Elliot tapped his head and said, ‘I saw Bug lying by the diner door and I thought to myself, Ruby must be in here somewhere.’

‘Quite the little Sherlock Holmes,’ said Ruby.

Elliot slid into the seat next to Clancy. ‘So how’s the fruit baby?’ 

‘What?’ said Ruby.

‘He’s talking about the Lemon,’ explained Clancy.

The Lemon was Archie Lemon, one-year-old son of the Redforts’ neighbours Niles and Elaine Lemon, and a baby very lucky to be alive. Had it not been for Ruby’s decision to use him as a prop in the Halloween parade, Archie Lemon would have been asleep in his bedroom and the Twinford Tornado would have taken him with it when it whirled into the Lemons’ home, destroying Archie’s room. However, Archie had survived and his parents could not thank Ruby enough. In fact, it was getting to be a problem.

‘It must be cool,’ said Elliot.

‘It’s not,’ said Ruby.

‘Being a hero’s not cool?’ said Elliot.

‘I’m not a hero,’ said Ruby.

‘You saved that kid’s life,’ said Elliot.

‘I borrowed that baby because I needed him to play the part of Baby Grim in the pageant. I needed him because I wanted us to win. If we had won, we would have got prize money. That’s not heroic, it’s self-serving.’

‘But you saved his life,’ insisted Elliot.

‘Luck,’ said Ruby. ‘Coulda been the other way around, coulda been the tornado hit the pageant and it would all have been my fault and they woulda hated me for all eternity.’

‘Life is fickle,’ said Clancy.

‘People are fickle,’ corrected Ruby.

‘Still, it must be great, his parents thinking you’re a hero, even if you’re not … technically, I mean.’

‘It’s a pain in the butt,’ said Ruby. ‘Elaine calls round all the time asking me how I am.’ She sighed. ‘And she keeps giving me stuff.’

‘She’s giving you stuff?’ Elliot’s eyes grew big. ‘Like gifts and things?’

‘Yeah,’ said Ruby.

‘Oh boy,’ said Elliot, ‘I would love that.’

‘Would you?’ said Ruby. ‘Really? Cos I got a whole bunch of super ugly sweaters you can have: pink ones, purple ones, kitten ones …’

‘That’s what she’s giving you? Sweaters? Why sweaters?’ asked Clancy.

‘Her sister owns an “ugly knitwear” business,’ said Ruby.

‘Too bad,’ said Elliot.

‘Look, the point is not what she’s giving me, but that I don’t want her to give me anything.’ 

The bell over the diner door jangled and in walked Mouse Huxtable.

‘You’re back!’ she mouthed.

Ruby nodded. ‘So everyone keeps telling me.’

‘Well, you’ve been missed, that’s for sure,’ said Mouse. ‘Mrs Drisco’s been real grouchy.’

‘Why’s that?’ said Ruby. ‘I would have thought she would be happy to see the back of me.’

‘I think she misses the banter,’ said Mouse.

‘So what’s school been like since I left town?’ Ruby yawned.

‘Well,’ said Elliot, ‘it’s been a real hotbed of finger-pointing since you were cleared of trying to wreck Del’s life.’

‘I don’t think you can say “hotbed of finger-pointing”,’ said Mouse. ‘It doesn’t make a lotta sense.’

‘No,’ agreed Clancy, ‘it doesn’t sound right somehow.’

‘Like you can talk,’ said Elliot. ‘What was it you said the other day …’

Mouse broke in, ‘The point is, Elliot, Ruby’s off the hook and in the clear, everyone thinks it was someone from the outside, i.e. not a student at Twinford Junior High.’ She shook her head and looked at Ruby. ‘Boy, I guess someone really hates you out there.’

‘My money’s on Dakota Lyme,’ said Elliot.

‘Don’t be so sure,’ said Ruby, who knew for a certainty that it was not. ‘You gotta be careful making allegations against people, however objectionable they might be.’ It was actually the vengeful Lorelei von Leyden, mistress of disguise, who had set Ruby up as saboteur. Dakota Lyme was just a fall-guy. 

Clancy checked his watch. ‘Yikes, I’d better get going. I have to pick up a load of cough syrup for my sisters or I’ll never hear the end of it – and I mean literally: cough, cough, cough.’ He pulled on his coat. ‘That thing we were talking about before, Rube, we’ll catch up first thing, OK?’ He shot her a look and she nodded.

‘OK,’ said Ruby. 

Ruby hung out for another half hour before she headed off. She didn’t feel like going home just yet, so she turned the corner at Green Street and made a left at Main until she reached Ray Penny’s second-hand bookstore.

On a winter’s evening, with its cosy lighting and tropical heating (Ray hated to be cold), Penny Books was a pleasant place to kill time. The store was unusually busy today. Perhaps due to the warmth, and the fact that Ray wasn’t much bothered by making a sale, a lot of folks used the place like it was a library. 

Ruby browsed the graphic novel shelves; apart from shuffling footsteps as customers edged around bookstands, all that could be heard was the classical music playing on Ray’s turntable and the sound of turning pages. Ruby stepped past a bearded guy who was sitting on a stool looking at a book with a beige cover. He wasn’t browsing, he was most definitely reading. In another corner was a boy flicking through a comic while he snacked on a flapjack. 

Ruby herself settled down with a pile of Space Creep novels and began working her way through them. A moment later she was roused from her reading by the sound of falling books. Through a gap in the shelving, she could see part of a face, serious and intense. It belonged to a young woman who was clutching a pile of poetry books, and continuing to browse even though her arms were already full. Too full. Every now and again one of the poetry books would slide out from the pile and hit the floor and she would mutter, ‘whoops’ or ‘darn’ or ‘for flip’s sake!’

After the fifth drop, the guy with the beard looked up and said, ‘Here, let me help you with those.’ He put his book down on the stool and took the stack of paperbacks to the front desk. 

The young woman was very grateful. ‘Thanks a lot, that’s so kind, thank you, real nice of you, thank you again.’

Ruby was curious to know what had kept the bearded man so enthralled for the past forty-four minutes and sauntered over to take a look. The object of interest turned out to be a book entitled Fascinating Fungi. 

Ruby didn’t doubt that the study of fungi might be fascinating, but this book was not presented in a way that would entice the casual browser. With its old black-and-white photographs and dense text, you really needed to be a total fungus nut to want to pick it up. But as Mrs Digby would say, ‘it takes all sorts’. Ruby had never been a big fan of edible fungi, and even when in a survival-type situation hadn’t been overjoyed to see one. However, the poisonous kind interested her quite a lot. 

Ruby knew a great deal about poison in all its various forms, and her knowledge in this area had grown in recent weeks due to a series of attempts on the life of the Mongolian conservationist Amarjargel Oidov, organised it seemed by the Count and presumably his employer. No one exactly understood why Oidov had become the target of a murderer, but it seemed likely that it was connected to the ancient and previously undiscovered species of snake she was seeking to protect. The reptiles were an incredible yellow and marked with delicate diamonds of colour. The skins would fetch high prices in the fashion trade and the venom might also be of interest to toxicologists.

Coincidentally, one of the unusual things about the snake was that it feasted on mushrooms. Why the snakes were of interest to the Count, or indeed the Count’s boss, was still an unknown. 

Ruby checked her watch: it was getting late and probably time to head home. She thanked Ray, who merely raised his hand in a lazy ‘bye-bye’, and Ruby pushed her way out into the cold night air.
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IT WAS ANOTHER COINCIDENCE that when Ruby returned home that evening it was fungus that was the main topic of conversation. 

Mrs Digby was staring hard at a very ancient-looking recipe book and appeared unusually flustered.

‘So what are you looking to cook?’ asked Ruby, peering over the housekeeper’s shoulder.

‘Your mother wants me to rustle up this particular stew – she’s got her mind set on it, but I’ll be darned if I will ever find the ingredients.’

‘Maitake,’ Ruby read. ‘What are maitake?’

‘Hen of the woods,’ said Mrs Digby.

‘Chicken?’ said Ruby.

‘Mushrooms,’ said the housekeeper.

‘What’s the big deal with mushrooms all of a sudden?’ said Ruby. ‘They seem to be popping up everywhere.’

‘Everyone’s gone mushroom crazy, including your mother, and I can’t get my hands on a single one of these rarer breeds.’

‘Breeds?’ said Ruby. ‘Do mushrooms breed?’

‘My point is, there’s been a run on them, and it’s all to do with those darned vipers.’ 

‘What vipers?’ asked Ruby.

‘Those ones that were on the TV.’

‘You mean the yellow snakes?’ said Ruby. ‘The ones that were exhibited at the Geographic Explorer awards?’

‘Those are the critters,’ said Mrs Digby. ‘There’s been nothing but chatter about them, all the while you’ve been away – on the radio, on the television networks, in the newspapers.’ Mrs Digby reached for the Twinford Hound and slid it across the counter. ‘I don’t mind telling you, I wish those slitherers had never been discovered.’

‘I expect Amarjargel Oidov feels the same,’ said Ruby, thinking back to the conservationist’s almost-murder. Oidov had made a full recovery, but it had been a close call. Now Ruby could see, as she scanned the evening paper, that the prize-winning conservationist Oidov was working alongside the scientific institute, and they were together:

	   
‘STUDYING THE YELLOW SNAKES, THEIR DIET AND THEIR ENVIRONMENT, WHICH REMAIN A CLOSELY GUARDED SECRET.’



It was their diet, which included a rare and unnamed mushroom with rumoured life-enhancing powers, that had sparked this fad for unusual fungi. 

Ruby read on.


‘THE RESEARCH PROGRAMME IS BEING CONDUCTED IN SECRECY. THE SCIENTISTS ARE WORKING WITH A HIGHLY QUALIFIED DIETARY EXPERT FROM SEVILLE, SPAIN.’



Ruby had a pretty good idea who this dietician might be. 

Mrs Digby continued to burble on about the snakes. ‘They say those reptiles hold a secret, but if you ask me the only secret they hold is how to get you dead lickety split – one bite and you’re a goner.’

‘Plenty of snakes will get you dead,’ said Ruby. ‘Though you’re right about the venom; it is unusual. The skins are kinda spectacular too. I mean there are plenty of people who might want to bump off Oidov and turn her yellow snakes into handbags.’

‘Just the thought of it makes me queasy,’ Mrs Digby shivered. ‘What I would kill for is a half-pound of these hen of the woods.’

‘Have you tried the
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It would seem Casey Morgan had been attempting to track down the child with the code in her eyes for the past eleven years. She had set elaborate traps hoping to draw the girl to her, though only two of these plots had come close to succeeding. 

The first was printed on the back of a Choco Puffles packet and although Ruby had spotted it, solved it and even filled in the coupon with her name and address, the information had never reached its destination. This was due to her father’s forgetfulness: he had neglected to mail his daughter’s envelope and in so doing had undoubtedly saved her life. 

The second lure was a yellow balloon printed with a smiley face and tied to a long pink ribbon attached to a brown parcel tag. Had Ruby thought to look, she would have seen that there was something contained inside that smiling yellow sphere, but she missed it, finding the brown label more desirable than the balloon. She had carefully detached it from the ribbon and then let go, watching as it climbed high into the fall sky before completely disappearing.
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From the Twinford Hound …


NEAR FALL AT THE EYE BALL

It was high-rise mayhem last night at the Eye Ball. The New Year extravaganza, dubbed “the only party in town”, hosted by Twinford millionaires Mr and Mrs Gerald Hassensack, was brought to an early close when an intruder was spotted climbing up the side of the building. 

Detectives suspect that the woman, Brenda Ulla Zane, was there to rob guests of their jewels and valuables. She was challenged by plucky thirteen-year-old Ruby Redfort, who in a hair-raising turn of events had to climb for her life in a daring effort to escape the robber. 

Art ‘Hitch’ Zachery, house-manager to the Redfort family, came to the teenager’s rescue but was pushed from the rooftop by an as yet unidentified man. Mr Zachery was saved when his suit jacket became hooked on the Eye building’s landmark giant blinking eye. When asked to comment on his heroics he said, “I would just like to thank my tailor at Guy & Hills”. 

The incident was brought to a close when housekeeper and senior citizen Mrs Myrtle Digby bravely confronted Zane, who in an attempt to evade the law, leapt, slipped and plummeted 34 floors to her death. 

Brant and Sabina Redfort, parents to Ruby and employers of both Mr Zachery and Mrs Digby, said they were “relieved to have everyone home in three pieces”. 
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The six friends had spent the afternoon sitting in the Donut Diner, eating pancakes and catching up on the previous night’s events, but it was now time to head on home.

‘Rube, are you sure that butler of yours is actually a butler?’ asked Elliot, as he pulled on his hat.

‘He’s a house manager,’ said Red.

‘Yeah, but he behaves like some sorta secret agent,’ said Del Lasco.

Mouse turned to Ruby. ‘Hey, maybe you should become a secret agent, you might be good at that stuff.’ 

‘What, with my eyesight?’ said Ruby.

When the others had gone, Clancy and Ruby climbed up the old oak on Amster green and sat for a while looking at the passing traffic and chatting about all sorts. 

‘So how did Olive react to you scribbling on her doll’s head?’ asked Ruby.

‘Surprisingly well,’ said Clancy. ‘She was very excited about it, she thinks Buttercup is trying to communicate with her.’

‘Because she has the words, “follow me back to Clancy”, scrawled all over her face?’

‘Exactly,’ said Clancy.

‘People will believe anything,’ said Ruby.

‘Tell me about it,’ sighed Clancy. ‘Now she’s following me around like I’m some kind of superhero.’

‘You’re welcome to come and stay with us any time you like,’ offered Ruby.

‘Great,’ said Clancy. ‘I’ll get the removal company to bring over my stuff.’

They sat there until the stars came out and it was time to say goodbye.

‘Hey, Clance,’ called Ruby, ‘thanks for saving my life!’

‘Any time!’ shouted Clancy.

‘And I forgive you for blabbing!’ she yelled.

‘I never blabbed!’ shouted Clancy. ‘I was truth-serumed!’ 

‘I know it! Don’t get your underwear in a bunch – I was kidding.’

‘You could dangle me over a pit of wolves …’

‘Feed your toes to crocodiles,’ added Ruby.

‘And I still wouldn’t blab,’ shouted Clancy.

‘And you know why?’ yelled Ruby. ‘Because you’re some friend!’

‘It takes one to know one,’ shouted Clancy.
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When Ruby walked into Spectrum 8 she was greeted by a friendly wave from the young man sitting in the middle of the round telephone desk.

‘Go on in, Ruby,’ he said, ‘LB’s expecting you.’

Ruby entered the office to find her boss sitting there in white, her feet shoeless. The only colour in the entire space: the red of her nail polish. 

LB took no time getting to the point.

‘Spectrum is very appreciative that you didn’t give up the code.’

‘That wasn’t really down to me,’ admitted Ruby. ‘It’s thanks to our housekeeper.’

‘Yes, and how exactly did she come to be there at precisely the right moment?’

‘You’d have to ask Bug,’ said Ruby.

‘You’re suggesting I talk to your dog?’

Ruby shrugged.

‘So this housekeeper of yours, can we trust her?’

‘I think you can trust her with your life,’ said Ruby. 

‘She won’t blab?’ asked LB.

‘Not a chance,’ said Ruby. ‘But if you want to keep her sweet, then send her a subscription for Poker Chips Quarterly.’

They discussed the case, the events, the outcome.

The Lucite tag had been recovered but it was now nothing more than a key-tag; its fall from the rooftop had damaged it beyond readability. As for the Count, there was no sign of him at all. He had quite simply vanished.

‘Is he alive, is he dead?’ mused LB. ‘I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.’

And just as Ruby thought the debrief was coming to a close, LB threw her a curve ball.

‘You seem to have a hard time managing rule number one. Why is that, Redfort?’

Ruby was caught off guard. ‘Are you talking about Clancy?’ 

‘I am indeed talking about Mr Crew.’

‘The thing is,’ Ruby began to explain. ‘The thing about Clancy is he knows things without knowing things; he has this sixth sense.’ She looked up at LB. ‘Do you know what I mean?’

‘Yes,’ said LB, ‘as a matter of fact I do.’

‘You’re saying you knew about him,’ said Ruby. ‘That I talk to him? How come you never said anything?’

LB held her gaze, unblinking. ‘I had a best friend too, I know how it is.’ 

‘But you stuck to the rules,’ said Ruby.

‘Quit looking at me like a dog who’s lost a bone, Redfort.’ She reached into the drawer of her desk and pulled out a circle of white tin. ‘Here, it’s yours, you deserve it.’

‘Deserve what?’ asked Ruby.

LB held out her hand. ‘You made Larva, kid, the second child to ever make the grade.’

‘But I thought I just broke rule number one.’ 

‘Let’s not be dramatic, Redfort. After all, rules are just rules and I think we all know, rules are made to be broken.’
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Hitch was waiting for her when she exited the ice rink on Bowery.

‘How did it go?’ he asked.

‘I got a badge,’ said Ruby.

‘For good behaviour?’ he said.

‘Something like that,’ said Ruby. ‘By the way, sorry for mistaking you for a psycho.’

‘Perhaps it was my cologne that was throwing you off.’ 

Hitch was surprised that she had not figured out the part he had played in getting her into the Prism Vault. The access to Froghorn’s code maps, the scytale cylinder, the clues he had given to her. 

‘What do you think that trip to the planetarium was all about?’ he asked.

She shrugged. ‘I thought you just liked it there.’

‘Kid, I’m beginning to think you might be losing your edge.’ 

Ruby wondered why he hadn’t just told her. ‘Why be so cloak and dagger about it?’ 

But he only replied, ‘I had to keep it all under the radar. I kept an eye on you though.’

‘I felt like someone was watching me,’ said Ruby.

The other surprise was how Hitch had come to realize that Buzz was Morgan.

‘You know it was Froghorn who figured it all out, if he hadn’t gone into the files that night and put two and two together, then you would have been toast.’

‘I underestimated him,’ said Ruby. ‘I guess I owe him one.’ 

‘I guess you do,’ said Hitch. ‘Give him a break why don’t you, buy him a donut or something.’

‘I might just do that,’ said Ruby. ‘I might even give him the whole box.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ said Hitch.

And as they pulled up in front of Green-Wood House, Ruby said, ‘You know, Hitch, you’re some agent.’

And he gave her one of his winning smiles and said:

‘Right back at you, kid.’
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From the Twinford Hound …


Mrs Myrtle Digby and Ms Ruby Redfort are all the richer for appearing on hit quiz show, Thirty Minutes of Murder. The pair achieved an unprecedented perfect score when they answered every single question correctly. 

 ‘I was raised on horror movies,’ said thirteen-year-old Ruby, by way of explanation, ‘and I was watching TV Crime Night before I could run.’ 

 The big cheque was presented by the show’s producer Jovis Van Straubenzee in front of an excited studio audience. Myrtle commented, ‘like my old Pa always said, crime does pay.’
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Ruby has to break several codes in order to gain entry to the Prism Vault, all of them set by her arch-nemesis at Spectrum, Miles Froghorn.

*The grid

Ruby is faced with two 10x10 grids of black and white dots. So how does she figure out that the grids encode a four-digit code number? Here they are:
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What she spots is that the grids have a rather interesting property, which reminds her of a book she saw in Froghorn’s office about error correction codes. Ruby notices that if there is an odd number of black dots in the first nine boxes of each row then the last dot is black. If there is an even number, then the last dot is white. 

The same is true of the columns. If there is an odd number of black dots in the first nine boxes going down a column, then the last dot is black. If it is even then it is white.

For example, there is an odd number of black dots in the first nine boxes of the first row so the last box in that row contains a black dot. But there is an even number of black dots in the first nine boxes of the first column so that last box at the bottom of the column has a white dot.
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This type of code is called a parity bit code. It belongs to a family of codes known as error-correcting codes, which are used by computers to detect errors that might have crept in when they are sending messages via the internet or beamed between satellites. Error correcting codes like this are used in everything from encoding digital photographs to helping you talk to your friends on the internet. 

You’ve probably experienced, when trying to talk to someone on a phone, that you can’t always make out everything the other person says. When computers talk to each other, they have the same problem, but using clever mathematics we’ve managed to come up with ways to encode data that can get rid of this interference.

In real life, due to its simplicity, the parity bit code in particular is used extensively in computer-to-computer communication where large amounts of data are being transmitted. 

This is because computers send most information in the form of binary data – a sequence of 1s and 0s. Parity bit codes are attached to these streams of data, telling the receiving computer whether there should be an odd or even number of 1s or 0s in the message. If the parity bit says odd but there is actually an even number, or vice versa, then the receiving computer knows that something has gone wrong.

That property of the parity bit code is key to how Ruby cracks it. Like a computer receiving a transmission, she notices that there seem to be mistakes in the grid: in one of the rows and one of the columns. Can you spot which row is wrong? 

Look at the fourth row. It has an odd number of black dots in the first nine boxes but the last box has a white dot. It should be black! Also, the ninth column is wrong because there are an odd number of black dots and again the last box has a white dot. 

Ruby realizes the mistakes are deliberate are are telling her that the first two digits of the four-digit code are 4 and 9.

Can you work out the other two digits from the second grid? Which row and which column are wrong?
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*The chromatic code

Later, Ruby is faced with a code that involves listening to a sequence of musical notes, then playing a response on a keyboard.

The input device she sees looks like this:
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This code relies on the fact that there are twelve notes in a chromatic scale: a sequence of 12 white and black notes on the piano that are repeated. 

If you number them from 1 to 12 then what Ruby hears are the notes:


6  7  5  8  4  9  3  10



She realises that the four missing notes are:


2  11  1  12



Which she has to play on the keyboard in order to access the files.

But how does Ruby know which notes to play? Well, in this case, she has noticed that the notes she heard belong to a famous mathematical sequence, and that the last four are missing.

The permutation of numbers is in fact a well-known card shuffle called the Mongian shuffle. If you have a pack of twelve cards numbered 1 to 12 in your right hand, then by continually taking top and bottom cards and placing them on top of a new pile of cards in your left hand you get this sequence:


6  7  5  8  4  9  3  10  2  11  1  12



Having identified what she is hearing, all Ruby has to do is play the four missing notes, shown here in bold.

This sequence of notes was used by French composer Olivier Messiaen in his piano piece ‘Ile de Feu 2’. Interestingly, Messiaen, like Froghorn, was synaesthetic: he experienced musical notes and chords as particular colours, and used this in composing his music. Perhaps this is why Froghorn thought of him when setting his chromatic code.
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Hey Buster! Don’t miss out on the previous Ruby Redfort adventures!
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Don’t miss the previous Ruby Redfort adventures:

Ruby Redfort: Look Into My Eyes

Ruby Redfort: Take Your Last Breath

Ruby Redfort: Catch Your Death

Ruby Redfort: Feel the Fear

Ruby Redfort: Pick Your Poison
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I have been working on the Ruby series for the past seven years and have been extremely lucky to be surrounded by so many generous and inspiring people throughout. First I would like to thank some of those who worked directly with me to create the books and to produce, promote and sell them:

AD, Ruth Alltimes, Carla Alonzi, Martin Brown, Mary Byrne, Kate Clarke, Emily Faccini, Rachel Folder, Thomas Gardner, Nick Lake, David Mackintosh, Kerrie McIlloney, Lily Morgan, Phil Perry, Tanya Brennand-Roper, Alice Lee and the ID Audio team, Alison Ruane, Sandro Sodano, Marcus du Sautoy, Rachael Stirling, Geraldine Stroud, Sam Swinnerton, Nicola Way, Danny Webb, Sam White and all the HarperCollins team.
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