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Chapter One

It was a perfect warm Californian evening.

The moon shone down on Malibu beach, illuminating the white sand and throwing long black shadows around the beach houses. Which suited a masked figure who was digging in the garden of the house where the Kirrins were staying with their American cousin, Allie.

Despite the helpful shadows, the masked figure couldn’t help checking if he was being watched. What he was doing was highly illegal. If he had known that even at that moment, the Kirrins – plus Jo’s dog Timmy – were heading back to the house after an evening out, he would have left a whole lot quicker. But as it was, he kept digging.

“What a great restaurant,” said Max, happily stroking his stomach as he and the others strolled over the sand, approaching the beach house from the other side. “That’s the best lobster I’ve ever had.” He scratched head, ruffling his thick blond hair. “Then again it’s the only lobster I’ve ever had, but still …”

Dylan burped, misting up his glasses a little. “I ate so much I’m starting to mutate,” he said. “I’m turning into …” He waggled his fingers at the others. He’d stuck remnants of lobster claws and tails on his fingertips. “… Lobster Man!” he laughed, pinching together the claws on his thumbs and forefingers. “Woooooo!”

“Doesn’t sound like a very good superhero,” Jo said bluntly. She enjoyed popping Dylan’s absurd bubbles every now and then. She was a practical sort of girl.

Dylan grinned. “I’m better when I team up with Jacket Potato Man.”

Chatting and laughing, the cousins arrived at the patio on the beach-side of the house. The harbour seal who had taken to living in the patio fountain popped its whiskery head out of the water and barked a friendly greeting.

“Hiya, Oliver!” Allie said, waving a food bag at the seal. “We brought you a doggie bag. Or, in your case, an eccentric harbour seal bag. Guess what – it’s fish!”

The seal barked with excitement as Allie removed a fish from the bag and tossed it into the fountain.

Feeling left out, Timmy whined and raised his handsome tan eyebrows at Jo. Smiling, Jo reached into her bag.

“And here’s your bone, Timmy,” she said, handing it over.

Oliver the seal wriggled out of the fountain as Timmy sank his teeth into his snack. He flopped energetically down to the edge of the water, which was tipped with silver light from the moon. Lifting his head from his bone, Timmy woofed at the seal, as if to say goodbye.

“Timmy,” Dylan reassured him, “Oliver goes to the edge of the ocean every night. I think he washes his flippers off or something. But he always comes back.”
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They turned to watch Oliver wade a few metres into the water. The seal turned and barked at the Kirrins, before diving under the waves. They waited for him to surface and return to the beach house. But nothing happened.

“Ahh,” said Dylan, frowning. “Looks like I’m wrong.”

“That’s it?” said Jo, feeling disappointed. “He just left?”

Max shrugged. “I suppose he likes the ocean again,” he said sadly.

“I hope he stays in touch,” said Allie. She grinned. “Maybe he’s got a shell-phone. Get it?”

“Not bad, Allie,” Dylan admitted as Allie whooped and slapped her thighs. “I mean, not exactly earth-shaking …”

There was a booming sound under their feet. The earth quivered, making them reach for something to hold on to.

“And once again,” Dylan admitted in faint surprise, “I’m wrong.”

The ground was still shaking.

“It’s an earthquake – get under the patio table!” Allie shouted.

The Five ducked under the table and put their arms over their heads. Would the whole building collapse around them?

At the back of the house, the masked figure stopped digging for a moment, assessing the strength of the tremor. Unconcerned, he returned to his task.


Chapter Two

Slowly, the earthquake subsided. Jo raised her head and peered out from underneath the table.

“I know California is prone to earthquakes, but that was the third in three days,” she said, slowly getting to her feet. “I’ve got to say – I’m not warming to them.”

“They freak me out,” Max said in a shaky voice. “Plus, here you occasionally have brush fires, the odd mudslide … Let’s stay under here for protection,” he added, wriggling further under the table.

Dylan had stood up. Now he folded his arms and stared down at Max. “Not the best way to spend our holiday,” he pointed out. “Maybe you should just put together an emergency kit.”

Max raised his head. “That’s a good idea,” he said with relief and a little excitement. “It’s what ‘Lobster Man’ would do.”

Motivated by the idea of a practical project, Max scrambled out from underneath the table and joined the others inside. He grabbed his rucksack from the corner of the kitchen.

“You’ll need bottled water,” Jo began, pulling a bottle from the fridge and tossing it towards Max.

“Good, good – don’t want to get thirsty,” Max agreed. He stuffed the bottle into his rucksack. “And energy bars.”

“What about crossword puzzles?” Dylan suggested as Max tucked some energy bars into the various pockets on his rucksack. “You don’t want to get bored during a disaster …”

Max failed to notice the teasing note in Dylan’s voice. He picked up some crossword puzzle books and stowed them in his bag. Then he headed for the cabinet near the window that overlooked the back garden. “And I like to watch DVDs when I do crosswords,” he told the others over his shoulder. “Helps me think …”

Max’s sentence trailed away as he saw the masked figure digging in the garden. He knocked on the window. “Hey!” he shouted through the glass. “What are you doing?”

Startled, the masked figure dropped his spade and started to run.

“He’s heading round the house!” Max shouted, sprinting for the patio doors. “A man … with a … thing!”

“There’s a man with a thing?” Dylan said. “Don’t let him get away!”

The others ran out on to the beach after Max. Clutching his thing – a soil sample – the masked figure raced on ahead of them towards an area dotted with several beach volleyball courts. He ducked under the nets. Then he ran on to where a low chain-link fence surrounded a beach-side go-kart track. Slipping and sliding in the sand, the Five fought past the volleyball nets and leaped over the fence after him.

Several go-karts were parked on the small, wiggly karting track. The figure hopped into one of them and started it up. As the go-kart pulled away, Timmy ran in front of the wheels, barking madly. The masked driver forced the wheel left and right. No matter what he did, Timmy kept darting into his path.

The Kirrins found four go-karts of their own. Quickly, they pulled on helmets and seat-belts.

“Gentlemen, start your engines!” Dylan shouted, getting a little over-excited.

There was a roar of engines as the cousins started up their karts. The masked figure was now backing his kart away from Timmy and driving off in the opposite direction. The Kirrins pulled on the wheels of their karts and skidded after him.

Jo was good at speed. She put on an extra burst, and managed to come alongside the masked driver. Nudging at his kart, she forced him off the track – straight towards a huge pile of tyres.

“Woahhhhhhh!”

The figure flung his arms over his head and prepared to crash. Instead, the kart ploughed straight through the tyres, off the track site and out on to the coast road.

Tyres flew everywhere. As they bounced and crashed down on the track, the Kirrins were forced to swerve and stop to avoid any nasty crashes.

The intruder had got away.
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