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Chapter One

The moon hung low in the sky and the stars were still twinkling when an alarm clock shattered the early morning stillness.

RRRRIIIIIINNNNGGGG!

Three bleary-eyed, sleepy teenagers staggered into the kitchen. Allie leaned up against the wall and tried to go back to sleep. Dylan did better, collapsing onto a chair and nodding off, his glasses halfway down his nose. Max missed his own chair completely, and sank to the floor.

“Good morning!” said Jo brightly, stroking her dog Timmy beside the kitchen sink. “It’s five a.m. Hidey-ho!”

Max opened one eye and peered out from under his even-more-bedhead-than-usual fringe. “Wow,” he yawned. “I don’t like the look of five a.m.”

“Is this some kind of impromptu fire drill?” Dylan complained. “Or are you just plain evil?”

“Mum’s away and Cleopatra must be milked,” Jo said in a bossy sort of way. “That’s done at five a.m. Haven’t you learned anything about the country?”

“I just learned I don’t like five a.m,” Max growled.

Jo led the way out of the house and across the dark farmyard. The others followed, still half-asleep. She unlatched the door and they all stepped inside the barn. Several photos of Cleopatra hung on the wall. There was a snap of the prize cow as a calf, and one of her wearing a blue ribbon. There was even one of Cleopatra’s wedding day with the local bull.

“Lovely veil,” Allie said, peering at the wedding shot. “Vintage. And yet it’s on a cow.”

“Not just a cow,” Jo said, sounding offended. “More like a member of the family. Smellier than Dylan, but quieter.” She glanced around. “So,” she said, “the bucket and milking stool are kept there …”

Obediently, Dylan fetched the bucket and milk stool.

“The clean straw is kept over there,” Jo said, pointing across the stall.

Max lay down gratefully on the straw and fell asleep at once.

“The milking bridle is kept over … here,” Jo continued.

Timmy fetched the bridle.

“One question,” Allie said, peering inside Cleopatra’s stall. “Where is the cow kept?”

Jo rushed over to look into the stall.

It was empty.


Chapter Two

“Maybe aliens are studying Cleopatra and they’ll return her when they’re done,” Max suggested from his cosy spot on the straw, as Jo rushed frantically around the barn looking for the cow. “Then she could write a book about it.”

“I think we can count on that!” Dylan agreed, in the bright voice he used whenever Max launched into one of his alien theories. “Meanwhile, the facts are Cleopatra disappeared sometime early this morning.”

“Early, early this morning,” Allie said between yawns. She was having trouble staying on her feet, even with Timmy pushing her upright with his nose.

Jo pounced on Cleopatra’s stall rope. “And she didn’t just wander off,” she said, shaking the rope at the others. “The rope has been cut!”

“Severed by an alien laser beam …” Max offered in a sing-song told-you-so voice.

Jo noticed a piece of red material hanging on a gate nail. “Must be from the thief’s clothing,” she said, snatching it up. “Some kind of fibre – red fibre.”

“A lumberjack!” Max said. “In long underwear!”

Dylan stared at his cousin. “You’re not really awake, are you?” he said.

“Not even close,” Max mumbled, rolling over in the straw and starting to snore.

Timmy sniffed at something buried in the straw. He picked up an old ice-lolly stick and held it out to Allie.

“Somebody was eating an ice lolly,” said Allie, taking the stick and examining it.

Max got up. “Ice lolly? I’m awake.” He took the stick from Allie and sniffed it expertly. “Lime sorbet,” he decided. “No – lemon.”

They could see that the stick had a picture of a rugby ball on it.

“Never seen an ice-lolly stick like that before,” Dylan said with a frown.

“Well, we’ve got plenty of clues to work with,” Jo said. “I think we know what our next move is.”

“Yes,” Max agreed, with a massive yawn. “Sleep.” He collapsed backwards into a soft-looking pile of hay, leaping up again immediately. “Oww!” he wailed, rubbing his bottom. “Pitchfork! I’m awake …”
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Later on, Jo sat at the desk in her mother’s study in front of a microscope. She took a pair of tweezers and picked up the red fibre. Then, as she went to place it carefully on the microscope slide, Constable Stubblefield – the officer in charge at Falcongate Police Station – put her head around the door.

“Kirrin offspring!” said Constable Stubblefield in a loud and cheerful voice. “Hello!”

Startled, Jo dropped both the tweezers and the slide.

“Constable Stubblefield,” Max said as Jo bent down with a sigh to pick everything up, “Aunt George’s cow’s been stolen.”

“Her rope was cut, we found some red fibre and an ice-lolly stick,” Dylan put in.

For once, it really looked as if Constable Stubblefield was concentrating on what the cousins were saying. “Hold on …” she said. “I’ve got it …”

Then again, maybe not. Constable Stubblefield had picked up a magazine and was now swatting something on the table. “Yes – got you, fly!” she said triumphantly. She put down the magazine. “Interesting,” she said, coming back to the question of Cleopatra’s disappearance. “A lot of cows in the area have gone missing lately.”

“Don’t you think you should investigate?” Dylan suggested.

“Of course I’ll investigate!” Constable Stubblefield declared. “Soon as I get back from my Romance Novel Convention,” she added, “it’s on top of my in-tray.”

She beckoned to someone who was standing just behind her. Into the room came an adorable six-year-old girl wearing pigtails and noisily chewing on bubble gum. Glancing around, she waved shyly at everyone.

“Meanwhile, as we arranged, here’s my niece, Victoria,” Constable Stubblefield said, placing rather a heavy hand on the little girl’s shoulder.

Allie knelt down. “Hi, Victoria!” she said cheerfully.

The others looked confused.

“I promised I’d babysit,” Allie explained. She turned back to the little girl. “How big a bubble can you blow, Victoria?”

Victoria blew an enormous bubble, which popped in Allie’s face and covered her in pink goo.

“Ewww,” Allie said weakly, wiping the gum from her face. “Bigger than I thought.”

“I’m off,” said Constable Stubblefield, rubbing her hands. “Fantastico, the muscly guy from the book covers, is giving a seminar on Smouldering Glances.” The police officer demonstrated a few smouldering glances of her own, then looked a bit swoony.

“Ahhh, Fantastico …!” she murmured, “it’s a good day to be Stubblefield.”

As the police officer danced out of the room and off to her squad car, Allie took Victoria over to a big, elaborate doll’s house that stood in the corner of the study. “Look at all the dolls, Victoria!” she said enthusiastically. “I love dolls because you use your imagination when you play with them.” She pointed at each doll in turn. “This is Tyler and Skye. They were adopted by an international superstar couple. They’re orphans by day and superheroes by night.”

“That’s silly,” said Victoria in a clear, high voice.

“Oh,” said Allie, a little deflated. “I thought it was pretty good. Anyway, have fun. Make things up. Be creative.” And she left the little girl to it.

Unwisely, as it turned out.
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