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Chapter One

Through the lens of a hand-held video camera, the sun could be seen glittering on the vast expanse of sea. It glittered a bit more. A couple of tiny waves dipped and quivered, before the sea fell still again.

“Well,” said Dylan from behind the camera. “This isn’t as exciting as I’d hoped.”

“Max is setting the underwater swimming record,” Jo reminded her cousin. She checked her stopwatch, then patted her bored-looking dog Timmy gently on the head. “It’s not that visual.”

A little way along the beach, Allie – Jo and Dylan’s American cousin – was doing a cheerleading routine, her shiny blond hair bouncing perfectly on her shoulders. “Break the record Max will do,” she shouted, “he’ll hold his breath and swim far, too!” Realising that Max couldn’t hear her, she knelt down and yelled at the water: “Go, Max, go!”

Timmy, excited by Allie’s display of enthusiasm, bounded away from Jo and barked encouragement at the waves as well.

“Jo,” said Dylan, lowering his camera, “give me the sandwich bag. Allie, give me your scrunchy.”

Allie handed her scrunchy over reluctantly. “It’s not the best colour for you,” she advised. “Kind of makes you look pale.”

Dylan took the plastic sandwich bag from Jo and the elastic hair scrunchy from Allie. He wrapped the videocamera in the bag. Then, using his tripod, he thrust the camera under the water.

Under the waves, Max thrashed on with determination, his face bulging with the effort of holding his breath. He noticed the camera and gave it a cheerful thumbs-up before continuing on his way.

Swimming on Max’s tail came a large, dim-witted fish. It approached the camera, studied it for a moment, opened its mouth wide and swallowed it whole.

Dylan felt the tug on his tripod. He whipped the tripod up out of the water like a fishing rod, pulling up the fish with it. The fish fell off on to the beach and flopped around for a bit until Timmy sniffed it and pushed it back into the water.

Drama over, Jo returned her gaze to the stopwatch. She glanced intently at the water. “He’s getting closer …” she began.

BOOOOMMMM!

Water erupted from the sea in a giant geyser, accompanied by smoke and flames. Jo, Allie, Dylan and Timmy stumbled back from the shore in shock.
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“I hope he wasn’t underwater so long he burst!” Dylan said in dismay, his glasses splattered by the spray.

They looked towards the foaming water in consternation. Max arose in the midst of the disturbance, his blond hair plastered down on his head and an excited look on his face.

“Did you see that?” Max shouted, wading ashore. “It’s like the world’s biggest whale burped!”

The water fizzed in Max’s wake, bubbling and smoking like a witch’s cauldron. This was no whale. Something much more serious was going on.


Chapter Two

Being a small town, Falcongate didn’t stretch to much in the way of TV news. As a result, “Falcongate 2 News Team” – comprising young reporter Polly Lucas and her wild chimpanzee partner Prince Extremely Hairy – shared space with the town bakery. This was handy if you both had some news and fancied an iced bun, but it wasn’t the most comfortable arrangement in the world.

Inside the building, the two businesses were separated by a yellow line on the floor. Prince Extremely Hairy was waiting in line at the bakery counter, clutching his number ticket impatiently, while Polly Lucas tried to write a couple of reports on a desk the size of a biscuit tin in her cramped little cubicle.

“Number ninety-one,” said the baker in a nasal sort of voice.

Prince Extremely Hairy looked at his ticket. Number ninety-seven. He screeched with irritation.

The doorbell tinkled, and the Five walked in. They made their way through the bakery and over to Polly’s desk.

“Mmmm tarts …” Max mumbled, having a little trouble getting past the delicious-looking pastries. “Jam tarts …”

Jo steered him away from the bakery counter and on towards Polly.

“Miss Lucas,” said Allie in excitement, “we have a big news story for you. Max set the breath-holding record! A minute fifty-eight seconds!”

“Actually, we have two stories,” Jo said. “There was this really strange explosion …”

“Actually,” Dylan interrupted, “we have three stories.” Ignoring his cousins’ glare, he pressed on. “I’ve decided to become an internationally famous magician. It’s good human interest stuff, and those guys make a load of loot.”

To illustrate, Dylan held up a red ball in one hand. He placed another red ball in Polly’s hand and then cleared his throat.

“Behold!” he began in his best magician’s voice. “The ball in my hand will disappear and reappear in your hand!” He pulled a wand from somewhere and tapped his hand importantly. Then he opened it.

“The ball in my hand is still there,” he said, looking confused. He glanced at Polly. “And the ball in your hand …?”

Polly opened her hand.

“Was supposed to be my lunch,” Dylan concluded, staring in disappointment at the squashed tomato lying in Polly’s palm. “I really should read the directions before I try this stuff.”

Polly put the squashed tomato down and turned to Max. “I’m afraid a minute fifty-eight only ties with the existing record, held by Lanny ‘the Lung’ Hafthorrson, a professional tuba player and balloon-animal artist,” she said apologetically.

“Number ninety-two?” floated towards the Five from the bakery counter, followed by another impatient screech from Prince Extremely Hairy.

“What about the explosion?” Jo asked Polly. “The sea doesn’t blow up every day.”

“And we’ve ruled out whales burping and Max popping as the cause,” Allie added.

“I’ll check on that first thing tomorrow,” Polly promised. “But today I’ve promised my boss two stories that require every ounce of my journalistic concentration.”

Max looked impressed. “Wow,” he breathed. “War breaking out? Big government scandal?”

“The mayor’s cutting a ribbon, and some people are painting their house,” Polly explained.

The Five tried but could not help looking unimpressed.

“I’d like to re-pitch the ‘young magician’ story,” Dylan offered into the silence. “Pick a card …” He tried to fan a deck of cards, but they exploded out of his grip and flew everywhere.

“The mayor is opening the new bank vault,” said Polly, gathering her things. “It’s impenetrable. And Gaylord and Prunella Vanowen are restoring the oldest house in town.”

“Oooh, could I come?” Allie begged. “I love old houses! And it would be neat to see the mayor! And I bet I could learn a lot of career-woman professional-type stuff from you,” she added, sensing Polly weakening. “Like being ‘empowered’, whatever that is. I hear it’s good.”

“Number ninety-three?” sniffed the baker in the background.

“C’mon Prince Extremely Hairy,” Polly said to the chimp who was now hopping up and down in fury in front of the bakery counter. “We’ve got to get going.”

Prince Extremely Hairy screeched in anger, grabbed handfuls of buns and cakes off the counter and started flinging them as hard as he could. Pies, muffins and bread flew through the air.

“First tip,” said Polly to Allie as she dodged a bread roll, “don’t have a chimp for a partner. C’mon – let’s go.”

“Mmmm,” said Max happily, getting pelted with fairy cakes and tasting everything that came within reach of his tongue. “Throw some lemon cream …”

Polly and the Five struggled out of the bakery, keeping low and wiping chocolate icing off their faces.

“Prince Extremely Hairy has a good arm,” said Jo as they emerged at last into the street. “He’d make a good fast bowler if he wasn’t insane and foul-smelling.”

A rotten stink floated towards them from a nearby storm drain.

Dylan sniffed and wrinkled his nose. “Speaking of foul-smelling …”

Timmy made a sudden grab for Max as he was about to step over the drain. Seizing the seat of Max’s trousers, Timmy yanked him backwards.

“Whoooah!” Max shouted, taken by surprise.

WHOOOSH!

A burst of flame and smoke belched from the drain. The flames shot underneath a car parked nearby, causing an explosion which tossed the car three metres straight up into the air. The vehicle promptly did two somersaults before landing back on all four wheels with a thud, the screech of a car alarm and the pffft of rapidly inflating airbags.

“At least it’s still in one piece,” Dylan said.

As they watched, the car’s doors, bonnet and boot popped off, its wheels collapsed and its hubcaps rolled away down the street.

“OK,” Dylan amended, “ten pieces.”

Jo whistled. “All right,” she said. “Unless there’s a whale burping in the sewer, I think these explosions are a big story.”

“A whale burping in the sewer would be a pretty
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