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Chapter One

The evening wind howled down the badly lit main street of the village of Darkhyde. It whistled through the boarded-up shops and businesses. It twirled around the broken chimneys, and past a sign which read: “WELCOME TO DARKHYDE, Population 600.” Someone had crossed out ‘600’ and replaced it with ‘312’, then replaced it again with ‘212’. Even more ominously, the ‘212’ had a question mark beside it.

The wind snapped at a couple of letterboxes and scattered a pile of leaves across the street. Finally, it whooshed past a grocer who was closing up for the night, and disappeared back to the moor that surrounded Darkhyde.

Glancing left and right, the grocer shivered, shuttered his windows and began wheeling a cart of fruit inside.

“SKREEAWWWGHHH!”

The grocer whirled round in terror. Apples, bananas and oranges spilled to the ground as he up-ended his cart by mistake.

“Look out, everyone!” the grocer shouted. The fruit bounced around his feet. “It’s back!”

He rushed for his shop door in a panic, but trod on a banana and went flying. Struggling to his knees, he crawled underneath his overturned cart.

Up the street, two portly gentlemen ran for the same doorway and got wedged in the doorframe. A passer-by struggled to enter a locked building, before skidding to a halt outside a shop whose entrance was marked by an ornamental jockey statue holding a lantern. In desperation, he seized the lantern and struck a statue pose beside the jockey.

Within moments, the main street was still and deserted. Darkhyde’s newest statue tried hard not to blink as a large, hairy creature prowled past, waving its tail menacingly, before vanishing into the dark, following the wind back to the moor.



In the cosy study at Jo’s house, the Five were poring over a large map which had been spread over the desk.

“Darkhyde is two hours by train,” said Jo, pushing her dark brown hair behind her ears. “Or – though I don’t know why you’d want to do this – eighteen hours by pogo stick.”

“We’ll ride our bikes out to the moors and find a spot to camp,” said Jo’s cousin Max. His blond fringe hung down almost to his eyes. “It’s about a thirty-minute ride. Or twice as long by unicycle.”

A thin, dark-haired boy in glasses pranced into the study in a pair of extremely tight cycling shorts.

“What do you think?” said Dylan, giving his cousins a twirl.

“I think you need more sun,” Allie advised with a toss of her silky blond hair. “Your legs look like two sticks of chalk.”

“I mean my shorts,” Dylan said earnestly. “When I ride for a long time, I get a little bruised in the area of my bumpus.” He patted his bottom in explanation. “So I need a cushion. By employing the latest life-raft technology, behold – Inflate-o-Pants!”

He pulled a drawstring at the back of the shorts, which rapidly inflated. A lot. So much that they up-ended Dylan completely. He ended up lying helpless on the floor like a turtle on its back, kicking his legs in the air.

“I think you’ve got more ‘Inflate-o’ than you need,” Jo grinned, leaning down with her pen and stabbing Dylan’s shorts with the nib.
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PFFFTT!

The cycling shorts deflated, causing Dylan to rocket around the floor like a battery-operated hovercraft.

Timmy the dog pushed his brown and white muzzle up to the map as Jo, Max and Allie helped Dylan to his feet. He sniffed at the name “Darkhyde” and whined uneasily, as if he could somehow hear the disembodied, distant howl of a strange creature …



The next morning dawned bright and cold. Four day-packs were lined up on Jo’s porch – black, grey, blue and pink. The pink one was decorated with concentric circles.

THWACK!!

An arrow thumped smack into the circle on the pink pack. Several metres away, Dylan stopped tinkering with his bike and looked round in admiration.

“Wow – brilliant shot, Allie,” he said. “Are you mad at your rucksack?”

“I wasn’t aiming at it,” Allie admitted a little sheepishly, lowering her bow. “I was aiming at the shed over there.” She pointed in the opposite direction. “As we say in Malibu,” she explained, fitting a new arrow to her bow, “I’m tryin’ to get my Robin Hood on.”

Dylan pulled the arrow from Allie’s bag. Red gloop oozed out of the hole.

“I’m afraid your bag needs a doctor,” said Dylan. He scooped a fingerful of gloop on to his finger and tasted it. “Nope,” he beamed, “ummm … strawberry jam. It didn’t die in vain.”

Jo and Max came out of the house, clutching bags of groceries.

“Keep practising, Allie,” Max teased over the top of his bag. “You can protect us from the Mogow-Ki if we run into it on the moors.”

Allie’s eyes widened. “If we run into the who-dee-what?”

Dylan finished licking his finger and stood up. “Mogow-Ki,” he said. “People near the Darkhyde Moors say this creature has been around for centuries. Even longer than Prince Philip. It looks like a cross between a huge wolf and a giant lizard, with shaggy hair and a long, scaly tail.” He dropped his voice dramatically. “They say it has razor-sharp claws and vicious fangs, and it comes out at night to hunt…”

Allie gulped.

Max took over the story. “Apparently, there was this one time when the Mogow-Ki came slinking down the village street,” he said. “Dozens of villagers scrambled up this long flagpole to get away from it, until the flagpole bent down under their weight. When one villager fell off, the flagpole whipped upright again and flung the rest of them as far as the next village, where they landed in a stretch of freshly laid concrete.”

Dylan smiled at Allie’s transfixed expression. “And we’re heading straight into its lair, as if we’re in the scariest film you’ve ever seen.” He dropped his voice again, this time sounding like a film-trailer announcer. “A non-stop scream-fest of high-octane terror, and the worst part is – WE’RE GOING WITHOUT POPCORN!”

Allie yelped and released the arrow in her bow. The arrow flew towards the vegetable garden, where it hit a stack of seed bags. The seed bags fell on to the handle of a trowel, which flipped a set of pruning shears through the air. The shears whirled towards a hanging swing and cut one of the ropes. Instantly, the swing plummeted towards a group of lawn gnomes, knocking off their heads and turning on a garden hose, which made the hose twist violently and spray water all over Dylan.

“Yelps!” said Allie as Dylan spluttered and fought off the hose with Max and Jo’s help. “Well, even Robin Hood could get startled.” She brightened at the prospect of adventure. “Let’s go to Darkhyde!”


Chapter Two

In the cold afternoon sunlight, the village of Darkhyde looked a little more pleasant than it had the previous evening. Several shops were open. A general air of neglect hung over the place like a fog.

The Pennywhistle Inn stood on Darkhyde’s one winding street. Four mountain bikes were parked against the inn wall, while inside, the four cousins and Timmy sat at a table in the dining room. The ceiling was low and beamed, and the walls around the room were lined with old photos of a young female gymnast leaping, spinning and vaulting.

“So,” said Mrs Downey the innkeeper cheerfully as she served out bowls of stew to the Five. “What brings you kids to our little corner of the world?”

“A very smelly diesel train,” said Allie. “And I had a backward-facing seat, which always makes me all …” She twisted her hands around her head, feigning dizziness. “… woooooooooo!”

“We’re going biking on the moors,” Max explained. “All the hills and dips – Zoom! Fwee! Phwoo! It’ll be fun.”

“Aye, they’re fun all right,” growled a wild-eyed, grizzled-looking local sitting at the bar. “You’ll have plenty of fun.” The cousins almost leaped out of their skins as he suddenly jumped to his feet, turned red in the face and roared: “UNTIL YOU MEET YOUR GRISLY AND HORRIBLE DOOM!”

There was a pause.

“Could you pass the brown sauce?” the grizzled old man added in a normal voice, sitting down again.

Allie meekly handed him
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