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Chapter One

A smoky mist was rising off the field in the dim dawn light. Six brightly coloured hot-air balloons stood in a row behind a starting line, waiting for the whistle that would start the Falcongate Three-Day Balloon Race. The only sound was the odd whoosh of gas from the balloons’ burners, and the surprised moo of cows in the neighbouring meadow.

Four kids and a dog walked among the balloons, ducking beneath tethering ropes and chatting to one another.

“It’s too bad we have to go and see my mum get her botany society award today,” Jo said, pushing her dark hair off her face. She glanced longingly at the balloons. “We could’ve entered this.”

“We could’ve won,” Jo’s cousin Allie said confidently. “Aunt George has a balloon, and Jo knows how to drive it.” She fiddled with the long, colourful silk scarf she was wearing so that it flowed more gracefully round her shoulders. “Or float it,” she added with a shrug. “Or whatever you do with it.”

“I cook with it,” Max said cheerfully. He waved a very long toasting fork at the others, on the end of which was a sausage frazzling nicely over a nearby balloon’s propane burner.

“If we can’t enter the race, maybe we could make some money from it,” Dylan said thoughtfully. He took off his glasses and started polishing them vigorously – a sign that he was working out the amount of money he might be able to make. “I’ll sell the racers snacks,” he added, polishing harder. “Everyone loves snacks.”

“Wing Commander Bragg certainly does,” Max agreed, gesturing towards a large, military-looking balloon in the middle of the field. “He used to be a tough fighter ace, but he does love his food now.”
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Ramrod-straight retired RAF officer Wing Commander Bragg was striding round his balloon basket, studying it from various angles along with his short, stout and entirely dependable wife Gertie. Bragg lifted a police whistle to his lips and gave three sharp blasts.

“Roger, dear,” his wife Gertie said, snapping out a sharp salute as she responded to the whistle blasts. “Fuel secured. Ballast stowed. And a lovely fried-egg sandwich for you …” she added.

As Wing Commander Bragg took his sandwich with evident delight, Max broke off a small piece of his own freshly cooked sausage and offered it to Timmy. Ignoring the small piece, Timmy jumped up at the rest of the sausage instead, gobbling the entire smoking chunk straight off the fork.

A nervous-looking starter climbed on to a platform in the middle of the field and started studying his clipboard. The atmosphere sharpened at once. It was clear that the race was about to begin.

“Hey, Allie!” drawled a girl’s voice from the basket beneath an enormous balloon monogrammed with the letter ‘D’. “What’s up with the scarf?”

Daine Dunston and her twin brother Blaine were the rich kids of Falcongate, and liked to make sure everyone knew it. The Five tried not to have anything to do with them, but the Dunstons were pretty hard to avoid.

“It was a birthday present,” Allie said shortly, twisting her scarf round her shoulders again. “It’s Italian.”

“Oh,” smirked Daine Dunston. “I thought a circus clown had lost his trousers.”

“Ha, ha, ha!” Allie said, unamused. “You Dunstons – you’re very funny. I hope they land in an open sewer,” she added to Jo as Daine disappeared back into her basket again in a cloud of mocking laughter.

“Hey, Blaine, Daine,” Jo shouted up at the monogrammed balloon. “What’s the ‘D’ on your balloon stand for? ‘Duh’?”

“Hee, hee – zing!” Allie chuckled, her good humour firmly back in place.

The Starter raised his starting pistol. “Balloonists,” he said in rather a weedy voice, “let the Falcongate Three-Day Race begin!” He fiddled with the pistol, wincing and muttering: “Oh, I hate this part …” before plugging his ears and firing the pistol into the air.

POP!

One of the balloons exploded into shreds of brightly coloured silk. A second rapidly deflated, lurching wildly through the air with its pilot hanging on to the ropes for dear life. A third balloon snapped all its connecting ropes, leaving a puzzled pilot sitting on the ground in his gondola basket as the balloon part of his equipment sailed into the brightening sky. The Five watched with concern as Wing Commander Bragg’s balloon jerked and began to rise extremely slowly.

“I know, honeypot!” shouted Gertie as Bragg blew his whistle frantically. “The regulator’s been sabotaged! We’re not getting enough lift.”

The Braggs’ balloon drifted lazily into the highest branches of a tall tree, its basket snagging on the branches. A string of powerlines hung dangerously close.

“They’ll be OK,” Jo said, peering anxiously up into the tree. “As long as the wind doesn’t push them toward the power lines.”

A gust of wind riffled Allie’s scarf. The Braggs’ gondola basket started to swing towards the power lines.

“Oh, me and my big mouth,” Jo muttered, breaking into a sprint with the others close behind.


Chapter Two

The tree where the Braggs were trapped had a wide, rough trunk and several low-hanging branches. The Kirrins quickly started to climb, as Timmy seized the balloon’s dangling rope to hold the balloon steady and stop it from swinging anywhere near the power lines.

“Hang on, Mr Bragg – we’ll get you loose!” Max called, swiftly climbing the tree after Jo like a blond, good-natured monkey. “I’m good at loosening stuff. My mum always gets me to open jam jars.”

As they climbed, one end of Allie’s scarf caught on a branch and slipped off her shoulders.

“Shoot …” Allie muttered, stopping mid-climb and staring at her scarf with consternation. “Don’t rip, don’t rip! You’re expensive. Molto expensive.”

She swiped at the dangling end of the scarf with her foot. The scarf wrapped snugly round her ankle. Struggling loose, Allie reached up to free the snagged end, managing to get that end wrapped round her wrist.

“I’m turning into a very expensive mummy,” Allie wailed as she tried to unwrap her ankle, only tangling the two ends together and wrapping herself up like a brightly coloured parcel halfway up the tree.

Further up the tree, Max, Jo and Dylan arrived level with the Braggs’ dangling gondola basket. The power lines sparked menacingly.

“Throw us your anchor rope!” Jo called.

The wing commander tossed a long rope out of the basket. Max wound the rope round a tree limb to increase the leverage, and Jo and Dylan pulled on the rope so that the basket swung over safely into the branches. Straightening her sensible ballooning outfit, Gertie climbed out of the basket, followed by her husband. Leaving the Braggs to untangle the wreckage of their balloon, Jo, Max and Dylan headed back down to the ground.

On the way down, they passed Allie, who was by now thoroughly trussed up in her scarf and dangling gently from a branch.

“Do you need help, Allie, or are you planning to hatch out as a butterfly?” Dylan asked as they passed.

“Ha, ha,” said Allie in an upside-down kind of voice. “Yes, I guess I need help.” She wriggled a bit and managed to seize part of the scarf. It instantly unravelled. “Ahhh …whoo…pa…” Allie squealed as she thumped abruptly to the ground. “Oof,” she panted, staring at the sky. “No, I guess I don’t …”

Moments later Max jumped down out of the tree. He found Allie gazing sadly at the tattered remains of her scarf.

“That is why Sir Edmund Hillary didn’t wear designer scarves or fancy dresses when he climbed Everest,” Max declared, dusting himself down. “Actually,” he added with one of his random hand-waves, “I assume he never wore them – but you get my point.”

“Allie’s a girlie-girl, Max,” Dylan explained, dropping out of the tree with Jo. “Asking her to go outdoors without fashion accessories is like asking a snail not to leave slime.”

Appalled, Allie wrinkled her nose
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