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Chapter One

Birds twittered happily in the trees overhead as the Five hiked uphill through cool green woodland. They were carrying backpacks with supplies for lunch.

“I don’t have anything against picnics,” Dylan grumbled to the others as he pushed his glasses up his nose. “But I just don’t think you should have to hike somewhere to eat.”

Max shifted his backpack to a comfier position and blew his shaggy blond fringe out of his eyes. “But then you’re hungrier when you get there, so you can eat more,” he pointed out.

“Oooh – compelling argument,” Dylan said, completely diverted. “Objection withdrawn. Let’s hike for several days, and I’ll eat an entire all-you-can-eat buffet.”

Jo, the most sensible of the Kirrin cousins, rolled her eyes at the boys. “It won’t take several days to get to Havenglen Valley,” she said. “It’s right over this ridge.”

Allie paused and looked around at the dappled light and shade, the scampering squirrels in the treetops and the gorgeous views through the woodland. “I have to say,” she told the others, “it’s – très gelato!”

Her French accent made two squirrels wince and race away from the path. Jo, Dylan and Max looked confused. Even Timmy lifted an eyebrow.

“Why did you just say ‘very ice cream’ in a mix of French and Italian?” Jo asked.

Allie looked cross. “I meant ‘very pretty’!” she said. “No wonder I’m flunking French. I thought it’d be easy – I’m great at French fashion and perfume and food—”

“Then they give you the old switcheroo and make it about the French language,” Dylan put in sympathetically. “Sneaky.”

“You meant très jolie,” Jo told Allie kindly as they moved through the trees and reached the top of the ridge. “Havenglen Valley is really pretty. It’s green, it’s full of butterflies, it’s …”

Her voice tailed away as the Five stopped on the crest and stared down into the valley. The valley’s edges were still green and lush. But in the centre, everything was decaying. Trees were stunted and dead, leaves lay shrivelled and brown and there was no more birdsong.

“Ohh,” Jo gasped, clapping her hands to her mouth. “It’s a disaster area!”
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Chapter Two

The cousins scrambled down from the ridge and made their way into the heart of the dying valley. They tried to understand what they were seeing.

Dylan touched the brown leaves of a nearby bush. They crumbled to nothing. “I’m no expert,” he told the others, staring at his dusty fingers, “but unless this is the rare Brown Crumbly Dustbush, something seems to be wrong.”

“I don’t know what’s going on here,” Jo said. “But we’re going to find out what caused this.”

Timmy nudged a shrivelled brown fern with his nose. It collapsed in a cloud of dust, making Timmy sneeze.

“Quel fromage! ” Allie said, staring at the scene of devastation.

“You just said ‘what cheese’,” Jo told her as kindly as she could. “I think you meant quel dommage – ‘what a shame’.”

“How come you know French?” Max said, looking impressed. “Have you been living in Paris when we’re not looking?”

“I spent a summer in French Guiana with Mum, collecting plants,” Jo explained.

“Did you get many?” Max asked.

“Plants, no,” Jo told her cousin, scratching herself at the memory of French Guiana. “Mosquito bites, yes.”

“Speaking of Aunt George and plants, let’s take her some samples,” Dylan suggested, pushing up his sleeves. “Maybe she can work this out.”

Following Dylan’s example, the others pushed up their sleeves too. Everyone set to work, trying to gather plants. Half of what they picked turned to dust as soon as they touched it. It was hard going.

Finding the end of a vine plant, Max picked it up. He followed it, pulling it up like a long rope and coiling it over his arm as he went. He was so intent on the vine that he didn’t notice a small track. Until a jeep almost drove straight over him with a honk and a skid.

A dark-haired outdoorsy guy flung open the jeep door and hopped out.

“Sorry,” said Max, looking shocked by his near-death experience. “I forgot to look both ways before following a vine on a forest path.”

“Hope I didn’t scare you,” boomed the dark-haired stranger. He held out his hand. “Rory O’Riordan. I came up here to paint some landscapes.” He waved his other arm around as if it held a paintbrush. “Paint, paint, paint,” he explained, pointing at the easel, canvases and other paint supplies sticking up out of the back of his Jeep.

“Hope you brought plenty of brown,” Jo said.

Rory O’Riordan frowned. “Indeed,” he said, glancing around. “I’d heard it was pretty here. I guess I’ll drive further up the valley.” He gave another cheery mime, pulling his hands up and down. “Drive, drive, drive!”

“Odd guy,” Dylan told Max in a low voice. “Odd, odd, odd.”

“Good luck,” Allie told the stranger. “I hope it’s prettier up the valley.”

“Well,” said Rory O’Riordan, “as Van Gogh would say …” He paused. “Actually, I don’t know what he would say – I don’t speak Dutch,” he confessed, and roared at his own joke. “Ha ha – I’m off! Off, off, off!”

“Bye, bye, bye,” said the Kirrins automatically, looking at each other as Rory O’Riordan leaped back into his jeep, started the engine and sped away.

“He could’ve started by painting all these plants,” Dylan said, waving around. “Plants with Brown Crumbly Dustbush would look much better green.”


Chapter Three

Two hours later, the Kirrins staggered down the drive towards Jo’s house. They each carried an armful of plant samples from Havenglen Valley. Max had excelled himself, and was carrying a small tree.

“Maybe it’s some kind of pesticide …” Jo told Dylan as they rounded the corner of the house

“Or a bug,” Dylan offered, shifting his armful of plants before he dropped them. “Some kind of tree-killing bug …”

A timid-looking seventeen-year-old waiting by the front door leaped to his feet as the Kirrins approached.

“A bug?!” he squealed, hopping up and down and batting at his clothes and head. “Where?! Is it in my hair?! Get it off me!!”

The Kirrins gawped as the teenager pulled a bottle of insect repellent out of his pocket and squirted it madly around himself, coughing and spluttering at the smell.

“Does anyone recognize him?” Dylan checked, frowning.

The others shook their heads.

“Nope …” Allie said.

“Good,” said Dylan, sounding relieved. “I was afraid we were friends with a complete loon.”

The teenager stopped jumping around. He smoothed down his clothes and looked a little sheepish. “Cyril. Cyril Butterby,” he said, introducing himself. “I was contacted by Allie’s parents to tutor her in French.” He cleared his throat, before saying in flawless French: “Je m’appelle Cyril.”

“Oh!” Allie said, her eyes widening as she took in her geeky new tutor. “Well, I guess I need all the help I can get. Um … Jam apple Allie.”

“Looks like you’ve
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