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Chapter One

A gentle breeze wafted politely through the badminton net in Jo’s garden. Badminton was that sort of game.

“It’s nice to play a peaceful game for once,” said Allie, limbering up on the far side of the net. Her blond hair bounced on her shoulders like glossy springs. “Nice, friendly badminton.”

Max pushed his shaggy fringe out of his eyes and nodded. He’d learned from experience that it was always a good idea to agree with his American cousin whenever they were on the same team. Otherwise, he would live to regret it.

Allie smiled. “Service …”

Throwing the shuttlecock into the air, she hit it beautifully across the net to Jo, waiting on the other side. Jo made an athletic leap and batted it back. The shuttlecock floated back to Allie like thistledown.

Max couldn’t help it. He yawned. “Are we all bored yet?” he asked.

“To tears,” Jo agreed.

As a rule, the Famous Five didn’t go in for gentle stuff.

“Right,” said Allie, narrowing her eyes. “Unleash the hounds!”

Sitting on the sidelines, Jo’s dog Timmy pricked up his ears as Allie cracked the shuttlecock as hard as she could. Jo slammed it back. Allie ducked as the shuttlecock whizzed like a bullet over her head. Max reached up and swiped it at Dylan, who was on Jo’s side of the net. Somehow, Dylan threw himself sideways and returned it. Back and forth, back and forth blasted the shuttlecock. It wasn’t badminton any more. It was war.

Finally, Jo fired the shuttlecock over Max and Allie’s heads. It sailed out of the garden completely, and landed on a figure shuffling down the lane.

Sheepishly, the Five peered over the fence. Constantine Tarlev, the owner of the Falcongate crazy golf course, was wearing the shuttlecock like a tiny hat.

“Huhh,” said Constantine in his thick East European accent as he took the shuttlecock off his head. “Shuttlecock only thing Constantine catch all weekend. Constantine sad.”
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Jo leaned her arms on the fence. “You said you were going to Bodwell Lake,” she said with a frown. “How could you not catch any fish? Bodwell Lake is full of fish.”

Constantine shook his head. He looked like a tragic bloodhound. “No longer,” he said. “No swimmy-fishies, no pretty ferns. Is wasteland.”

“That’s impossible!” said Max. Bodwell Lake was a well-known beauty spot a little way inland from Falcongate. “Unless aliens have been taking samples,” he said after a moment. “You never know …”

Constantine’s jowls flapped as he shook his head again. “Constantine’s phone does not lie …” he said.

He held up his phone and scrolled through a pitiful collection of photos. A barren lake shore. An empty fishing hook.

“Constantine thinks fish must have been eaten by chompy-guy crocodile,” Constantine continued.

The Five did a row of double-takes.

“England doesn’t have crocodiles,” Dylan said. “We have a lot of rain and cricket, but we don’t have crocodiles.”

Constantine thrust one finger in the air. “Is at least one,” he insisted. “Constantine would have taken photo, but phone ran out of memory.”

Jo took the phone and looked more closely.

“See? Is only sadness,” said Constantine. “Constantine will fish no more forever.”

Max peered at the pictures over Jo’s shoulder. “Well, there’s something very wrong at the lake,” he said. “It should be a lot greener than that.”

The others knew what was coming. They looked at Jo.

Whatever the problem was, Jo was reasonably certain that it wasn’t a crocodile. “Let’s go there,” she said, passing back Constantine’s phone. “We’ll find out what’s wrong.”

It couldn’t really be a crocodile.

Could it?


Chapter Two

The sun glimmered on the still waters of the Falcongate canal the following morning. Brightly painted boats chugged up and down, their pilots waving cheerily at each other.

Jo sat at the tiller of her mum’s canal boat. Timmy sunned himself on the deck beside her.

“This canal takes us north of Mercerton,” she called to the others. The waterway wound ahead of the boat like a sheet of shiny tin foil. “From there we moor the boat and hike to Bodwell Lake.”

Allie crawled on her belly along the cabin roof towards Jo. She was holding a paintbrush covered in pink paint. “I need you to move,” she told Jo, dropping down on to the deck. “It’s time to paint the rudder.”

Jo glanced behind her at the rudder. “I’m steering with it,” she objected. “And why would you paint it pink?”

Allie beamed. “Because pink is the new red,” she said, and waved the brush dangerously close to Jo’s nose. “It makes the boat look happy.”

Jo realised that somehow Allie had managed to paint the entire boat pink. She had highlighted it in a few places with little green and yellow flowers. A left-over tin of paint sat on the cabin roof.

“It makes it look like a giant baby’s cradle,” Jo growled.

“Well, the rudder has to match …” Allie pointed out, failing to notice the dangerous expression on her cousin’s face. Getting down on her knees, she reached over the stern of the little boat and stretched down to where the top part of the rudder was sticking out of the water. “Can’t quite reach the back though …”

She grasped the rudder and twisted it to get a better angle. This made the tiller turn abruptly. Jo was slammed into the rear door of the cabin. The impact jarred the tin of paint, which teetered on the edge of the boat’s roof and tipped over.

“Woahhhh!” Jo spluttered, as a shower of pink poured all over her.

Timmy leaped out of the way just in time. He sniffed the paint warily.

“Oops,” said Allie, straightening up. “Looks good, though …”

Jo wiped a dollop of pink goo off the end of her nose. Her expression had moved from dangerous to frightening.

“I’ll go decorate the inside,” said Allie, rather quickly. “Bye.”

Before Jo could push her off the boat, Allie scampered through the cabin doors and disappeared.

Jo gritted her teeth and wiped herself clean. Then Dylan leaned over from where he was fishing on the cabin roof.

“I don’t think this thing is ideal for fishing …” he said, waving at the boat.

As he did so, his fishing line flew out over the edge of the canal, and landed on the towpath.

“Whoa,” said Dylan, noticing that his line had gone taut. “Got something!”

He heaved and pulled at his line with excitement. A child’s tricycle appeared from the undergrowth and landed in the canal with a sad plop.

“Nope,” said Dylan, staring at the ripples. “Not good for fishing. Or speed – that tricycle can go faster than the boat.”

“This is as fast as we’re allowed to go,” Jo pointed out. “Otherwise the wake of the boat would damage the canal walls.”

A blond-haired figure coasted past in a kayak.

“That’s why I’m on HMS Max,” Max said, resting his paddle and grinning up at Jo and Dylan. He looked ahead. “Lock coming up – I’ll open it.”

Max pulled his kayak alongside the narrow boat as they entered the canal lock. Reaching up, he turned the lock-handle, opening the sluice gates. Water began pouring into the lock from the other side. Very slowly, the two boats started rising to the next level.

Beyond the lock was a tiny village huddled beside the bank of the canal. A small café and shop stood by the water’s edge, together with a few outside tables. Woodland flanked the cute little waterside cottages, wrapping itself round the place like a dark green scarf.

Max tied the boats to the small dock.

“Next stop …” he said, glancing up at the canal-side village, “Mercerton.”

Mercerton. It sounded harmless enough.

What could possibly go wrong in a place like this?
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