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Chapter One

A vast boy-shaped shadow fell across the Falcongate Town Hall.

“PEOPLE OF FALCONGATE!” boomed Max’s voice. “I COME FOR PEACE. SPECIFICALLY, FOR A PIECE OF CAKE.”

Grinning, Max blew his blond fringe out of his eyes and straightened up. His shadow fell away from the scale model of the Town Hall, which sat on a table in the dark, polish-scented building of the Historical Society in Falcongate. A few paintings hung around the Historical Society’s walls, and there were some documents in glass cases. A doleful-looking mannequin of an eighteenth-century sailor stared glassily down at the visitors.

Dylan and Jo were holding a metre-wide framed painting against the wall for Mrs Nylander – the small, scatterbrained, eighty-year-old Historical Society chairwoman – to admire. It showed an eighteenth-century coastal fort: a small, solid stone building with a few cannon on its parapets. It was beautifully painted, if wave-lashed naval scenes were your thing.

“This is such an addition to the Historical Society,” quavered Mrs Nylander, whose thing this clearly was. “James Westbrook’s painting of the Falcongate Tollbridge.”

Dylan frowned and pushed his glasses up his nose. “Um, Falcongate Fort, Mrs Nylander,” he corrected. “It’s the naval fort on the coast.”

“I have so much on my mind,” said Mrs Nylander, looking unperturbed by her mistake. “When I say ‘tollbridge’, I mean ‘naval fort’.” She turned to Jo. “Please thank your mother, Contessa Heliotrope of Sporking Tadwell, for lending us the painting.”

Jo looked confused. “Er, my mother’s name is George.”

“Did I say ‘Contessa Heliotrope of Sporking Tadwell’?” said Mrs Nylander vaguely. “I meant ‘George’.” She eyed the painting. “Could you move it a little to the right?”

“That depends,” Dylan said. “When you say ‘right’, do you mean ‘left’?”

“Goodness, no!” Mrs Nylander tittered. “I mean ‘down’.”

The fourth of the Kirrin cousins, Allie, stepped into the confusion. “Mrs Nylander,” she said as she flipped her long, blond, well-brushed hair back over her shoulders. “I’m really good at interior design. Do you mind if I help?” She turned to Jo and Dylan. “Tiny bit left. Up a little—AAAGGGHHHHHHHH!”

“AAAAGGHHHHH!” Jo and Dylan yelled, startled by Allie’s terrified scream. The painting flew out of their hands and headed towards a suit of armour, which – worryingly – held a sharp-looking pike.

Just in time, Max stepped in and caught the painting. He handed it back to Jo and Dylan. “PEOPLE OF FALCONGATE,” he intoned, using the silly voice he’d perfected over the scale model of the Town Hall. “I GIVE YOU BACK YOUR PAINTING. GIVE ME DOUGHNUTS FOR MY PLANET.”

“Sorry I screamed,” Allie said, looking sheepish. “I saw a spider on that display case.”

“Since when are you afraid of spiders?” Jo demanded.

“Since I saw a movie where spiders take over the world and enslave mankind,” Allie explained.

Dylan looked dreamy. “Brilliant,” he said. “I want that DVD for Christmas.”

Allie’s eyes were fixed back on the offending spider. “AAGH!” she squealed, jumping back. “It moved! Don’t enslave me!”

Jo opened the door. “Timmy, do you mind?” she asked, addressing the handsome black and tan dog at her heels.

Timmy used his tail to gently brush the spider out of the door. Order restored, Dylan hung the painting. They all stood back to admire it.

“The unveiling tomorrow will be a great day for Falcongate,” Mrs Nylander beamed. And for once, she didn’t sound vague at all.



That night, the Historical Society lay wreathed in shadows. The door opened very quietly, and a dark figure walked up to the painting, which was now covered by a velvet curtain. Gloved hands carefully pulled the curtain aside, to reveal the painting in the moonlight.

As one hand held the curtain, the other produced a dripping rag. It wiped the rag over the painting, which smeared into a dark and streaky blur.


Chapter Two

The following day, the Historical Society hummed with excitable, hungry guests, ready for the unveiling of the James Westbrook painting. Among them, town character Al Fresco Freddy was gobbling down the refreshments and wrapping extra food in napkins to stuff into his pockets.

The Five, plus Jo’s mother George, stood near the curtained canvas, beside Mrs Nylander.

“Welcome one and all to the unveiling of the long lost painting of Fort Falcongate, donated by our beloved George Kirrin,” announced Mrs Nylander. With a wave of her little hand, she gestured for George to speak.

George cleared her throat. “I was searching my attic for the key to my basement, when I found the painting,” she explained to the attentive crowd. “And now, here we are, enjoying free tea cakes.”

Mrs Nylander stepped up to the canvas and took a corner of the curtain. “Thanks to George’s generosity, I’m pleased to present the lovely ‘View Of Falcongate Fort’,” she said, and pulled back the curtain.

The assembled guests gasped and stared at the painting in horror. All that was left of the image of Falcongate Fort was a blurry mess of colour.
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“And when I say ‘lovely’,” said Mrs Nylander faintly, “I mean ‘appalling, smeared monstrosity’.”

Max, Jo, Dylan and Allie gathered around the painting in dismay as a fierce hubbub broke out across the room.

“Oh, well,” said Dylan as George stared at the mess in consternation. “So, Aunt George, what else have you got in the attic?”


Half an hour later, the audience had left, leaving only the Kirrins and local police officer, Constable Lily Stubblefield.

“So,” said Constable Stubblefield to George, getting straight down to business, “the painting belonged to you. Right. I’ll have you fill out the necessary paperwork and get straight on to the case.”

She reached into a satchel and produced a towering stack of papers.

“We’ll start with the fifteen-dash-J-slash-three-one-three form,” she said, handing George the topmost sheet.

George sighed, and began filling out the form.

“Last name first,” Constable Stubblefield advised, peering over George’s shoulder.

As George crumpled up the form and Constable Stubblefield handed her another, the Five examined the painting.

“Hmm, no fingerprints,” Jo said with a frown. “No sign of forced entry.”

“What’s there to force?” Dylan said, gesturing around the room. “The door doesn’t even have a lock.”

“Isn’t Mrs Nylander afraid someone will steal the model of the old toothpick factory, made of toothpicks?” asked Max, staring at the small, industrial model in the window. “Which reminds me,” he added, reaching in and snapping a toothpick off the model, “I had a poppy-seed cake for breakfast.” He stuck the toothpick in his mouth and wiggled it about. “Ahhh, that’s the ticket …”

“No locks on the windows, either,” Allie said, examining the windows. “The culprit could have—SPIDER!” she screamed. Taking off her shoe, she pounded the window sill with vicious intent. Then she studied the result of her efforts. “Wait,” she said after a pause. “No, it’s my pendant.” She held up the pieces. “Well, it was my pendant,” she corrected, crestfallen.

“We’ve got to cure that phobia, Allie,” Max said, shaking his head. “I used to be afraid of clowns, but I trained myself not to be. Look …” He picked a pie up off the abandoned buffet table and smashed it into his face. “Ooof. See?” he mumbled through a layer of pie. “The old pie-in-the-face gag. Didn’t bother me a bit. Though it was a pecan pie, so it did kind of hurt.”

“In the meantime, what do we do about the painting?” Jo said, still staring at the wrecked picture.

“Sell it to me!” said a bright American voice.

They turned to see a blandly handsome man with the smarmy energy of a used-car salesman striding into the room, a smile plastered across his face.

“Hi!” he declared, shaking Dylan’s hand. “Honeycutt, Bob Honeycutt.”

Dylan frowned at his hand and wiped it off on his trousers. Bob Honeycutt’s grip was clammy.

“I’m an American art collector,” Bob Honeycutt continued, stopping in front of the painting. “From America! Ever been there? It’s great! Top-notch.” He pointed at the ruined James Westbrook painting. “And that’s a top-notch painting,” he added.

“But it’s ruined,” Dylan pointed out.

“It’s post-expressionist!” said Honeycutt enthusiastically. “Bold! It speaks to me. It says: ‘Bob – buy me’.” He produced a wad of money
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