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Chapter One

The Old Wild West had come to life.

The Kirrin cousins, plus Jo’s dog Timmy, stared round at the bank, the saloon, the horse trough and the old wooden verandas that lined the dusty old-fashioned street. If it hadn’t been for the assorted rides, colourful stalls and the fact that the horses were made of plastic, they could have slipped back in time.

Allie shifted her backpack to a more comfortable spot. She tossed her blond hair over her shoulder, and leaned in to see what it said on the large, cheery-looking map in front of her.

“Welcome to Scrappy Flapjacks’ Cowboy Town!” she read. “No visit to Los Angeles is complete without it.”

It was thanks to Allie that the Kirrins were in the States. Her parents had gone away, leaving Jo’s family in charge of the cousins down at Allie’s beach house in Malibu. They were making the most of their time in the California sun.

Max pushed his shaggy blond fringe out of his eyes and pointed at the map. “Can we ride the stagecoach?” he said in excitement. “YEEEEHAAAAAGH!” He coughed a bit. “That actually hurts a little,” he confessed sheepishly.

Dylan had found something far more interesting on the map. “We can pan for gold?” he gasped. His glasses started steaming up at the prospect of cash. “That’s got my name all over it. Although I’d rather use a really big vacuum cleaner.”

Allie turned to consult her third and final cousin. “What do you want to do, Jo?” she said.

There was no sign of Jo.

“Jo? …” Allie called, looking round in confusion. “Jo?”
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Jo had wandered over to a game booth, where you had to shoot a little bow and arrow at balloons to try and pop them. This was more her kind of thing than gold or stagecoach rides.

“I only have to pop three balloons?” Jo was checking with a craggy looking woman dressed in a US Cavalry outfit, who was in charge of the booth. “Why don’t you just give me a prize?”

The woman handed Jo the bow and arrows. “Careful, girlie,” she said in a patronising tone of voice, “it’s not as easy as it—”

THWACK-THWACK-THWACK!

In quick succession, Jo fired the arrows and popped the balloons.

“—looks,” the woman finished uncertainly. She shrugged, trying not to look impressed. “Oh, OK, what prize do you want?”

“I wanna horseshoe!” screeched a child, before Jo had a chance to choose something. He pointed his grubby little fingers at the prizes ranged round the booth. “I wanna tepee!”

As he pointed, he knocked over his cup of juice. The sticky purple drink spilled all over the booth’s counter. Now his voice rose an octave.

“I spilled my juice,” he roared, slapping his hands in the purple mess and sending it everywhere. “WAAAAGGHHHHH!”

“Hey, buckaroo,” said the woman behind the booth, trying desperately to sound cheerful. “Only smiles at Scrappy Flapjacks’! This is a happy—you’re getting grape juice everywhere, you pipsqueak!”

With a heavy sigh, she got a cloth and started cleaning up the mess. “Grab a prize, girlie,” she told Jo over her shoulder.

Jo’s cousins had caught up with her, and they all stared at the choice of prizes. There was a clown in a cowboy hat, a model covered-wagon, a tepee with a clock in it and various soft toys that dangled from the booth’s roof.

“So what are you going to take?” asked Allie, pressing in eagerly behind Jo. “The clown with a cowboy hat is nice.”

Jo spotted a small ceramic cactus tucked in amongst the prizes. “Mum likes plants,” she said, leaning over and taking the cactus. “She’ll love getting this when she and Dad come back from Sequoia.”

“Can we pan for gold now?” Dylan begged. “I hear it calling to me.”

The cousins moved away, joking and laughing. The woman at the booth was still mopping up when a phone started ringing under the counter. She put down her cloth and picked up the phone.

“Hello? …” Suddenly her voice dropped down low. “Yeah, I got the component …” she said, glancing round to make sure no one was listening. “It’s right here, hidden in a cactus …”

Still with the phone pressed to her ear, she peered over at the stack of prizes. A look of panic crossed her face. “Where is it?” she muttered. “Where’d it go?”

As she caught sight of Jo carrying the cactus away, her expression hardened.

“Er, little problem with the cactus,” she said into the phone, watching as the cousins made their way across Cowboy Town towards the gold-panning area. “But don’t worry – I know where it is …”

She hung up and watched as Jo put the cactus into her rucksack.

“… and I’m going to get it back …” she said quietly to herself.


Chapter Two

The Five made it back to Allie’s Malibu beach house later that afternoon. Chatting and laughing, they came in through the front door, their arms full of take-away food bags.

“You know what I love about Los Angeles?” said Max.

“The carefree lifestyle?” Allie guessed, frowning. “The glamour of Hollywood?”

Max waved his food bag happily. “Take-away tacos!”

They went on through the living room and out on to the patio. A fountain tinkled refreshingly in the afternoon sun. Sitting down at the patio table, they unwrapped their food and started tucking in.

Dylan studied his food curiously, looking at it from all angles. “What did you say this is again?” he checked with Allie.

“A chimichanga,” said Allie.

Dylan grinned. “Chimi-channnga!” he said, in a comedy Mexican accent.

Max laughed.

“I’ve got to warn you guys – this is authentic Mexican food,” said Allie, unwrapping her portion and setting it down on a plate. “Some of the peppers are really hot.”

Max shrugged, unimpressed. “I’ve had English mustard,” he said. “That’s hot.”

“Chimi-chaannnnga –” Dylan repeated with gusto. He sank his teeth into his chimichanga and took an enormous bite. His eyes bugged out of his head. “Haagghhh-haghhh-haghhh …”

Max roared with laughter at the sight of Dylan choking and wheezing. “Little hot for you?” he hooted. He bit into his own food. If anything, his face went redder than Dylan’s.

“Little more kick than mustard, hey, Max?” Jo said, amused.

“Whuuhhh … no!” said Max hoarsely, trying to bring the choking under control. “No – I love it!”

“Me too!” Dylan gasped, tears starting in his eyes as he forced a smile. “I wish it was hotter!”

Now the sweat started streaming down their faces. Max cracked first. “Water!” he croaked.

“Need water!” Dylan choked in agreement.

Dropping their food on the table, they scurried over to the large patio fountain and started scooping the water into their mouths. Timmy sniffed the chimichangas experimentally. His black nose wrinkled in alarm, and he backed away from the table.

Just then, they all heard a strange barking. Dylan lifted his head from the fountain and stared at Max in surprise. “Wow, Max – that pepper really messed up your voice,” he said.

Max was staring at the visitor who had flopped on to the patio. It was the harbour seal that had followed him the last time he’d been surfing.

“It’s not me,” he said, pointing. “It’s that seal who keeps beating me up.”

The seal’s friendly face seemed to grin at the Five. It started flopping rapidly towards Max, before hopping into the fountain and sending a huge arc of water over everyone.

“Hey you …”

“Stop it …”

“Don’t do that …”

“I’m all wet!”

Max mopped himself down. “He’s crazy, I tell you!” he said, more than a little nervously. “He’s dangerous!”

The seal propped itself up on its flippers and gave Max a whiskery, fish-flavoured kiss. Then it ducked back down into
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