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Chapter One

In the cold moonlight, two dark figures crept towards the large greenhouse. Listening intently for danger, they pulled their coat collars up and adjusted the brims of their hats so that their faces couldn’t be seen. They moved closer, until they were almost at the greenhouse door.

SNAP!

One of the figures hopped in silent pain, clutching his foot. A large mousetrap was attached to his toe. The second figure studied the greenhouse door and rattled it hopefully. It was locked. Pulling a nail file from an inside pocket, the second figure tried to jimmy the lock – with no luck.

The sound of singing made both figures jump.

“ROW, ROW, ROW YOUR KAYAK, GENTLY DOWN THE STREAM,” boomed a boy’s voice.

“A TWIG FELL INTO ALLIE’S KAYAK AND SHE LET OUT A SCREAM!” chirped a second boy.

A dog barked in what sounded like agreement. “Woof!”

“It looked like a snake!” complained a girl’s voice.

The figures looked at each other. There was no time to lose. The first figure snatched up a rock and smashed a panel of glass next to the greenhouse door handle. The other reached in and unlocked the door. They both slipped inside, vanishing into the shadows.

Several metres from the greenhouse, Max, Dylan, Allie, and Jo trooped towards Jo’s house. They were each carrying a kayak upside down on their heads and Timmy the dog followed them.

“Sure,” Dylan scoffed, his voice echoing inside his kayak. “A snake with leaves!” He suddenly stopped and pointed at the ground. “Look, another one!” he gasped. Then: “Oh no, it’s, a twig. Ha!”

“Ha, ha – funny!” said Allie, flicking her long blond hair. The movement jerked her head sideways, making her kayak clonk against the kayak on Dylan’s head.

“G’uh,” said Dylan, losing his balance and staggering smack into the trunk of a nearby apple tree. The tree showered apples on him, burying Dylan in a huge pile until just the tip of his kayak could be seen.

“Thanks, Dylan,” Jo laughed, hefting her kayak down and laying it beside the back door of the house. She tucked her brown hair behind her ears. “Now I don’t have to pick those apples.”

Timmy took an apple in his mouth as Allie and Max dumped their kayaks beside Jo’s and disappeared inside the house, leaving Dylan behind.

“Wait for me!” Dylan cried, struggling out of the apples. Straightening his glasses, he hurried after his cousins.

The coast was clear. The two figures watching from the greenhouse sidled out of the door, their arms laden with potted plants, and scurried away into the darkness.



“Aunt George!” Allie cried as the cousins all clattered into the house. “We’re back!”

“And we’re hungry,” Max added, peering around from beneath his blond fringe. “Ve-rrry hungry!”

Dylan noticed some newspaper on the floor in a corner of the cosy living room. On the newspaper was a puddle of oil, some greasy bolts, a couple of nuts and a spanner.

“Looks like Aunt George is house-training a robot,” Dylan joked.

“Dad’s re-building a carburettor,” Jo explained. “They went to the antique car show over in Stilton. They won’t be back till tomorrow.”

“Looks like we’re on our own,” Dylan said, rubbing his hands. “Allie? You can make us some fruit smoothies.”

“You can help,” Allie said firmly, seizing Dylan by his shirt collar and dragging him with her into the kitchen.

“Hoimp!” Dylan protested, scrabbling his feet uselessly on the floor as Allie towed him away. Jo, Max and Timmy followed.

Rolling up her sleeves, Allie marched across to the blender and took off the lid.

“Banana!” she ordered over her shoulder.

Dylan took a banana from the fruit bowl and peeled it. Then he tossed it towards the ceiling fan. Slice! Slice! Slice! went the fan, chopping the banana into neat pieces. Allie held out the blender jug and caught them as they fell.
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Max pulled open the fridge and grabbed a coconut, before tossing it to Jo. Jo dribbled the coconut expertly around the kitchen, bobbing it neatly on her knees and feet. Then she gave it a swift, hard kick. The coconut rocketed through the air towards a large suit of armour standing by the back door, where it impaled itself on a spike sticking out of the suit’s armoured helmet. As the coconut milk streamed out, Timmy pushed a cup with his nose so it moved under the milk and caught it. He then pushed the cup towards Allie.

“Teamwork,” grinned Allie. “Nothing like it.”



Outside, the two dark figures carried more armloads of plants to a nearby horse-drawn wagon, which they had parked well away from the house. With particular care, they placed a tall, bamboo-like plant in the very back. The plant’s tendrils waved menacingly in the darkness. They looked like fingers reaching for a victim’s throat.



Standing next to the blender in the kitchen, Allie dropped in a strawberry with a satisfied look on her face. “Strawberry,” she announced. “The last step in Allie’s Scrumptious Super Smoothies.”

She turned on the blender button. Timmy leaped for cover under the kitchen table as pink smoothie sprayed everywhere. Jo, Max and Dylan covered their heads with their arms as the smoothie splattered them from head to foot.

“Maybe the last step should be ‘putting the lid on’,” Jo advised, lowering her arms.

“I never do that back home,” said Allie, staring at the mess in surprise. Then she brightened. “Maybe it’s the time change.”

“Too bad you’re not making these smoothies at Blaine and Daine Dunston’s ‘exclusive’ party,” said Dylan, fetching some kitchen towel as Max wiped a fingerful of smoothie off his face and sampled it. “I could clean up on cleaning up.” He put on a loud vendor’s voice. “Paper towels, one pound each! Three for five pounds!”

Dylan handed Max a paper towel, then held out his hand for payment.

“Cheers,” said Max, absently shaking Dylan’s hand with a sticky squelch.

“Everyone in the village keeps yabbering on about the Dunstons’ party,” Jo groaned. “I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

“I hear they’re going to have Prince Philip do magic tricks,” said Allie eagerly, “and then there’s—”

Jo put her hands over her ears. “I’m not listening!!!”

As Max wiped more smoothie off his arm, Allie suddenly said: “Hey, Max, what’s that bruise on your arm?”

Max studied the discolouration on his forearm and shrugged. “Probably just something I got kayaking,” he said.

Dylan, still annoyed with Max for squelching his hand, got a mischievous look on his face. “Or is it?” he said, before adding in a melodramatic voice: “What if it’s … beri-beri?”

Max looked uneasy. “What…? Nah… Yeah? Nah…”

Dylan wagged a finger at his cousin. “You’re always talking about secret government experiments,” he continued. “Who knows what they put in your drinking water?”

Dylan picked up the Family Medical Encyclopedia from some books on the kitchen counter and leafed through it. “Let’s see,” he said seriously. “Has your heart-rate been elevated lately?”

Max snatched the book and studied it with an anxious look on his face.

“Of course it has,” Jo pointed out, wringing out Timmy’s smoothie-sodden tail into a bucket. “He’s been kayaking all day.”

“That thing on his arm isn’t beri-beri,” Allie said. “It’s berry-smoothie.” Pleased with herself, she laughed. “That was a good one! I didn’t have that prepared, or anything.”

Max peered more closely at the book with a horrorstruck expression on his face. “One of the symptoms is partial paralysis,” he said. “I could get numb-neck!” He let his head flop down sideways until it rested on his shoulder. “See?” he wailed. “Numb-neck!”

Suddenly, there was a loud noise outside.

CCRRASSHH!
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