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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.”
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