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Chapter One

Birds twittered happily in the trees overhead as the Five hiked uphill through cool green woodland. They were carrying backpacks with supplies for lunch.

“I don’t have anything against picnics,” Dylan grumbled to the others as he pushed his glasses up his nose. “But I just don’t think you should have to hike somewhere to eat.”

Max shifted his backpack to a comfier position and blew his shaggy blond fringe out of his eyes. “But then you’re hungrier when you get there, so you can eat more,” he pointed out.

“Oooh – compelling argument,” Dylan said, completely diverted. “Objection withdrawn. Let’s hike for several days, and I’ll eat an entire all-you-can-eat buffet.”

Jo, the most sensible of the Kirrin cousins, rolled her eyes at the boys. “It won’t take several days to get to Havenglen Valley,” she said. “It’s right over this ridge.”

Allie paused and looked around at the dappled light and shade, the scampering squirrels in the treetops and the gorgeous views through the woodland. “I have to say,” she told the others, “it’s – très gelato!”

Her French accent made two squirrels wince and race away from the path. Jo, Dylan and Max looked confused. Even Timmy lifted an eyebrow.

“Why did you just say ‘very ice cream’ in a mix of French and Italian?” Jo asked.

Allie looked cross. “I meant ‘very pretty’!” she said. “No wonder I’m flunking French. I thought it’d be easy – I’m great at French fashion and perfume and food—”

“Then they give you the old switcheroo and make it about the French language,” Dylan put in sympathetically. “Sneaky.”

“You meant très jolie,” Jo told Allie kindly as they moved through the trees and reached the top of the ridge. “Havenglen Valley is really pretty. It’s green, it’s full of butterflies, it’s …”

Her voice tailed away as the Five stopped on the crest and stared down into the valley. The valley’s edges were still green and lush. But in the centre, everything was decaying. Trees were stunted and dead, leaves lay shrivelled and brown and there was no more birdsong.
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