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Chapter One

The moon hung low in the sky and the stars were still twinkling when an alarm clock shattered the early morning stillness.

RRRRIIIIIINNNNGGGG!

Three bleary-eyed, sleepy teenagers staggered into the kitchen. Allie leaned up against the wall and tried to go back to sleep. Dylan did better, collapsing onto a chair and nodding off, his glasses halfway down his nose. Max missed his own chair completely, and sank to the floor.

“Good morning!” said Jo brightly, stroking her dog Timmy beside the kitchen sink. “It’s five a.m. Hidey-ho!”

Max opened one eye and peered out from under his even-more-bedhead-than-usual fringe. “Wow,” he yawned. “I don’t like the look of five a.m.”

“Is this some kind of impromptu fire drill?” Dylan complained. “Or are you just plain evil?”

“Mum’s away and Cleopatra must be milked,” Jo said in a bossy sort of way. “That’s done at five a.m. Haven’t you learned anything about the country?”

“I just learned I don’t like five a.m,” Max growled.

Jo led the way out of the house and across the dark farmyard. The others followed, still half-asleep. She unlatched the door and they all stepped inside the barn. Several photos of Cleopatra hung on the wall. There was a snap of the prize cow as a calf, and one of her wearing a blue ribbon. There was even one of Cleopatra’s wedding day with the local bull.

“Lovely veil,” Allie said, peering at the wedding shot. “Vintage. And yet it’s on a cow.”

“Not just a cow,” Jo said, sounding offended. “More like a member of the family. Smellier than Dylan, but quieter.” She glanced around. “So,” she said, “the bucket and milking stool are kept there …”

Obediently, Dylan fetched the bucket and milk stool.

“The clean straw is kept over there,” Jo said, pointing across the stall.

Max lay down gratefully on the straw and fell asleep at once.

“The milking bridle is kept over … here,” Jo continued.

Timmy fetched the bridle.

“One question,” Allie said, peering inside Cleopatra’s stall. “Where is the cow kept?”

Jo rushed over to look into the stall.

It was empty.


Chapter Two

“Maybe aliens are studying Cleopatra and they’ll return her when they’re done,” Max suggested from his cosy spot on the straw, as Jo rushed frantically around the barn looking for the cow. “Then she could write a book about it.”

“I think we can count on that!” Dylan agreed, in the bright voice he used whenever Max launched into one of his alien theories. “Meanwhile, the facts are Cleopatra disappeared sometime early this morning.”
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