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      Here’s what the kids say about The Dragon Defenders - Book Four: All Is Lost

      

      “Amazing, and so intense! They just keep getting better!”

      Harrison Jones, age 11

      

      “Excitement, suspense and adventure! If you like those things in a book, you’re going to love this one.”

      Zoe Light, age 9

      

      “SO thrilling to read! Exciting and scary all at the same time. I didn't want it to end!”

      Maia Doran, age 8

      

      “OMG... What an amazing book! I don’t have to imagine I’m there, I am there.”

      Aoda Graham, age 12

      

      “The best book in the series so far. You never know what will happen next.”

      Silas Roberts, age 7
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      Sounds weird, I know. Of course, it works just like a normal book; you can start reading at the start, and read right through to the end. That will work just fine.

      But you can also enjoy it another way. You can download the free ‘AR Reads’ app onto a secondary smartphone or tablet, point it at parts of the book and watch it become reality.

      

      Your choice!

      

      Here’s how:

      Step 1. Download the ‘AR Reads’ app*. You’ll find this on the App Store, or on Google Play.

      Step 2. Start up the app.

      Step 3. Tap ‘yes’ to say you have this book.

      Step 4. Point your device’s camera at the pictures on the pages marked with a phone/tablet like this one at the bottom.

      *You’ll need an internet connection to download and use the app, and if you already have the app on your device, make sure it’s the most up-to-date version.
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      Briar stayed low. The tall stems of the elephant grass rustled and quivered as she parted them. She stepped through the gaps as silently as she could; placing her feet with great care, like a wading seabird hunting for fish.

      She gave thanks for the sudden gusts of wind that sent ripples through the grass, hiding her progress.

      The men knew she was in here somewhere. She could hear them shouting to each other, and their voices seemed to come from all around. First from behind, then off to one side. When she thought she heard whispers dead ahead, she halted. She strained to hear above the wind, now wishing it would stop, if only for long enough to figure out where her pursuers were.

      A cough. Unmistakable. From just ahead. Briar lay down on the ground and wriggled backwards between two clumps of the tough grass. She could feel the barbed edges slicing her legs.

      Another man cursed gruffly, close behind her, but she didn’t risk a look. Reaching up, she grabbed a handful of the sword-like leaves and pulled them down over her head in an attempt to cover her copper-coloured hair. Against the dark green stalks it surely stood out like a fire in a cave.

      She lay as still as a statue. Time seemed to slow, yet her heart pounded in her chest as fast as she had ever felt it. Something tickled her ear, and then she felt the weight of a large insect climbing up the side of her face. She took a deep breath and forced herself to stay still, trying to quell her rising panic.

      A crack, like a breaking twig – off to one side. A rustle behind her. Then… an awful screech in the distance! Briar recognised the sound. It was the cry of a dragon, full of anger and fear. Soon afterwards, she heard the faint chatter of a helicopter, which grew rapidly to a deafening roar.

      Suddenly, one of the men yelled out. He sounded just feet away from where she was lying.

      “Look! The chopper’s almost caught her!”

      Briar jolted in terror, but flipped onto her back, at the same time brushing away whatever it was on her face. If she was about to be caught she decided she would look her captor in the eye. She readied herself for a fight.

      But no one was standing over her. All she could see through the tall grass was a circular patch of blue sky directly above. It was into this patch that Iris – the beautiful blue dragon – now flew. Despite the distance, Briar could see that she was completely exhausted. She was flapping her wings with a slow, laboured motion and a long cut, red with blood, ran along her flank. She hung her head and bellowed in panic. A feeble fireball dissipated into a puff of smoke.

      As Briar watched, a black helicopter came into view. Painted onto it was a white dog’s head, its teeth bared in a vicious snarl. There came a tremendous BOOM, and Briar saw a dark blob shoot out from a cannon hanging underneath the helicopter’s fuselage. As it flew through the air, it spread wide, becoming a net which encircled the dragon, its weighted ends whipping around Iris’s body and pulling her wings tight against her sides.

      Like a high-diver springing from a board, Iris seemed to hang in the air. Then she plummeted towards the ground, turning slowly as she fell. When she finally disappeared from view, below the fringe of elephant grass, she was falling horribly fast. Briar knew that even a dragon couldn’t survive a fall from such a height, and despite the danger she was in, she cried out. At the same time, she heard a WHUMP as Iris hit the ground, and felt the vibration travel through the earth below her.

      Briar clamped her eyes shut and bit her lip to force herself to stay quiet. Tears squeezed out, and her jaw trembled as she fought the urge to sob.

      Then, suddenly, terrifyingly, she heard a cold, calm voice. One she knew only too well. Her uncle’s. The Pitbull.

      “Hello, Briar.”

      Briar awoke with a jerk so violent she almost fell out of bed. She sat bolt upright, clenching her fists. She was ready to start throwing punches, but there was no one at which to throw them. She found herself not in a clump of elephant grass, but in a small wooden bed under fresh white sheets. Early morning sun filtered into the room – a small but cosy bedroom which she shared with Flynn and Paddy’s sweet little sister, Ada. Briar looked across and saw she was still sound asleep, her mouth egg-shaped as she gently snored.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      With a sigh of relief, Briar lay back against the soft pillow. It had been nothing but a terrible dream.

      Though the open windows, the birds’ dawn chorus came drifting in. After two years of waking to the sounds of the city – revving engines and blaring horns – it was one of the sweetest sounds she’d ever heard.

      She stretched, luxuriating not only in the warmth of the bed, but in that of the family who had so willingly taken her in. Flynn and Paddy, their little sister, their lovely mother and father, and Millicent and Roger, the boys’ grandparents. She’d shared so much with the old couple. When the three of them were imprisoned together in The Pitbull’s tower, there was little else to do but talk and they had quickly become close as Briar found out about Millicent and Roger’s life, and they about hers. Briar was so thankful that they had escaped, thanks to the brothers’ clever falcon, Lightning, and their two beautiful dragons, Elton and Iris. The dragons had torn the walls from The Pitbull’s tower, allowing the children and Millicent and Roger to climb out onto their backs and fly away.

      Yet the howling scream of frustration The Pitbull made when he saw them escaping still haunted Briar. She knew him too well. She knew that he would be planning his revenge.

      When The Pitbull first learned of the existence of dragons on The Island, he had sent his best men to kill one and bring him the body, and to find a dragon’s egg so that he might hatch it in his private zoo. Briar could hardly bear to think of a dragon imprisoned there, along with all the other poor half-starved animals he kept. But Flynn and Paddy had thwarted The Pitbull’s plans and sent the men packing. Briar had only caught snatches of what was happening when she overheard The Pitbull furiously talking on the phone, but what she picked up thrilled her – it was the first time she had ever seen him fail to get his own way. The men eventually returned to their boss without the body of a dragon – but somehow they had managed to bring back a dragon’s egg. Nine months later, to Briar’s barely concealed delight, The Pitbull, who was tired of waiting for the egg to hatch, cracked it open with a jackhammer to find solid rock inside. It was nothing more than an egg-shaped boulder!

      Enraged, The Pitbull himself had returned to The Island on a huge ship, complete with a launch pad for his two helicopters. Briar had watched helplessly as the helicopters caught three of the dragons and The Pitbull had them locked them in cages. But when Paddy flew overhead on the back of his dragon, Elton, and dumped a net full of The Pitbull’s captured men onto the deck of the ship, all hell had broken loose. Briar saw her chance. While The Pitbull’s guards were scrambling in panic, Briar had freed the captive dragons and watched with utter joy as they flew away, back to The Island where they belonged.

      She thought she had gotten away with it. But when The Pitbull played back the security camera footage and saw what Briar had done, he gave the order for her to be locked in his tower – in the prison cells he’d built especially for the brothers. It was there that she learned of his plan to seek revenge on Flynn and Paddy. He’d kidnapped the brothers’ grandparents and imprisoned them in the cell next to Briar’s.

      He sent a message to The Island, and sure enough, the boys came to the rescue. But The Pitbull was one step ahead of them, and soon they too found themselves locked in the cell. All had seemed lost, but it was then that the brothers’ falcon flew back to The Island to summon the dragons, who freed them all.

      Briar couldn’t help but smile when she thought of their daring escape. And also of the marvellous welcome she’d received on The Island. The boys’ mother had taken one look at Briar, stepped forward and wrapped her arms around her.

      She had hugged her for a long time, sensing the girl’s pain and knowing that she needed the love of a mother. Briar felt all her worries melt away in the comfort of her warm embrace.

      But nothing could stop the nightmares. Every night since arriving on The Island she’d had variations of the same dream, and woken up in a cold sweat. Each time, The Pitbull spoke to her, and his voice was so clear and real. Sometimes, if the dream came in the middle of the night, she would lie there for hours afterwards, worrying whether it might become a reality.

      Briar could sense that the brothers were worried, too. They knew their troubles weren’t over, and might never be. Just once they had asked Briar about The Pitbull, and whether she thought he would give up trying. But they had known the answer even before she gave it: never.

      They took all the precautions they could. Millicent and Roger stayed on The Island, rather than returning to their mainland home, where they would be at the mercy of The Pitbull and his men. With the help of Paddy, Flynn and Briar, Millicent and Roger built a small cottage – little more than the size of a bedroom, set in the forest a little way back from the beach. Just like Briar, Millicent loved the sound of the birds, and sat listening to the morning chorus and drinking tea on her little porch each day.

      The family kept the old couple’s yacht stocked with provisions and ready to go, in case they ever needed to leave The Island in a hurry. Paddy built up a large stock of arrows, and Flynn’s pouch, in which he kept stones for his slingshot, was always full.

      The brothers also kept the phone they’d stolen from Scorpion – one of The Pitbull’s men – fully charged, using the solar panel device made by their grandfather. They’d given it to Briar for safekeeping, as she was the only one who really knew how to operate it, but it never made a sound.

      

      As she lay there in her bed, Briar felt her mind and body relaxing more and more.  She made a promise to herself: whatever the future may hold, right now she was going to make the most of every day here on this glorious island with this wonderful family. Since the day her parents died she’d barely known happiness, and she knew she must embrace it when it came.

      She heard a squeak, and looked up to see the door to her room swing open. There was a scuffling sound, then a giggle. Paddy’s head appeared around the door.

      “We’re going exploring,” he whispered, casting a look at Ada, who was still sleeping. “Want to come?”

      Beneath his smiling face, Coco appeared.

      The dog snuffled and wriggled when she saw Briar. Then came a thump, thump, thump – her wagging tail hitting the wall.

      “Shhh, Coco,” whispered Paddy.

      “Of course I want to come,” said Briar. She threw back the bed covers.
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      A shower of rain had fallen during the night, and The Island looked as though it had been scrubbed clean. In the distance, the dazzling white, snow-capped peaks of the mountains stood out from the greys and purples of the high alpine scrub, which lower down gave way to the lush green of the thick forest below. In the other direction, behind Coco and the children, the morning sun glittered on a teal blue ocean and white sand beaches.

      Flynn loved this time of the day. He loved the feeling of his limbs warming up and stretching as he walked through the cool forest, and also the peace it brought him. He loved the way the little creatures of the forest, surprised by their approach, scooted away into the undergrowth. He always had the overwhelming feeling that he was just another one of the forest’s inhabitants, and that he belonged. He loved, too, all the smells of the forest; the earthy soil and the scent of hundreds of flowering trees and plants combining to freshen the air. He didn’t even mind the occasional sharp tang of an animal’s droppings – it was the scent of rich and bountiful forest life and it reminded him of the cycle of nature.
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      Ahead, he could see Coco darting in and out of bushes, sniffing everything. She liked the way the forest smelled too. Alongside him, Clappers, their lovely horse, plodded quietly.

      Behind him, Flynn could hear Paddy talking to Briar. He’d kept up a constant chatter the whole way, explaining where they were, what direction they were heading, which plants they could eat and which were poisonous. He told Briar everything: where he’d stubbed his toe on a tree root; how easy it was to get lost in the forest after dark; and how to survive the night if that ever happened. Briar listened to it all with interest – she was learning everything so quickly and never seemed to run out of energy. She was clever and resourceful, tough and fit. She could run as fast as the brothers, and she moved through the forest almost as well.

      Unless they were planning to walk through snow in the mountains, Briar had taken to going barefoot as they did. Her shoes lay forgotten in the corner of her room, along with most of her old clothes. The boys’ mother had sewed her two new shirts and shorts, and their father had presented her with a knife – essential for life on The Island – which she wore on her belt. Millicent plaited Briar's copper-hued hair into a beautiful braid as thick as a rope, so that it didn’t tangle or snag when she moved through thick forest.

      She could swim better than both of the brothers and was a spectacular high-diver. They could only marvel as she performed twists, flips and spins off the highest cliffs, entering the water like an arrow, with only the tiniest of splashes.

      She was good at firing both Paddy’s bow and arrows, and also Flynn’s slingshot, but preferred to throw a long, thin spear when they were hunting. She carried it everywhere. She told the brothers she had learned how to make and throw spears on the Solomon Islands, where she and her parents had lived with the Wantok people.

      The boys’ mouths had dropped open in amazement when they saw just how far and accurately Briar could throw her spear. When she notched a barb in the shaft with her knife, she could even catch fish with it.
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      Briar also had a remarkable affinity with animals. Coco had spent Briar’s first week curled up on the end of her bed each night, before the dog resumed her usual rotation through the whole family. And when Briar first leapt onto Clappers’ back the pair of them looked as though they’d been together all their lives.

      The boys’ falcon, Lightning, however, was the most taken with Briar. He almost always chose her shoulder to ride on, much to Paddy and Flynn’s disappointment. He was perched there now, nestled into Briar’s neck sound asleep as she walked through the forest.

      Flynn’s thoughts were interrupted when Paddy ran up to him, an excited look on his face.

      “Flynn, let’s take Briar to try out Greased Lightning!”

      Briar jogged up behind him. “What’s Greased Lightning?” she asked.

      “Don’t tell her!” Paddy interjected. He turned to Briar. “It would spoil the surprise. It’s best you experience it for yourself.”

      Flynn grinned. “Let’s go.”

      The three of them broke into a jog, which made Lightning spring into the air with alarm, and Coco bark and leap around with excitement. Clappers obediently trotted along beside them, whinnying occasionally.

      An hour later they were deep in the Colossal Forest, right up at the headwaters of the Boiling Stream – except up here it wasn’t boiling at all, but cool like any other river. Crystal-clear water ran over a  wide, smooth stone riverbed as it made its way down the valley. The stone had a beautiful emerald green sheen, and the water was no more than six inches deep.

      “Welcome to Greased Lightning,” said Paddy, smiling mischievously.

      “Isn’t it beautiful,” said Briar. “Why is it called Greased Lightning?”

      “Not sure,” replied Flynn. “Dad calls it that. It’s from an old movie, apparently.”

      “This is where we have to cross,” said Paddy. His smile was a mile wide.

      Briar looked at him. “What’s so amusing? What are you up to?”

      Paddy put up his hands. “Nothing. Let’s go. You first.”

      Briar frowned. “Why do I have to go first?”

      “If you’re scared then I’ll go first,” said Paddy. He started down towards the stream edge.

      Flynn could see that Briar didn’t want them to think that.

      “No,” she said. “I’ll go first.”

      The water ran swiftly, but it was no more than ankle deep. She walked into the stream, placing her feet carefully on the rock. Paddy couldn’t stifle a giggle, and Briar looked up at him suspiciously.

      “Tell me! What’s so funn…” she began, but she didn’t get to finish her sentence, for she slipped and fell on the rock, landing flat on her stomach. Lightning, alarmed, swooped in and hovered above her. The boys roared with laughter.

      “Don’t laugh at me!” yelled Briar. Embarrassed and angry, she clambered to her feet. Only to fall over again, this time on her back. Again, the boys erupted with laughter.

      “Have a nice trip,” said Flynn.

      “See you at the bottom,” said Paddy.

      Briar began to slide sideways on the rock. Try as she might, she couldn’t get back to her feet – it was just too slippery.

      “Help!” cried Briar.

      “Wait up!” yelled Flynn. “We’re coming too.”

      The boys splashed down into the stream, diving onto their stomachs and whooping as they shot across the slippery rock. Paddy pushed himself along with his hands and feet like an emperor penguin on Antarctic sea ice. The boys gained momentum down the hill, sliding after Briar, who was rapidly gathering speed as the slope steepened. The rock was as smooth as glass, and the three children were soon sliding at a tremendous pace.

      Briar spun around, and Flynn could see from the look on her face that she was a little scared.

      “Don’t worry, we’ve done this a million times,” he called, and he saw her relax and smile.

      Paddy yelled and laughed with joy. Spray flew through the air as they careered down the stream. Coco ran along the edge of the water, barking with excitement at the sight of the children having such fun. Clappers turned back up the bank and trotted down a well-trodden path; she knew where they would end up.

      “Here comes the good bit!” Flynn yelled to Briar. “Flip onto your back, go feet first, and hold your arms over your chest!” She copied what the brothers were doing, and they picked up even more speed. None of them could see a thing, there was so much spray flying up.

      All of a sudden the stone beneath them sloped sharply downwards, and they were plunged into complete darkness as the stream disappeared underground!

      Briar screamed, and Flynn whooped back loudly in the darkness, hoping it would make her less afraid. He remembered that he had yelled his head off the whole way the first time he did this.

      Briar’s screams and the sound of the rushing water echoed off the walls and roof of the underground cave. The sensation of speed was also heightened in the darkness as they sped through the pitch-black tunnel. But then, suddenly, it was bright again, thanks to the neon light of a million glow worms on the cave roof. The children had shot into a vast underground chamber, the size of a cathedral, which was lit quite brightly by the eerie green glow from the tiny creatures. As they slid through the chamber they looked up in wonder at the sight.

      But as quickly as it had come, the light from the glow worms vanished as they plunged back into the narrowest part of the cave, still rocketing along on the slime-covered stone. If anything, they were moving even faster.

      Flynn listened as best he could over his brother’s shouts of delight and Briar’s occasional panicked exclamations. Finally, he heard it: a muted hiss, getting louder by the second.

      “Brace yourself!” he yelled to Briar.

      “What now?” she called back, but her voice was drowned out by Paddy, who was yahoo-ing for all he was worth.

      The hiss grew steadily into a roar, and suddenly the children were bathed in sunlight as they emerged from the cave. They were travelling at incredible speed.

      “Here we go!” Flynn shouted. “SPIN AROUND!”

      The children flipped onto their bellies and turned head first just as the rockslide came to an end. They flew out into space.

      Flynn blinked the spray from his eyes and saw the deep green pool twenty feet below, the waterfall churning at its base. He twisted his body in mid air, and began to angle downwards so that he might avoid a painful belly-flop. From the corner of his eye, he spotted Briar, and marvelled as she executed a perfect somersault alongside him. Paddy, meanwhile, had brought one arm to his side and was soaring through the air with the other outstretched, his hand balled into a fist.

      “Greeeeaaaassseed Lightning!” he hooted, as the three of them plunged into the pool. The height of their dive drove them deep into the cool, clear water, before they turned and swam for the surface. All three came up gasping. The boys looked at Briar, wondering if she was pleased or annoyed they hadn’t warned her. They needn’t have worried – she laughed at them.

      “Let’s do it again!” she said.
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      After another three rounds of the rockslide, Briar lay on the stones at the edge of the pool, her feet dangling in the water. Sunlight streamed down through the gap in the forest canopy and warmed her skin. A fine spray from the waterfall created a permanent rainbow, which shimmered against the dark backdrop of the forest. Flitting around in the trees, hundreds of jewel-like birds called back and forth to each other.

      “This is paradise,” she murmured to herself.

      It seemed that every day the brothers would show her an even more beautiful part of The Island.
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      She closed her eyes and let her head drop back to the rock. Her troubling thoughts had gone for the moment, replaced by a deep peace and a feeling of being at one with her surroundings.

      “Glad you think so,” replied Flynn. Briar hadn’t heard him approach. He stood beside Clappers, untying their packs from around her neck.

      “Time for lunch,” he said.

      Paddy, who was exploring behind the waterfall, seemed to have heard him, for he dived out through the falling curtain of water and stroked across the pool.

      “Are you guys hungry? I’m starving,” he said, as he flopped onto the rock beside Briar. “What’s for lunch, Flynn?”

      “You just lie there and relax, Paddy. It’ll be ready in a jiffy,” laughed Flynn.

      Gathering some dry twigs and branches, he lit a fire using his knife and a piece of flint. From Clappers’ saddle bags he took a small pot and filled it with water from the pool, placing it among the embers to boil. Into it he carefully lowered some fresh hens’ eggs they’d taken from the coop that morning and wrapped in moss to keep them from breaking. Within minutes they had come to the boil.

      The boys had taken the rest of yesterday’s bread from the kitchen and Flynn spread it with ripe avocado – the large tree in the orchard close to their home provided an inexhaustible supply throughout the summer – and sliced up some juicy ripe tomatoes and cucumber. Flynn divided the food evenly across three broad leaves he had harvested from the forest, and which now served as plates.

      “Lunch is served,” he declared.

      “Hold on,” said Paddy. He reached into his bag and produced a tiny pottery flask stoppered with a cork. Inside was some salt that their father had collected by evaporating sea water. He gave it to Flynn, who sprinkled it over their meals. Briar smiled – the boys were always incredibly well prepared.

      They tucked in eagerly; the morning’s exertions had given them healthy appetites and the food was delicious. Coco and Lightning were each given an egg of their own.

      “I think that was the best meal I’ve ever had,” declared Briar with a sigh.

      “I’ll do the dishes,” said Paddy. Grinning, he gathered up their leaf plates and threw them into the forest, making them all laugh.

      “I think I can see dessert,” said Briar, squinting up at the treetops. Yes – she could see bees flying to and fro from a tall tree, which didn’t look too difficult to climb. She leapt to her feet, laughing at the boys, who were looking at her with puzzled expressions.

      Briar gathered a large handful of bark and moss and made a little nest in the centre of it, while the brothers watched with interest. Using two twigs like chopsticks, she picked up half a dozen red-hot embers from Flynn’s fire, and dropped them into the nest. She then bound it up tightly with some strands of flax.

      “Paddy, can you wait at the bottom of the tree?”

      Briar shot up the trunk with the agility of a monkey. Within a minute she was almost at the top.

      Lying on her stomach, she wriggled her way along a branch until she could see the hollow where the bees had made their home. Thousands of them were humming away inside, and it was critical that she didn’t spook them. They would attack immediately.

      As she inched her way closer to where she’d seen the bees, she pulled out her knife and slit the flax strands holding her mossy bundle together.

      She opened the top, and as the embers were exposed to the air, it began to smoke.

      Briar reached out slowly and held the bundle directly under the beehive. She blew gently on it, watching the orange glow brighten, then scraped a little lichen from the underside of the branch she was lying on and sprinkled it over the embers.

      A fresh puff of smoke rose up, enveloping the branch and herself. It would help if she too smelled of smoke.

      Briar lay there patiently until she heard a change in the sound from the bees. Their high-pitched whine became a low drone, and she knew now was the time.

      She reached under the branch and felt the opening of the hive. Slowly, she put her hand in, further and further, keeping her movements calm and deliberate, careful not to crush any bees against the side of the hive. Finally, her fingers brushed against something sticky – the honeycomb! She broke off a big piece and pulled it out.

      “Ready below?” she called.

      Paddy yelled in reply. She dropped the honeycomb and a few seconds later heard his excited whooping. Briar reached in twice more, snapping off two more large chunks. Then she rewrapped the embers in the nest and backed away from the hive. Safely back against the trunk of the tree, she re-bound the bundle properly and began climbing down.
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      Flynn and Paddy’s faces were covered with sweet, sticky, golden honey when she eventually reached the base of the tree. She laughed at them.

      “Well done! That was amazing,” said Paddy.

      “I hope you saved some for me,” she said.

      “Of course,” said Paddy, holding out a big chunk.

      There was no other way to eat it but to suck and slurp out the sweet honey from the waxy honeycomb. It was delicious, but messy. All three had to dive back into the water to clean themselves up.

      Afterwards, the children sat warming themselves on the broad, flat rocks.

      “Time for a nap,” declared Paddy. He yawned widely, lay down and closed his eyes. That made Flynn and Briar yawn too.

      “Why not?” said Flynn, and he lay back.

      Briar took a minute more to appreciate the beauty of her surroundings, wanting to remember this moment forever. Then she too closed her eyes.

      She let her thoughts drift, feeling deliciously warm and comfortable, and totally safe. It was wonderful.

      The only sound Briar could hear was the rush of the waterfall, and it took her a moment to realise that something was wrong. She opened her eyes and sat up. To her surprise, Flynn and Paddy were sitting up too, and Paddy was reaching for his bow and arrows. Both of them were staring up into the trees.

      “What is it?” whispered Briar – but as the words left her lips, she realised exactly what it was. Earlier, the sound of the birds in the forest was so loud it could be heard over the thunder of the waterfall.

      Now she couldn’t hear a single chirp.

      Suddenly, Coco began to growl.

      It was then that the earthquake struck.
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      “AAAARRRRGGGH!”

      The Pitbull howled as he lowered his aching feet into the lavender-scented foot bath. The water was hot – far too hot – despite the clear instructions he had given his men. He yanked his feet out again, and trembled as the pain slowly subsided.

      “You idiot!” he yelled at one of the men, who stood by clutching a soft white towel. The man looked confused, as he’d had nothing to do with filling the foot bath, but it only served to irritate The Pitbull even more.

      For nearly a month The Pitbull had been forced to repeat this tiresome regime – soaking his burnt and blistered feet morning, noon, and night. He had injured them terribly racing into the room to stop the brothers, their miserable grandparents, and his insolent niece from escaping from his tower. Their stupid dragons had spewed so much fire into the prison cell that the superheated floor had immediately melted his shoes and seared the flesh on the soles of his feet like a couple of steaks in a frying pan. Only in the last few days had he been able to take a few hesitant steps without crying out in pain.

      “Come here!” he commanded the man with the towel.

      The Pitbull could see that the man was trying to decide if his boss was going to strike him or have him dry his feet. The Pitbull wanted to do both, but didn’t have the energy, so he just let him come forward with the towel. The man thankfully dabbed The Pitbull's feet dry with the softest of touches. Any scrubbing movement caused excruciating pain.

      Once his feet were re-bandaged, The Pitbull called for his wheelchair and ordered a car to the front of the building. As he rolled into the lift, his head accountant suddenly appeared at the other end of the corridor. He called for him to wait, but The Pitbull had no intention of waiting for anyone. The man broke into a jog. Annoyingly, he made it in time, putting his hand between the lift doors and stopping them from closing. He stepped into the lift with The Pitbull, and the doors clanged shut behind them.

      “I’m glad I caught you, sir. I have a matter of some urgency to discuss with you.”

      The Pitbull frowned. “You have until the lift doors re-open.” He pressed the button for the ground floor. The lift swiftly descended.

      “Sir. The thing is, sir,” stammered the accountant. “I don’t know quite how to say this, sir…”

      The lift juddered to a halt and the bell pinged. “Time’s up,” said The Pitbull.

      The doors opened and he rolled out into his lobby. The accountant followed him.

      The Pitbull spun around. “Why are you still here?” he spat.

      “Sir, sir, you must listen to me. You’ve run out of money, sir. Look – it’s all here.” In his shaking hand the accountant held a piece of paper covered in mathematical calculations.

      But The Pitbull wasn’t interested; instead he fixed his accountant with a look that caused the man’s knees to tremble. There was a long, uncomfortable silence.

      Just then, there came a rumble of thunder outside. The Pitbull turned around. Strange, he thought – the forecast was for a fine day, and he could see blue sky up through the canyon of tall buildings surrounding his.

      Then he felt it, a shiver running through the building. No, it was coming from below – a tremor through the very earth. Almost as soon it began it was over. The low rumble died away, and all he could hear were vehicles on the street outside.

      “Was that an earthquake?” asked his accountant.

      The Pitbull took the sheet of paper off him, and without looking at it, crumpled it into a tight ball. He threw it into his accountant’s face.

      “You’re fired,” he said.
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      The pool slopped back and forth as the earthquake rocked The Island. Flynn,

      Paddy and Briar stood at the edge, the water lapping over their feet. To begin with they were unsure of what was happening; none of them had ever experienced an earthquake before. Clappers whinnied in panic, and trotted around and around the clearing. Coco continued to growl at the unseen enemy.

      Paddy glanced nervously at some of the older trees around them, but none appeared likely to topple.

      “Should we run?” he asked, but he saw that neither Flynn nor Briar knew the answer.

      Then, as quickly as it had started, it was over. The shaking stopped, and the rumbling died away. Eventually, the surface of the pool flattened out again. Then, slowly, the sounds of the forest built back up to their normal, raucous level.

      Paddy whistled.

      “That was sort of cool,” he said, grinning.

      “No, it wasn’t,” replied Briar.

      “No, thank you,” agreed Flynn. “I’m glad you weren’t still up the tree, Briar.”

      “True,” agreed Paddy. “Oh well. Since we’re all wide awake now, why don’t we go and pay Elton and Iris a visit?”

      “Yes!” cried Briar immediately. “Let’s do that!”

      The three children scrambled up the riverbank, followed by Clappers and Coco. They soon forgot all about the earthquake. They followed the ridge that ran due west, through the narrowest part of the Colossal Forest. Within half an hour the trees began to thin, and the children soon emerged into the sunshine. Cresting a rise, Paddy spotted Mother’s Knee Hill, the oddly shaped grassy knoll where The Island’s dragon population came to lay their eggs.

      “You have to be a bit careful here,” said Paddy, and he motioned for Flynn and Briar to lie down in the grass. “If a dragon is laying her eggs she won’t be very pleased to see us and will probably attack.”

      The children kept watch for a few minutes, but there were no dragons to be seen.

      “I can’t see Elton, or Iris, either,” said Briar. She sounded disappointed.

      “Oh, they’ll be here,” replied Paddy. “Their egg was on the far side of the hill.”

      Paddy thought back to when the dragons had returned to The Island after rescuing them from The Pitbull’s tower. They had refused to land at their home, instead flying straight to the Mother’s Knee. It was only when the children saw the two dragons hurrying over to an egg on the hillside that they realised a baby dragon was on the way. It was so exciting to think that Iris and Elton would have a baby together, and that perhaps when the baby grew large enough all three children would have their own dragon to ride.

      For the past week they’d seen Iris and Elton only once, and not together. They were watching over the egg night and day, one or the other leaving only to find food.

      The children climbed halfway up the Mother’s Knee, and then carefully traversed around it. Paddy loved sneaking up on Elton and giving him a big fright. The dragon would leap into the air, roaring loudly in fright, before snickering and wrapping his big wings around the boy in greeting.

      As they rounded the hillside, Paddy saw him, lying on his side, with his back to the children. Paddy quietly crept up behind him and prepared to pounce. But just as he was about to spring onto Elton’s back, he stepped on a twig, snapping it.

      Elton moved as quickly as a leopard. He leapt to his feet and into the air in one fluid motion, swivelling his body and spreading his wings. He roared so loudly and with such ferocity that Paddy actually fell over backwards in fright. A fireball formed in Elton’s mouth, but in the same instant the dragon recognised the boy and quickly swallowed it.

      He landed again in front of Paddy.

      It wasn’t the reaction Paddy had been expecting, and for once he was shocked into silence. Elton had never behaved this way before. But the huge creature instantly softened, and began to hop about like a spring lamb. Coco, who had been busily sniffing the air, ran past Elton and stopped, barking with excitement.

      Elton spun around and around like a dog chasing its tail, and as he did so he gradually moved out of the way. And there, behind him, was Iris. She was lying on her side, curled up tightly.

      Protected by her body, hidden from the world, was a beautiful baby dragon.
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      Sitting in the car, The Pitbull jabbed at his phone. His head of security answered the call immediately, and The Pitbull barked out his orders.

      “Kidnap the families of the richest people in the country – starting today. I want ten kidnappings by the end of the week. The ransom is ten million dollars – for every member of the family.” He hung up without bothering to listen to the man’s reply.

      As his car purred through the streets, The Pitbull experienced a twinge of uncertainty – a strange and disturbing feeling. The accountant was right, he had spent everything he had on this project, and much more was needed. If the kidnappings went wrong, he wasn’t sure where the extra money was going to come from.

      As the car pulled up, he forced such thoughts from his mind; he would succeed, whatever the cost.

      The driver brought the wheelchair to The Pitbull’s door and awkwardly helped him into it before pushing him into the lobby of the stadium. The Pitbull liked to come in through the main entrance – he loved to imagine he was a paying customer, visiting for the first time. The building never failed to impress him, despite his having visited every day for the past two weeks.

      As they walked through the tunnel and out into the stadium arena, The Pitbull caught his breath. The stadium was truly colossal – one of the world’s biggest, capable of seating over one hundred and fifty thousand people. The citizens of the city were outraged when he had bought it and immediately and permanently cancelled all sports fixtures. There had been stories on the TV and in the newspaper every day, with many people calling him the villain of the city and demanding his arrest. It seemed like a long time ago, but it had only been three weeks. Besides, thought The Pitbull, they’d be overjoyed when the stadium re-opened and they saw what he had in store for them.

      There were over a thousand men working inside, and already they had transformed the place.

      The roof of the stadium, while still open to the sky, was now criss-crossed with giant steel cables. They were over four inches thick. He’d had a team of scientists working on how to make them heatproof, and they were coated with a substance called hafnium. The scientists told him it would take the heat of the sun to melt it; there would be no dragons escaping from here. More of the cables hung down from the inside of the stadium roof, which would separate the dragons from the crowd. They were positioned far enough from the seats that the dragons couldn’t belch fireballs into the audience – or so he thought. The Pitbull wasn’t at all sure if his calculations of the distance were right, but he wasn’t overly concerned. A few scorched citizens would only make for a better story in the media.

      The workmen had completely transformed the flat grass pitch, which was now strewn with giant fake boulders for the dragons to perch on. There was a pond, too, which was being stocked with salmon. The Pitbull had taken a wild guess that dragons might like a fish meal.

      Beneath the pitch, in an underground room, were over one hundred cages, where the dragons would be kept when not on display. Giant trapdoors had been installed, which would open when the show started.

      He had ordered a large fire cannon to be installed off to the side of the arena. It was capable of shooting a flame right up through the roof into the night sky. The Pitbull thought it might add a bit of drama, as well as wake up the dragons if they were lazing around. It could be turned and pointed at any of the dragons if they needed extra motivation to move and would also help with getting them back into their cages after the show.

      All around the stadium ceiling were powerful spotlights of various colours. There was also a huge strobe light and several massive mirror balls, each as big as a car. Smoke machines could be activated at the touch of a button. Add some loud music, and the show would be quite something to behold. There would be dragon-themed drinks and snacks and shops full of merchandise – soft toy dragons, dragon books, posters and puzzles.

      The Pitbull rubbed his hands together. He was going to make a fortune. But, best of all, he would be famous!
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      The baby dragon looked up at the children and mewed softly, like a kitten.

      Briar caught her breath. The creature was the colour of the bright embers of a fire – a vivid orange, with wings that turned from deep red at the base to cerise pink towards the tips. The dragon seemed to glow of its own accord. It wasn’t so tiny, really, but lying there with Iris it seemed like the most precious and vulnerable creature in the world. Bits of shell still clung to its head and body.

      Briar ran straight to Iris and dropped to her knees.

      “Oh, Iris, you clever girl!” she exclaimed.

      “Look at your beautiful baby.”

      “Is it a girl?” asked Paddy, coming forward.

      “I think it’s a girl.”

      Flynn stood behind him, nodding. “Me too. Look at how finely featured her head is – definitely a girl.”

      Briar felt hot breath on the back of her neck and turned to see Elton’s huge head hanging over the three children, looking down with pride at his new baby. Paddy gave him a scratch under his chin and stroked his neck.

      “Well done, boy. Congratulations,” he said.

      Elton puffed out a celebratory cloud of smoke, which made them all laugh.

      All of a sudden the baby dragon started to struggle, wriggling this way and that to stand up. She grunted and growled. Iris rolled away and stood up, giving the baby some room to move. She clambered to her feet and stood there, swaying unsteadily. Her knees buckled and straightened again. Now that she was standing in the sunlight, her scales were even more dazzling. They sparkled like rubies.

      “Come on, little thing,” said Briar, patting her knees. “Come to me.”

      The dragon seemed to understand. She tottered forward, stopped, then tried again, but instead toppled over onto her side. Iris nudged her with her nose, and the baby dragon struggled up again. This time she looked stronger, and she resumed her wobbly walk towards Briar.

      “You can do it,” said Briar, encouragingly. She put out her hand.

      The dragon gave a high-pitched squawk, sounding more like a bird than a fearsome reptile. A tiny puff of smoke curled out of each nostril.

      The children laughed.

      “She’s so cute,” said Paddy.

      It took the little dragon a long time to totter her way to Briar, but finally she made it, collapsing into her lap.

      “Well done,” said Briar, as she stroked the dragon’s silky smooth scales, each no bigger than a fingernail.

      “She likes you,” said Flynn.

      “Of course she does,” said Paddy. “So do the rest of them – look!”

      Clappers had trotted up and put her head over Briar’s shoulder to look at the baby. Lightning sat on her other shoulder. He seemed a little jealous and didn’t look at the new dragon, but instead turned sideways, and stared intently at Briar’s face. Coco lay on her back at Briar’s feet, her nose resting upside down on her legs. She was sniffing the new dragon with interest. Elton towered over them all.

      Briar was beyond happy. She was surrounded by animals, and she loved them all.

      “Well, what are you going to call her?” asked Flynn.

      Briar looked up at him in surprise. “Me? You want me to name her?”

      Flynn and Paddy smiled and nodded.

      “Of course,” said Paddy.

      Briar looked down at the beautiful little dragon. “Well, as a matter of fact, I did have an idea when I first saw her. We could call her Ahi. It’s the Māori word for fire. What do you think?”

      Paddy and Flynn looked at each other. They smiled. It was perfect.

      “Ahi it is, then,” said Briar. In her lap the dragon was making herself comfortable, squirming into the warmth of the girl’s legs. She humphed and squeaked, dropped her head, closed her eyes and promptly went to sleep. Briar giggled.

      Suddenly Lightning leapt from Briar’s shoulder into the air. At the same moment Clappers whinnied, and Coco rolled up onto her feet, barking furiously. Elton let out a tremendous roar and stood on alert, his head high, scanning the countryside.

      “I think we’re in for another earthquake,” said Flynn. “Hold on!”

      No sooner had he spoken than Briar heard it – a deep rumble, like thunder booming far underground. Then, suddenly, there was a jolt – sideways – so powerful the boys almost lost their footing.

      “Look!” cried Flynn, pointing. Briar turned, dreading to think what she might see. A rippling shockwave was travelling across the earth, like a wave moving through the ocean. It reached them in seconds, and the boys tumbled onto the grass. Briar screamed, and lay across Ahi to protect her. More of the ripples came, each gathering in strength, and closer together.

      The rumble had turned into a roar. In the forest, she could hear the sound of huge tree trunks smashing down through the canopy.

      Paddy cowered on the ground. “What should we do?” he yelled. But there was nothing any of them could do except wait it out. Finally, mercifully, the earth stilled, and the rumbling slowly died away.

      The children cautiously got to their feet.

      “That was scary,” said Briar. “I just hope there aren’t any more.”

      “That one was definitely not cool,” agreed Paddy.

      Elton and Iris were highly agitated, nuzzling Ahi on the ground. They were powerless against the earthquake and it clearly made them feel vulnerable.

      Paddy went to Elton.

      “It’s OK, boy. It’s over. You’re safe. Your baby is safe.” He stroked Elton’s nose to calm him down.

      “I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day,” declared Briar. “Let’s go.”

      The brothers agreed. “We should check on everyone at home, anyway,” said Flynn. “The house may have been damaged in the earthquake.”

      They got ready to go, making one last fuss of Ahi, and kissing Elton and Iris on their noses. Flynn led the way as they walked back around the hillside, making for the Colossal Forest. But when they came over a small ridge, he stopped.

      “What’s the hold-up?” said Briar, coming up behind him. But Flynn didn’t answer. He was staring into the distance, shaking his head. Briar looked past him. They had a clear view to the east, to the towering snow-capped peak of Mt Astonishing. For a moment she couldn’t understand what she was seeing. Was it a trick of the light? Perhaps an unusual cloud formation? She dismissed those possibilities almost as soon as she thought of them.

      “Oh no,” said Paddy, from behind her.

      “Mt Astonishing is erupting.”
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      The most important part of the arena was right in the centre. From where The Pitbull stood, he could see the glint of sunlight reflecting off the glass, and it gave him a thrill.

      “Bring me to the bubble thingy,” he commanded. He realised how ridiculous he sounded and made a mental note to come up with a decent name for it.

      His driver wheeled him to the lift, which brought them down a level, to the huge underground room housing the dragons’ cages. As his driver pushed him past the gleaming steel cages, The Pitbull imagined what they would look like filled with dragons. It was a thrilling thought. The room had been fireproofed and the cages were all coated with hafnium. They could shoot their fireballs until the cows came home – they wouldn’t escape from here. There were only two exits large enough for a dragon – the trapdoors that led up into the arena, and the reinforced, hafnium-coated steel garage door at one end of the room. Keepers would bring food for the dragons through that door by the truckload, and if any of the creatures died, the bodies could be taken out that way. The door could not be opened without The Pitbull’s say-so. In the control room was a voice-recognition system that would operate the door on his command, and no one else’s.

      When they reached the far end, the driver opened a steel door and eased The Pitbull through it. Glimmers of light reflected off the curved walls inside.

      The Pitbull liked to enjoy this moment alone. “Get out,” he ordered his driver, and the man pulled the heavy door shut behind him with a clang.

      From a speaker hidden somewhere in the floor came a voice, crackling with static.

      “Er… are you there, sir?”

      “Of course I’m here!” yelled The Pitbull. “Make it go. Start it up!”

      “The word is ‘activate’, sir,” said the voice.

      “I’ll say whatever word I want,” snapped The Pitbull.

      “Yes, sir. Stand by, sir.”

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then, from below him, he heard – and felt – the deep hum of a powerful machine. Slowly, the room began to move upwards.

      When light flooded in from above, the room was revealed as a giant glass bulb. It rose up out of the ground in the centre of the arena. The Pitbull looked all around. It did indeed look like a bubble – on a gigantic scale. It was larger than the lift in The Pitbull’s home, but entirely transparent. It was made of mind-bogglingly expensive bulletproof glass – double the thickness of any other in the world.

      Higher and higher it went, hoisted by a hydraulic pole that rose vertically out of the ground. It finally came to a halt a hundred feet in the air.

      The Pitbull stared around him in wonder. It was the fifth time he’d been here this week, but the excitement never lessened. Once again, he imagined himself addressing the adoring public. He could see them, all one hundred and fifty thousand of them, clutching their expensive tickets and calling out his name, cheering and clapping. They would probably throw roses at him. He would smile, humbly accept their praise, spread his arms wide and drink in the glory of the moment. Then he’d take a deep breath, and theatrically declare: “Welcome to Dragon World!”

      The trapdoors in the arena would spring open, and out would fly dragons; fifty or a hundred of them, swooping and diving and cartwheeling through the air, screaming with rage and breathing out long trails of superheated fire. It would be the greatest moment of his life – and also the lives of those in the audience. And he would repeat it, night after night; the greatest show in the world!
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      For a while, The Pitbull was lost in his daydream. But he couldn’t dispel the annoying thoughts that bullied their way into his mind. Was he really going to catch all the dragons? His plans had been foiled twice already by those brothers – was it possible that it could happen again? He shook his head, as if to get the thought out of his mind. No – he’d thought of everything this time. His fleet of helicopters were being fitted out for the task. He had a team of pilots who had served in war zones – they were the best he could find. He’d planned everything to the last detail. But still, in the back of his mind, the doubt lingered.

      The Pitbull felt his wheelchair jolt sharply, and then shudder. He turned irritably, opening his mouth to tell off his driver, before remembering he’d kicked the man out – he was waiting in the basement by the dragons’ cages. Yet his wheelchair was still shaking, more strongly now, and The Pitbull suddenly realised what was happening.

      “Help! Earthquake!” he screamed. “Get me down!”

      The glass bulb swayed backwards and forwards on top of its long pole, creaking with the strain. The Pitbull screamed, over and over. He was panicking so much he couldn’t think straight.

      Finally, the shaking was over and the pole stopped swaying.

      The voice came from the speakers. “Are you all right, sir?”

      The Pitbull hurriedly wiped the tears from his eyes. “Get me down,” he commanded.

      The men around the stadium, who had stopped work during the quake, quickly got back to their jobs.

      As the bubble slowly descended, The Pitbull calmed himself down with a few deep breaths. By the time he reached ground level, his smile had returned.
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      Flynn couldn’t believe his eyes. The top of Mt Astonishing, often cloaked in cloud, was now wreathed in something else: smoke and ash. A gigantic plume rose from its peak, twice the height of the mountain itself. There was a gentle northerly wind blowing, which took the ash cloud out to sea. Flynn wondered what would happen if the wind changed.

      “That explains the earthquakes,” said Briar.

      “Has it ever erupted before?”

      Flynn looked at Paddy and they both shrugged.

      “I don’t think so,” said Flynn. “Our grandparents have never mentioned it.”

      The three children turned back to the mountain in silence. Flynn was worried – how long would it last? Would there be lava? He had read about the volcanoes of Hawaii and how lava flowed into the sea.

      “Look,” said Paddy. “Something’s happening.”

      A fresh plume was rising from the mountaintop. It was much darker than the surrounding cloud, and travelling upwards far more rapidly. It shot up into the sky until it almost reached the top of the ash cloud, then slowed, stopped, and began to fall again.

      “That’s not ash or smoke,” said Briar. “That’s an explosion. That’s flying rock.”

      Suddenly a boom ripped through the air, so loud it sounded like a clap of thunder. The three children leapt in fright. Clappers reared up on her hind legs and Coco cowered on the ground. Lightning squawked and flew into the air.

      “Woah!” exclaimed Flynn. “That must have been the noise of the explosion – it took a few seconds to reach us.”

      “Oh no. This is so bad,” said Paddy. He put his hand on Clappers’ nose to calm her. “Easy, girl.”

      “Perhaps that will be it,” said Briar. She sounded as though she was trying to reassure herself. “Perhaps it just needed to release some pressure and now it will settle back down again.”

      The three children looked at the mountain in the distance. As if in answer to her question, another black mass rose up from the mountaintop, this time far larger than before. The rocks fanned out in all directions, like a peacock’s tail feathers. Within just a few seconds it was twice as high as the ash cloud, then three times. The rocks’ trajectory climbed and climbed in a giant black fountain, towering high above them in the sky, blocking out the sun.

      The boom came louder than before, but the children were expecting it. But this time it was also accompanied by a strong shockwave, which blew against them like a ferocious gust of wind.

      “Wow,” said Briar quietly when it had passed.

      Flynn looked at her. In her eyes was something he hadn’t seen there before: fear. He felt it, too. Here they were, having gone through so much, but this was something none of them could fight against.

      “Look,” said Paddy, with a note of panic in his voice.

      Flynn looked back at the sky. The black wall of rocks appeared to be getting closer at they fell back to earth.

      “Are they coming towards…?” he began, but his voice trailed off as he suddenly realised what was happening. He gasped in disbelief. Thousands of super-heated, airborne rocks were speeding towards them, propelled by the explosion. He could now see individual boulders flying through the air as they got closer and closer.

      “RUN!” yelled Flynn. He gave Clappers an almighty slap on the rump to spur her into action, and took off himself, heading towards the forest.

      Briar, Paddy and Coco didn’t hesitate. They turned on their heels and followed, sprinting for all they were worth. Clappers, Coco and Lightning shot ahead, quickly disappearing into the forest, still some three hundred yards away.

      The first rock hit the ground ahead of them, striking with terrifying force. It was the size of a pumpkin, and made a deep crater in the ground, throwing up great clods of earth.

      Immediately the children stopped, realising that they would never make to the forest in time.

      They turned to face the sky, and the rocks raining down from it. Some were the size of grapefruit, others like melons. The largest were the size of an armchair, and hit the ground so hard it was like the explosion of a bomb. Some seemed to fall from directly above, others from a flatter angle, bouncing across the ground.

      “Look out!” yelled Briar, spotting a large rock heading directly for them. The children scattered, throwing themselves onto the grass. The rock tore through the air with a high-pitched whistle and hit with a loud whump, throwing up gravel and dirt that rained back down upon the children.

      “Quick!” yelled Flynn, and they sprang to their feet, desperately trying to see through the rising dust, anxious to spot any more rocks heading their way. All around them they heard the whine of speeding projectiles and the juddering impact of the boulders slamming into the ground.

      Though the dust Flynn saw another large rock heading towards them, and was so intent on keeping his eye on it that he missed a smaller piece, which hit his arm, grazing his skin. He scarcely noticed the pain, because now he was sure they were in the path of the huge speeding rock. The children had become separated, intent as they were on keeping out of the way. He suddenly realised that Paddy was in the firing line.

      “Paddy!” he screamed. “Dive to your left!”

      Paddy didn’t even bother searching the sky for the projectile he knew Flynn must have seen.

      He simply dived to the side with as much of a spring as he could muster. He hit the ground and rolled away, just as he heard – and felt – the powerful whump of the rock hitting the ground, exactly in the spot where he had been standing. It made such a crater that it disappeared below the level of the ground.

      A fine dust clouded the sky, and the three children could no longer see anything. Instinctively they made for the crater and crawled into it as far as they could, but there was a fierce heat still coming from the boulder at the bottom. They covered their heads and huddled together, listening to the rocks whistling overhead.

      “Oh please, oh please,” whispered Paddy in desperation.

      There were some final thuds, and suddenly all was quiet. The rock shower was over.

      “Stay put,” instructed Flynn. “Wait until we’re quite sure it’s finished.”

      The dust began to settle and the children finally climbed out of the crater. Flynn looked around him. The meadow in which they stood looked like a battleground. It was pockmarked with craters, and showered everywhere with fresh earth. Steam rose from some of the larger craters, and he could see a few small fires burning in the grass further down the slope towards the forest. The forest itself was marked with dark holes in its canopy, where falling rocks had taken out entire trees.

      “This is… I can’t…” began Paddy, but he was lost for words.

      The three children stood surveying the damage, unable to speak.

      “Squee!”

      Lightning suddenly appeared. He was flying at top speed, circling high above the children, afraid to come down to land.

      “Clappers! Coco!” yelled Briar suddenly, and she took off at a run, heading for the forest.

      Flynn and Paddy ran after her. Flynn put his fingers to his lips and whistled: two short blasts. If the pair were in hearing range they should come back. To the children’s enormous relief, just as they reached the edge of the forest the horse and dog emerged. Poor Clappers was highly agitated, and skittered around, tossing her head. Briar threw her arms around the horse’s neck, and spoke directly into her ear in soothing tones, which quickly calmed her. Coco stayed close to the boys, leaning against their legs.

      “We need to go home,” said Flynn. “We need to check if everyone’s OK.”

      “Yes – let’s go,” agreed Paddy. He set off.

      “Wait,” said Briar. “What about Elton, Iris, and Ahi? We have to make sure they’re OK too.”

      Flynn felt sick. He’d forgotten all about them.

      “Oh no!” cried Paddy.
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      Paddy ran as fast as he could, terrified of what he might find when they reached the dragons. Just behind him he could hear Briar, breathing hard as they sprinted up the steep slope of Mother’s Knee Hill.

      As Paddy rounded the hillside, to his great relief he saw Elton and Iris. They were huddled around baby Ahi, forming a protective enclosure. Craters where rocks had slammed into the earth were all around them. Paddy swallowed hard when he noticed a cut in Elton’s tail where he must have been struck by a rock.

      “Oh, Elton, are you all right?” he cried. There was blood – a sticky, bright-red ooze – but Elton didn’t seem to notice it at all. In fact, he barely turned his head to look at Paddy. Both he and Iris were totally focused on Ahi, who squirmed and wriggled to get free of their protective embrace.

      Both adult dragons were trembling all over. It was clear they had had a terrible shock.

      The children stroked the dragons to settle them, but just as they appeared to be calming down another earthquake struck. It was a deep, shifting rumble, not loud, but enough to frighten the dragons. Paddy raced the short distance to the top of the Mother’s Knee to see if Mt Astonishing was erupting again. To his great relief he saw it wasn’t, but the ash cloud was now colossal, covering half of the sky. The sunlight had a reddish tinge.

      He looked south, towards their home. Flynn and Clappers would still be half an hour away from reaching the house, and already it was late in the afternoon. He hoped the rock shower hadn’t reached their home, but it was only slightly further away from Mt Astonishing than the Mother’s Knee. Chances were the rocks had reached it too.

      From the top of the hill Paddy could see that the rock shower had travelled some distance to the west of the Mother’s Knee, possibly even as far as Mt Monstrous. He thought of the huge dragon – Big Red – who lived in a cave near the top of the mountain. Paddy couldn’t help but feel sorry for him – he’d be confused and frightened.

      Paddy whistled for Lightning, who was hovering nearby. The falcon seemed reluctant to land on the ground when it wouldn’t stop shaking.

      “You poor thing,” said Paddy to Lightning, who had alighted on his outstretched hand. He placed him gently on a rock, then took a scrap of paper and a pencil from his backpack and wrote a quick note to his family.
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      Paddy rolled the note up tightly and fixed it to Lightning’s leg. Lifting the bird from the rock, he flung him high into the air.

      “Home, Lightning, quickly. Home!”

      Lightning understood immediately, and within seconds he was just a distant speck, racing south.

      Paddy stood up. He turned to go back down to Briar and the dragons, but something caught his eye. Mt Astonishing was erupting again. He watched as the black fan of rocks spewed from the volcano into the sky. It was even bigger than before. For a moment he was transfixed by the incredible display, the awesome power of nature. But then he saw the shockwave travelling across the land towards him, an invisible force that violently shook trees and threw up great clouds of dust as it travelled outwards from the mountain like the ripple from a stone thrown into a pond. Paddy turned and ran back down the hill. He was halfway there when he felt the shockwave followed by the boom of the explosion, and by the time he reached Briar, Elton, Iris, and Ahi, the first rocks had begun to rain down. There was no  time to explain. He simply leapt onto Elton’s back and hauled on his spines.

      “Get on!” he yelled to Briar.

      Elton understood what Paddy wanted, and reacted immediately, rising to his feet. But Iris remained lying on her side, and wrapped herself even more tightly around Ahi.

      Briar climbed up behind Paddy.

      “Iris! Get up!” she screamed. “We have to go!”

      The dragon didn’t move. She was paralysed by fear and the instinct to protect her baby. She had no intention of going anywhere. But Elton knew what to do. With one of his enormous fore talons he grasped Iris’s neck, forcing her head to the ground. With the other, he gently scooped up Ahi, closing his huge claws around her like the bars of a birdcage. Then he crouched and sprang into the air, flapping his massive wings as they powered up into the sky.

      The tremendous acceleration made it difficult to hang on, and Paddy heard Briar gasp behind him and felt her cling tightly to his waist.

      A speeding rock whined past Paddy’s ear, and he looked down to see it crash into Iris, who had taken to the air in pursuit, enraged at having her baby stolen away. It was small, and it struck her only a glancing blow, but he could see that she was hurt. A shudder travelled along her wing.

      But she was determined not to let her baby out of her sight, and she struggled valiantly up into the sky.

      Paddy turned Elton to the west, and urged him on to greater speed. He could hear the furious roars of Iris close behind them.

      “DIVE!” screamed Briar suddenly.

      Paddy could hear the urgency in her voice. Immediately, he pushed Elton’s spines forward and the dragon responded with a heart-stopping plummet. As they dropped, he felt a rushing wind and saw a dark shape fly right over their heads.

      It was a large boulder, and it had missed them by inches.

      Briar spun around to sit back to back with Paddy so that she could better see what was falling from the sky. In the confusion she managed to pick out rocks that were headed their way, and yelled directions to Paddy. Paddy had mere seconds to respond, and sent Elton into the most savage swerves and dives. Iris, meanwhile, flew alongside them, her wingtips almost touching Elton’s.

      She moved with Elton instinctively, like the way a flock of birds fly in formation and seem to turn as one.

      Within a few minutes, the rock shower was over, the sky suddenly clear of flying projectiles.

      “It’s finished,” Paddy heard Briar say, and he felt her slump against his back in relief.

      Paddy brought Elton back to a level glide and turned him north. He realised he needed to bring the dragons as far away from Mt Astonishing as possible, so he set a course for the Misery Range, a line of craggy mountains on a peninsula in the far north of The Island.

      Suddenly he felt Briar tug on his arm. She yelled over the wind.

      “What about all the other dragons?”

      Briar was right. They needed to save them all.
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      Poor Clappers was exhausted. A foaming layer of sweat had risen across her flanks, and yet Flynn asked her for more, leaning forward and squeezing his knees into her sides.

      “Hurry, Clappers! That’s it,” he urged.

      They tore through the Ancient Forest, barely slowing to cross gullies and streams, and flying over logs in gigantic leaps. Though her hooves skidded in the leaf litter of the forest, Clappers didn’t miss a beat. Flynn marvelled at her heart, her incredible willingness to push herself to the limit for him.

      Even when the rock shower came again, and giant chunks were thudding into the ground all around them, she hadn’t panicked, but did exactly as Flynn instructed. She had complete faith in him, he realised, even when he was unsure what to do himself. When the rocks had started to fall, he had thought about stopping to shelter behind a large tree. But just as he spotted one that might have been suitable, it was struck by a huge rock that hit the trunk with such force it splintered and cracked, and the tree slowly toppled over, crashing to the forest floor. He decided that the best thing to do was to keep going.

      Coco had fallen behind them, but Flynn wasn’t worried. She could find her way home from anywhere on The Island.

      Flynn’s heart was in his mouth – he was frightened of what he might find when he got home. The forest was littered with rocks – small and large – that had blown out of the volcano. They had ripped off huge branches and made deep craters in the ground – he had to be careful Clappers didn’t break a leg in one. He saw the smouldering remains of a few small fires, and gave thanks for the shower of rain that had fallen the night before – the forest was too damp to catch alight.

      Gradually, the trees began to thin as Flynn neared his home, and as he rounded a dense clump of ferns he finally caught sight of it. It was still standing! But he could see great gouges in the timber where it had been struck.

      Bringing Clappers to a stop, Flynn leapt from her back and tore up the front steps. He was met by Ada, who he could see had been crying.

      “Flynn!” she wailed, hugging him tightly.

      Flynn hugged her back. “Poor Ada. Did you get a fright? Is everyone OK?”

      His mother appeared in the hallway, followed by his father and both of his grandparents, and he found himself in a giant family hug. He drew a sigh of relief.

      “You’re all safe…” he said weakly. He suddenly felt very tired.

      “Only just,” said his father, pointing to a huge hole in the ceiling. A rock had smashed down through it, and even crashed through the floorboards. “We were very lucky.”

      “Lightning delivered a message from Paddy,” said his mother. “It said he and Briar were with three dragons?”

      Flynn explained that Elton and Iris’s egg had hatched, and told them that they’d named the baby dragon Ahi.

      “She’s the cutest little thing I’ve ever seen, apart from you of course,” he said to Ada, who skipped about with joy, forgetting her fear.

      “I can’t wait to meet her,” she cried. “Where is she?”

      Flynn thought about the ferocity of the last eruption and the terrible rock shower that followed, and realised that Paddy must have sent Lightning with the message before it had struck.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “They would have been pretty exposed up on the Mother’s Knee, so I’m guessing they left to find shelter. I hope they managed to dodge the rocks.”

      They all discussed what to do next. It was clear that they couldn’t stay in the house, at least until the eruptions stopped, and they were all anxious to find Paddy and Briar and make sure they were all right.

      Flynn’s grandmother spoke up. “We need to get onto the yacht. It’s the safest place. Perhaps we can meet Paddy and Briar at the end of Cascade Canyon, or even further north – as far away from Mt Astonishing as we can get.”

      Just then, they heard a bark and the sound of Coco’s claws on the verandah outside. She came bounding into the house, her tongue lolling out. She went straight to her bowl and took a long drink.

      Flynn’s father was already writing a message to Paddy and Briar. His pen scratched furiously across the page.

      “Your grandmother’s right,” he said. “We’ll sail up to the Bay of Bountiful, and wait outside the reef. We can tow a small canoe and Flynn can paddle in and collect Briar and Paddy. Once we’re all safely on the yacht we can decide what to do next, but if this keeps up we may have to leave The Island.”

      There was silence. Flynn couldn't imagine leaving, but he also couldn’t see any alternative.

      His father finished the note. “I’ve told them to wait for us on the south side of the Misery Range, so they’ll be able to spot us when we sail into the Bay of Bountiful. They should be far enough away from Mt Astonishing to be safe.”

      He rolled up the note, attached it to Lightning’s leg and handed the bird to Flynn. Lightning was still highly agitated, and hopped from one leg to the other.

      Flynn took him outside, and lofted him into the air.

      “Find Paddy. Find Briar,” he commanded, and Lightning swooped upwards and turned north. In seconds he was out of sight.

      As Flynn turned to go back inside, he realised something was wrong. The birds, which had been singing in the forest when he walked outside, had fallen silent.  Something was about to happen.

      He felt it before he heard it – a shiver through the earth. Coco came barrelling out of the house and down the steps to run in circles on the grass, barking madly. In the orchard Flynn could hear Clappers neighing in fright.

      “Earthquake! Get out of the house!” he screamed, but they were all making for the door already.

      He gathered a terrified and screaming Ada into his arms as she emerged, and ran down the steps with her.

      As they reached the ground there came a jolt so violent they were thrown onto the grass. It was followed by giant waves of motion through the earth, great rippling pulses that made the ground look like a storm-lashed sea. The silence had been replaced by a loud roar.

      Flynn looked up at the house. It was buckling and swaying wildly backwards and forwards. Suddenly the glass in every window shattered, and window frames splintered and cracked. The boards of the verandah popped their nails and sprang upwards like springs, some of them snapping clean in half. When Flynn saw the roof begin to sag, he yelled at his family to get further away from the house. They crawled across the bucking ground, unable to get to their feet.

      Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the earthquake died away. The house still stood, but it creaked and popped. It was certainly no longer safe to go inside.

      “Is everybody all right?” asked his grandfather. His face was a picture of deep concern. “Is anybody hurt?”

      Nobody was. Ada stood up and brushed herself off. She blinked her tears away fiercely.

      “Is our house ruined?” she said, looking up at it.

      “Yes, honey,” said their dad. “I think so. But the only thing that matters is that we’re all safe. We can always rebuild the house.”

      “Can I just go in to get my things?” she asked sadly.

      “I’m afraid not, sweetheart,” said their father.

      Ada nodded, and walked a few steps away. She stared out at the sea, saying nothing, but Flynn could see her little shoulders shaking as she began to sob. He went to her and put his arm around her. He pulled her close.

      “We’ll be all right,” he said. “Sometimes stuff like this happens, and you have to be strong. We’re a strong family, and we know how to build and fix things, so it will be right as rain in no time – OK?”

      “OK,” she said.

      Flynn noticed a confused expression suddenly come across Ada’s face, like a dark cloud covering the sun.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked, but as he followed Ada’s gaze out to sea, he saw immediately what it was. The sea was disappearing. The water, which normally lapped at the beach thirty yards from the house, was now half a mile away. It had been sucked back out, leaving the reef completely exposed, despite it being high tide. He could see fish all over the place, flapping about on the coral, stranded.
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      “Oh no…” said his mother. She walked up behind Flynn and Ada. The panic in her voice sent a chill down Flynn’s spine.

      “We have to run!” she said, her voice cracking with fear. “There’s a tsunami coming!”

      Flynn looked further out to sea, and there it was – a dark smudge looming on the horizon. It stretched across the entire ocean, as far as the eye could see.
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      “I’ve no idea what’s going to happen if we do this. It might not work. It’s bound to be extremely dangerous.”

      Briar frowned at Paddy. “Is there another way?” she asked.

      “I can’t think of one,” he replied.

      Briar and Paddy were lying on the ground, peering over the rim of the Dragons’ Crater.

      Behind them, Elton and Iris fussed over Ahi, although the baby dragon seemed to be getting stronger by the minute. She leapt about, rapidly flapping her tiny wings.

      When Briar had first looked into the Dragons’ Crater, it was all she could do to stop herself from crying out in despair. Huge rocks were scattered everywhere – it was clear that this area had taken the brunt of the volcano’s explosion. Much of the alpine scrub had been set on fire and was now nothing more than blackened stumps. Briar could see that four dragons had been killed outright, crushed under falling rocks, and she fought back tears. One thing was obvious: if the eruptions continued and the dragons stayed here, they would all eventually die. The children had to do something – and quickly.

      “Come on,” said Paddy, as he backed away from the crater’s edge. “Let’s move before it blows again.”

      They decided to leave Ahi with Iris – they hoped that she would follow them at a safe distance.

      The two children gathered handfuls of stones, then climbed on Elton’s back. He trembled beneath them – he seemed to know that something major was required of him.

      “Let’s go, Elton!” urged Paddy, and the dragon, after one last look at his baby, leapt into the air, flapping powerfully. They rose up and over the edge of the crater.

      “Ready?” asked Paddy.

      “Ready,” said Briar.

      Paddy guided Elton into a circular glide around and down into the crater. He was making for a large golden-coloured dragon, which was ripping up the earth with its talons, clearly extremely upset. It was a male, and beside him, a bright green female dragon lay dead. With his snout the gold dragon pushed away the rock that had killed his mate and roared loudly in grief.

      Paddy scrambled up to crouch on Elton’s back. Then, with all his might, he threw a stone at the gold dragon.

      He was right on target – the stone struck the back of the dragon’s neck, just below his head. The dragon spun around and looked directly up at them. He opened his mouth and roared in fury.

      Paddy screamed back at him.

      “Come on, then! Catch us if you can!”

      Paddy was like a wild animal, snarling and spitting, thought Briar. Then, she too began flinging rocks at any dragon within range. Pretty soon every dragon in the crater had spotted the children.

      So far, the dragons had endured two deadly showers of rocks falling from the sky without knowing where they had come from. This time, they could clearly see who was responsible – the two creatures riding on the green dragon’s back – and it made them furious.

      Almost as one, the dragons rose up out of the crater in pursuit of Elton, Paddy, and Briar.

      It made for a terrifying spectacle. Their teeth were bared, and flames licked out from between them. Their collective roar was deafening. All their fear, anger, and grief now focused itself on one thing – catching and killing Paddy and Briar.

      Elton seemed to know what was required of him – to lead the dragons as far away from Mt Astonishing as possible. But he was also determined to keep Briar and Paddy safe. He would not let himself be caught.

      Elton flew faster than Briar had ever experienced – his huge wings flapped with the force of a hurricane and she could feel the muscles rippling through his body. He flew directly for the northern mountains, relying purely on his speed to outrun the other dragons. When Briar turned around to look, she saw a giant cloud of chasing dragons blacking out the sky. Far behind them, she was relieved to see Iris following, little Ahi held safely in her curled talons.
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      Flynn flicked open the catch to the chicken coop and shooed out the hens. He untied the goat and gave it a hard slap on the rump. It bleated loudly and tore off into the bushes.

      There was nothing else he could do.

      Instead of the normal sound of waves breaking on the outer reef, not a whisper could be heard from the ocean. He looked out, and what he saw made his blood run cold. A wall of water, black and forbidding, reared up out of the ocean, reaching clear across the horizon. It was less than a mile away, and moving fast. The water was deep out there, and Flynn knew that the wave would only get larger as it approached The Island and was pushed up by the ocean floor. He turned and ran.

      He caught up with his family and immediately saw that at the rate they were going, they would struggle to reach high enough ground to escape the tsunami in time. His grandparents were slow, but his sister even slower. He grabbed poor Ada by the arm and dragged her along. She was screaming and crying with fear, and kept tripping and falling.

      Flynn did the only thing he could think of; whistle for Clappers. The horse was ahead of them, but she wheeled around and came flying back down through the trees, skidding to a halt beside them. His father and grandfather both came to help.

      “No!” he shouted at them. “Keep running!” His father nodded, and they turned and bolted.

      Flynn hoisted his baby sister up onto the horse.

      “Ada, listen to me,” he hissed. “You have to hold on with all your might – grab her around the neck, like this.” He pulled his sister’s arms down until she lay on Clappers’ neck. She could only just link her fingers around it. Ada had been on the horse’s back before, but only ever for a gentle walk around the orchard.

      “Are you ready?” he said quietly. He winked at her, and she tried to wink back, closing both eyes instead of one, which made him smile. Then he gave Clappers a slap and she took off, speeding through the trees for higher ground. Coco followed close behind – she had been alongside Ada the whole way, her protective instinct too strong to let her run ahead.

      At the same moment, Flynn heard the wave strike The Island. It was a powerful rushing roar, but he could also make out the sound of trees cracking and toppling before it. A squealing, creaking, splintering sound was probably the house collapsing, but Flynn couldn’t see it back through the trees. Just as he turned to run, he caught a glimpse of the leading edge of the wave. It was like a living thing; frothing, foaming and raging like a bull through the forest.

      It was driving huge logs and rocks before it, and he thought he could see some boards from their house in the violent, tumbling mixture that snapped the smaller trees as though they were toothpicks and rolled boulders as easily as he might throw dice.

      It was a terrible, terrifying sight.
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      Elton had travelled halfway to the Misery Range in less than three minutes of flat-out flying. All the way there, Paddy had been trying to figure out what to do when they reached the mountains, but he still had no idea.

      Just after they had set off, Briar had tugged on his elbow. “Look!” she called over the rushing wind.

      She had pointed at a steep hill below them. Dust rose in a great cloud as thousands of tons of earth slipped down the hillside. Great boulders tumbled and bounced their way down the slope, shattering as they struck the solid rock at the bottom, near the river’s edge.

      It was another earthquake. As they had watched, a great rift opened up in the earth – twenty yards wide and a hundred long. They saw huge slabs of earth falling into it and disappearing into its black depths.

      Paddy had to think of something! There were at least eighty furious dragons chasing them, and he had no idea what to do. How was he going to get away from them? And how was he supposed to persuade them to remain at the Misery Range, and not simply fly back home to the Dragons’ Crater?

      In three more minutes they were over the Misery Range. Paddy could see immediately that the two rock showers hadn’t travelled that far – the slopes of the hills were smooth and untouched.

      He brought Elton lower, turning in a fast, wide spiral, heading for the highest peak in the range. From there the rest of the mountains spread west along a peninsula that formed the northern crescent of the Bay of Bountiful. He glanced around and saw that the chasing dragons had fallen back a long way. They were probably tiring – Elton was out on his own in terms of straight-line speed, and the others had struggled to match his pace. But now that Elton was slowing and turning, it wouldn’t take them long to catch up. As they descended, Paddy searched the mountain slopes for narrow canyons or caves – anywhere they might escape by outmanoeuvring the dragons. He could see nothing.

      Then, a movement on the ground caught his eye – a large herd of wild goats, more than a hundred, running at speed across a saddle in the mountain range. They were in a panicked stampede, no doubt spooked by the earthquake.

      Suddenly, Paddy knew what to do. He steadied Elton into a long, straight glide towards the goats. Once the dragon was on course, Paddy pulled his bow off his shoulder, and took a dozen arrows from his quiver. He strung one to the bow, and slid the rest under his leg, against Elton’s back, so that he could pull them out as quickly as he needed.

      Paddy suddenly felt the vigorous jabbing of Briar’s elbow in his back. “Paddy! Look – behind us. On the coast!”

      Paddy swivelled, and looked south. His breath caught in his throat. Along every beach, tidal inlet and rocky cove a huge wave was breaking. He could see it rushing ashore, turning into a broad band of white foam as it struck the coastline, or smashing into cliffs and launching itself a hundred feet into the air. It felled trees as it poured through the forests, and flooded rivers as it washed ashore. This wasn’t just a wave, it was a vast swelling of the ocean, which didn’t break and then retract back out to sea like a normal wave, but poured inland like a river in reverse. It must already have inundated their home, and he said a silent prayer that his family had seen it and run for their lives.

      “What should we do?” cried Briar. Paddy felt her head pressing against his back. She couldn’t bear to watch.
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      Flynn ran for his life. He had perhaps fifteen seconds before the water caught up with him. He couldn’t see any of his family up ahead through the trees, and just hoped they were moving fast. They would have reached the steeper part of the hill by now, he thought, but if any of them had tripped and fallen…

      He couldn’t bear to think of it.

      Flynn leapt over rocks and hurdled logs and bushes, slowing for nothing. Branches whipped at his face as he sprinted by. But he knew he was losing the race. He stole a backwards glance and realised he had to take action. Huge logs were being driven before the wave. If he got caught up in them he would be crushed.

      Just ahead was one of the biggest trees in the forest – a massive Moreton Bay fig with roots above the ground like the backs of dinosaurs and branches larger than most tree trunks. Flynn and Paddy had spent many hours climbing in it, and they’d built several tree houses among its huge lattice of branches.

      Flynn knew that the tree was his only hope, but he wasn’t sure he could make it there in time – the water had almost caught him! The noise was truly terrifying – hissing and roaring, cracking and crashing. Flynn was breathing hard, sprinting for all he was worth.

      He put in a final burst – he could feel splashes against his back! To his left, he saw the water rushing up a creek bed, rolling a rock the size of a horse before it.

      He ran straight up one of the fig tree’s huge roots, struggling to keep his balance on its narrow ridge. But he made it, and used his momentum to run up the trunk, making a desperate lunge for the lowest branch. He just managed to grasp it as he felt the water on his legs. The force of it was scarcely believable – he was almost ripped from the branch, and cried out in fear. But as the water hit the trunk of the tree it was then forced into an upward jet, and it pushed Flynn higher. He took advantage of the boost, and grabbing an overhead branch, pulled himself up into the canopy. He could hear the awful sounds of huge logs crashing into the tree, and feel the terrific shudders through the trunk. Higher and higher he climbed, until he was well clear of the rushing water beneath.
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      There was nothing Briar wanted to do more than to insist that Paddy turn Elton around and go immediately to his family’s rescue. But she knew that the chasing dragons would only follow them and make things worse. They had to stick to their plan and just hope that the family made it to high ground.

      “Flynn would have reached the house by now,” reasoned Paddy. “He would have got them all to safety.” Briar realised he was trying to comfort her, but she saw how his jaw clenched with emotion.

      “Get your spear ready,” said Paddy.

      “What? Why?” replied Briar. “You’re not planning on fighting the dragons?”

      “No.” Paddy pulled the bowstring back to his cheek and took aim at the lead goat in the running herd below them, which confused her even more.

      “It’s dinner time,” he said. With a tilt of his head, Paddy indicated the chasing dragons. “For them.” Then, he breathed out – long and slow – and let fly. The arrow streaked through the air, straight and true, and hit the goat – a large male – clean at the base of its neck, killing it instantly. It tumbled over and over, rolling to a stop in a cloud of dust.

      “What are you doing?” yelled Briar, still not understanding.

      “Throw your spear!” yelled Paddy. “Hit one!”

      He began furiously notching arrows and firing them at the goats. He missed twice, but his next three shots were all on target. The goats toppled immediately and lay where they fell. Briar could see that Paddy was flying Elton with his knees, completely by instinct, sweeping him in low to the ground in front of the fleeing goats, and turning the herd back in the direction from which they’d come. Another arrow found its mark.

      Briar looked back at the chasing dragons, and her breath caught in her throat. They were almost upon them, flying completely silently, intent on a surprise attack. White heat could be seen between their teeth. She spun around and raised her spear.

      Paddy grabbed her arm.

      “No!” he yelled. “The goats!” He drove his right knee sharply into the side of Elton’s broad neck and released his left entirely. Elton responded with a savage turn to the right, so powerful Briar felt light-headed and could see spots in her vision.

      She had to trust Paddy. She spun back around and raised her spear. One of the goats had broken away from the pack and was side-on to her. Without hesitation, she flung the spear with all her might. It vibrated with the power of her throw as it fizzed through the air, striking the goat just behind its foreleg, piercing right through the animal’s heart.

      The goat dropped and lay without moving.

      Paddy, meanwhile, had shot one more, but the chasing dragon pack was dropping down from the sky like pelicans diving for fish. Elton pulled up hard and the force flattened the children against his neck. Briar could tell that Paddy no longer had any control over him. The dragon flipped over and banked hard to the left, then changed course again when a fireball came streaking down towards them. It smashed into the ground, setting the grass ablaze. Then, after a short burst of speed, Elton swooped into a vertical climb into the sky of such power the children could do little but hold on for dear life.

      Very quickly, they were five hundred feet above the chasing dragon pack. Elton levelled out and went into a circular glide, and Paddy and Briar breathed a sigh of relief. Terrible roars of anger could be heard from the dragons below, but it was immediately obvious that the chase was over. They simply couldn’t match Elton for speed, and the effort required to climb back up into the sky in pursuit was too much for them. Besides, lying on the ground, scattered about the mountaintop, were seven tasty goats. More were running about in a panic, unsure of where to go to escape the circling dragons, which fell on them like birds of prey, happy to have an easy meal.

      Paddy brought Elton around and settled him into a long, downward glide, finally coming in to land half a mile away on the steep ridge. They were concealed from the dragons behind it, but still able to keep a wary eye on them. It didn’t take long before Iris arrived too, with baby Ahi sound asleep in her curled talons. She nervously eyed the rest of the dragons, ready to take flight again at the slightest sign of danger.

      But the dragons had now lost all interest in the children, concentrating instead on the goats. They herded them like a school of tuna catching a bait ball of sardines, picking them off at the edges. Within just a few minutes every last goat had been caught and the dragons were all on the ground, devouring their prey.

      “Well, that was fun – sort of,” said Paddy.

      “You OK?”

      Briar smiled. “If being frightened out of your wits but unharmed is OK, then yes, I guess I am. That was good thinking, Paddy. But – will they stay here, or just fly home again?”

      “I have absolutely no idea,” he replied.
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      “Everything’s in order, sir. We’re ready when you are.”

      “Show me.”

      The guard pushed The Pitbull in his wheelchair along the corridor to the lift. Another man stood by, holding open the sliding doors for him. Both men looked nervous; they knew their boss was in a foul mood.

      The lift travelled rapidly to the ground floor, where they crossed the lobby and emerged into the sunlight. When The Pitbull saw what was out there, his mood lifted, and a broad smile spread across his face.

      A black helicopter squatted on the courtyard outside the building. He’d heard the tremendous thump of its rotor blades from the top floor as it came in to land a few minutes before. And now he saw why. It was enormous. Known as an Osprey, it was a cross between a helicopter and a plane. It had not one, but two rotor blades which could swivel on the end of short wings. This meant it could fly up vertically, like a helicopter, or, with its rotors tilted to the vertical, like a plane.

      “What’s the top speed?” asked The Pitbull.

      “It will travel comfortably at over three hundred miles per hour, sir,” replied the pilot, who was standing by, his helmet tucked under his arm.

      “Impressive. Range?”

      “The normal Ospreys will travel a thousand miles, sir, but this has been fitted with extra fuel tanks. We can do over twelve hundred miles without any cargo, or about eleven hundred miles with a load.”

      “Show me the other features,” commanded The Pitbull.

      The pilot went around the aircraft, pointing out and explaining many things of no real interest to The Pitbull. He pricked up his ears, however, when the man showed him the mounted tranquilliser guns that could be operated from inside the cockpit, and the two huge net cannons hanging underneath.

      “With these we’re able to capture a dragon up to eighty yards away, and we can carry two dragons underneath the fuselage, sir.”

      The Pitbull smiled as he allowed himself to imagine this wonderful aircraft with its two priceless pieces of cargo swinging underneath.

      “Good. And where are the rest of them?”

      “All forty Ospreys are on the tarmac at the airstrip. We’re ready to go at short notice, sir.”

      “Good. Return to base and await my command.”

      

        
          [image: ]
        

      


      The guards wheeled The Pitbull back inside where they watched the Osprey take off. It was an impressive sight – the wind created by the rotor blades was so strong The Pitbull could see the plate glass windows of the lobby flexing as the helicopter lifted off the ground. Within seconds it had risen up through the towering buildings and disappeared from sight.

      But as the sound of the Osprey faded away, The Pitbull’s nagging doubts returned. It was five hundred miles to The Island, and five hundred back, which meant that the Ospreys had just a hundred-mile range when they got there. What if the dragons had learned from the last time? What if they managed to hide in the forest, and the pilots simply couldn’t find them? What if those brothers somehow managed to get their dragon to pull one the Ospreys out of the sky? Would that inspire the rest of the dragons to try to do the same? Perhaps he should have the ship repaired and sent as backup? He agonised over the decision – part of him wanted to capture the dragons as soon as possible so he could realise his dream, but he was also petrified of failing again.

      On top of that, The Pitbull wondered how he was going to pay for it all. The Ospreys cost almost ten million dollars each. The kidnappings weren’t going well. One rich businesswoman was entirely uninterested in getting her husband back. She said she wouldn’t pay a dollar for him, so they had to let him go. Another man, whose wife had been kidnapped, turned out to have recently lost his fortune through some bad investments. The Pitbull had had to resort to threatening the bank manager to give him an enormous loan to pay for the helicopters.

      The Pitbull was so deep in thought that at first he didn’t notice the earthquake. It was only when his men all ran outside in a panic, leaving him alone in the lobby, that he realised what was happening. The chandeliers tinkled above him, and the building rocked in slow motion, like a ship at sea. To his horror, he saw a crack snake its way up a marble pillar.

      “Help!” he cried. “Get back here!”

      But his men had gone, running for the open space of a nearby park, away from any tall buildings.

      Then, just like that, it was over, and everything was still. He fumed with rage at being deserted and decided to stay in the lobby until his men returned. Then, he would fire them, one by one. The Pitbull waited, getting angrier by the minute.

      Suddenly, his phone buzzed in his hand. He glanced at the screen. It was a call; the control-room manager at the stadium. He answered.

      “Hello, sir. That was a big one, wasn’t it, sir?

      Are you all right?” the man enquired.

      “Of course I am,” snapped The Pitbull. “I answered the phone, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, sir. Of course. Well, sir, I’m afraid I have bad news. That last earthquake was particularly strong, which means we have to re-set the entire system. It takes about three days. It’s a safety feature where the stadium goes into lockdown after a shake, and everything has to be manually reset. So I’m afraid we won’t be able to receive the dragons until it’s completed, sir. The scientists say that the source of the earthquakes is about five hundred miles east of here, somewhere out in the ocean. There’s a tsunami warning…”

      But The Pitbull had stopped listening. The tips of his ears felt hot. His jaw clenched with rage. His hands shook. It seemed as though the whole world – literally the actual planet – was against him. With a strangled cry, he flung the phone at the plate glass window. He wanted to smash something – anything. But his throw was a feeble one, and the phone just bounced off the glass and flew back at him, striking him squarely on the forehead and drawing a bead of blood. It clattered onto the ground, where the control-room manager’s voice could still be heard coming from it.

      “Sir? Sir? What was that noise? Are you all right, sir?”
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      The water flowing beneath Flynn’s tree continued to rise for a long time. It was as though The Island had somehow fallen below sea level, and the ocean was rushing in to swallow the land. Flynn saw their lives floating past – bits of their house and sheds, blankets, rope, books. He leaned down and plucked from the current one of the hens, which he placed on a branch where it sat with a confused expression on its face. Then a doll his grandmother knitted for Ada floated by, and he grabbed it and tucked it into his belt. He saw one of the small outrigger canoes caught in the current – his or Paddy’s, he wasn’t sure which.

      All the while, he worried like crazy for his family. Had they made it to higher ground? Had Ada been able to stay on Clappers’ back? He tried to force the thoughts from his mind. There was nothing he could do but wait for the water to recede.

      Finally, the current ceased to flow. Everything was silent, and the water swirled around the base of the tree, dirty and brown. Then, slowly at first, it began to retreat, draining back to the sea. Soon the current was swift again, flowing in the opposite direction. Many of their belongings floated back past him. The canoe went back the way it had come.

      Flynn watched as the water level dropped on the trunk of the tree, and when it was thigh-deep, he jumped down. The current was strong, but he was just able to make headway against it, and he heaved himself inland. He kept watch for logs floating back towards him, and twice had to swim rapidly sideways to get out of their path. Everywhere trees had been ripped out of the ground. The sunlight streamed down through new gaps in the canopy of the forest, where just a few minutes ago there had been nothing but dim earthy green light.

      After ten exhausting minutes of wading against the current, the water suddenly became shallower as the slope of the ground began to rise. There were rocks underfoot, and he couldn’t help but kick them, stumbling and falling many times. The water was too murky to see anything under the surface. But soon he was out of it, and he began to run up the hill. He called out to his family, but got no reply. A deep dread rose in his stomach and caught in his throat, making it hard to breathe.

      Onwards and upwards he ran. Ahead he could see the mark where the water had reached: a long pile of detritus – logs and rocks – stretching through the forest. He leapt over it, and yelled at the top of his lungs, calling out for his baby sister.

      “ADA! ADA!” He desperately scanned the forest.

      Then, the sweetest sound: he heard a squeal of delight, and looked up to see her running through the trees down towards him, followed by his parents and grandparents, Clappers, and Coco. Flynn was giddy with happiness. He put his face in his hands as relief swept over him, and soon he was wrapped in a great big family hug for the second time that day.
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      Dragons lay everywhere around the plateau. Some were on their backs, their feet in the air. Others lay curled in tight balls. Paddy could see two flat on their bellies, their legs sprawled out to each side. As far as he could tell from this distance, every last dragon on the Misery Range was sound asleep. No trace of the goats remained.

      “I know they tried to kill us, but they’re awfully cute,” he said.

      “It’s impossible to be mad at them,” agreed Briar.

      “Squee!”

      “Lightning!” exclaimed Briar. She looked up, holding out her arm, and the falcon fluttered down.

      “You poor thing!” said Briar. “You look exhausted.”

      Paddy could see she was right. The falcon must have been searching The Island for them.

      He marvelled at how Lightning had found them at all, concealed as they were behind the ridge.

      “He has a note,” said Briar. She carefully took it from Lightning’s leg, unravelled it, and read it quickly. “It says they’re leaving. They’re bringing the yacht up the coast to the Bay of Bountiful. We’re to wait for them up here, somewhere we can see the Bay, and then they’ll collect us in the canoe.”

      Paddy nodded, then added quietly, “If they managed to escape the tsunami.”

      Briar looked up at him. Her face was stern. Her blue eyes glittered fiercely.

      “You listen to me, Paddy. You can’t think like that! Of course they escaped. For all we know they might have written this note after the tsunami struck.”

      Paddy shook his head.

      “I don’t think so. They would have mentioned it. And look at Lightning. He’s so tired. He must have been flying for quite a while.”

      Paddy could see that Briar knew he was right, but she was firm.

      “I don’t care if it was before or after. We have to do what it says. We have to trust that they made it.”

      Paddy had his doubts that the yacht would even have survived the tsunami. It was anchored well outside of the reef in deep water, so may have been able to float over it, but the power of the surge could have snapped the anchor rope. He didn’t say any of this to Briar, knowing she wouldn’t even consider the idea.

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      As they got ready to leave, another earthquake struck. This time it was a violent jolt, a sudden sideways shove, followed by a series of tremors that vibrated through the land. The children struggled to stay upright.

      Paddy heard a noise above them. The clunk of rocks. He looked up, and saw that the quake had started a small rockslide near the peak of the mountain. Stones tumbled down the hillside, picking up speed. It was only when they were halfway down he realised they weren’t as small as they’d looked. They rolled at terrific speed, bouncing high into the air, spinning end over end. It became clear the children were in the path of the slide.

      Paddy ran to Elton, grabbed the tip of his wing and hauled on it.

      “Up!” he yelled at the dragon. “Up! Fly!”

      Briar followed suit, shoving Iris and yelling. Without thinking, she leapt onto the dragon’s back, hauled on her spines, and dug her knees into either side of Iris’ neck – the command for speed.

      Iris launched herself into the air just in time to avoid the tumbling rocks. Ahi never even woke, cocooned safely in her mother’s talons, and Lightning remained perched on Briar’s shoulder.

      “Nicely done!” yelled Paddy, laughing. He was on Elton’s back, hovering alongside and enjoying the look on Briar’s face as she suddenly realised she was flying a dragon all by herself, for the first time ever. “You might as well keep going,” he called, turning Elton towards the mountains nearest the coast. “I’ll fly alongside and keep an eye on you.”

      Despite the grave situation, it was obvious that Briar was thrilled to be flying such an incredibly powerful creature on her own. As they sped along the line of peaks of the Misery Range, Briar looked like a natural. She made tiny adjustments to keep Iris level and gliding smoothly – spilling air from sudden wind gusts, and catching updrafts to stay aloft with the minimum of effort.

      As they reached the last of the peaks, Paddy could see clear across the bay. He searched the blue water for the tiny white triangle of sail, but could see nothing. They would just have to wait.

      As they descended once more, Paddy saw more rocks slide off the mountainside – another small quake. Thankfully, by the time they were on the ground, it was over and everything was still.

      Briar and Iris swooped down and landed smoothly. The girl slid off the dragon’s back and sat down next to Paddy. He expected to see her flushed with excitement. Instead, she had a troubled look on her face.

      “What’s up?” he asked. “Are you all right?”

      Briar shook her head. “I’ve just thought of something. You said there was a dragon living in a cave near the top of Mt Monstrous, right?”

      “That’s right. We call him Big Red,” replied Paddy. “He’s extremely dangerous.”

      “Well, he’s probably also in danger,” replied Briar. “These earthquakes might cause his cave to collapse. I think we should try to bring him here too.”

      Paddy looked with disbelief at Briar.

      “He… he… how…” he stammered.

      “What’s the matter with you?” replied Briar. “Are you trying to say something?”

      Paddy finally found his voice.

      “That’s crazy. He’s dangerous.”

      Briar smiled. “Yes, you said that already. But what isn’t dangerous on this island at the moment? I’m going. Your family are probably two hours away, and if I fly on Iris I can be there and back in less than half an hour. I can’t just sit here knowing Big Red might die, and that we could have saved him.”

      Paddy shook his head.

      “You’re not going,” he said.

      “Who’s going to stop me?” replied Briar.

      “I am,” said Paddy, standing up.

      “Oh yeah?” replied Briar, standing too. “And just how do you plan to do that?”

      “You can’t…” began Paddy, but he had no idea how to finish his sentence.

      “I can,” replied Briar.

      Paddy saw that there was no way he was going to change her mind. He sat down again.

      “How are you going to do it?” he asked.

      “I’ve no idea,” she replied. “I haven’t thought about that yet.”

      Paddy looked at her with a mixture of disbelief and admiration. He had an idea.

      “OK. How about this: I’ll go – you don’t have enough experience flying Iris yet to get away from Big Red. He’s clever, and he’s fast. He’d eat Iris – and Ahi – for breakfast. You stay here and try to hunt some goats and then we’ll do what we did with the other dragons. Here’s my bow. There’s only three arrows left, so you’ll have to make them count. If you manage to kill some, leave their carcasses on that peak over there.” He pointed to the next peak in the Misery Range, about six hundred yards away. “If I can get Big Red to follow me, I’ll bring him there.”

      Briar looked doubtful.

      “You promise you’ll find him?”

      Paddy nodded.

      “I promise. I don’t want him to die either.

      It’s just… well… he’s scary.”

      “So are you,” replied Briar, smiling. “Especially in the mornings.”

      Paddy laughed. “Very funny.”

      He took some paper from his backpack and scribbled a note.

      

      Dear Everyone,

      I’m sure you’ve had fun playing in the big wave, but it’s time to get serious. Briar’s waiting for you on the Misery Range. She can see for miles, so won’t miss you. When you sail into the Bay of Bountiful, come as close to the reef as you can and either pick us up in the canoe or we’ll swim out to meet you.

      We have the rest of the dragons up here in the mountains with us, but Elton and I are going to

      Mt Monstrous to lure Big Red away from his cave so he doesn’t get squashed by a rock. Wish us luck!

      See you soon,

      Paddy

      

      He handed it to Briar, who laughed when she read it. She rolled it up and attached it to Lightning’s leg, then she stood up and flung the bird into the air.

      “To Flynn!” she called, and Lightning struck out once again. The rest had done him good; he flew at top speed and was soon lost from view.

      “My turn,” said Paddy. He winked at Briar, then leapt onto Elton’s back and together they rose into the freshening breeze.

      But he didn’t feel half as brave as he was letting on.
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      Flynn stood thigh-deep in the lagoon, holding the little outrigger canoe steady while his mother and father climbed aboard. They’d found this canoe lodged in the branches of a tree, but the other one was nowhere to be seen.

      When his parents were safely settled in the bow and stern, Flynn lifted Coco into the canoe and then leapt on. It sank low in the water, but thankfully there was very little swell on the reef today, and the first trip out to the yacht with his grandparents and Ada had gone without incident. Poor Ada was scared, but when Flynn handed her the woollen doll she smiled.

      When they’d walked down to the beach after the tsunami, their sadness at losing their house was lifted by seeing the little yacht still out there floating beyond the reef. They watched it for a few minutes to see if it had pulled its anchor and was drifting, but it appeared to be stationary. It was the first thing that had gone right today, thought Flynn.

      He whistled for Clappers. The horse came trotting down to the water’s edge, and Flynn looped a rope over her neck and passed it to his mother to hold. The horse was a wonderful swimmer, and Flynn had no doubt she would easily make it out past the reef to the yacht. He had no idea how they were going to get her on board, but his grandmother had winked at him and said she could use the power of the wind in the sail to hoist the horse out of the water.

      They set off, and Flynn hardly needed to paddle, because Clappers swam powerfully ahead, towing the canoe. Within minutes they were nearly at the edge of the reef, although it was difficult to tell because the sea was so murky from all the debris that had been sucked off the shore by the retreating tsunami.

      “Squee!”

      Flynn looked up, and shielded his eyes from the lowering sun. It was almost evening. Lightning fluttered in to land on the canoe, where he wobbled slightly. The bird was certainly not at ease on the sea.

      Flynn saw the note, and stopped paddling to unwrap it from Lightning’s leg. He read it quickly, then looked up at his parents.

      “I need to go to Paddy – now. He’s trying to lure Big Red to the Misery Range, so he won’t be crushed by his cave collapsing in the earthquakes.”

      His mother gasped.

      “Oh no!” she cried.

      His father looked grim, but nodded.

      “Go,” he said. “We’ll see you at the Bay of Bountiful in an hour.”

      Flynn kissed his parents. He handed the paddle to his father, then slipped the rope off Clappers’ neck. He dived off the outrigger and pulled himself onto the horse’s back, hanging onto her mane.

      He turned to his parents. Their faces were contorted with worry.

      “Be careful,” urged his mother. She blew him a kiss.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll be fine,” he said. But as Clappers struck out towards the shore, fear began to knot in his stomach.
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      Briar crept along just below the ridgeline, keeping low and watching where she placed her feet, careful to avoid anything that might make a noise underfoot. The wind was blowing straight into her face; she could actually smell the goats. She turned briefly to scan the Bay of Bountiful, looking for the yacht: still nothing. Then she made her way carefully along to a small saddle in the ridge, lay down on her stomach and wriggled to the top. The smell was stronger here. Ever so slowly, she lifted her head, and there they were!

      Ten goats were grazing their way across the slope.

      Briar rolled onto her back. Without a sound, she notched an arrow to the string of Paddy’s bow. Slowly, she drew it back to her cheek, and took careful aim at the largest goat – a male in the centre of the pack. She was just about to let fly when she changed her mind, aiming instead at a smaller female which had wandered away from the rest of the herd. If she could get a clean kill, she might be able to get a shot at a second animal before they were alerted to her presence.

      She tried to control her breathing like Paddy had shown her. She aimed just behind the goat’s forequarter, where she had hit the other goat with her spear. There was a twang as the arrow left the string, but only one of the goats looked up to see where it had come from and Briar ducked below the ridgeline. The arrow, meanwhile, sliced silently through the air and found its mark. The goat toppled over with no more fuss than if it had lain down for a rest. The remainder of the pack continued to graze.
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      Briar notched another arrow, drew it back, raised her head again, and shot another goat on the periphery of the pack. It too was killed almost instantly, but it found enough breath to let out an alarmed bleat before it died. That was all the warning the herd needed. As one, they sprang away, heading straight downhill, directly away from Briar.

      She stood up, and quickly notched her last arrow. The goats were already fifty yards away, but she drew back the bow, took aim and fired. To her surprise one of the goats toppled. Briar rose, and sprinted after it, but to her great relief when she approached she saw she had killed it outright. She couldn’t bear the thought of an animal suffering unnecessarily.

      Briar set to work. She retrieved the arrows, cleaning them on the grass, then dragged all the carcasses of the goats to where Paddy had suggested. They were heavy, and it was hot work. Finally, she had it done, and sat down, exhausted. The smallest of the three dead goats lay beside her, and she reached out and stroked its fur, silently giving thanks for its life.

      Suddenly, Briar was overcome by emotion and burst into tears. She couldn’t believe that no sooner had she settled into life on The Island than she was being forced to leave again. It was just so unfair! Tears streamed down her face as she sobbed desperately. She felt sad for the goats, the dragons that had been killed in the rock showers, the brothers and their family. It felt as though something was being broken that might never be repaired.

      Then she thought of her mother and father. Picturing their faces gave her strength. She thought of the brothers’ parents, and she knew they would never abandon her, no matter what happened. It brought her comfort.

      Briar blinked the tears from her eyes and looked out to sea. In the distance a tiny white sail could be seen against the endless blue, and her heart leapt as she scrambled to her feet.
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      Paddy brought Elton in to land in thick scrub a hundred yards below Big Red’s cave. He wasn’t taking any chances.

      “Stay,” he commanded Elton, and the dragon looked at him and snickered gently. Paddy climbed the rocks quickly, scampering up between huge boulders. Already he could see

      that several small rockslides had tumbled down the mountainside, and he just hoped that Big Red’s cave was still intact.

      When Paddy reached the rock shelf in front of the cave, he did his best to hide behind the burnt and blackened trees surrounding it.

      The cave was intact! Huge rocks had slammed into the platform and their shattered remains lay littered all around, but none appeared to have directly struck the cave mouth or the rock above it. However, Big Red was nowhere to be seen.

      Paddy lay in the scrub for a long time, watching and listening. The cave was too dark to see very far into, but he was sure the dragon wasn’t in there – he was so big his tail normally stuck out of it.

      But Paddy had to make sure.

      He wriggled out of the bushes on his stomach, and as silently as he could, rose to his feet and began to cross the platform. His heart pounded in his chest and he could hear the blood rushing in his ears.

      He tried to stay low, taking cover where possible behind chunks of broken rock, but he still felt horribly exposed. Getting closer and closer to the cave, he finally walked under the shadow of its roof, which jutted over the rock platform. Now there was less glare, he could see deeper into the cave; in fact, he could just make out the back wall in the gloom.

      Big Red wasn’t home. He breathed a sigh of relief as the fear dissipated from his body, torn between profound relief that he was out of danger, and disappointment that he had no idea where the dragon was. He turned to leave.

      A large shadow ghosted across the rock platform. It looked like the dark shape of a stingray swooping across the sandy bottom of the sea, hazy and indistinct, and so quick you’re left wondering if it was just a trick of the light.

      For an instant, Paddy didn’t understand what he’d seen. Then he looked up.
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      Clappers’ breath was coming in ragged snorts, particularly now that they were charging hard up the slopes of Mt Monstrous. Flynn spoke in her ear, urging her onward.

      They emerged from the forest, passing up into the thinner alpine scrub. He drove Clappers on, faster and faster. She now had more room to move, and responded wonderfully. He realised they were nearing the top of the mountain.

      Over the thundering sound of Clappers’ hooves, Flynn heard a shout.

      He looked up the hill, but something above him – a speeding, dark shape – caught his eye. For a second, he thought it might be the beginning of another rock shower, but just as quickly he realised it couldn’t be, because he’d heard no explosion.

      A tall, spindly tree partly obscured his view, but as Clappers passed from under it he got a fleeting glimpse of a giant, ruby-red dragon swooping down at great speed – Big Red!

      “Paddy!” screamed Flynn, and drove his heels into Clappers’ flanks, asking her for one more terrific burst of speed. Despite her obvious fear, she didn’t hesitate, and galloped headlong up the slope. They covered the hundred yards in seconds. Flynn slid off Clappers’ back before she’d even come to a halt.

      “Find Briar,” he commanded. Obediently the horse turned and galloped off down the hill.

      Scrambling up to the rim of the platform, Flynn immediately saw his brother. He stood beside the cave entrance, his back to the rock wall. His feet were apart, his chest out, his shoulders back and his hands balled into fists. He was unarmed – Flynn couldn’t see his bow anywhere, and Paddy hadn’t even bothered to draw his knife. Instead, he simply stood, looking up into the huge, terrible eyes of Big Red, who crouched before him, his wings spread wide. Paddy was trapped.

      Then, Paddy did the most extraordinary thing; he opened his mouth and bellowed at the dragon. Flynn could see his body shaking with adrenaline and fear, but his face showed none of it. In the face of certain death, he was screaming his battle cry.

      Big Red responded with a roar of his own, so powerful Flynn could see it blowing back the hair on his brother’s head. It seemed to bend the very air with its volume.

      Flynn looked around him, desperate for an idea. The platform was littered with the shattered remains of the last rock shower, and close by was big chunk with a sharp edge. He ran to pick it up, and it took all his strength to lift it. Then he staggered towards the dragon, trying to twist the rock in his hands so that the jagged edge pointed down. It cut into his fingers, but he barely noticed.

      A crackling hiss cut through the air; the sound of a giant fireball forming in the back of Big Red’s mouth. Paddy would be burned to a crisp.

      Flynn staggered the last few yards, his surging adrenaline giving him the strength to lift the rock high above his head. He aimed for the tip of Big Red’s tail, bringing the boulder down upon it with all his might. A deep cut opened up, and the dragon let out an almighty scream of pain and anger.

      Flynn should have expected the resulting whip of Big Red’s tail, but he was too late to get clear. It hit him across the stomach. The blow sent him flying across the platform so fast he didn’t have time to twist his body around or put his hands up to protect himself. His back slammed into the rock wall. The impact and resulting whiplash caused his head to strike the rock with sickening force.

      Flynn’s vision blurred, cleared, blurred again. He could barely draw breath. He could see only light and dark, but he knew the huge shapeless shadow advancing upon him was Big Red.

      The last thing he heard before he passed out was his brother’s voice. It sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a well.

      “Flynn! WAKE UP!”
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      Paddy’s concern for his brother made him reckless – he no longer cared what happened to him. He ran at Big Red, but with only his fists for weapons, it was clearly hopeless. Big Red was stretching out his talons to grasp Flynn around his neck, and Paddy knew his brother would be killed instantly. Those talons could crush rocks.

      Neither Paddy nor Big Red saw Elton swoop in. The green dragon dropped out of the sky without a sound and barrelled into Big Red’s side, talons first, like a colossal bird of prey. He struck so hard that Big Red was smashed sideways with the force, and went tumbling and sliding across the platform. Huge rocks were scattered like marbles.

      Paddy simply stood and stared, unable to quite believe what was happening.

      But it didn’t take long for Big Red to recover from the attack and spring to his feet, whipping his massive head around to face Elton.

      Elton didn’t hesitate; he attacked again, furiously clawing at Big Red with his talons and spewing a great river of fire into his face. Big Red dropped his head to protect his eyes but then lifted it sharply, smashing it into the underside of Elton’s jaw. Elton was almost lifted off the ground with the force, reeling backwards on his hind legs as Big Red advanced upon him. The huge dragon moved at incredible speed despite his size. In seconds Big Red was standing over Elton, slamming him to the ground on his back. One huge talon closed around the green dragon’s neck and pinned him down. With one of his back legs he captured his tail.

      Elton was trapped, unable to move a muscle.

      But Big Red was content to simply hold Elton down while he attended to other business.

      He turned once more, and his huge eyes settled hungrily on Paddy.
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      Briar stood watching the little yacht make its way up the coast towards the Bay of Bountiful. Her relief that the family had survived the tsunami was so intense it brought tears to her eyes. Somehow she felt her parents were looking down on her.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, closing her eyes.

      Then, without warning, Briar was blown clean off her feet. She flew through the air and landed heavily in the gravel, sliding across it painfully. It took her a second to figure out what had happened; a tremendous shockwave, which had arrived silently and without warning.

      The shockwave was followed by the loudest boom she had ever heard. The force of it smacked into her chest and she felt like her eardrums might burst. She clapped her hands over her ears and curled up on the ground in fright, but apart from the explosion echoing around the hills, nothing further could be heard. Rolling over, Briar looked in the direction of Mt Astonishing and gasped. Fear gripped her, like a hand around her throat.

      A black fountain of rock was spewing from the mountaintop and spreading out into the sky. The sun was low, and the rock blacked it out in seconds. Higher and wider it spread, until if filled half her field of vision. It loomed like a giant wall in the sky. It was much, much bigger than those that had come before.

      Briar started to run, not away from the rock shower but towards it, where she had left Iris and Ahi. She didn’t know what else to do.
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      The first thing Flynn felt as he came to was a searing pain in the back of his head. Instinctively he touched it, and gasped when he saw the bright blood on his fingertips.

      His vision cleared, and the scene before him made his blood run cold. Big Red had Elton pinned to the ground – completely helpless. A gigantic fireball in Big Red’s mouth was already spilling from between his teeth – blazing tendrils of white-hot fire. He opened his jaws wide and took aim at Paddy, who stood frozen, rigid with fear, his back pressed to the rock face.

      There was nothing Flynn could do.

      When the shockwave hit them, it struck like a giant, invisible fist. Big Red stood side-on to it, so took the full force across his body. It flicked him away like a leaf in a gale. He was thrown sideways, smashing into the rock wall beside the cave, narrowly missing Flynn, who scrambled away, standing unsteadily. A massive boom ripped through the air.

      Elton, no longer pinned down, rolled up to his feet.

      The impact of Big Red hitting the rock wall sent a terrific vibration through the cliff face. There was a loud crack, and Flynn watched as a fissure travelled through the roof of the dragon’s cave. A large chunk fell, shattering on the floor with a terrible crash. More pieces dropped, like dominoes set off by a chain reaction.

      Paddy sprinted for Elton. He screamed for Flynn to follow. It was their only chance of escape, realised Flynn, but it was blocked already by Big Red.

      He watched as Paddy vaulted onto Elton’s back and scrambled up to his neck, grabbing hold of his spines. Elton trembled all over, and Flynn hoped he hadn’t been hurt.

      “Flynn! Hurry!” bellowed Paddy.

      But there was no way he could reach them before Big Red did, who was back on his feet and charging across the platform.

      “Go, Paddy!” he yelled. “Take off!”

      There was a tremendous crash behind them as rest of the cave collapsed. Dust billowed out in a great cloud.

      Elton had turned to face Big Red head-on, and he sent a white-hot fireball blazing across the platform. Big Red ran through it like it wasn’t there.

      Flynn saw Paddy haul on Elton’s spines, and the dragon responded immediately, springing straight up into the air, flapping powerfully. Big Red leapt like a jaguar, his jaws wide, his neck outstretched, straining to catch hold of any part of Elton.

      But Elton was too quick. A rapid half-beat of his wings thrust him out of Big Red’s reach. The huge dragon landed back on the ground with a juddering crash, right at the edge of the rock platform.

      Flynn felt the platform give way before he saw it. It seemed to slump beneath him, as if something deep in the earth had collapsed. Cracks shot across it, criss-crossing the entire shelf. They spread right to the rock face where Flynn stood. The whole thing was going to go.

      “RUNNN!” screamed Paddy, from somewhere above him.

      Big Red turned, and started coming for Flynn, but now he stopped and looked down at the rock beneath his feet. He swivelled once more, and spread his wings wide, preparing to take off. But the platform fell away from under him, and he fell with it. The dragon flapped his wings, but he could no longer use his powerful legs to launch himself into the air; there was nothing to launch from. He fought to get lift.

      Flynn felt the ground slipping underneath him.

      It felt slow, almost gentle. There was no way he could cling onto the cliff behind him; it was too late, and the rock too sheer. He had just one option.

      He ran at Big Red.

      The dragon had fallen ten feet with the collapsing rock, but was now finally rising again, his wings beating furiously at the air. Flynn sprinted across the platform, feeling pieces of rock compressing and crumbling away from his feet as he ran. Two paces more, then he launched himself with all his might. Beneath him the platform fell away completely, tumbling down the hillside in a deadly avalanche of rock and splintered trees.

      A wild, howling shriek cut through the air. As Flynn landed on Big Red’s back, he realised it was coming from him.
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      Briar hadn’t even made it back to Iris and Ahi before the rocks began to rain down around her. The larger the explosion, the bigger the rocks, she discovered. Chunks the size of small cars smashed into the earth, preceded by a high-pitched whine as they tore through the air.

      When Briar reached the ridge, she immediately spotted Iris. The dragon had already scooped up Ahi in her talons, and was crouched, ready to spring into the air.

      Leaping onto Iris’s back, Briar grabbed her spines and pulled hard – up and back. Iris was like a coiled spring, and Briar felt as though she was being catapulted into the air.

      Briar brought Iris around in a tight spiral. She knew where to go – she had seen an overhanging crag further down the peak that would be sheltered from the flying rocks.

      It meant they had to go towards the rock shower, but the dragon trusted the girl and did what she was being instructed to do. Despite the boulders slamming into the ground all around them, she held her course.

      Within thirty seconds they had reached the crag, and Briar desperately guided Iris underneath it, landing heavily on the grassy slope. They were safe! Above them, they could hear the terrible sound of the rocks thumping into the earth, but the crag was solid, and held fast.

      Across the slope, Briar could see the dragon flock. They were in disarray. Some of them had figured out that their best chance of survival was to look up into the sky so that they could see the falling rocks, but others were in a terrible state of confusion, unsure whether to take to the sky or stay on the ground. As she watched, a huge rock struck a snow-white dragon, killing it instantly.

      Briar turned away in horror. But suddenly she knew what she had to do. Fumbling in her backpack, she pulled out an object that was wrapped tightly in waxed cloth. She unwrapped it quickly, and it fell out into her hand.

      The phone.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, she tapped in a number.
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      When The Pitbull’s phone rang, he ignored it. He was busy, standing in the control room of the stadium and bellowing at the manager.

      “You incompetent fool! I don’t care if the system has a safety shut-down procedure. I want you to ignore it! Turn it off!”

      Another jolt had just shaken the stadium, and all the systems had to be reset once more. It was driving him crazy.

      Eventually, The Pitbull’s phone stopped ringing, only to begin again immediately.

      “What the hell is going on?” he roared, enraged by the interruption.

      But when he looked at the screen, The Pitbull fell silent in surprise. The name that had popped up was Scorpion – the bumbling idiot who, along with his equally useless colleagues Scar and Spike – had failed in their mission to kill one of The Island’s dragons and bring him the body, instead delivering a stone egg. He had imprisoned them for three months, and then fired them immediately afterwards. After that, he had never expected to hear from Scorpion again.

      And yet the phone buzzed in his hand, Scorpion’s name on the screen. Intrigued, The Pitbull answered it.

      “Hello, you fool. I suppose you’ve called to beg for your job back. Well, you can forget it. It will be a cold day in hell before…”

      “Shut up and listen,” said a voice he recognised. Female. Young. But he was so confused it took him a few seconds to figure it out.

      “It’s your niece, Briar,” she said. “Remember me?”
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      The Pitbull felt his eyelid start to twitch as he listened to Briar. It annoyed him intensely that she was free. He wouldn’t rest until she was back in his prison for the rest of her life.

      But as Briar spoke, a smile began to play about The Pitbull’s lips. She was on The Island, as he’d suspected, and clearly very worried. She said there was a volcano erupting on The Island, and apparently everyone there was in danger. He realised that it must be the source of all the earthquakes. For a moment, he thought Briar was going to ask him to rescue her. He was about to burst out laughing.

      But then she said the most incredible thing.

      “All the dragons on The Island are in the north, on what’s called the Misery Range. The brothers aren’t here to protect them. Come and get them – all of them – quickly, or they’ll die.”

      The Pitbull gulped, feeling a hot rush of excitement and anticipation.

      “Thank you, Briar,” he finished. “I’m glad you’ve come to your senses.” He hung up.

      The Pitbull turned to the control-room manager. “Finish the stadium. Prepare the cages. If they’re not ready in time, you’ll be the first meal the dragons are given when they arrive here.”

      He turned on his heel, and stalked out of the room.
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      When Flynn landed on Big Red’s back, the dragon went berserk. He let out a furious roar, flipped upside down and barrelled down the side of the mountain, just a few feet above the ground. Chunks of flying rock screamed past them on all sides, either shattering into thousands of pieces on the ground or turning into terrifying, rolling projectiles as they spun down the slope at incredible speed.

      Flynn had somehow managed to hook a foot under one of the huge dragon’s wings, but the creature was just too broad, and he couldn’t reach the other side. His life depended on this precarious heel-hold, and the loose grip he had on one of the dragon’s long spines. He hung awkwardly down on one side, and hoped the dragon would soon turn right-side-up.

      A sharp sting on his back made Flynn gasp in pain. Glancing behind him, he realised they were flying so close to the ground that he had struck the tops of a small stand of alpine scrub. He suddenly realised what Big Red was trying to do. The dragon was attempting to brush him off his back by flying upside down and low over the trees!

      Flynn looked ahead. They were rapidly approaching the forest on the lower slopes, and Big Red was making straight for it. He was going to smash through the treetops. Flynn would never survive; he had to do something! Somewhere behind him, he heard Paddy yell, but couldn’t make out what he was saying.

      In the seconds that remained before Big Red reached the forest, two things happened. Flynn made his decision, and simply released his grip on the dragon. In the same instant, Big Red was hit squarely on the head by a chunk of rock the size of a basketball and travelling at the speed of an aeroplane.

      When Flynn landed, he didn’t strike rocky ground, but rather thick grass, soft ferns and scrub. He plowed a course through them all, going so fast that he tumbled over and over in the undergrowth, until finally, mercifully, he came to a stop. He’d closed his eyes as he crashed his way along the ground, but he opened them now, as much as in surprise that he was unharmed as in necessity. He wasn’t out of danger yet. A giant boulder slammed into the ground just three feet from him, showering him with hot earth.

      Flynn leapt to his feet and sprinted for the forest. He didn’t look up to see where the rocks were coming from; his only instinct was to get into the shelter of the trees. As he ran, through the dust he made out a hulking, dark shape lying motionless on the ground, and knew that it was Big Red.

      He didn’t stop.

      When Flynn reached the forest, he made for the largest tree he could see. Standing directly under the thickest branch, he pressed himself to the trunk. A rock hit the ground beside him and exploded, sending chunks flying everywhere. Flynn shielded his eyes, and winced as he felt pieces of the rock strike his ankles.

      Another boulder, larger this time, missed him by inches as it tore down the hill. He hadn’t even seen it coming. It struck a tree below him and broke the trunk clean in half, bringing it crashing down through the canopy. In desperation, Flynn looked up, but could see no sign of Elton or Paddy through the treetops.

      Flynn peered up the hill through the dust, and saw something that made his jaw drop. Big Red was alive. He had risen to his feet, and was swaying unsteadily. A rock slammed into the ground just feet away from him, and he roared in fear.

      Flynn didn’t hesitate. He didn’t even think. He ran for the dragon. Emerging from the forest, yelling at the top of his lungs, he saw Big Red’s eyes lock on him, but still he charged directly at the dragon with all the speed he could muster.

      Another rock walloped into the ground, right in front of Big Red’s nose. It missed him by inches, and the dragon reeled backwards in shock. But Flynn was there, and leaping up, he planted a foot onto the crooked elbow of Big Red’s foreleg and sprang high onto the creature’s back.

      Flynn screamed at Big Red, grabbed hold of his spines and pulled as hard as he could. He drove his knees into the softest part of his neck.

      “FLY! FLY!” bellowed Flynn, and beneath him he felt the dragon respond. Big Red’s huge muscles bunched, then surged as he leapt into the air. His mighty wings beat like a loose sail in a storm as he clawed up into the sky.

      Flynn kept his eyes trained upwards, watching for falling rocks. Already the shower was slowing, but huge chunks still came hurtling out of the sky. Twice they were almost struck, and Flynn hauled on Big Red’s spines to avoid them. Incredibly, the dragon responded, wheeling quickly out of danger. He seemed to understand that Flynn was helping him.

      Flynn heard a shout, and looked behind him to see Paddy and Elton, following closely. Flynn motioned at Paddy to stay well back; while Big Red was doing what he was instructed to do, Flynn didn’t want him distracted by anything else.

      Finally the sky cleared and Flynn loosened his grip on Big Red’s spines and relaxed the pressure from his knees. Big Red responded, settling into a steady, straight glide.

      Flynn looked behind at Paddy, who was grinning wildly and shaking his head in disbelief. Flynn pointed towards the Misery Range. Paddy spurred Elton on, and they passed Flynn up high, turning for the Range. Now that they were out of danger, Flynn was unsure whether Big Red would do as he asked, but when Flynn tugged on his right spine and pushed his knee into the dragon’s neck he turned and followed.

      Minutes later they swooped in over the hillside. The scene was incredible. Rocks studded the grassy slopes, like marbles strewn by a careless giant. Flynn could see the flock, and he counted six dead dragons – all killed by falling boulders. The remainder of the dragons skittered nervously when they spotted Big Red.

      Flynn heard a piercing whistle, and looked up. Paddy was pointing to a crag a few hundred yards away, so Flynn wheeled Big Red around and headed for it. Paddy and Elton followed close behind.

      “Be ready to pick me up!” Flynn called to Paddy, as he brought Big Red in to land.

      As Big Red’s talons touched the ground, Flynn stood and leapt off the dragon’s back. He started running before he even hit the ground. His intention was to get clear so that Elton could swoop in and pick him up without risk of being caught by Big Red himself.

      But Flynn tripped, and went sprawling on the grass. Before he could get to his feet a shadow passed over him, and looking up, he saw that Big Red had already trapped him with one of his giant wings. The huge dragon stood directly above the boy. His eyes blazed. It looked like he was going to turn this little cave he had created into a fiery inferno and burn Flynn alive. Flynn threw up his arms in a desperate attempt to protect himself.

      But no fire came from the dragon’s mouth. When Flynn looked up at him again, he hadn’t moved, but rather remained staring at him, his head gently swaying from side to side. Then, Big Red retracted his wing, folding it slowly back to his side.

      “Flynn! Run!” yelled Paddy.

      Flynn raised his hand to Paddy, but said nothing. He held Big Red’s gaze. Then, he smiled at him, and Big Red snickered in reply.

      Slowly, Flynn turned and walked away. Big Red let him go.
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      The Pitbull rattled the ice in his glass and sat back to enjoy the show. On the screen in front of him was an expanse of blue – the view from the helicopters as they sped across the ocean on their way to The Island. He’d had cameras installed on five of the Ospreys – he didn’t want to miss a thing.

      With this latest development, he felt much better. There would be no fruitless searching of The Island for the dragons – thanks to his niece he knew exactly where they were. The choppers would easily capture the dragons and bring them back, with range to spare.

      But the best thing, the most wonderful thing of all, is that those stupid brothers would be powerless to stop him. Briar had told them they weren't there to protect the dragons, and besides, The Ospreys would shoot them out of the sky if they did turn up.

      Suddenly, The Pitbull couldn’t remember if he’d told his helicopter pilots what to do if they encountered the brothers. He took out his phone and opened the messaging app. He sent a text to his head pilot.
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      When The Pitbull sent the text, the man replied almost immediately. His efficiency pleased him.

      But the head pilot’s answers were short and curt, and The Pitbull didn’t like his tone. And when The Pitbull instructed him to be ruthless and shoot the family with tranquiliser darts, he could sense the man’s hesitation through the phone. Then, incredibly, he tried to refuse the order!

      The Pitbull sent a final text, leaving the man in no doubt what would happen if he failed in his mission – certain death on The Island, alone, with no hope of rescue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      From beneath the crag, Briar, Iris, and Ahi had watched Flynn’s encounter with Big Red in silent awe. Briar’s instinct had been to notch an arrow to Paddy’s bow and attack the dragon, but something about the movements of Big Red’s body told her that he did not intend to harm the boy.

      When Flynn walked away from the red dragon, she emerged from her hiding place.

      “Flynn!” she called. His face lit up when he saw her, and he ran over.

      “You’re not hurt? How about Iris and Ahi?”

      Briar nodded.

      “We’re fine.” She felt close to tears at the relief of it all.

      “You big show-off!” said Paddy, walking towards them and grinning from ear to ear. “You had to ride the most dangerous dragon on The Island.”

      Flynn laughed. “I didn’t have much choice.”

      The brothers looked at each other. They’d both been closer to death than ever before, and the strain showed on their faces.

      “We need to go,” said Briar. “Your family is waiting in the bay.”

      Just then, Briar heard a familiar neigh, and the children turned to see an exhausted-looking Clappers trotting up the hill.

      

      The swim out to the yacht was just what Briar needed. Her eyes were hot with tears, and the cool water calmed her troubled mind. She held on around Clappers’ neck, as the powerful animal swam across the reef and into deeper water. Beside her swam Flynn and Paddy. They didn’t speak. She could only imagine how they felt, leaving their beautiful island – perhaps forever.

      They’d had a pointless and bitter argument back at the crag, about whether they could bring the dragons with them. But the brothers both knew it was impossible. Briar had said nothing; she couldn’t bear to tell them what she had done.

      Saying goodbye to Elton, Iris and Ahi had been awful. The adult dragons knew what was happening, and they keened and wailed with sadness. Little Ahi became agitated and nuzzled her parents in distress. The three children had kissed and hugged the dragons, blinking away tears, then walked away without looking back.

      Seeing the kind faces – of the boys’ mother and father, Millicent and Roger, and little Ada – helped.

      The family smiled as they pulled the children aboard and hugged them tightly. There were two hilarious attempts at getting Clappers onto the yacht before they finally succeeded, which made them all feel better.

      When the horse stood unsteadily on the deck, Lightning fluttered over to perch on her back, and Coco sat beside her, as if joining the animals’ protest at being at sea. It made them all laugh.

      Then their grandmother had raised the mainsail and hauled on the ropes, and the yacht sprang away in the breeze.

      Briar took one look back at The Island. In the distance, a thick plume rose from Mt Astonishing. The smoke turned the lowering sun into a blood-red sphere which sent a shiver down her spine. It didn’t look as though the eruption was going to end any time soon, and Briar knew she had done the right thing. She only hoped the boys would see it that way when they found out.

      

      An hour out from The Island, just on dusk, Briar saw the helicopters. Within seconds they were directly overhead, a great swarm of huge black aircraft, rending the air with their awful noise. From each one, a white dog’s head looked down at the children, its teeth bared in an ugly snarl. They were heading straight towards The Island.

      She looked at Flynn and Paddy as they stood staring up into the sky, shock etched on their faces. They knew what was happening.

      Paddy looked desperately at his father.

      “Dad?” he began, but fell silent when his father sadly shook his head.

      “There’s nothing we can do, son,” he replied. “We can’t go back.”

      Then Paddy turned to look at Briar. So did Flynn. An icy grip seemed to close around her heart. The expression on her face surely told them everything they needed to know. She stared back at them, unable to speak.

      “Briar,” said Paddy. “What have you done?”
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      I hope you enjoyed The Dragon Defenders - Book Four: All Is Lost. I know it was probably a bit of a shock - but don’t despair!

      Please do have a read of the first chapter of The Dragon Defenders - Book Five: The Grand Opening in the following pages. It gets straight into the action!

      

      Read on!

      

      James Russell
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      Paddy made a face at the boy in the mirror. He didn’t like the look of him. In fact, he hardly recognised him. He was dressed in school uniform – a light blue shirt and grey shorts, with a navy tie fastened so tightly around his neck he felt as though he was being choked. What sort of an idiot invented the tie, Paddy wondered. Why would you ever voluntarily put yourself through the discomfort of having something wrapped tightly around your neck, while at the same time putting up with a pointless, flapping piece of cloth whipping about in the wind? It was bound to snag on something sooner or later.

      When he’d arrived here, at his grandparents’ home, he couldn’t stop looking in the mirror – it was the first time he’d ever really seen himself, except for dark and wobbly reflections in rock pools. But now he could hardly stand the sight.

      Paddy wanted to rip the tie from his neck, but he knew he wasn’t allowed. Apparently all schoolchildren had to be dressed identically. Another stupid rule.

      “Hurry up, Paddy! We can’t be late for our first day of school!” His brother’s voice echoed down the hall from the kitchen. Flynn sounded excited, as if he was actually looking forward to it.

      Paddy ignored him. He ran his fingers through his hair, and then messed it up fiercely, making it stick out in all directions. ‘That’s better’, he thought. But it was only a small act of defiance, and it failed to lift his spirits. Anger still seethed through him like electricity. He sat down on the edge of the bath.

      “Paddy?”

      He looked up. His mother stood in the doorway, her face the picture of concern.

      “Are you ready?”

      “No,” he replied grumpily, then immediately he felt bad. This wasn’t her fault.

      “Come on,” she said. “It’ll be fun – you’ll see. The principal was lovely and the teachers seem nice. You’ll love it.”

      “I won’t. I’ll hate it,” he said. “Why do we have to go?”

      “Because it’s illegal not to, for one thing. Your father and I will get into trouble if we don’t send you to school.”

      “Can’t we just go back to The Island?” he pleaded, but he already knew the answer. Just last night they’d felt a powerful tremor shaking the house while they were getting ready for bed. Another earthquake. If they could feel it here on the mainland, it must have been enormous on The Island, perhaps even large enough to set off another tsunami. It was the third earthquake they’d felt in the week since the violent eruptions of Mt Astonishing had driven them from the paradise where they had grown up.

      “The mountain might erupt for some time yet,” reasoned his mother. “It could be days or weeks, but it could also be months or years. We just don’t know. We have to be patient. And, while we’re here, you boys, and Briar, have to go to school. It’s the law.” She gave Paddy a hug. “Come on,” she said. “Time to go.”

      Paddy stood up and walked slowly along the hallway, dragging his feet, which were encased in heavy, black school shoes. He felt constricted, suffocated – and not just by the uniform. Life seemed to be collapsing in on him from all sides. Their island was uninhabitable, their house completely destroyed. All of them – his grandparents, parents, Flynn, Briar, Ada and himself, were now shoehorned into his grandparents’ three-bedroomed home. Outside there was no forest, no sea, no mountains anywhere near them – just endless concrete and thousands of fenced-off buildings in every direction.

      Coco, their dog, was confined to the backyard, no longer able to roam free. Clappers – their poor horse – was imprisoned too, trapped in a small paddock encircled by an electric fence, at a farm two miles away from the house. Although they’d saved her from The Island, Paddy couldn’t help but think that she’d have been happier left there, taking her chances against the volcano. Even Lightning, the boys’ falcon, who could fly where he pleased, seemed lost. He perched for hours on the windowsill, unmoving, barely picking at the scraps of meat they gave him.

      But what really broke Paddy’s heart was when he thought of their dragons – Elton, Iris, and their brand-new baby, Ahi. There had been no choice but to leave them on The Island at the mercy of the erupting volcano. He’d never forget the look of confusion and fear on Elton’s face as he, Flynn and Briar had turned away from the dragons, leaving the island on his grandparents’ yacht.

      As if that wasn’t awful enough, they’d been at sea for no more than an hour when a huge swarm of black helicopters appeared on the horizon, speeding towards The Island. Even before he’d seen the dogs’ heads painted on their sides, Paddy knew that the helicopters belonged to The Pitbull, the evil boss from the mainland and Briar’s uncle, who was hell-bent on capturing the dragons to make himself rich and famous. He and Flynn and, he had to admit, Briar, had thwarted The Pitbull so far, but now it seemed that nothing could stand in his way.

      The final blow had come when Paddy saw the look on Briar’s face. She’d looked haunted, guilty – so guilty that she couldn’t hide it from the brothers. The pieces of the puzzle had snapped rapidly into place in Paddy’s mind. The brothers had entrusted Briar with the phone they had stolen from The Pitbull’s men, and she had betrayed them, using it to call The Pitbull. She had told him exactly where the dragons were, and to come and capture them when they were at their most vulnerable.

      He hadn’t spoken to Briar since – not one word.

      Now it was driving him mad that he had no idea if the dragons had been captured, or whether they had somehow evaded the helicopters and were still on The Island. Even if they’d escaped, they might all be dead by now, killed by falling rocks.

      Either possibility was too horrifying to consider.

      Paddy walked into the kitchen. Flynn was trying to feed Lightning, who was perched on his shoulder.

      “Hey,” he said, smiling. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Paddy ignored him. Briar stood in the doorway and Paddy pushed past her and stepped out into the cool morning. For an instant, he expected to see trees, birds, sea and sparkling white sand. But, instead, he was met with fences, gates, concrete, and cars, and his mood blackened further.

      Paddy set off towards the school. He walked well ahead of Briar and his brother, but he could still hear them chatting and ground his teeth in resentment. He couldn’t believe his brother was taking her side; he’d never felt so betrayed. Flynn kept calling out to him to walk with them, but Paddy didn’t reply and Flynn eventually gave up.

      The walk to their new school was a little under two miles – or three kilometres, as they said here on the mainland – and halfway along they passed a row of shops selling a bewildering array of pointless things. At one end was a larger building – his grandmother called it a ‘supermarket’. Paddy had visited it with her, and his eyes had nearly fallen out of his head when he saw all the vegetables lined up right along the length of one huge wall. But that turned out to be only the beginning. It continued for row upon row, more food than his family could eat in a lifetime. He couldn’t figure out what half of it was, or why it all had to be packaged into boxes, bags and tins. Much of the food didn’t look like food at all, made of strange substances and formed into unappetising shapes.

      Paddy was passing the same supermarket now, and he happened to look up. Mounted on its roof was a giant board, thirty feet long and twenty high. His grandmother had told him it was called an advertising billboard. Yesterday it had displayed a picture of something called a ‘Mega Burger’. But today a new advertisement had taken its place, one that made Paddy’s heart stop and his knees give way. He grabbed and pulled at his tie as he struggled to breathe. Paddy heard Flynn and Briar’s footsteps behind him as they rushed to help, but their gasps told him that they had seen it too.

      Splashed across a lurid backdrop of fake flames and smoke was a picture of their wonderful dragon, Elton. His wings were outstretched, his talons curled as though he was bearing down upon the people walking along the footpath. His mouth was twisted into an ugly, ferocious snarl. Paddy had never seen him look like that in his life. Emblazoned across the bottom of the billboard were words more awful than Paddy could ever have imagined: Welcome to Dragon World! Grand Opening this Saturday night. Tickets available now!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the VIP club

          

        

      

    

    
      I love connecting with my readers - it’s one of the very best things about being an author. Ask your Mum or Dad if they can sign up for my email newsletter, and you’ll be the first to know about new books, competitions or lots of other cool stuff. Simply visit www.dragonbrothersbooks.com and you’ll see the link on the top right of the home page.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One last thing: I’d love it if you could take the time to rate or review this book on Amazon.

      

      All the very best, and until next time!
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Use the AR Reads app on your device to
listen to the conversation between Briar
and The Pitbull. It’s an audio file only, so
best listened to with headphones.

Simply start up the app, then point the
device at this page and listen. If you don’t
have a device — don’t worry — just read on!
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Here’s your second opportunity to use the
AR Reads app on your device.

Simply start up the app, then point the
device at this page and check out The
Pitbull’s Osprey helicopter. If you don’t
have a device — don’t worry — just read on!
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Here’s your first opportunity to use the
AR Reads app on your device (if you
haven’t downloaded it, find out how at
the beginning of this book. If you have,
make sure it’s the latest version).

Simply start up the app, then point

the device at this page and check out
The Pitbull’s plans for his stadium!

If you don’t have a device — don’t worry
— just read on!
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