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PROLOGUE
CALLING HIM LIKE A DOG

‘Hurry! Make faster magic, boy.’ Mr. Walkwell sounded grumpy, but that was no surprise: Mr. Walkwell didn’t like Colin much and made that clear to him nearly every day. ‘The children will be here in a few hours and Gideon wants everything to be ready.’

Colin Needle made a face but didn’t say anything, only bent closer over his laptop. Thunder rumbled above the distant hills. The sky felt hot, heavy, and close. The children this, the children that – he was so sick of hearing about them! Everybody at Ordinary Farm except Colin and his mother seemed to think Lucinda and Tyler Jenkins were something wonderful, but really the two were nothing but troublemakers. In just a few weeks last summer the Jenkins kids had managed to ruin all of Colin’s careful plans to improve Ordinary Farm, and now they were coming back for another summer’s stay. Lucinda and Tyler, Tyler and Lucinda – he was tired of hearing their names and tired of everyone on the farm making such a big show out of their return visit.

The sky growled again. A single fat drop of rain fell on Colin’s screen. The weather had been strange all spring and didn’t show any sign of changing, the days as hot as they always were at this time of the year but also damp, overcast, and even sometimes stormy. Colin Needle had never been to a tropical country, but he imagined it might be a little like the weather around this part of California lately.

Ragnar had finished installing the complicated new gate on the adobe barn and now he wandered over, wiping either sweat or rain off his forehead with his wide forearm. ‘Why aren’t you finished, Needle?’ the great Norseman demanded. ‘We have done all the hard part, boy! Just cast your spells so we can go and get ourselves something cold to drink.’

‘It’s not magic and they’re not spells,’ Colin said through clenched teeth. ‘I’m trying to hook the new security gates and fences up to a computer network so we can do everything from a distance. I already explained it all several times.’

‘You told me your flat box makes things work by invisible lightning that flies through the air,’ said Ragnar. ‘What is that if it is not magic?’

Colin scowled. Nobody else at Ordinary Farm knew anything much about electricity or computers, let alone wireless networks – most of them had been born centuries before such things existed. Even his mother, who had learned enough to use the internet and keep her experimental and household records on a computer, still could not come close to what Colin himself could do. Some day Gideon would be gone and Colin Needle would be in charge. Lucinda and Tyler Jenkins would have to do exactly what he said, then – if he even allowed them to visit the farm.

And his own mother, frightening as she might be, would have to do what he wanted . . .

A deep, rasping snarl from the far side of the barn made Colin Needle jump in fear. Ragnar laughed and slapped his thigh; he had made it very clear that he didn’t like Colin any more than Mr. Walkwell did. ‘Don’t jump out of your skin, boy! It’s just the manties saying they are tired of their cage. They want to come out and play with you!’

‘Very funny,’ Colin said, but he was shivering. ‘Those things are killers.’

‘And who made Gideon think so much about protecting the farm?’ Mr. Walkwell gestured to the sliding electric gate they were struggling to finish. ‘Who was it who brought Gideon’s enemies here onto our land?’

‘Leave me alone, will you? I said I was sorry! I’ve said it a thousand times!’

In truth, Colin thought Gideon’s new obsession with security was the most intelligent idea the old man had come up with in years, but that didn’t make him want to spend any more time around these imprisoned monsters than he absolutely had to. There was something about their orange eyes – something so cold and knowing … ‘You said their cage is secure, right?’ he asked the two men. ‘Right? Then get out the way and let me try this.’ Colin clicked the ‘OPEN’ button on his screen. A few yards away the motor whined for a moment. Then the heavy metal barn gate rattled as it began to slide to one side on its small wheels. It really was a little bit like magic, Colin Needle thought proudly. The manties heard the noise and began grunting and barking inside the barn. Colin was very grateful the savage things were caged behind heavy steel bars: their long yellow teeth, clawed fingers, and curiously intelligent but emotionless eyes had haunted more than a few of his nightmares lately.

A brief flurry of rain spotted the dust and splashed warmly on Colin’s neck. He opened and closed the gates a few more times to make certain he had set everything correctly, then shut down the program while Ragnar and Mr. Walkwell finished with the last details.

Simos Walkwell whistled to him, a sound that made Colin bristle – calling him like he was a dog! ‘Needle,’ he said, ‘take the end of this metal rope and hold it as I roll the rest up.’ Mr. Walkwell didn’t seem to sweat even in the most sweltering weather, but he pulled off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair as he examined the loop of plastic-covered wire cable in his hands. He hadn’t sanded down his horns in several days and they looked like tiny tree stumps growing just above his temples.

‘It’s not a metal rope,’ said Colin, ‘it’s wire. The word is wire.’

The old Greek barked a humourless laugh. ‘You knew what I meant. Now make yourself useful, boy. Hold the metal rope and close your mouth. Both things will help.’

Colin swallowed a bitter response. You’ll see, he thought. I really will be in charge of this farm one day, no matter what you or those stuck-up Jenkins kids think. And when that happens, everything’s going to be different. Very, very different.

The summer storm had already drifted off to the other side of the valley as its last damp traces vanished into the dirt. As the thunder died away Colin could finally hear the sounds coming from the barn on the other side of the new gate – the restless noises of large, hungry creatures waiting to be released.


CHAPTER 1
COLD-WAR FARM

‘I can’t believe you came to pick us up, Uncle Gideon!’ Fourteen-year-old Lucinda Jenkins turned to her younger brother. ‘Isn’t this great? We’re back!’

For once, even Tyler wasn’t trying to pretend he was too cool for everything. ‘Yeah,’ he said, grinning. ‘It’s definitely great.’ It was amusing to see his sister so thrilled – this from a girl who thought even Planetoid, the best video game in history, was ‘lame’. In fact, Tyler was feeling pretty happy himself; even the unusually damp weather seemed exciting.

Uncle Gideon looked happy to see them too, which made a nice change from long stretches of last summer when he had acted as though he regretted inviting them to his very special farm. Gideon Goldring looked healthier than he had last year as well – he was even wearing something other than his normal working costume of pyjamas and a bathrobe. His white hair was uncombed as usual, of course, but very clean, and his skin was tanned as though he had been spending time out in the sun.

‘And it’s good to have you two here!’ their great-uncle said, laughing. ‘Now, hurry, children! We have a long drive ahead of us and everyone’s waiting to see you.’

Simos Walkwell, Gideon’s right-hand man – or at least with his hat and boots on he looked like a man, though Tyler and his sister knew better – nodded and might have even smiled a little, but broad emotional displays were not his style. He tossed both big suitcases up onto the wagon bed as if they were no heavier than sofa cushions then hopped up onto the driver’s bench. Lucinda scrambled up into the bed of the cart, Tyler right behind her.

Lucinda was so excited she couldn’t stay quiet. ‘Wow, it’s great to be here! How is everybody – and how are the animals? Ooh, how’s the baby dragon? Your last letter said she’s big now!’ Uncle Gideon’s last letter had also been months ago. Lucinda had been driving her brother crazy since then. ‘Is she all right?’

Gideon chuckled. ‘Yes, child, yes, all the animals are fine. All the people too!’

Mr. Walkwell swung back up onto the bench and clucked his tongue. Culpepper the cart horse snorted, then pulled the wagon into a broad turn across the main road. A few townsfolk on the opposite sidewalk looked up and one or two even waved. It was clearly another slow Saturday in downtown Standard Valley.

Gideon lowered his voice. ‘You didn’t tell anybody at home anything, did you? About the farm?’

‘No, Uncle Gideon!’ both children cried at the same time, and Tyler added, ‘We wouldn’t do that. We promised.’

‘Darn right.’ Gideon settled back on the bench. ‘Because that is the first rule. In fact, that’s almost the only rule I have!’

Not quite true, Tyler thought, amused. You’ve got a few of them. Don’t ask too many questions about the animals. Don’t ask questions about the Fault Line, where the animals come from. Don’t ask about what happened to your wife, Grace. And definitely don’t ask why you have a witch for a housekeeper … ! But of course Tyler didn’t say any of that. He had made it through an entire amazing, wonderful, incredibly dangerous summer at Ordinary Farm last year and the one thing he had learned for certain was that when Gideon Goldring was in a good mood it was better just to keep your mouth shut and enjoy it.

And their great-uncle really was in a good mood, as though he had missed the children almost as much as they had missed Ordinary Farm. Tyler hadn’t spent his school year counting the seconds until they could return in quite the way his sister had, but he had definitely been looking forward to this. He had been worrying about it too. So many secrets – so many crazy, dangerous secrets!

And now it all starts again, he thought. Ten whole weeks. Anything could happen!

‘Wow. We’re really back.’ Lucinda stared down the sloping road to the valley floor. ‘It was so hard to wait!’

‘Does it look the same?’ asked Gideon. ‘As you remember it?’

‘Better. When can I see the dragons?’ Tyler knew she was dying to talk to them, as she had found out she could do at the end of last summer – she had talked about little else all the way down on the train today. ‘Can I stop in and see them now, Uncle Gideon? Before we go to the house? The reptile barn’s just over there, and we’re so close … !’

Mr. Walkwell grunted in disapproval, but Gideon was still in a good mood. ‘I suppose so, just for a minute – if you promise to stay out of trouble … !’

‘I will, I will! Oh, thank you, Uncle Gideon!’

The old man was smiling. ‘Just don’t tell Mrs. Needle. She doesn’t like me changing the schedule.’

‘She doesn’t like anything with a pulse,’ Tyler said under his breath, but he knew that at this moment Lucinda wouldn’t have cared even if Patience Needle was riding toward them on a broom.

After they had descended from the hill road they crossed a wooden bridge over a creek, then followed the line of the new and impressively tall wire fence that ran around the outside of the property. Tyler also couldn’t help noticing the signs reading ‘DANGER – ELECTRIC FENCE.’

‘Is it really electric?’ he asked.

‘Not enough to kill anyone,’ said Gideon. ‘Just to keep unwanted visitors from climbing over. And if they try it some other way, well . . .’ He pointed to a small dome-shaped object on the top of a fence post. ‘We’ve got cameras – they work at night too!’ Gideon chortled. ‘Much less work for Mr. Walkwell to guard the property now. Isn’t that right, Simos?’

‘I didn’t ask for this.’ Mr. Walkwell sounded unhappy. ‘My ears and my nose are still better than any seeing-box.’

‘Yes, but even you can’t keep track of what’s going on across the whole valley at the same time.’ Gideon seemed amused by the overseer’s grumpiness. ‘This will be good for you, Simos. You’re not getting any younger.’

‘Pericles said that to me too.’ Mr. Walkwell turned back to watching the road as it ran along beside the fence. They were approaching a large gate that was definitely another new addition.

‘He never knew Pericles,’ said Gideon in a stage-whisper. ‘Pure exaggeration.’

Since Tyler didn’t know the guy either, he could only shrug. ‘So that’s the new gate?’

‘One of them, yes.’

‘But why?’ Lucinda sounded alarmed and Tyler couldn’t entirely blame her. The hills and the valley hadn’t changed at all, but here was something that definitely had, a ten-foot-tall gate of steel and heavy timbers. Tyler thought it looked like the entrance to a fortress … or a prison.

‘I told you in the letter I sent over the Christmas holidays,’ Gideon said. ‘Told you we couldn’t have you visit until now because we were making some changes. Well, this is one of them. We’ve got new fences and gates for the whole farm – in fact, we’ve got a whole new security system!’

‘Kind of weird,’ said Lucinda. ‘It looks like … like … ’

‘East Berlin,’ said Tyler, who had just finished the Cold War in his American-history class.

Gideon shook his head emphatically, happy mood now gone. ‘Don’t be stupid! The Berlin Wall was meant to keep people in. I am protecting myself against people who want to creep onto my property and steal my secrets. Not the same at all!’ He glared at the children. ‘Or have you forgotten what happened last summer?’

Tyler decided it might be a good time to stop talking about the gate. ‘No, Uncle Gideon.’

‘Of course not, Uncle Gideon,’ said Lucinda. ‘We get it.’

Tyler looked along the fence, which stretched as far as he could see in either direction. ‘It … umm … looks very secure.’

Gideon laughed harshly. ‘It had better! Do you know how much it cost to build fences and mount cameras around ten thousand acres? It took most of the money that Ed Stillman tried to use to bribe Simos! And that was quite a lot of dough!’

Except that money hadn’t really been a bribe, Tyler knew. Billionaire Ed had brought it to purchase a dragon egg from Colin Needle, a crime against Ordinary Farm that Tyler and Lucinda had helped prevent, then also helped to hide from their great-uncle.

Now Gideon climbed down from the cart and punched some numbers into a keypad beside the fence. A lock clicked open and the heavy gate rolled to one side on little wheels. After they had driven through it slid closed again by itself.

‘That’s to make sure no one leaves it open by mistake,’ Gideon said. ‘Wonderful improvement – and there are others you haven’t seen yet! We’re really set now. Just let Stillman’s mob try to sneak in here without us knowing about it!’

Even Lucinda had finally fallen silent. As they turned toward the reptile barn, the tall shadow of the gate stretched a long way down the road in front of them.


CHAPTER 2
A FLAMING LOOGIE

As they pulled up in front of the barn, Lucinda thought she heard someone calling them. Mr. Walkwell must have heard it too, because he turned to look off in the direction of the farmhouse. A strange object was approaching them, something odd and upright trailing a cloud of dust.

‘Oh, crud,’ said Tyler. ‘Him.’

Colin Needle rode unevenly toward them across the dirt, jouncing up and down on the seat of a plain, old-fashioned black bicycle.

Tyler laughed. ‘Hey, nice ride, Needle! Is that your mom’s bike?’

‘Oh, it’s good to see you too, Jenkins,’ said Colin with a tight and completely unconvincing smile as he bumped to a halt beside them. ‘Hi, Lucinda,’ he said to her. ‘Welcome back to the farm.’ He sounded like he actually meant that part.

Lucinda thought Colin was taller and thinner than the previous summer. He was also dressed in an old, ill-fitting coat and matching trousers; with his hair mussed by his riding he looked like some kind of wheeled scarecrow. ‘Hi, Colin,’ she said. ‘You look nice in your suit.’ It wasn’t entirely true, but Lucinda wanted to start the summer being friendly this time – she was convinced that Colin Needle wasn’t all bad. Tyler snorted, but Colin and Lucinda both ignored him.

‘Thanks.’ Colin quickly turned to Gideon, as if he was embarrassed now to meet Lucinda’s eye. ‘My mother saw you heading over here and she wanted me to remind you that Sarah’s worked all day making us all a hot meal but it won’t stay hot for long.’

‘Saw us? She must have been watching through my binoculars!’ Gideon turned to Tyler and Lucinda. ‘Meaning we had best hurry up, I suppose.’ He sounded as pleased as a small boy to be bending the rules. ‘Before Patience loses her patience!’

Even Lucinda on her best behaviour couldn’t pretend that was a great joke, but she chuckled as best she could. ‘Come with me, Colin,’ she said. ‘I’m just going in to see the dragons. Come along! I’ll be quick.’

Colin, who was beginning to get off his bike, suddenly stopped. ‘Ummm … no, thanks. You go on. I’ll wait here.’

‘Don’t be silly! You can tell me what you’ve been doing since last summer.’ Lucinda almost took his arm, but thought better of it. She wanted to be nicer to the tall, awkward boy this year, but she didn’t want to give him any ideas. ‘Come on!’

Colin reluctantly – very reluctantly – joined the small group as Mr. Walkwell pushed open the heavy door.

The air was at least as hot inside the massive barn as it was outside, but it was also full of the musky smell of wild beasts. Lucinda did her best to not to let the stink bother her – after all, this was what she had been wanting for months, the way a little kid wants a special doll for Christmas.

Meseret, the adult female, lay stretched in her enclosure with her wings folded against her body, big as a city bus, beautiful and awful. Lucinda could not hold in an excited squeak at seeing her. Meseret was like something out of a children’s storybook, all thick leathery scales and knobs and whorls of bone, something that should not exist in the real world … but there she was. The eyes with their slit pupils watched them all and gave away nothing.

Can you hear me, Meseret? Lucinda did her best to speak with her thoughts. Do you remember me? We flew together! Although to be perfectly fair, an observer on that night last summer might have thought Lucinda had been dangling helplessly from Meseret’s harness. Do you remember me? I’m Lucinda! She had tried to convince herself not to expect too much at first, but Meseret’s gigantic, uncaring silence pained her anyway. Remember? I helped save your egg!

‘Man, look at this! The little one’s here too!’ called Tyler, and Lucinda reluctantly turned away from the big dragon.

‘You wrote in your Christmas letter that you named her Desta,’ she said to Gideon.

Her great-uncle nodded. ‘It’s an Ethiopian word for “Happiness”. My wife Grace once had a puppy with that name that was very dear to her . . .’

Desta didn’t look much like a puppy, or in fact like a baby of any kind, at least compared to the tiny thing that had hatched in the farmhouse kitchen last summer. The young dragon was now as big as a small horse. In most ways she was a smaller, more slender version of her mother, but her overall colour was a sandy brown instead of drab grey-green, with rosettes of brick red and a frill of pale olive spines down her back. Desta’s scales, some as big as Lucinda’s hand, others as small as a sliver of her pinky nail, glinted and shone as the muscles moved beneath the skin.

The young dragon was watching Lucinda and Tyler too, but she mostly looked as if she wanted to go back to sleep. ‘So cool,’ Tyler whispered.

‘Is anything wrong with her?’ Lucinda asked, staring at the straps around Desta’s middle. A chain connected the arrangement to a large ring set into the concrete floor of the pen, close to the pile of straw she was using for bedding. ‘What’s that thing she’s wearing?’

‘Harness,’ said Gideon. ‘Have to keep it on her right now. She’ll learn to fly soon, you see. Don’t want her leaving the property by surprise.’

‘She must hate it.’

‘Don’t sentimentalize the animals,’ her great-uncle said. ‘That’s a mistake.’

Meseret suddenly growled, and although the mother dragon was some distance away from her, Lucinda could feel the slow, rumbling sound through her feet.

‘Why’d she do that?’ Lucinda asked. ‘Is she all right?’

‘Perfectly all right,’ said Gideon. ‘She’s probably just hungry . . .’

Meseret raised her vast head and swivelled it from side to side, nostrils flaring, as if she smelled something.

‘Gideon . . .’ said Colin, ‘maybe we should … maybe we ought to . . .’ Lucinda couldn’t help noticing that the older boy sounded genuinely frightened. ‘I’ll just . . .’

A strange loud noise made Lucinda jump, a wet pop like a starter’s pistol held underwater. Colin Needle jumped, shrieking in surprise and pain. ‘Owwww! Oh, help, it’s hot! It’s burning me!’

Lucinda spun to see Colin jumping and thrashing wildly. Something thick and sticky was running down his jacket – something that smoked. An instant later, Colin’s jacket burst into flame.

Luckily Mr. Walkwell was only a few yards away. The wiry old Greek moved with such incredible speed that Lucinda had just opened her mouth to shout for help when he wrestled off Colin’s burning jacket and threw it aside. He shoved the pale, whimpering boy onto the floor, then rolled him back and forth to make sure he was no longer on fire. For long moments after the flames were out he kept Colin down on the ground. The black-haired boy lay trembling violently, his breath hitching.

‘Is he all right?’ Lucinda asked. ‘Colin, are you okay?’

‘It is not bad,’ said Mr. Walkwell. ‘His mother will give him something for the burns.’ He didn’t sound too worried.

As Mr. Walkwell and Gideon helped the tall, pale boy out of the reptile barn, Tyler crept up next to Lucinda and quietly said, ‘Well, I guess dragons don’t forget that easily, huh? Desta’s mom hasn’t forgotten who stole her egg.’

‘Don’t be mean, Tyler!’ What he had said finally sunk in. ‘Wait a minute – you mean Meseret? Was that her? What did she do?’

‘I guess she still remembers Colin from last summer. She spat at him from twenty feet away! Hawked a big one.’ He rubbed his mouth to hide his grin. ‘A flaming loogie.’ Thunder rumbled softly in the distance. The storm seemed to be moving away.

Lucinda was not amused. In fact, she felt a bit sick inside – all this from trying to be friendly … ! ‘Poor Colin. He didn’t want to go near the dragons but I made him do it . . .’

‘He’s fine, Luce. Anyway, he deserved it – just ask Mama Dragon!’

But this was most definitely not the way Lucinda had wanted to start the summer.
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