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CHAPTER 1


AT THE MOVIES
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“You saved my life but I don’t even know your name.”


“I am … Slugwoman.”


“WHOOOOOOOO!” yelled a voice. “GO, SLUGWOMAN!”


“Pan, be quiet,” I hissed, clamping my fingers down on the jaw of the Mini-Dragon nestled among my popcorn. “They can’t hear you – but everyone else can.”


“SHHHHH,” came a voice from behind us.
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It was Saturday afternoon and the MegaCinePlex was packed for the opening weekend of the biggest movie of the year. Slugwoman Begins was the eleventh film in the Slugman series. In order it goes:
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The movies had been getting worse and worse ever since Slugman III, and the last few were probably the most terrible films I’d ever seen. But now they’d rebooted the entire series and changed Slugman to Slugwoman. And it was brilliant.


“This is the best film ever,” declared Pan.


“It’d be even better if we could hear it,” muttered Min.


“Yeah, Pan, you’re going to get us chucked out if you don’t be quiet,” whispered Jayden, pointing towards a grumpy-looking teenage boy called Kevin standing by the doors who kept looking in our direction. We knew he was called Kevin because all the ushers wore baseball caps with their names on.
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 “Slugwoman, if you don’t figure out how to solve that Rubik’s Cube in the next ten seconds, this whole spaceship is gonna blow!”


Nine seconds later, Pan let out a cheer. “I knew she’d do it,” he shouted. “Remember her dad, Major Slug, gave her a Rubik’s Cube for her sixth birthday, right before he plunged to his doom down the salt mine. Of course, she’s never been able to bring herself to try to solve it till now…”


“Yes, Pan, we know,” I whispered. “We’re watching it, too.”


Suddenly a light was shining on us. I quickly shoved Pan down into the bucket of popcorn.


“Hey, you three,” said Kevin, pointing his torch directly in our faces. “Pipe down or you’re out of here.”


“Sorry,” we said.


Kevin mumbled something under his breath before heading back down the steps.


“Pan, seriously!” I whispered.


“Sorry,” he said, quietly this time.


This was the first time we had ever brought Pan to the cinema – and almost definitely the first time a Mini-Dragon had ever been to one. We had figured there might be issues. There usually are with Pan. That’s why we were sitting in the second row from the back, which had been as far up as we could get.


As an extra precaution I’d bought the biggest tub of popcorn they had – the Colossus – to hide him in. He’s only 15cm tall so keeping him out of sight wasn’t too hard. Keeping him quiet, on the other hand… I had also hoped to eat some of the popcorn but that was proving tricky.
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According to the Encyclopaedia Dragonica, a massive book that contains everything you could ever want to know about dragons, Mini-Dragons’ three main sources of food are mountain goats, prawn crackers and dirty washing. But, thanks to my influence, Pan had started to expand his diet a bit. OK, so we’re only talking about marshmallows but it was a start. And popcorn now, too.
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While we’re making changes to the Encyclopaedia, we should also add that Mini-Dragons are the noisiest eaters you’ll ever find.


“If I can just figure out how this device works, I might be able to reverse the tractor beams.”


“What device?” whispered Pan, hopping around frantically in the tub. “I can’t see what she’s holding.”
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Of course the problem with sitting near the back is that other people sit in front of you. Directly ahead of us were three tall men. It wasn’t too bad for us non-Mini-Dragons but Pan wasn’t so lucky, even with me trying to position the tub so he could see through the gaps between them.


I was about to whisper a description of the device that Slugwoman was holding when I realized he wasn’t there.


“Where’s Pan?” I hissed, looking from Min to Jayden. They both gave me the same ‘Uh-oh’ expression.


Seconds later, a couple of rows in front of us, a woman jumped up out of her seat.
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Min, Jayden and I let out a groan.


Kevin was up the stairs in seconds.


“I don’t see anything,” he said, scanning the floor with his torch. “Are you sure you didn’t just—”


“Imagine it?” the woman snapped. “No, I did not. Come on, we’re leaving this fleapit.” She grabbed her boyfriend and dragged him out of the door.


Seconds later, the ‘rat’ reappeared.


“I got a better look at the device,” whispered Pan, clambering up my leg and back into the tub. “It’s the same as the one Potato Girl used in the opening scene. All Slugwoman has to do is tap it three times and—”


“Pan! I only agreed you could come if you promised not to run off,” I said.


“But I was just—” he protested.


“Don’t you remember the last time someone thought you were a rat?” interrupted Min.


“Miss Biggs bust up our entire classroom with a cricket bat trying to find you,” said Jayden.


“Please, Pan,” I whispered. “Just stay where you are, eat your popcorn and watch the film.”


“Fine,” sighed Pan.


We didn’t hear a peep out of him for ages after that – other than the crunching of popcorn. Eventually, though, there came a spluttering sound from inside the tub.
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Pan’s head appeared over the top. “Eric?”


“Yeah?”


“What are these things?” Pan held up a handful of brown balls. “They’re all hard and they taste horrible.”


“Oh, those are kernels,” I whispered. “Popcorn that hasn’t popped. You always get them at the bottom of the tub.”


“Why didn’t they pop?”


“Dunno.” I shrugged. “Didn’t get enough heat, I guess.”


“Ah,” said Pan. Then I realized what I had said. I looked down just in time to see Pan throwing a pile of kernels into the air then blasting a short burst of flame at them.
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The popcorn went everywhere.


“Hey, who threw that?” shouted a deep voice from a few rows in front of us. I slumped down in my seat, hoping not to be seen. But seconds later another volley of popcorn was fired in our direction. The three of us ducked as it flew over our heads into the row behind. A bunch of girls returned fire with a barrage of pick ’n’ mix.


And then the call went up:


“FOOD FIGHT!”


It was like being in an action scene from the film we were supposed to be watching. Hot-dog missiles shot past us while strawberry bon-bon bombs rained down everywhere. We ducked and dived but nowhere was safe.


Then a torch was shining in our faces. “You three,” snarled Kevin, brushing cheese and nachos from his cap. “Out.”


“But the film’s almost finished,” said Jayden.


“Now!” barked Kevin, pulling a jalapeño chilli out of his right ear.
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“I can’t believe we didn’t get to see the ending,” moaned Min as we shuffled through the foyer, shaking crisps and cola-bottle sweets from our clothes as we went.


“Yeah, thanks a lot, Pan,” grumbled Jayden.


“I think you should say sorry,” I said, looking down at the popcorn tub. “Pan… Pan?”


There wasn’t much chance of an apology. Pan wasn’t there. Again.


I spun round and was just about to tell the others when I saw the door to our screen open and some very angry, very messy-looking people emerge. And weaving between their feet I spotted an upturned cup.
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I rushed over and scooped it up a split second before the right foot of the huge man who had been sitting in front of me landed on top of it. The man gave me an odd look as I grinned and hurried back to my friends.


“Pan,” I said, quickly shoving him into the pocket of my hoodie. “What were you thinking? You could have been spotted.”


“But I had to find out what happened,” he said.


“Must have been nice to see the ending,” said Min.


“Yeah, thanks to you, we missed the big showdown between Slugwoman and the Red Empress,” moaned Jayden.


“Sorry about that,” said Pan. “I didn’t realize popcorn was so … poppy. Anyway, you’ll never believe it! At the end it turns out that the Red Empress is actually Slugwoman’s mum. How cool is that?”


Min, Jayden and I stopped walking and turned to our left. A long line of people queuing for the next screening were staring at us with looks of horror.


“Spoiler alert!” shouted someone as mass booing broke out.


“I think we should go,” said Min.


“Yep.” I nodded.


We backed away slowly, before turning and sprinting for the exit.
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