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CHAPTER 1


UNEXPECTED GUESTS
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“Will you take a look at that, Eric?” said Dad, winding down his window. “It’s just like I remember from when I was your age.”


“It’s awesome,” I said, staring openmouthed at the biggest forest I had ever seen. Beyond it was a giant pool of bright blue water. And there was the sign for the campsite:





[image: ]








[image: ]





It was the end of the summer holidays and we were spending three whole nights here. Just me and my dad in the great outdoors.


A green scaly creature no bigger than a spring roll slid out of my jumper pocket and pressed itself up against my window.


“Wow, I’ve never seen so many trees in one place before,” whispered Pan. I quickly grabbed him and put him back in my pocket before Dad could spot him.
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Just me, my dad and my Mini-Dragon.


It was supposed to have only been me and my dad but the more I told Pan about how much fun the camping trip was going to be, the more he’d wanted to come. Now if you’re a sensible person, you’d probably think bringing a Mini-Dragon was a bad idea. And I can see why you’d think that. But, if I know Pan, there were just two alternatives:
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From past experience 2) is the likeliest option. I’d rather just let him come than find him stowed away. Trust me, I’ve found enough Mini-Dragons in unexpected places to last me a lifetime. Besides, when Pan’s parents agreed to let him stay with me one of the conditions they made was that I showed him the world. A camping holiday in Lake Cress might not be what they had in mind but it’s the best this nine-year-old can do.


As far as Dad was concerned Pan was a toy Jayden had given me for my birthday and I had no plans to change my story. So I had made Pan swear on Dragon’s Honour that for the entire weekend he would obey the following rules:
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“Are we almost there, Mr Crisp?” asked Jayden. “I think I need a wee.”


Just me, my dad, my Mini-Dragon and Jayden. Well, he is my best friend. I could hardly say no.


“Do you need a wee or do you just think you need a wee?” asked Min.


Just me, my dad, my Mini-Dragon, Jayden and Min. When she found out Jayden was coming, she wanted in, too. It’s a good thing Dad has a family-sized tent.
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“Need,” said Jayden. “I definitely need a wee.”


“Not far now,” said Dad. “Just at the end of this track. Or I could stop right now and let you go in the woods?”


Jayden looked horrified. “Are you having a laugh?”


“Why not?” I asked. “No one’s going to see you.”


“You don’t know that,” said Jayden. “What if a bear spots me? I don’t want a grizzly seeing me doing my business.”


“I think you’d have bigger problems if a grizzly bear saw you,” said Min. “The first thing I’d be wondering is, what was it doing here in the first place? Grizzly bears are native to North America.”


“The first thing I’d be wondering is, how fast can I run away?” I said.


“Well, it wouldn’t exactly be the first creature we’ve known to show up in a place it doesn’t come from,” argued Jayden. “Maybe its parents had to smuggle it out of the country in a box of beansprouts, too.”


Jayden glanced meaningfully at Pan, who was peering out of my pocket again. Pan had first come into my life when he was accidentally delivered to my house inside a takeaway dish from Min’s parents’ Chinese restaurant. It’s a long story…


Min whistled. “That’d be one big box of beansprouts,” she said. “Dad can deliver that one.”


My dad laughed. “Beansprouts?” he said. “You kids have quite an imagination. Definitely no bears here – grizzly or otherwise. But look, they do have a toilet block.”


“Good,” said Jayden, jigging around in his seat. I knew he must be desperate as he didn’t seem bothered that the toilets looked like they were falling apart.


The car came to a stop and Jayden flung open his door and sprinted towards the toilet block. The rest of us got out and stretched our legs. Pan was equally keen to stretch his tail, hopping out of my pocket as soon as he got the chance. Before Dad could see him, I grabbed the Mini-Dragon and slipped him back.


“Wow,” whispered Pan, taking in the campsite. “The last time I saw anything as green as this I was looking in a mirror.”


Already I was thinking about where we should pitch our tent. But then I realized something was missing.


“Where is everyone?” asked Jayden as he returned, looking a lot more comfortable.


Dad frowned. “Hmm. Not very busy is it? Maybe we’re early.”


Min looked at her watch. “It’s half three.”


“The site manager said there were definitely going to be some other people here,” said Dad, looking around. Then something seemed to occur to him. “Of course, how could I forget? There’s another site across the lake where the older types go – birdwatchers and photographers mostly. This side used to be packed with families. Strange it’s not so popular now. I guess people prefer to go abroad these days.” He let out a sigh. “I guess we could move…”


“No way,” I said. “We’ve got an entire campsite to ourselves. It’s brilliant.”


“You’re right,” Dad said. “Who wants to hang out with birdwatchers anyway? But about having the campsite to ourselves—”


HONK-HONK!


We turned round as a white Porsche roared into the clearing, screeching to a stop beside us. A blacked-out passenger window rolled down and a scowling, red-faced boy stuck his head out.


“Is this it, Crispo?” sneered Toby, my next-door neighbour/mortal enemy, looking around. “Is this what you’ve been banging on about for weeks? Some trees?”
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I turned to my dad, unable to find the words.


Jayden found them for me. “Why is Toby here?” he asked.


Dad looked at us apologetically. “Oh … well … I might have … kind of … invited him.”


“YOU WHAT?” I shouted, so loud that birds scattered from the trees.


“Eric, keep your voice down,” said Dad. “I was chatting to Frank the other day and I mentioned our trip, and he said that he’d love to get away with Toby. Before I knew it, somehow I’d managed to invite them along. I didn’t think they’d actually come, though. Frank’s always working.”


I sighed.


Just me, my dad, my Mini-Dragon, Jayden, Min, and Frank and Toby Bloom.

















CHAPTER 2


THERE GOES THE NEIGHBOURHOOD
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“Ah, Monty, you’re here already,” said Toby’s dad as he got out of the car. “We would have beaten you but Toby spotted a Chick-a-Licious Express and insisted we stop for a quick bucket of wings.”


Dad smiled politely. “Glad you could make it.”


“I’m not,” came a voice from my pocket.


“Shh, Pan,” I said.


Toby didn’t bother getting out of the car. He had already turned back to the tablet he was holding.


“You coming, son?” asked Mr Bloom.


“Watching my show,” grunted Toby.


Mr Bloom laughed heartily. “It’s that Inspector Dragon series. He’s obsessed with dragons these days.”


Pan and I exchanged nervous glances. After multiple attempts by Toby to get his hands on Pan, we knew only too well how obsessed with dragons he was.


“Well, why don’t we get the tents set up?” said Dad.


“Yeah!” I said, eager to move the conversation away from dragons.


Mr Bloom didn’t seem to hear Dad. Instead he was waving his phone around as if he was trying to swat a fly.


“What’s the story with the phone signal, Monty?” he asked. “Not even getting a bar. Said I’d check in with Mrs Bloom when I arrived.”


“You won’t get a signal here,” said Dad. “That’s what’s so great about this place. Getting back to nature, without all our gadgets.”


Mr Bloom nodded and continued to wave his phone about. He pointed towards the track we had just driven down. “Think I’ll try over there,” he said, walking off.


“We can still get started with our tent,” Dad said. “Toby, would you like to help?”


Toby mumbled something. None of us could quite make it out but from the way he then rolled up the car window his answer must have been “No”.


“So, where’s the instructions?” asked Jayden, once Dad had laid out the contents of the tent bag in front of us.


“Oh, long gone,” Dad said. “This was Eric’s grandad’s tent. And no one tells Grandad Crisp what to do.”
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“Except for Gran,” I added.


Dad laughed. “Well, apart from Gran.”


“What’s this then?” asked Min, picking up a dusty old booklet that was lying among the pegs. She wiped it clean, revealing a yellowy cover. “Lake Cress Guidebook ’79.”


“Ah, I forgot we had that,” said Dad. “Everything you ever wanted to know about the area, you could find in there. So long as it happened before the eighties.”


Min flicked through it for a few moments before slipping it into her back pocket.


“Right then,” said Dad. “I’m sure we can figure this thing out. How hard can it be?”


Answer: quite hard, as it turns out.
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After about twenty minutes we stood back and admired our tent.


Admired might be the wrong word. As might tent…
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