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        Website: www.carmenlallen.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The map of Treasure Island without the “x”s marking the treasure spots.]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A FIERY BEGINNING
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      Molly Greenwood smelled it before she saw it.

      Smoke.

      Molly peered into the woods on either side of the track, then looked up. Black plumes of smoke billowed from treetops in the distance. She’d still make it home to the palace, but she’d need to pick up her pace.

      A strong gust of wind hit Molly’s face, twirling her long curly hair around her head like candyfloss on a stick. The sun struggled to shine through the dirty-brown sky, and the smoke was no longer in the distance. It was above her.

      Suddenly, a thunderous roar echoed through the woods, like a beast waking up. Molly’s eyes widened as she searched for the source of the sound. Could an animal be trapped? she wondered.

      Before she could make sense of it, a wall of thick smoke rolled towards her, swirling and twisting in chaotic patterns.

      ‘Oh, no!’ Molly whispered.

      Only twenty minutes earlier, she had visited Farmer Fred’s family to meet their new puppies, and now this. Why did trouble always find her?

      Eleven-year-old Molly had often been called a worrywart. Not because she had warts on her face, although she did have a few freckles, but because she worried a lot, particularly when she felt unsafe. But with all this smoke, who could stay calm? Not even a grown-up. It would be like asking a frog to sit still in a snake pit. Impossible!

      A swarm of flies smashed into her face, trying to escape the smoke. Molly furiously swatted them away, but one still managed to fly into her mouth. Yuck! She coughed and spat it out.

      And then she saw it.

      A reddish glow had appeared behind the trees – and it was growing larger by the second! Before she knew it, angry orange flames snaked up the trees, shooting towering pillars of sparks and black smoke into the sky, like a volcano erupting. This was a type of beast Molly had never seen before.

      Bang!

      Molly jumped with fright as the trees popped and exploded from the pressure of the intense heat.
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      The crackling flames seemed to be on a mission, sprinting through the trees and charging directly towards her. The roar grew louder, matching the intensity of Molly’s pounding heart, the heat biting through her blue overalls.

      ‘Ouch!’ she screamed, tugging at her clothes.

      Panic set in, and her eyes darted around, desperately seeking a way out. The once peaceful woods were now a maze of danger.

      Molly’s instincts kicked in.

      She had better get back to Farmer Fred’s place.

      And fast.

      She spun around, frantically trying to flap the smoke away so she could see her way, but it was no use. The smoke filled the woods like a thick cloud.

      With eyes focused on the ground, and one hand covering her mouth, she ran as fast as she could along the track, the approaching flames spurring her on.

      But, sadly, ‘as fast as she could’ was not very fast. She could not see very far, and she was frightened of running headlong into a tree.

      Her shoulders and neck ached from being tense. This was so frustrating.

      With the heat of the fire pressing on her back, panic threatened to take over. Molly glanced over her shoulder and was thankful to see a sizable gap between her and the fire.

      She tried hard to calm herself and slow her breathing.

      I can do this; I can do this.

      Suddenly, a strong gust of wind blew her hair sideways. The wind changed direction and swept the smoke aside like a gigantic broom.

      Now, with the trail clear of smoke, she sprinted for all she was worth, gulping in the fresh air.

      Molly finally reached the dirt road leading to Farmer Fred’s house, her chest heaving with exhaustion. Only half a mile down the road, she’d find the help she needed. The fire was still slowly heading her way, but at least she was now well ahead of it.

      A loud rumble echoed. Farmer Fred’s horse and cart raced along the gravel road, heading directly for her.

      ‘Whoa!’ yelled Farmer Fred.

      With a sudden jolt, the cart screeched to a halt, and the horse neighed.

      ‘Blimey, Molly. Glad we found you!’ said Farmer Fred from behind his long beard. He was a big, strong man; so big, the cart leaned to one side under his weight. His large hands gripped the reins, steadying the horse. ‘You okay?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes,’ Molly answered with a tired, but relieved smile.

      He straightened his hat. ‘Quick, jump in the back with the kids. We gotta outrun this fire.’

      Molly had no sooner climbed in and sat down next to her friend, Violet, than the cart took off like a rocket.

      Mrs Fields, who sat next to her husband, Farmer Fred, was half his size. He could probably pick her up with one hand. She turned to Molly, her frizzy auburn hair flying in the wind. ‘We will get you home safely, my dear. Try not to fret.’

      From the way Mrs Fields spoke, Molly suspected she must have come from a rich family. Her children spoke poshly too. But they were all super-friendly – most of the time. Though at that moment, with eyes glued to the fire, Farmer Fred’s three children barely acknowledged her arrival. Ruby, their golden retriever, seemed to be the only one who had noticed her, licking the girl’s face and pawing at her.

      The eldest child, Andrew, tall with jet-black hair, gave Molly a polite nod, then gazed at his younger sister, Violet. She was the same age as Molly, and she stared out the back of the cart with big green eyes, as if in a trance. Molly had never seen her friend like this.

      ‘How come you’re all sitting on suitcases?’ asked Molly.

      Andrew looked grim. ‘Father told us we needed to leave quickly.’

      Violet added in a small voice, ‘So we packed as much stuff as we could.’
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      Molly glanced at Violet’s older brother, Phillip. She could never quite guess his mood, although right now he looked as sad as a lost puppy.

      Suddenly, Molly remembered why she had visited the Fields family that morning. ‘Where are the puppies?’ she asked, frantically scanning the cart.

      Andrew said, ‘They’re in a basket on the front seat between Mother and Father.’

      Phew, that was a relief.

      Violet turned to Phillip. ‘Will the fire burn down our house?’

      Phillip didn’t seem to hear. He was fixated on the fire. It had jumped the road where Molly had stood moments ago, and now rushed towards the Fields’ farm.

      ‘Possibly,’ answered Andrew gravely.

      Violet burst into tears.

      Molly shuffled closer to her friend, placing an arm around her shoulder. Her heart went out to the Fields. She could think of nothing worse than the thought of having her own home burn down.

      Actually, she could think of something worse.

      Molly snuck a glance at Mr and Mrs Fields. At least Violet hadn’t lost her mum and dad. Molly knew first-hand what it was like to lose a family, and she wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

      Fifteen minutes later, Farmer Fred’s cart pulled up at the palace steps. Drops of sweat sprayed from the horse’s nose as he flicked his head and snorted.

      Molly jumped from the cart. ‘I’ll fetch the King!’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            A GAME INTERRUPTED

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Molly swiftly followed the King out of the palace and down the steps, with Sarah, her carer, following on her heels. Sarah wore a long blue dress and a concerned look.

      The King, wearing his white shirt and black trousers, looked like any other man. But Molly knew different. After being adopted two years ago, her life had changed for the better. Much better. The King was kind and funny, and when he smiled, his white twirly moustache twitched. Living in the palace with the other adopted children made her feel loved and safe. He was definitely not an ordinary man!

      The King shook Farmer Fred’s hand. ‘Molly told me about the fire.’

      ‘Yes. If possible, we’re gonna need a bit of a hand,’ said Farmer Fred.
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      The King nodded, then turned to Sarah. ‘Would you please take our visitors inside for some refreshments, and ask one of our groundsmen to look after the dogs? Fred and I will unload the suitcases, then we’ll drive into the village to help with the fire.’

      ‘Of course,’ answered Sarah.

      ‘I want to help too!’ said Molly, jumping up and down on the spot.

      The King smiled at her. ‘I know, but it’s important you make our guests feel comfortable.’

      Molly nodded. She knew the King was right. ‘Okay.’

      She helped with the suitcases, then waved goodbye to the King.

      ‘I’ll be in touch shortly,’ he yelled over his shoulder.

      Molly hoped with all her heart they could save the Fields’ farm.
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        * * *

      

      Sarah thought the games room might be the best place for the Fields children to hang out. And she was right. The room spanned the width of the palace and held every game in the world. Well, that was probably an exaggeration, but it was close.

      While Sarah and Mrs Fields settled on a sofa to drink a cup of tea, Andrew challenged Molly to a game of chess. She’d no sooner moved one of her pawns when she heard a commotion behind her.

      Suzie and Rich, two of Molly’s best friends, were duelling it out in a game of darts. Violet and Phillip sat nearby having come third and fourth in what Rich called, the ‘dart-defeater’ challenge.

      Up until now, Rich was the reigning dart-defeater, but when Suzie scored yet another inner bullseye, a look of panic spread across his face.

      Rich said to Suzie, ‘We’ve both scored one hundred and fifty points. We need to have a tiebreaker.’

      Suzie nodded eagerly. She was always up for a bit of fun.

      Rich said, ‘How about we turn around three times before taking our next shot? Agreed?’

      Suzie shook Rich’s hand. ‘Agreed.’

      ‘Ladies first,’ said Rich, with a generous sweep of his arm.

      Suzie spun on the spot, her blond hair flying wild like a swing carousel at an amusement park. Then she took aim and let fly, scoring ten points.

      ‘Whoo-hoo!’ she cheered, stumbling on the carpet. ‘At least I scored something.’ She grinned at Rich. ‘Your turn.’

      Rich adjusted his glasses, held his hands high above his head – one clutching the dart – then twirled as fast as a ballerina on ice skates.
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      Violet giggled.

      Rich’s dart hit the board and dropped to the ground like a wounded swallow. He dropped to the ground soon after. Turning to Phillip and Violet, he crossed his arms and said, ‘I dare one of you to land a bullseye using my ballerina technique.’

      Phillip laughed. ‘Impossible, my good chap!’

      It was great to see Phillip so happy.

      ‘I’m the dart-defeater!’ cheered Suzie.

      ‘Molly,’ said Andrew, grabbing her attention, ‘you had better concentrate on the chess game, or I shall win.’

      Molly studied the board. Excitement bubbled in her belly, for although she’d never beaten Andrew at chess, today could be her lucky day. Andrew’s king stood unprotected. Why did he think he could win? Perhaps his mind wasn’t on the game because of the fire.

      She looked harder. Did he see something she didn’t? Was it safe to move her queen? She nervously tapped her fingers on her lap.

      Drawing a deep breath, she slid her queen into place. ‘Check!’

      ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Charlie, walking into the room. ‘I have a message from the King.’

      Instantly, everybody was silent, looking up at him expectantly.

      Charlie – a carer like Sarah – walked across the room to Mrs Fields. His head and shoulders slumped, causing his blond curls to fall over his eyes. He wore a grim look on his face, which was not the Charlie Molly was used to seeing. Anyone would think he was at a funeral; except no one wears shorts and a T-shirt to funerals.

      Charlie said, ‘The good news is the fire brigade has the fire under control.’

      Andrew flinched. ‘And the bad news?’
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      Charlie drew a deep breath. ‘Unfortunately, the fire swept through your farm, destroying your vegetable crops and causing major damage to your home.’

      Violet burst into tears and ran into her mother’s arms.

      Phillip absentmindedly drifted to the window and stared out at the gardens.

      Molly wasn’t sure what to do. Everyone was so sad.

      Charlie raised his voice over the sobbing. ‘I know this is dreadful news, but the King has a plan.’

      Molly listened intently. She liked plans. If there was any way she could help, she was all in.

      ‘Four other farmers lost their homes as well, so the King’s invited everyone to stay here tonight. Tomorrow, he’ll talk to the village leaders and organise something more permanent.’

      Mrs Fields nodded politely, wiping her eye with the corner of a handkerchief.

      Charlie rolled the long sleeves of his shirt up and said, ‘So guys, here’s the plan. We’d like all the King’s children to help set up temporary beds for our visitors downstairs in the Grand Hall. We’ll get what we need from the Supply Room.’

      Molly’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Supply room?’

      Charlie grinned. ‘Molly, Rich and Suzie, follow me.’
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