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  Chapter 1
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Joey Mastin 
I drop the end of the hose into a bucket and laugh. My drenched khaki shirt is stuck to my skin, and I push wet hair away from my face. “You’re gonna get it, Noah.”
Noah, my best mate, is making as much noise as I am and laughing just as loud.
“Not before you get it, Joey,” he yells as another bucket full of water lands over my head.
The water splashes my face and chest, plastering my drenched hair to my skin. I’m not the tallest kid, so it doesn’t take long for the water to rush down my legs and hit the soggy grass with a big splash. The midday sun is blasting down over us and this is the best way to spend a hot Sunday.
Noah and I have got a hose coming off every tap I can find in the yard and crisscrossing from every direction. With enough buckets to sink a ship, we’re having one huge water fight. It’s been going on for nearly an hour and my arms are starting to get tired from throwing bucket after bucket of water at Noah.
I drop to the grass to catch my breath and Noah takes the hint and does the same. I leave the six or seven hoses running water into the yard, giving the lawn a good soaking. Mum will be pleased. I think. 
“Joey!” 
I tense when my fifteen-year-old sister Mia shrieks my name out. 
“Joey, Noah!” she repeats. “What’s wrong with you pair?”
“Damn, she’s home early,” I mutter under my breath.
Noah chuckles. “With Mia comes trouble.”
He’s not wrong but I’ve chosen to ignore her today. She’s not my mother. I already have one of those and trust me, one is enough.
My entire life would be a lot better if I didn’t have two sisters either. There’s Mia, whose only desire is to save the planet and herself. And Chloe, who at six years old is the biggest pain there is. Yeah, I know, I’m supposed to be babysitting her today. I am. I put on her favourite movie and left her safely in the living room. No harm done. Why don’t they just give me a parent of the year award?
“Don’t you have any idea of how precious water is?” Mia shrieks so loud I’m sure the neighbour four houses down has heard her.
“I’m just gonna head off now, Joey.” 
Yeah, that’d be right. I think my best mate is a little scared of Mia. 
Noah gets up and leaves. He lives a few streets away and said something earlier about having to mow the lawn this afternoon. I’m sure it has nothing to do with how everyone at school is a little in love with Mia. She’s ‘Miss Popular’ and all the boys want to date her. I just want to gag.
Nobody has any idea of how miserable she makes my life so she can keep up appearances. Music, dancing and guitar classes, getting hair and nails done, shopping—it’s a never-ending vicious cycle meant to make my life hard and Mum’s happy and busy. Everything revolves around Mia.
“Turn the damn taps off, Joey. This backyard is a swamp.” She growls, with her hands planted firmly on her hips. Great. No doubt this will make it to Mum when she gets home. I rise slowly and head for the first tap.
“Joeeeey, you haven’t read my books yet.”
I spin around at the whine. Now Chloe’s on my case.
“Mum said you had to before she got home.”
“Who cares?” I grumble and am rewarded with the classic evil-eye look that only a six-year-old baby sister can perfect.
I turn away and wind the first hose neatly over its hanger. No use winding up Mum any further by leaving them a mess in the yard. It already sounds like I’ll only be getting dry toast for dinner.
With my head down and the rest of the day now in ruins, I trudge through the sloppy wet grass and head for the next hose. If only Dad was home and not away on swing shift. When Dad’s home, we’re a team. Together, we gang up on the girls. When he’s gone, it’s me against them.
When I finish winding all the hoses neatly, Chloe grabs my hand. Her soft little fingers curl in mine as we head for the house. I want nothing more than to fling her hand away and head to the basement to spent time on my phone or Xbox. I grit my teeth. I also have to feed my pet python, Paddy. 
As much as I resent having to read to Chloe, every time I do she tells me how much she loves me and gives me those disgusting squeezy hugs, and it causes a stupid little lump to form in my throat. I’d never tell Noah that. He wouldn’t understand. His little sister is nine, not six, and she can read her own books.
“Joey, you’re all wet.” Chloe states the obvious.
I groan. What did she expect? I was having a great time with Noah. Of course I’m wet! “I’m going to shower first.” It won’t kill her to wait a bit longer.
“Where will we read my books?”
Her little-girl voice grates, and I barely hold back from swearing. That’s a big no-no in this house. That nice little act would get me grounded for a couple of weeks. 
“I don’t care,” I huff. If I can convince her to let me read in her bedroom, she might fall asleep after the third book for a quick nap, and I can sneak away and go hide in the basement or backyard. It doesn’t happen often but I can still hope for a miracle, can’t I? I’ve read the same three books already two days in a row. I could probably do them with my eyes shut.
At the bathroom door, I prise her chubby fingers off mine and point her in the direction of her room. With any luck I might even find her fast asleep when I get there but I doubt it.
In front of the vanity, I look at my drenched shirt and messy brown hair. I smile and chuckle. This was so worth it even if Mia tells Mum and I miss dinner. 
A horrid thought passes through my head. What if I left puddles all the way through the house and up the stairs? I’m dripping now and leaving a sizable wet patch around my feet. All I need is for Mia or Chloe to slip and my day will go from bad to worse. With Mum due back any minute, my chances of saving myself are looking slim.
I shake my head and start stripping off my clothes. Before I get a chance to remove much of my shirt, I notice it’s gone from soppy wet to sun-baked dry—in a matter of seconds! A frown creases my brow, and I swallow past a really dry throat. It’s like I haven’t drunk enough water in days.
A howling wind starts to blow inside the bathroom, and my face snaps up towards the window. It’s closed. I spin around to check the switch to the exhaust fan, but it’s turned off.
Something gritty blows into my eyes, and my arm automatically comes up to protect them. This is what a tornado must feel like. But tornados don’t happen in Far North Queensland. Cyclones do, but we usually know for days if one is heading in our direction—and they happen outside. 
I shut my eyes and keep my arm plastered over them. The howling wind is piercing my ears, and my body sways as I struggle to stay on my feet. The bits of grit are hitting my arm and digging into my skin, and it hurts. WHAT IS GOING ON? I can’t call out for help and I can’t shout. If I try, my mouth and eyes will fill with whatever is striking me. I’m stuck in this whirlwind of some kind, and my heart is beating extra fast.
One second, I’m struggling to stay alive, the next, the wind and the bits of grit die down. I freeze when I hear the weirdest cackle just as a gust of hot, strong wind blows against my face—without the gritty bits this time. Very carefully, I draw my arm away.
I scream but can’t move an inch. Huge beady eyes stare down at me. They even blink a couple of times. The entire bathroom is caving in. Staring down at me is a giant lizard, its skin a mixture of browns, yellows and black. I recognise the frill around its neck. Open like an umbrella, its colour is a bright red and orange. When I can manage to breathe in just once, my nostrils fill with the smell of hard-baked earth, like the scent on a really hot day in our backyard when the midday sun has been pointing at a patch of dirt Mum has dug up in her garden. 
My heart booms nonstop when the lizard’s forked tongue darts in and out, and touches my face with its stickiness. 
“Get away from me!” I try to shout, but my throat is so dry it comes out garbled and scratchy. I desperately need a drink. My arms are useless by my side.
“Freddy’s the name, just in case you were wondering.”
My jaw drops. My brain is clicking everything together. Not until I look around do I notice I’m no longer in my bathroom. I’m in a desert, with straggly trees dotted around in small patches and sand dunes as far as the eye can see. The hot sun is belting directly over my back and Freddy is perched on a big rock with his tail flicking happily from side to side. Was I in the middle of a sandstorm?
Suddenly, my brain does the right number of clicks and I recognise Freddy from one of Chloe’s books I’ve been reading to her for the past couple of days. Our tiny bathroom has transformed into a desert. Sand dunes reflect in the mirror of the vanity and the sun’s rays are hot on my head.
“Nooooooo!” I howl, drop to my knees and cover my face with my hands. Not Old Jim again. Not another damn adventure I don’t want. First it was the giant goldfish, then it was the rude mammoth, and now this. Why me? What have I done in my short thirteen years to deserve this? I DO NOT NEED THIS HEADACHE!
My face snaps up. “Why can’t you all just leave me alone?”
“Hmm. Rude by the sounds of it. I’ll have to report that back to Old Jim.”
The sand is digging into my knees and hurting. I stand on trembling legs and shake the grains of sand off with my hands. Then I look directly at Freddy’s beady eyes and swallow painfully. They’re so shiny and big, I can see my reflection in them. Heck, a giant frilled-neck lizard? Has Old Jim gone mad? 
I’m snarky and I don’t care. “Are you about to become extinct too and want someone to blame?” I add as a wise crack.
Freddy relaxes and his frilled neck folds away along its giant back. “It’s about conserving water, Joey.”
Hot wind picks up, and I feel its dryness against my skin. I think of the afternoon spent with Noah and the hoses, and wish for anything I was in my backyard and sopping wet again.
“What do you mean?” I hiss at him. “Do you have any idea of how much it rains in Far North Queensland?”
“Look around you, Joey.”
“Look around yourself.” I’m not in the mood for this lecture and I can barely talk, my throat is so dry. It’s also reached my brain that I’m standing on hot sand and the soles of my feet feel like they’re melting. How am I expected to concentrate on what he’s saying? 
When I hear a loud sigh from Freddy, I look up in surprise. A lizard can sigh? 
“Here, put these on.” Freddy hands me a pair of thongs, and I quickly slip them on my feet. Next he hands me a bottle that looks suspiciously like my soccer team one.
“And drink this but don’t waste a single drop. It’s precious.”
I don’t hesitate to guzzle all the water and belch after the last gulp of water disappears down my throat. 
“Imagine if that was the last drop of water you got for about a week. Would you have drunk it so fast?” Freddy is crouched back lizard style with his tail swishing between his back legs. The frill around his neck is fluttering open and closed enough to create a stir of breeze in the tiny room.
“What are you going on about?” A throb is beginning to hammer either side of my head, and the blazing sun isn’t helping. My face drops. I would do anything to have one of the many hats I always whinge about having to wear on my head right now. Anything to ease the intense heat and dry air coming at me from every direction.
“Here, put this on.”
My face snaps up. Great! Freddy must be able to read my mind. That’s all I need. He hands over one of those really uncool caps with protection right around my neck. The sort that only the nerds at school wear. But I don’t care. I snatch it from his talons and shove it over my burning head.
“Does it really matter if it rains more where you live compared to other places?” Freddy asks.
“What are you going on about? It rains here so much, Mum and Dad are always going on about how much extra cleaning they have to do because mould grows everywhere.”
“Yes, but everyone has to do their bit. If everyone was as wasteful as you and your friend were today, all of the planet would look as dry as where you’re standing now.”
“We were having fun, and there’s plenty more water. What’s wrong with that?”
“Water is precious. We all need to do our part to save as much as we can.”
Now that my mouth is not so parched and the dorky hat is keeping the hot sun off my head, I stand taller and puff my chest out. “I was doing nothing wrong. I’m thirteen years old, and we do fun things at this age. Why don’t you go and tell Old Jim that?”
Freddy shakes his head and his tongue continues to dart in and out. “Oh, Joey, you already know I’ll continue making life hard if you don’t change your ways.”
“I don’t care what you do.” But a small niggle won’t leave my head. I’ve heard this all before. 
“You’re my next victim, and I’m—”
“Yeah, don’t bother going on,” I cut in. “You’re not allowed to leave me alone until you knock some sense into me. Don’t worry, I’ve heard it all before,” I hiss from my tight-lipped mouth. “Why don’t you tell Old Jim to go pick on someone else? I’m an ordinary teenager, and I won’t let one old man tell me how to live my life.” 
I have enough family members telling me what I can and can’t do—I don’t need a wrinkly old dude who sells second-hand books to join in. I’m fuming. I can’t believe Old Jim is picking on me again. If I get my way, this animal is never going to leave the bathroom. I’m going to end the so-called adventure right now!
Before Freddy gets the chance to utter another word, I lunge at him and wrap my stocky arms around his neck. One sensible part of my brain is telling me this is a stupid move because Freddy is a giant. He entirely fills the bathroom, and I don’t stand a chance. His frill slaps me in the face when it snaps open and his tail is banging everything it touches—the walls, the shower screen and the vanity. It’s knocking everything off onto the floor. The shampoos, the towels and oh, my God, I’m in huge trouble—Mum’s very expensive cleansers and stuff.
I shut my eyes when the sandstorm picks up again, but I refuse to let go of his neck. I want this frilled-neck lizard gone, and I never want him to come back again. I thrash my legs against his body, but even as the sand bites into my skin, I know it’s a useless attempt to throw him off his game. 
When Freddy starts spinning around, I realise this was a big, BIG mistake. In the next instant, I’m flat on my face on the bathroom tiles and can hear a distant knocking.
When I look up, the bathroom door opens, and there’s Mum, Mia and Chloe, all staring in, their mouths open in shock.






  
  Chapter 2
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“He should be grounded for life.” 
Mia’s words finally get me to lift myself off the bathroom floor. I move one muscle at a time, which reminds me of how a robot must work. I’m too scared to look anywhere except at a spot on the wall to the right of where Mum and the sisters from hell are standing. I’m not game enough to inspect the damage yet. 
Mum walks in slowly. Very slowly. When she gets to the scattered shampoos and other items, she groans pitifully. She picks up some of the remains of her moisturiser. What used to be a cute little glass bottle with a ridiculous-looking cap is now bits of glass, with the sticky product spread out in a small puddle around the mess. She’s holding the cap.
Her mouth is a straight line and the overhead light catches glints of grey hair in her usually neat brown hair. She’s already run her hand through it a few times and completely messed it up. 
Mia shrieks and shoves her way past Mum. She races to her personal collection of bottles and creams, scrambling to pick them up. She’s hysterical as she hugs them to her chest. “I told you he and Noah were acting strange all afternoon. Who would waste so much water? Mum, you have to do something. He’s out of control. Just look at the mess in this room.”
My shoulders slump. I’m sure when
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