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Dad didn’t use the term dragon slayer much. He preferred to call himself kaipatu tarākona. He thought it sounded better in te reo Māori. He said Māori had been managing dragons in New Zealand for centuries before Pakeha, Europeans, came. He told me his people—our people—were brave warriors. His nickname for me was Māia—courage. 

I certainly felt courageous when we returned to school that bright summery day. My friends and classmates, Nathan, Ella, Oliver and I had rescued Nathan’s dad. We'd gotten rid of the evil headmaster, Professor Drachenmorder, and the soulless Sir Christopher. We’d met and worked with dragons, spending almost two weeks with them. And when Sir Leandro told us he needed our help to change the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts from a dragon slaying school to a dragon saving school, we all felt like heroes.

It wasn’t until late that night, back in the dorm room, that the feeling wore off. By the time Ella flicked on the light, I had already punched a hole in the wall by my bed.

“It’s. Not. Fair!” With each word I delivered a punch. “Why. Not. Mine!”

“Tui! What are you doing? Stop it!” Ella grabbed my arm as I swung it again.

“Get off me!” I shoved her hard and punched the wall again. “It’s. Not. Fair!”

Though we were both thirteen, Ella was a head taller than me. I was still a wiry kid, but she had filled out and was practically adult-sized. She might have been able to pin me down and stop me, but I think I scared her at that moment. Looking back, I scared myself. Ella backed off and blinked at me, then dashed out the door. 

I kept punching the wall. “It’s. Not. Fair! Why. Not. Mine!”

I was surprised when a firm hand grabbed my wrist and held it, stopping it in mid-swing. I tried to pull away. I might have growled.

“Tui.” Professor West’s steady voice made me look up. 

I blinked at him through my tears. “It’s not fair!” 

“Tui, you need to stop. We need to take care of your hand.”

I looked at my torn and bloody knuckles and suddenly felt the pain. I saw the hole in the wall and Ella’s worried face. The fight went out of me, and it was all I could do to put one foot in front of the other as West led me out of the room. 

“Professor?” Ella stood with her arms wrapped protectively around herself.

He stopped. “Ella, give me a minute or two to deal with Tui’s injuries, and then will you please come to the dining room? And bring Nathan and Oliver with you. You have my permission to go wake them. Try not to disturb any of the other boys.”

Ella nodded, and Professor West guided me down the steps into the darkened atrium.

We crossed the dining room in the night-time emergency lighting, and the professor lowered me onto a chair, then turned on the kitchen lights. Light spilled out of the serving window and pooled where I sat. He brought a first aid kit from the kitchen and pulled a chair over to face me.

“Let’s see the hand.” I held it out for him. It was shaking. Blood welled from every knuckle and dripped to the floor. 

Professor West talked as he cleaned and bandaged each finger. “My father went on his last mission with another dragon slayer. When things went badly, they activated their locator beacons. Can you hold that in place right there?” I pressed my left hand over the wad of gauze on my knuckles while Professor West rummaged in the first aid kit for bandages. “When Search and Rescue got there, my father was already dead. Okay, you can let go.” He dabbed at the blood on my hand and then opened a bandage, wrapping it around my index finger. “His partner survived.”

I sniffed, and Professor West pulled a tissue from his pocket and handed it to me. He opened another bandage and smoothed it around my middle finger.

“Two days later I kicked a hole in my bedroom door. Mum tried to stop me.” He opened a third bandage. “She yelled at me, and pulled at my arm, but by then I was taller than her. I kept kicking the door.” He wrapped my pinkie. “Finally she slapped me.” He chuckled. “I was so startled by it, I stopped kicking.”

With a strip of gauze, he wrapped the knuckles on the back of my hand, tucking the end under my palm. Then he held my hand in both of his, and part of me marvelled at how naturally he used his prosthetic right hand. “Some people live and some die, and there’s no fairness in it. But please, if you’re angry, come talk to me. I understand how you feel. I felt the same thing, and I got through it. Punching holes in the wall doesn’t help.”

I finally met his eyes. The last of my anger fizzled, and a fresh wave of tears poured down my cheeks, but I managed a weak smile. “Thanks for not slapping me.”

Professor West smiled.

The door to the dining room opened, and Ella entered, with Oliver and Nathan following. They slowed as they neared me. Professor West waved them over, and I quickly swiped the tears from my face and sat up straight, covering my bandaged hand with the other.

“Why did you tell them to come?” I muttered.

“You four need to talk.” He stood. “Pull up some chairs.” 

My friends formed a small circle and sat. Oliver clutched his stuffed cat Pooky, looking even younger than his eight years. Ella gazed at me sadly, and Nathan wouldn’t meet my eyes. Professor West stepped behind my chair and rested a hand on my shoulder. I shrugged him off.

Oliver pushed a lock of his dark hair out of his eyes and blinked in the light. “What’s going on? Tui, what happened to you?”

West held up his hand. “You kids have all been through a lot the past couple of weeks. The past six months,” he added, and I knew he meant the loss of our parents. We wouldn’t have been at the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts if we hadn’t lost a parent to dragons—we were supposed to be training to take their places as dragon slayers. West continued. “Tui has been through more than the rest of you, of course, with both her parents having been dragon slayers. It’s understandable what she’s feeling—”

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m not feeling anything.”

Ella snorted. “It’s not fair? Why not mine? You’re angry because Nathan got his dad back and you didn’t.” She shrugged. “Of course you are. So am I. So is every other kid in the school. It was on everyone’s faces when Sir Leandro explained what happened.”

Oliver examined his feet. 

Nathan frowned and lowered his head until his messy ginger curls hid his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m fine. I’m not mad. I’m glad Nathan got his dad back.” I swallowed hard. Ella was right, but I wasn’t about to admit it, and I resented her ability to read my—everyone’s—emotions. I was Tui Rahui. A warrior. I didn’t need any touchy-feely rubbish.

“I don’t blame you for being upset, Tui,” Oliver said, still looking at the floor. “It’s true. We do all feel the same.” He cast a worried look at Nathan.

Nathan grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

I’m sorry. I’m sorry. It wasn’t good enough. It didn’t bring my parents back. I felt the rage rising again, and I wanted to punch Nathan like I’d punched the wall.

“It’s not your fault, Nathan,” Ella said.

“No. It’s not.” Professor West laid a heavy hand on my shoulder, like he knew what I was about to do. “Nathan is not responsible for your parents’ deaths. But Ella is right. Every student will be thinking, ‘Why couldn’t it have been my dad rescued?’ Every student will be jealous of Nathan. Some will blame him for what happened to their own parents.”

My anger simmered for a moment, then drained away again as I watched Nathan. He had shrunk into himself. He blinked furiously and studied his slippered feet. How would I have felt if every kid in the school hated me because my parents weren’t dead?

“I ... I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath, then continued. “Thank you all for helping to rescue my dad. Without you ... without you he would have been killed. Tui, what you said to me on the top of Mount Crosscut—that we’d find my dad, and then make sure no other kid had to lose a parent to dragon slaying again—that’s what I intend to do.” He looked up at me, and though there were tears in his eyes, there was also a challenge. A warrior’s challenge.

“Nathan’s difficulties, our difficulties, have only just begun,” Professor West said. “The question is, will you allow your pain to turn against you, or will you direct it into something positive? Will you allow jealousy to tear your friendship apart, or will you embrace what life has dealt you?”

Another warrior’s challenge. I blinked back tears. I glanced down at my hands, one clenched in a fist, one bandaged to immobility. I breathed in, looked up, and unclenched my fist. I reached out to Nathan. “Let’s do it.” We grasped hands, and I turned to Ella. She reached out and put her hand over mine and Nathan’s. Oliver grinned as I met his eyes. He joined in. I met their eyes, one by one. Warriors. All of them. 
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I felt awful in the morning. My hand throbbed, and I had a headache. I growled at Ella when she shook me awake. “Leave me alone!”

“It’s breakfast time. And Sir Leandro wants to meet with us at nine.” 

Sir Leandro, acting headmaster until Nathan’s dad took over in the new year. I couldn’t exactly ignore a meeting with him. Besides, it must be important if he was pulling us from end-of-year exams for it. Eyes still closed, I flipped the covers down, willing myself to get up.

Ella hovered by my bedside. “God, your hand looks awful!”

I sighed and opened my eyes, holding the aching hand up. Even bandaged, I could see it had swollen and turned black and blue overnight. No wonder it hurt. Some warrior I was—beaten by a wall. I swore, and then hauled myself out of bed.

Five minutes later, Ella and I slid into seats across from Oliver and Nathan in the dining hall. Nathan barely looked at me. “Hi.”

“Whoa! Look at your hand!” Oliver exclaimed. I scowled at him, but he grinned back, and I struggled to maintain my scowl. “Think of all the awesome stories you can make up about that injury!” 

Nathan glanced up enough to see my hand and winced, but then a smile crept to his lips. “You did fight Sir Christopher and Drachenmorder and a bunch of wildlife smugglers two days ago. You could make up a great fight story about your hand.”

“We don’t need to embellish that fight. It was crazy enough all on its own.” I shuddered at the memory and ran my finger over the cut left by Sir Christopher’s sword on my neck.

Nathan finally met my gaze. “Are you okay?” He had bags under his eyes, and his face was set in a grimace. He looked as bad as I felt, and my flash of anger at his question fizzled.

I took a deep breath. “Yeah. I’m okay.”

We were silent for a while as we ate. The dining hall buzzed with the other students’ chatter. Then Nathan observed quietly, “Notice how no one is sitting next to us this morning?”

“Yeah, and they’re all trying to watch us without seeming to stare,” Oliver added.

Ella barked a laugh. “It’s because they’re terrified of us.”

“Why would they be afraid?” I asked.

Ella rolled her eyes at me. “Think about it, Tui. We vanish from school, and return along with the news Drachenmorder and Sir Christopher are dead, Nathan’s dad is alive and will be the new headmaster, and the school is going to start training us to save the dragons, not slay them?”

“But Sir Leandro didn’t say anything about our role in all that when he met with the students yesterday.”

“Tui, we all look like we’ve been in a war.” Nathan raised his bandaged hand, where he’d been bitten by a baby dragon we had rescued. He waved it toward Oliver’s face, black and blue where he’d been punched, and Ella’s arm covered in scratches. “The other students aren’t stupid. They know we had something to do with it.”

“Speaking of which ...” Ella made a slight motion with her head, and I followed the movement to see Hunter Godfry stalking our way.

I groaned. “I don’t think I can deal with Hunter today.” If Hunter had only been the school bully, it wouldn’t have been too bad, but he was also Drachenmorder’s nephew. When Drachenmorder wanted to find out what we’d been up to with our secret group, the Dragon Defence League, he’d encouraged Hunter to beat up our friend Josh until Josh dobbed us in. 

Nathan frowned. “We rescue my dad, and his uncle ends up dead.”

“Something tells me this isn’t going to go well,” Oliver said.

As Hunter neared Nathan and Oliver’s side of the table, the four of us stood. The room fell silent. 

Hunter stopped a step away from Nathan, narrowed his eyes, and then punched Nathan in the face. 

The watching students gasped, and I leapt onto the table with a roar, scrambling to get to Hunter and tear him to pieces.

“Hunter Godfry!” Miss Brumby’s voice boomed across the room. Everyone froze as the cook strode from the kitchen holding a large wooden spoon like a club. She waved the spoon at Hunter. “Kitchen. Now. I want every inch of that floor spotless, and then you’ll go to the headmaster’s office.”

Hunter sneered. “And what if I don’t?”

Miss Brumby waved her spoon and opened her eyes wide. “Then I’ll think up an even more unpleasant punishment.” Miss Brumby wasn’t quite as tall as Hunter, but no one in their right mind would stand against the fury rolling off her. Hunter smirked at Nathan, clutching his nose, and then followed Miss Brumby into the kitchen.

I jumped off the table and clenched my fists, feeling the injured one throb. “Next time I want to punch a wall, I’m going to punch him instead.”

“Are you okay, Nathan?” Ella hurried around the table.

Nathan nodded. “I think so,” he mumbled through his hand.

“Is it bleeding?” I asked.

He nodded again.

I growled and turned toward the kitchen. I nearly ran into Miss Brumby. “Don’t go making it worse by hitting him back, Tui.” Had I been that obvious? She wagged a finger at me. “I’ll happily make you scrub the floor alongside him.” Then she held an ice pack out to Nathan. “Here. Put that on your nose. It’ll help. And here’s a paper towel for the blood.”

Miss Brumby marched back into the kitchen. Nathan sank into his chair, the ice pack pressed against his face.

“Well, that was exciting,” Oliver said.

Ella frowned and looked around the room. The other students had gone back to their breakfasts, and were again studiously pretending to ignore us. “Have you noticed Joshua’s gone?” 

I glanced up sharply. “Is he?” I scanned the room. I hadn’t given a thought to Josh for weeks. “You don’t think Drachenmorder ... did something to him for being part of the Dragon Defence League?”

Ella shrugged. “I don’t know. We’ll have to ask Sir Leandro.” 

Ella, Oliver and I sat again and picked at our food, no longer interested in eating. After a few minutes, Nathan lifted the ice pack and wiped his nose.

“I think it’s stopped bleeding. Doesn’t hurt too much anymore, either.”

“Well then, let’s get to the meeting with Sir Leandro.” I stood, and the others followed.
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We stepped out onto the porch of the Lodge as an unfamiliar dark blue sedan drove up and stopped, raising a cloud of dust that wafted slowly away on the breeze. A woman stepped out of the car, notebook and pen in her hand.

“Excuse me.” She flashed us a smile. “Is this the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts?”

I flicked a glance at the others. The school was supposed to be secret, like the dragons we studied.

Nathan shrugged, as if to say, well, she knows about it. He turned to the woman. “Yes.”

“Can we help you?” Ella asked, sounding distinctly like she didn’t want to help this woman. I didn’t blame her. Something about this lady rubbed me the wrong way, even though she’d only said half a dozen words.

The woman smiled. “Then you four must be students.” When we said nothing, she continued, her smile a little strained now. She held out a hand to Nathan. “I’m Katie, from The Press.”

We darted wide-eyed glances at one another.

“The school isn’t open to the public,” I said.

“I’m here to ask a few questions. Everyone’s so curious about what goes on here.”

Ella raised her eyebrows. “Everyone, huh?”

“I’ll go get Sir Leandro,” Oliver said. He ran for the staff chalets. The rest of us crossed our arms and stood our ground, effectively pinning Katie against her car. Her eyes darted back and forth, as though looking for an escape. Then she pasted a professional smile back onto her face.

“Who is Sir Leandro?” Her pen was poised above her notebook.

“He’s ...” I glanced at Nathan.

“He’s the headmaster,” Nathan said.

Katie’s pen scribbled and her eyebrows rose. “And you kids call the headmaster Sir? I thought that was only for knights.”

None of us answered. She cleared her throat. 

“So. This seems like a very nice place.” She cast her eyes over the main building we called the Lodge, and then up the drive at the little chalets that housed the staff. “Very ... ski-lodge-like. Is this where you students live? There must be room for, what, forty students there?” She gestured to the Lodge.

I suppressed a smile as none of us rose to her bait. We simply stood, staring at her and waiting for Sir Leandro.

“What sort of heroic things do they teach you here?” 

Silence. I could tell we had unnerved her. Her breathing was shallow, and she licked her lips. Then she took a deep breath, leaned in and hissed, “I hear there are dragons living up here in the mountains. Real, live dragons. And this school has something to do with them. Is it true?”

I struggled not to react. I could feel Ella and Nathan tense next to me. No one but trained dragon slayers were supposed to know the animals existed. I worried Katie could read the truth in our eyes. Then movement distracted me. 

“Here comes Sir Leandro,” I said. I smiled a little as I watched him stride toward us, Oliver jogging at his heels. Like most of the school staff, Sir Leandro was a retired dragon slayer, taken off active duty due to injuries. Sir Leandro had lost an eye and an ear, and one side of his face was a mass of scars that pulled his mouth into a half-grimace. He was terrifying the first time you saw him, before you learned to read the sense of humour and compassion in his good eye.

Katie straightened up and her eyes went wide for a moment before she regained her composure. As Sir Leandro neared, she plastered a smile on her face and clutched her notebook to her chest.

“You must be the headmaster,” she said, holding out a hand. 

Sir Leandro shook her hand. “And you are?”

“Katie Garner, Press reporter. I was just speaking to some of your students here.”

“Oh?” Sir Leandro’s gaze flicked briefly to us.

“They’re not particularly talkative, though.”

Sir Leandro’s good eye crinkled. “No. I expect they’re not.”

Oliver stifled a giggle.

“We’ve heard some very interesting rumours about the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts, and I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”

“You can ask whatever you’d like.” The suggestion that Sir Leandro might not answer the questions was clear from his tone.

“Um. Okay. Do you have an office where we could sit and talk?”

“Whatever questions you have, you can ask them right here.” Then Sir Leandro looked at us. “Thank you. I assume you were on your way to the meeting. Archie will be joining us. Tell him I’ll be a few minutes late.”

We nodded and quickly headed toward the staff chalets. Once out of earshot, I asked, “How did a reporter hear about dragons? And the school?”

Nathan grimaced. “I hope we didn’t have anything to do with it.”

I hadn’t considered the possibility, but we’d flown all over the place on the green dragon Foggy Bottom during our hunt for Nathan’s dad. Could someone have seen us?

“We were careful,” Ella said. “I can’t believe we gave them away.”

“We’re not the only ones who know about dragons, either,” Oliver reasoned. 

I sighed. “It was bound to happen sooner or later.”

“Yeah, but if it’s happening soon, we can’t sit around and wait for it,” Ella said. “Not unless we want to see all the dragons slaughtered by every bloke who thinks killing a dragon will make him a hero.”
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We reached the chalet to find the door propped open to the summer morning. I glanced at Sir Magnus’ desk in the reception area, but it was empty. A heavy thud and a curse came from the headmaster’s office. We stepped into the chalet and peeked around the corner.

“Oh! Kids.” Sir Magnus, the school’s secretary, accountant and all-around handyman stood on top of a ladder, frowning down at a mounted dragon head lying on the floor, one of its spines broken off. “You didn’t hear me swear just now, did you?”

“We heard nothing,” Oliver said with an innocent look.

“Cleaning out Drachenmorder’s things?” Nathan asked.

Sir Magnus nodded. “Not sure where I’m going with all this stuff. But Sir Leandro and your dad don’t want it in here.” No surprise. Who would want mounted dragon heads—Drachenmorder’s hunting trophies? They made me shudder, knowing those dragons were once thinking, feeling, talking creatures.

“We were supposed to meet with them this morning,” I said.

“Yes, of course. In the kitchen. Go on through.”

We thanked Sir Magnus and pushed our way into the kitchen.

Nathan was wrapped in his dad’s hug by the time I stepped through the door. I clenched my fists as a spike of rage shot through me. Nathan hugged him back, but then extracted himself with a shrug and a red face. I took a breath and forced my fingers to uncurl.

“Have a seat.” Sir Archie waved at the chairs around the dining table. “Magnus says Leandro stepped out a minute ago.”

“Yeah,” Oliver began. “There’s a reporter here.”

Sir Archie’s eyebrows rose. Nathan nodded. “She’s heard about dragons and about the school.”

I pulled out a chair and sat. “We need to do something. If she publishes a story about dragons ...” 

Sir Archie sighed and joined me and the others at the table. “Well. This changes things.” He looked around at us. “As you all know, I’ve been working with Storm Cloud to convince the dragons to work with me to end dragon slaying and reveal dragons to the public.”

“But Storm Cloud said if people knew about dragons, they’d either panic and try to hunt them all down, or want to control them,” Ella argued.

Sir Archie nodded. “Exactly. And that’s why we want to reveal them ourselves—so we can protect the dragons with legislation before their existence becomes public, and control the publicity around them to minimise public panic.”

Sir Leandro entered and we broke off the conversation to ask about the reporter.

“She’s gone. For now.”

“What did you tell her?” I asked.

He chuckled. “Very little. She drove off in a huff. The problem is, she knows enough already to make trouble.”

“What are we going to do, Sir Leandro?” Ella asked. 

Sir Leandro grimaced. “Please don’t call me that. Just Leandro is fine.”

“You can drop the Sir from my name, too,” Sir Archie added. “No more dragon slayer titles.”

“So, what are we going to do?” Ella repeated.

Leandro and Archie looked at one another and smiled. “That’s exactly why we called this meeting,” Leandro said.

“What? You knew a reporter was going to come snooping around this morning?” Oliver asked.

Archie sighed. “No. That was a surprise. But it doesn’t change what we wanted to talk to you about. It only makes it more urgent. We’d like you to stay on at school after the other students leave for the holidays tomorrow. We need your help.”

We all sat up straighter. 

“I’ve been talking to Storm Cloud for years about ending dragon slaying and revealing dragons to the public. It’s never gone beyond Storm Cloud and me, despite my best efforts to engage with the Draconic Council. But you four? Within days of meeting Storm Cloud, you convinced not only him, but the entire Draconic Council to work with you, to seek me out and rescue me. And in the process you revealed their vulnerability to them.”

“What do you mean?” Nathan asked.

“As long as dragons are secret, they’re at risk. As long as there are no human laws or codes of conduct around dragons, any unscrupulous person who happens to know about them can exploit them without fear.”

“You mean hunting and wildlife smuggling?” Ella asked. We’d seen plenty of both in the past few weeks. Drachenmorder’s illegal trophy hunting had been bad enough, but then we found out a wildlife smuggler, Ling Chang, was stealing dragon eggs for the international pet trade.

“Exactly. You can bet Storm Cloud and the other dragons are sitting in their lairs right now brooding about that. We need to strike while the iron is hot. We—you—need to go back to the dragons and work out an agreement with them.”

“An agreement to go public, and be protected by human law?” I asked.

“You want us to do that?” Oliver’s eyes were wide.

“Over the summer?” I asked.

“When you couldn’t do it in ... ten years?” Nathan asked.

Ella’s eyes narrowed. “Is this going to involve camping?”

I smiled, and as I looked around at my friends’ faces my smile grew into a full-body laugh. We were being sent back into the mountains. Back to the dragons. The warrior in me swelled. “I’m in.”

“Me too!” Oliver piped up.

Nathan grinned and nodded.

We all raised our eyebrows at Ella. She sighed. “Yes, I’m in.” 
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It was weird being at school after all the other students had left. The Lodge felt cavernous. My footsteps echoed in the empty dining hall when I went down for breakfast. Miss Brumby was the only one there. The smell of eggs and bacon wafted from the kitchen. 

“Good morning, Tui,” Miss Brumby called. “I thought you kids might like to eat with the staff, instead of sitting all by yourselves in here. The others have gone to the headmaster’s chalet.”

“Thank you, Miss Brumby. Do you need help carrying anything over there?”

Miss Brumby smiled. “No. Magnus has already taken it all over. I’m cooking up a little something for myself now.”

I hurried out of the dining hall. When I reached the front door, I paused. A gusty wind drove rain across the drive between me and the chalets. I considered going back upstairs for my raincoat. Then I shrugged. The rain wasn’t that heavy; I wouldn’t get too wet if I ran.

Squinting against the rain, I sprinted down the steps and pounded up the drive.

Suddenly, a scaly leg the size of a tree trunk blocked my way. I yelped in surprise as I nearly ran into it.

A rumbling laugh rolled like thunder through my chest. “Scared you, did I?”

I looked up. “Storm Cloud!”

“Tui. Nice to see you again.” The enormous green dragon lowered his head and huffed in my face. The warm blast made steam rise from my wet clothes.

“What are you doing here?” I stepped a little closer to Storm Cloud, letting his body block the worst of the rain.

“I came to check on little Archie and invite him to a Draconic Council meeting next week. Is he here?”

“Yes. I was just going to join him and the others for breakfast.” We walked together to the headmaster’s chalet. When we arrived, I turned to Storm Cloud and smiled. “I’d invite you in, but ...”

The dragon chuckled. “I don’t think I could even get my head through the door.”

“I’ll be out in a minute with Archie,” I said as I mounted the steps.

Archie wasn’t the only one who came to the porch with me a moment later. Everyone wanted to say hello.

“Archie!” Storm Cloud’s voice boomed as Archie stepped out the door.

“Greetings, your Majestic Green—”

“Oh, cut it out. You know I hate those stupid titles.” There was amusement in his voice, and Archie smiled. Storm Cloud lowered his head and sniffed at Archie. “You smell well.”

“Yes, I’m well, thanks to you and these kids.” He waved his hand at us.

“Hi Storm Cloud,” Oliver said, stepping up and patting the dragon’s leg. Storm Cloud twitched a little at the touch.

Nathan and Ella greeted him too, but neither patted Storm Cloud. 

“What are you doing here?” Nathan asked.

“I came to check on young Archie and make sure you all got back safely. I’ve also come on behalf of the Draconic Council. In light of recent events, we’ve called a meeting for next week. We intend to discuss a number of matters, including the future of this school.”

I grimaced. “By ‘the future of this school’, do you mean you’re going to discuss whether to burn it to the ground?”

“Yes.” 

Well, at least he came right to the point.

Archie spoke up. “You should know, Storm Cloud, that with Drachenmorder gone, Leandro is now acting headmaster. Provided the board approves, I will take over as headmaster in the new year. The school will be changing.”

“All the more reason you should be at the Council meeting. There is a growing feeling among the dragons that the school needs to go. I alone won’t be able to convince them to spare you.”

Archie sighed. “I’m supposed to be meeting with the board all next week. We’ve called an emergency meeting, and they’ve all cleared their schedules.”

“So change your meeting. Tell the board they won’t have a school to govern if you don’t attend the Draconic Council meeting.” Storm Cloud’s voice took on the edge it had had the first time we met him—an edge more than a little menacing, coming from a thirty-metre-long dragon. 

“If the dragons threaten the school, how am I going to convince the board to change the nature of the school to dragon conservation? You’re making a good case for the need for dragon slayers.”

“And how am I to convince the Draconic Council you are genuinely changing, that you’re trustworthy, if you won’t show up to a meeting?” Storm Cloud huffed and a gout of flame shot from his nostrils. We all took a step back.

“We’ll go,” Nathan said. Ella’s eyebrows shot up, but Oliver nodded. 

“That was the plan, wasn’t it?” I added. “We were preparing to spend our summer negotiating with the dragons.”

“But you’re not fully prepared yet,” Professor West said.

Oliver shrugged. “It didn’t stop us last time.” 

Nathan nodded. “Yeah, we’re a whole lot better prepared than when we left school to rescue you, Dad. At least we won’t have to run out the door in the middle of the night.”

“And,” I added, “With that reporter out there, we need to do this quickly. We can’t postpone Archie’s meeting with the board, and we can’t postpone a meeting with the Draconic Council. We have to go.”

Archie opened his mouth, as if to protest. Then he shut it again. He met each of our gazes, assessing us, no doubt. I stood straighter and set my jaw. Archie sighed. “What do you think, Storm Cloud? Will the Council accept the children’s word on behalf of the school?”

Storm Cloud’s eyes narrowed. Now it was his turn to assess us. I crossed my arms and glared at him. “Humph! I suppose they’ll have to.”

Oliver grinned. “Yes!”

“So, when’s the meeting?” Nathan asked. “And where?”

“And how will we get there?” Ella added.

“Thursday night. Prospector Peak. I’ll come get you. Arriving with me will help your credibility.”

“Can you guarantee their safety?” Archie asked.

“No more than I can guarantee yours, Archie. But as long as they keep their wits about them, they should be fine.”
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With less than a week to prepare, there was no time to waste. We knew the Draconic Council meetings were held in Draconic, and our skills in that language were still rough. We spent every minute either practising Draconic or planning our strategy for the meeting. By Wednesday, as we sat at the big table in the library with our Draconic-English dictionaries, we were at each other’s throats.

“Zhe vilknit blinch drunig,” Ella said.

I frowned. “What?”

“Speak in Draconic. It’s the only way we’ll learn. Zhe vilknit blinch drunig.”

“I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

“Ask me in Draconic. Zhe vilknit blinch drunig.” Ella scowled.

I gritted my teeth. “Just. Tell. Me. What. You. Are. Saying.” 

Nathan jumped in before it came to blows. “I think Ella is saying the weather is pleasant today.”

Oliver grimaced. “But it should be blinchne because weather is feminine.”

Ella turned her scowl to Oliver.

I clenched my fists. “Why are you practising talking about the weather? There are more important things we need to learn to say.” 

Ella huffed. “We need to be able to be polite, to hold a conversation. We can’t simply go in, blurt out our plan, and leave. Honestly! Don’t you take this seriously?”

“I am taking it seriously. But when I still don’t think I have the vocabulary to talk about the issues we’re meeting to discuss, I think it’s a waste of my time to practise chatting about the weather.”

“Well, I think it’s important to be able to carry on a proper conversation.”

“Good on you, then!” I shoved back my chair and stood.

The door flew open.

“Well, then. This looks like a good time for a break,” Magnus called as he strode into the room. He had a cheery smile on his face that told me he knew we were all on edge.

I crossed my arms. “What sort of break?”

“I’ve been authorised to take you four to the movies in Alexandra this afternoon.”

“But we have work to do!” Ella cried. “We’re not ready for the meeting tomorrow.”

“And fighting about whether blinchne is masculine or feminine isn’t helping you get ready.” Magnus gave us all a stern look. “Miss Brumby says you didn’t even show up for lunch.”

“Is it past lunch?” Oliver asked.

“See? You’re working too hard. I’m taking you to the movies, and that’s that.”

We looked at each other and shrugged. He was right. We needed a break.

“It might involve ice cream afterwards, too.” Magnus winked.

“All right! Ice cream. What’re we waiting for?” Oliver jumped up and started gathering up the books and papers we had strewn across the table.

Ella sighed. “I still think we should work more on our Draconic.”

“If you want to practise, you could order your ice cream in Draconic,” Oliver said with a grin.

Ella stuck her tongue out at him.

Magnus raised a finger. “No Draconic in public. You all know that.”

As we followed Magnus out the door, Nathan said, “Is there even a word for ice cream in Draconic?”

“Not likely,” Ella said.

I snorted. “If there is, it’s something weird like, sweet frozen udder liquid.”
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Thursday evening, the four of us waited for Storm Cloud on a small rise above the school. Technically, Storm Cloud was supposed to return us to school after the meeting, but we had come prepared to camp for the night, just in case the meeting ran long and Storm Cloud couldn’t get us back before dawn. Each of us had a pack with some food, water, and a change of clothes. We hadn’t bothered with tents.

“We’ll just spend the night with Storm Cloud if we have to,” Oliver suggested, his eyes sparkling.

“As long as I don’t have to eat rabbit, like last time we stayed with him,” Ella agreed.

I frowned. “We should be prepared for anything. We should take tents.”

“I checked the weather forecast,” Nathan said. “Even if we have to spend the night out, I don’t think we’ll need tents. It’s supposed to be fine, and not too cold. I’d rather go light.”

I shrugged. He was probably right. We’d spent a night out without tents before. And anyway, most of the night would be taken up by the meeting. If we had to sleep out, we’d be sleeping during the day. A snooze in the sunshine actually sounded pretty nice.

Ella yawned. “I hope I can stay awake for the meeting.”

“If it’s as exciting as the last one, you’ll have no problem,” Oliver said. “Look! Here he comes.”

Spiralling down in the darkening sky was the unmistakable form of a dragon. 

“That’s not Storm Cloud,” I said with a frown as the dragon neared.

“You’re right,” Nathan agreed. “It’s too small.”

The dragon spiralled closer.

“It’s Foggy Bottom!” Oliver grinned. Foggy Bottom was one of the two dragons who had come with us on our quest to rescue Archie. 

As Foggy Bottom made her final descent, we scattered off the top of the hill to give her room.

“I thought Storm Cloud was supposed to pick us up,” Nathan said once the dragon had landed.

Foggy Bottom snorted. “Not even a hello? How about, ‘Hi Foggy Bottom, nice to see you’?”

Nathan blushed. “Hi Foggy Bottom. It is nice to see you.”

Foggy Bottom snorted, and Nathan stepped backward as a puff of smoke shot out of her nostrils. She raised her head. “Well, are you ready to go?”

We clambered onto the dragon’s back, and she lifted heavily into the air.

“So, why did you come for us and not Storm Cloud?” Nathan asked as we got underway.

“Storm Cloud is dealing with a ... a situation.”

“What sort of situation?” I asked. 

Foggy Bottom huffed. “Nothing you need to worry about. A couple of dragons who don’t want the Council to negotiate with humans. They showed up at Storm Cloud’s lair earlier today, and the conversation got a little heated.”

I could imagine what that was like. Heated wasn’t a figurative description when it came to dragons. The Draconic Council meeting we attended while searching for Archie had ended in flames.

Foggy Bottom continued. “He lost track of time and was so out of sorts when I arrived at his lair, I volunteered to come get you.”

“Thanks,” Oliver said.

The rest of the flight passed in silence. Talking on dragonback is difficult—rushing wind makes it hard to hear and, for most of us, holding on and not freaking out took all of our concentration. When we reached Prospector Peak and slid off Foggy Bottom’s back, Ella was pale. “Next time, we come on horseback.”

“I thought it was awesome!” Oliver said. “We should go everywhere on dragons. I especially liked it when she swooped down to catch those ducks on the wing!”
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