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For everyone who experienced the Christchurch quakes. 

Kia kaha.
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Chapter One

6 November, 12.03 pm
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Factorise the following: 

2x2 - 2x - 24

8x2 + 14x + 5

12x2 - 19x - 21 ...

The questions went on and on. “Ugh! I hate algebra!” 

A sparkling gold form flitted into the kitchen where I was working, landing on the table and scattering my papers. “What’s wrong, Nathan?”

“Rata! I’ve asked you not to land on my schoolwork.” I bent to pick up a sheet that had fallen onto the floor.

“Oops! Sorry.” The little dragon backed away to the edge of the table, shaking off a paper that had gotten stuck to her claws. “Whatcha doin?”

“Maths. What does it look like?” I slumped in my chair. “Please tell me it’s time for Advanced Draconic.” My lessons with Rata were way more interesting than the maths and English I was studying through the correspondence school. And I was good at Draconic. As opposed to maths.

“No, but it is time for lunch. Come on! Miss Brumby has made steak and onion pies.”

I frowned. “You know you can’t have the crust, right?” My friends and I had learned of Rata’s gluten intolerance the hard way—I wrinkled my nose at the memory of her smelly farts after we’d fed her bread.

“I know. She promised me a bowl of the filling. Come on. I’m starving.”

I gladly abandoned my maths work. Rata perched on my shoulder as I left the chalet—cabin, really—that Dad and I shared at the Alexandra Institute. As I walked towards the main building, known as the Lodge, I pondered all the changes that had taken place here in the last year. 

When I’d first come to the Alexandra Institute, it was a dragon slaying school called the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts. About thirty kids lived here, and we’d been trained to become dragon slayers, like our parents before us, who had all been killed by dragons. 

Three of those kids had become my best friends. Together, Ella, Oliver, Tui and I had rescued my dad (who it turned out had not been killed by a dragon) from a gang of dragon smugglers, exposed the school’s headmaster’s illegal trophy-hunting operation, and orchestrated the protection and public ‘reveal’ of dragons in Aotearoa New Zealand. We shut down dragon slaying in New Zealand, and changed the school to the Alexandra Institute, a training centre for dragon conservation. Now the students were mostly Department of Conservation staff doing professional development, and my dad, despite being a former dragon slayer, was the centre’s director.

I trotted up the steps of the Lodge and stepped into the foyer—a huge open lounge area with a giant fireplace at one end, comfortable couches all around, and staircases on either side leading up to a catwalk on the upper storey where the trainees were housed. It was where I used to live, but now I stayed with Dad in one of the chalets. 

To my left was the dining hall. Well, now it was called Brumby’s Café, and instead of serving the same menu to everyone, Miss Brumby made a selection of items daily, and people could choose, just like at a regular café. I figured adults wouldn’t put up with school cafeteria-style meals. 

“Nathan, Rata!” Miss Brumby greeted us as we approached the display case. “How’s your day going?”

“Eh? Okay I guess.” I shrugged.

“Maths got you down again?” Miss Brumby knew about my hatred of maths. She sometimes baked me cookies to bribe me to finish my work. 

“Yeah. Algebra. Why do we need to learn algebra?”

Miss Brumby laughed. “No idea. Can’t say I’ve ever had to use it in real life. Have some lunch—fuel your brain, and the maths will come easier. I’ll send you back with a caramel slice for later.”

“Thanks.”

Rata butted in. “Have you got my pie?”

Miss Brumby rolled her eyes. “I do. I even made you a gluten-free crust today.” She pulled a small pie out of the warming oven and set it on a plate. “Nathan? Pie for you, too?”

“Yes, please.”

I sat down, set Rata’s plate on the table for her, and bit into my own pie. As usual, it was fantastic. Miss Brumby could’ve been a famous chef in a big city somewhere—everything she made was delicious. Or maybe I was just always hungry.

“Hey Nathan, Rata, how’s it going?” Leandro Justo, former dragon slayer and an instructor at the institute, pulled out the chair to my left and sat down. 

“Great,” Rata said through a mouthful of pie. Crumbs scattered across the table and I rolled my eyes. “Oops. Sorry.” More crumbs flew from her mouth.

I swallowed before answering. “It’s okay, I guess.”

“Have you heard from Oliver lately?” Leandro took a bite of his salmon and brie sandwich.

I nodded. Oliver was on an expedition to the islands south of Chile with a penguin researcher we’d met in Antarctica while searching for relatives of the dragon named Firn, who used to live in the snowfields near Aoraki Mount Cook. We’d somehow convinced the researcher to switch to studying dragons of the Southern Ocean instead, and she’d invited Oliver along. “He messaged yesterday. Sent a photo of this really weird little dragon they found that apparently mimics penguins and lives in their colonies.” I showed him the photo on my phone.

He squinted at it with his one good eye—he’d lost the other eye and most of an ear to a dragon many years ago.“Wow! At first glance I thought it was a penguin. What’s the point of mimicking a penguin? Are these dragons eating them?”

“The researchers aren’t sure yet. They think it’s for protection—safety in numbers and all, you know?”

“Huh. Interesting. I wonder if we have them here? I mean, if they’re in Chile, they might be here too, and no one’s ever noticed.” 

I smiled. “We should mount an expedition to the subantarctic islands to search for them.” It’d be better than sitting around here doing my maths homework.

“If only we had the budget for it ...” 

If only my dad would let me do something like that, was more like it. Ever since my friends had gone off on their adventures, Dad had been hovering over me like a hawk. I didn’t go anywhere, didn’t do anything. Any time I suggested an adventure—like last week, I asked if I could fly with Foggy Bottom to Mount Irene to investigate reports of possible dragon smugglers—he said no. Would I ever get to do anything fun again?

I finished my lunch and went to reach for Rata’s empty plate.

Except it wasn’t empty. Rata was staring at the remains of her pie instead of eating it.

“Rata?”

The little dragon shook her head, as if coming out of a trance.

“You okay?” Rata was an eating machine. I’d never seen her leave anything on her plate before.

“Yeah, I guess. I feel ... weird ... like ...” She shook her head again. “I don’t know. Stomach must be a little upset.”

“Maybe there was some gluten in the crust? How sensitive are you to it?” I knew some people were sensitive to even tiny traces of gluten in their food. 

Rata sighed. “Maybe. Whatever it is, I don’t think I want to finish that.” 

Probably for the best. I didn’t want to suffer through Rata’s gluten farts.
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After lunch, I had a Zoom call with Tui and Ella. We did them weekly in order to keep in touch. Oliver didn’t make it to many, because he was mostly out of cell phone contact—he managed to send the odd text or photo, but a videoconference wasn’t usually possible for him.

We’d just connected and said hello when a big grey form barrelled into Tui, knocking her out of the frame with an “Oof!”

I heard scrabbling sounds, followed by a growl. The picture wavered, as though something had hit the screen. Then a scaly head popped into view. 

“Auntie Ella! Uncle Nathan!” 

“Pounamu! You’ve grown so big!” Ella exclaimed. Then she frowned. “What have you done to Tui?”

“Not me, not me. Inanga!”

Inanga and Pounamu were young scree dragons that Tui had saved after she’d unwillingly killed their mother, Gneiss, in self-defence. 

Inanga’s head popped up on screen. “We go beach yesterday!”

“Get. Off. Me!” Tui’s exasperated voice could be heard in the background. Inanga shifted, and then Tui reappeared, her hair falling out of its ponytail. “Sorry about that.”

I laughed. “They look like a handful.”

Tui shook her head. “More than a handful. They’re growing like weeds.”

“Beach, beach, beach!” Pounamu chirped.

“Wow! They’re talking so much now, too!” I said. 

“Yeah, and as they both mentioned, we took them down to the beach yesterday, and they were giving kids rides in the waves.” 

“Scree dragons can swim?” Their natural habitat was mountaintops on the South Island.

“Yeah, who’d have thought, eh? They love the water.”

The dragons shoved Tui aside, bouncing their heads in their excitement. “Swim! Swim! Swim!” 

Tui laughed, shoving back at the unruly creatures. “Go on. Go play outside so I can talk to my friends.” 

“Bye Auntie Ella! Bye Uncle Nathan!” The dragons scampered away.

“So, things are going well with the taniwha up there?” I asked Tui. She’d been asked to go to Whangārei to work with some of the local taniwha and improve relations between them and the local iwi.

Tui raked her hair back into a ponytail. “For the most part. Of course, taniwha aren’t dragons—well, not all of them— but there are a lot of similarities. They understand Draconic, which is a bonus. They don’t necessarily agree with everything I say, but they at least understand me.”

“So, how long do you expect to stay in Whangārei?” Ella asked.

“At least a couple more months—summer’s a difficult time for relations up here, what with everyone in the water. There’s some friction over the use of some of the beaches, because of people driving cars on them and playing loud music. What about you, Ella? How’s the internship?”

Ella was in Wellington doing an internship at the Beehive and helping to move the legislation granting dragons personhood through Parliament. 

“It’s great! Yesterday I got to sit in on the entire select committee meeting examining the tikanga Māori around dragons for inclusion in the legislation. Eight hours of discussion!” 

The excitement in her voice was clear, but I was secretly thankful I’d spent my day on schoolwork instead of sitting in a meeting. Maybe maths wasn’t so bad after all. 

“What about you, Nathan?”

I shrugged. What about me? I was living with my dad and spending my time alternately teaching trainees at the institute about dragons and being a student myself. 

“Rata taught me some more swear words this week.” At least I was spending time with dragons—both Rata and Foggy Bottom taught courses at the institute and hung out with me a lot. Occasionally, Foggy Bottom would take me flying somewhere. Being an enormous New Zealand green dragon, it was no big deal for me to tag along on her back when she went places. As long as they weren’t ‘dangerous’ places, according to Dad.

“When’s the next Draconic Council meeting?” Ella asked.

“I think there’s one next week. Do you want me to take any messages to them?”

“Yeah, actually. I’ve got some preliminary text for the legislation I’d like them to have a chat about. I’ll email it to you.”

“Sweet.” Something to look forward to. Unlike human meetings, Draconic Council meetings could get exciting. Especially if there were arguments. Honestly, I was surprised Dad let me attend them. I’d have to remember to wear my fireproof jacket.

We chatted for a while longer, and then said our goodbyes. I hurried to my Draconic lesson with Rata. She taught me and Leandro, and then we taught the students at the institute. Friendly as she was, Rata didn’t have the patience for teaching a classroom full of metzi flenka—the Draconic term for humans. Literal translation—‘dirt eaters’. Yeah, historically, dragons and humans haven’t really gotten along, so their terms for us are less than complimentary.

We met for our lessons in the library on the ground floor of the Lodge. The library was full of books about dragons from all over the world. Rows of wooden shelves rose nearly to the ceiling, with a couple of study tables squeezed in beside them on one side of the room. Who knew there were so many books about dragons? It was one of my favourite places in the institute.

Rata was already there when I arrived. “Am I late?”

“Right on time,” Rata said. “It’s Leandro who’s late.”

“I think he had a meeting with Dan and Dad after lunch.” The meeting must have run late.

“How are you feeling?” I asked Rata while we waited for Leandro , remembering her upset stomach at lunchtime.

Rata was perched on the back of a chair, as though she was posing for a picture. She did nothing without considering her looks, but she slumped a little at my question. “I don’t know. I feel weird, almost dizzy.” She shook her head. “But I’m fine. Let’s get started. Leandro will have to catch up.”

“Ooh! Since Leandro’s not here, can you teach me a new Draconic insult?” I grinned. Rata was a great source of naughty words and insults—the Draconic language had heaps of them. 

“Not today.” The little dragon did seem off. “Let’s start by reviewing last week’s vocabulary. Hopefully by the time we get to today’s lesson, Leandro will be here.”

Fine. I supposed I didn’t need any new insults. And I’d be embarrassed if Leandro walked in while Rata was teaching me one. It was a little weird learning alongside Leandro, since he had been my first Draconic teacher. But I’d spent so much time with dragons, my language skills were as good as or better than his now. And I knew more swear words. Not that I shared them with anyone but my friends, of course.

I opened my notebook to last week’s vocabulary.
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Rata sensed it before I did. She broke off in the middle of an explanation of the Draconic future tense, swayed for a moment and said, “Oh! Dizzy!”

I heard it a moment later—a deep, growling rumble like an enormous truck barrelling across the hills. “What—” I sucked in a breath as realisation dawned. “Earthquake!” 

Then it hit. I lurched out of my chair and was thrown immediately to the floor, which wasn’t where I expected it to be. 

“Under the table!” I barked. Rata dove under the solid library table with me as the floor shook. I grabbed a table leg with one hand and curled my other arm around Rata as we braced ourselves.
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Chapter Two

6 November, 3.42 pm
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The rumble of the earth was joined by the thud-thud-thud of heavy books pouring off the library shelves. Windows exploded down the corridor in pops and crashes of glass. The building rattled, creaked and groaned. My heart pounded as I imagined the entire building collapsing. How could it possibly stay up when it was being shaken like this? A ceiling tile slapped onto the table overhead, and I flinched at the sound. In moments, it was raining ceiling tiles. I could hear crashes throughout the building. What else was falling down? 

Drop, cover, hold. I’d had earthquake drills all my life, and I knew what I was supposed to do. I never thought it would be so difficult to sit still in a real earthquake. I squeezed my eyes shut and forced myself to stay put when all I wanted to do was get out of the building, which I was convinced was about to collapse on top of us. Would it ever stop shaking?

At last, the movement began to wane. There was one final crash from somewhere else in the building, and then things went eerily quiet. As the violent shaking subsided, it felt like I was sloshing back and forth like a rubber duck in a bathtub. I shifted, ready to bolt from the building, but Rata squeaked, “Wait!”

Another shock rumbled through the room like a horse galloping over us. Just when I thought it was over, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I watched in horror as a big wooden bookshelf tipped towards me. The few books still miraculously on the shelves slid off and slammed to the floor. I let go of the table leg, shielded Rata with my body, and covered my head with my hands. The shelf crashed against the table with a boom, and suddenly a weight pressed firmly on my back. 

When the swaying seemed to stop, I raised my head and opened my eyes. A splintered table leg jutted towards my face, and I realised that the tilted top of the table was the weight pressing on my back. “Skobni!” 

Rata squirmed out from between my arms and shot out from under the table without a word. I tried to shift the table off my back, but with the big shelf unit lying on top of it, it wouldn’t budge.  Sliding my legs to the side, I managed to shift out of my cramped turtle position and onto my side so I could examine the space. The table had collapsed when the shelf fell on it, and was now held up on one corner by a partly crushed chair wedged between the table and the wall. I tried not to think of what might have happened if the chair hadn’t been there. With adrenaline coursing through me, I scrabbled on my stomach towards the space Rata had darted through. There was a gap between the crushed chair and table top—it would be a tight fit, but ...

I squeezed my head and shoulders through, but as soon as my head was above the table, it was clear I wasn’t going anywhere. The shattered shelf unit and another crushed chair underneath it blocked all but a tiny hole—big enough for Rata to squeeze through, but not for me.

A small aftershock rattled through the building, and my heart pounded in my ears. I was trapped! And the only thing between me and the crushing weight of that book shelf was a stressed chair.

“Help!” I shouted. “I’m stuck!”

How long would it take before anyone found me? Was everyone else okay? Maybe they were all trapped under rubble too. I shouted again. 

I tried to take comfort in the fact that Rata knew where I was. When I didn’t come out, she’d let someone know ... if there was anyone around who wasn’t trapped, too. Scenarios of complete destruction flashed through my mind. What if the whole building had collapsed? What if all the buildings at the institute had collapsed? How long would it be before—

“Nathan!” Dad’s voice held a note of panic I’d never heard before.

“I’m in the library!” I yelled back, then added, “I’m okay, just stuck!”

A moment later, footsteps sounded in the library, and then a few very colourful words in English and ... Spanish? Leandro must have been with Dad.

“Nathan?” 

“I’m here, Dad.” My pulse slowed slightly, knowing Dad and Leandro were out there. 

There was a lot of grunting and clunking as they shifted debris away. At one point, the table shifted a little and I covered my head, thinking it was going to fall on me. But then they pulled the table top away, and I scrambled to my feet.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said, clambering over what was left of the furniture. 

Leandro and Dad each grabbed an arm and practically lifted me out. They both kept their hands on me and kept me on my feet—I was pretty sure the ground wasn’t shaking now, but I felt wobbly anyway. 

We slipped out of the ruined library, stepping on broken ceiling tiles and books, and into the corridor. A stiff breeze swirled in through the row of shattered windows, and our shoes crunched on broken glass. I sucked in a breath as we emerged into the foyer. The massive stone fireplace at the far end of the room had collapsed into a heap.

“Keep moving.” Leandro tugged at my arm. Had I stopped? Was I even inside my body anymore? Surely this was a hallucination or a dream ... a nightmare.

The ground began to shake again, and Leandro and Dad hauled me through the shattered sliding glass doors and down the steps into the open driveway. 

Others who had been in the Lodge—trainees, and Dan West, one of the other former dragon slayers who now taught at the institute, gathered outside on the driveway, chattering nervously.

“That was huge!”

“How long do you reckon it went on? Four minutes?”

“Felt like a year.”

“Do you think it was the Alpine Fault?”

“Probably—it was due to go.”

Dan met us as we passed through the group. “Everyone from my class and the dormitory are accounted for.”

“Any injuries?” asked Leandro, still gripping my arm.

“No. Go take care of Nathan.”

“What about Miss Brumby?” I said, snapping out of my haze as I suddenly realised she wasn’t here. She would have been in the kitchen, with all those pots and pans hanging overhead, not to mention the plates and glassware on shelves everywhere. “She’s still in there!” 

I started for the steps, but Dad held me back. “Dan and I will go. Leandro needs to patch you up.”

“Me? I’m fine.” 

Leandro’s eyebrow rose, and he led me away from the group. I looked down at myself and, seeing blood, finally began to feel the gash on my forearm, the sting on the back of my head.

Rata settled on my shoulder as Leandro sat me down on a rock and pulled out his first aid kit. I glanced at the shattered door to the Lodge. “Will Miss Brumby be okay?” 

Miss Brumby was sometimes gruff, and you definitely never wanted to be on her bad side, but she was like an auntie to me. She’d always looked after the kids at the institute when it was a dragon slaying school, and she had a soft spot for dragons as well.

“She’ll be fine,” Rata said quietly, but her voice lacked conviction. 

I peered at Rata. “Are you okay?” I asked. 

Rata shrugged. “Maybe? I don’t feel that great. My stomach is ... squirmy.”

Yeah, I could understand that feeling. But Rata hadn’t been well before the quake. I remembered reading about how animals sometimes acted strangely hours before an earthquake happened. 

“Could you sense the quake earlier?” I asked. “Like, at lunch, when you weren’t feeling well?”

Rata cocked her head to the side, thinking. “Maybe. My Auntie Cerulean could predict earthquakes a day in advance.” 

“Sounds like a pretty useful skill,” I said.

Rata snorted. “As long as earthquakes don’t happen too often. I’d hate to feel this lousy all the time.”

Leandro shook his head, a smile curving his face. “Nathan, I think you’re the only injured person. Quit worrying about everyone else and hold still while I clean this.” 

I flinched at the sting of the alcohol wipe on my arm, but kept my gaze focused on the Lodge.

A moment later, Dan and Dad returned, with a grumbling Miss Brumby walking between them.

“But the lasagne is only half cooked!” She appeared to be completely fine, and I let out my breath and sagged in relief. “I can salvage it if you let me go back in.” She jerked an arm out of Dan’s grip, but he caught it again. 

“The lasagne isn’t important.”

Miss Brumby harrumphed. “Tell me that in three hours when no one’s had dinner.”

Dan turned Miss Brumby towards him, gripping both her arms. “Sarah.”

Miss Brumby froze for a moment, blinking at Dan. Then her face crumpled and she covered it with her hands. “My kitchen!” she wailed.

Dan wrapped her in a hug, and Dad patted her on the back before jogging towards me.

“How is he?” Dad frowned down at me.

“A couple of cuts. Nothing major,” Leandro said as he finished bandaging my arm. 

Dad laid a hand on my shoulder. “You’re okay?” 

“I’m fine, Dad. They just sting a little.”

He let out a breath and pulled me into an embarrassing hug. 

“Dad!” I pushed away from him a little.

Dad released me, but kept a hand on my shoulder. He looked at Dan and Leandro. “Everyone out of the Lodge now?”

“Everyone’s accounted for,” Dan said. “What about Magnus?” He was another former dragon slayer who now did administrative work for the institute.

“He’s fine. He’s gone over to check on the missus and Jack.” The ‘missus’ was Laura MacDiermont, Magnus’s wife, who managed the sheep station associated with the institute. The sheep provided income, and had historically acted as a guise when it was a secret dragon slaying school. I knew Jack as Professor Marshall—he used to teach horsemanship to dragon slaying students. We all hated him. I was surprised he’d stuck around when the institute changed, but I figured they needed someone to help Mrs MacDiermont with the sheep. He was really good with animals—he just happened to hate kids.

Another rumble shuddered through the ground, and everyone tensed. The buildings rattled and creaked. With a terrible shriek, the fire escape stairs on the side of the Lodge collapsed into a pile of tangled metal and wood, sending Rata airborne. Skobni! It wasn’t particularly cold out, but I shivered, wishing I had my jersey, which was somewhere in the library, probably covered in ceiling tiles and half a tonne of books. “What do we do now?” I asked as Rata settled back onto my shoulder.

“Archie?” Leandro looked at Dad for the answer to my question. As the director of the institute, Dad was technically in charge, though I knew he made all decisions with Dan and Leandro.

“Well, the Lodge is a wreck,” Dad said. “And the office is a mess, too, but it definitely fared better than the Lodge. Who knows what the other chalets look like inside?” He sighed. “Well, I think we should all stay outside for a while longer. Let the aftershocks settle a little. Then Leandro, Dan and I will check each building before we let anyone back in.”

I shivered again. “Can I at least get a jersey?”

“We’ll pull out the emergency supplies,” Dan said. “Come on everyone; you can all help.”

Emergency supplies? Dan led us all to a small shed behind the old stables, which he unlocked with a code. He swung open the door to reveal shelves stacked with labelled plastic bins. Unlike the library, where everything had jumped off the shelves, the shed was neat and tidy, tightly stretched ropes holding everything in place. And there was apparently everything on those shelves—tents, sleeping bags, warm clothes, rain gear, food, water, batteries, torches, radios ... even a box labelled ‘games’.

“You prepared for this?” I had no idea what was in this shed—I’d always assumed it was just horse tack or something.

Dan laughed. “Of course we did. Sooner or later, it was going to happen.” He hauled out a couple of long canvas bags. “Let’s get a command centre and a kitchen set up, eh?” A group of the trainees took the bags and erected the gazebos that were inside. Folding tables and a few camp chairs came out next. Miss Brumby took charge of a box labelled ‘cooking’ and disappeared inside one of the gazebos.

“Here.” Leandro tossed me a fleece from the box labelled ‘clothing’. “Anyone else need a jacket?” He passed out a few more to the trainees.

Dan handed me a wind-up radio. “Crank this up and let’s find out what’s going on. You’ll probably need to tune into Radio New Zealand’s AM station, not the FM station.”

“Why not FM?” I asked. I’d never used AM. 

“FM signals don’t travel very far, and the local transmitters aren’t likely to be working. AM travels further, so we should be able to get a signal from the North Island.” 

I sat on a rock while everyone else bustled around me, pulling out gear. Some of the trainees were setting up tents—I didn’t blame them for not wanting to sleep in a building tonight. 
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