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Chapter One The Dragon’s Secret
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“Okay, my turn to start,” my best friend Isabel said. She shimmied on the big rock where we were sitting out on the playground, waiting for the first bell to ring. Our other best friend, Sadie, wasn’t there yet. Her bus was late.

“Once upon a time, there was a tiny dragon with a huge secret,” Isabel said. She lifted her eyebrows in my direction.

I grinned. That was a great start to a story. Now it was my turn to add a sentence—that was the game we were playing.

I thought for a second. “The dragon’s secret was so embarrassing, she hadn’t even told it to her best friend the unicorn, or her other best friend, the magic puppy,” I said. I almost always put a dog in our stories. Sometimes I even put in my dog, Banana, but not this time. Banana isn’t a magic puppy. She’s a funny little wiener dog, all long and skinny in the middle, like a banana.

Isabel added the next sentence. “The secret was, the dragon didn’t know how to fly.”

“Ooh.” I liked that. My brain lit up like a sparkler, full of ideas for what could come next. “The dragon hid her secret by pretending the reason she never flew was to stay on the ground with her friend, because the puppy couldn’t fly either,” I said.

If I could fly but my friends couldn’t, I would walk with them when we were together. “Magic puppies aren’t supposed to fly, but dragons and unicorns all know how,” I said.

Isabel nodded. “The dragon was afraid that if anyone learned her secret, they would make fun of her and not want to be her friend anymore,” she said.
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“And she was afraid to practice on her own or take flying lessons at school, because someone might see her trying and failing,” I added.

“Also, she was afraid of heights,” Isabel said.

I leaned forward and wiggled my eyebrows. “But one day,” I said in my most dramatic voice, “the unicorn discovered her secret.”

Our teacher, Ms. Burland, says that stories should have a beginning, a middle, and an end. This felt like the start to the middle: the part where things change.

“The dragon and the unicorn were walking to the puppy’s house, when the unicorn said they should fly over the mountain to get there faster,” Isabel said.

“Hmm.” I thought about how the dragon might respond. Would she make up an excuse? Or create a distraction? I thought she would want to be honest with her friend, but might also feel scared of telling the truth.

“The dragon said no, and when the unicorn asked her why, she started to cry,” I said. I waited to hear what Isabel would add next. I had no idea where the story was going. That was part of the fun!

“The unicorn listened carefully while the dragon told him her secret, and he didn’t laugh at all,” Isabel said. I smiled. Isabel was a good listener too. Almost as good as Banana.

“And then the unicorn told the dragon a secret of his own,” I said.

One of the best things about being best friends was sharing—and keeping—each other’s secrets. I could always trust Isabel and Sadie with mine. I didn’t know what the unicorn’s secret would be, but I had a feeling Isabel would come up with something good. I waited.

Before Isabel could continue the story, we saw Sadie running toward us, straight off the school bus. Her backpack bounced with each step.

“You’ll never guess what happened on the bus,” she said the second she reached us. She was out of breath from running fast, so the words came out in quick bursts. Her cheeks were pink with excitement.
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“You saw a dragon?” Isabel guessed.

“Or a magic puppy?” I said.

Sadie shook her head, still breathing hard.

“I know! The bus driver turned into an ogre,” I said.

Sadie dropped her backpack on the ground next to Isabel’s and mine. “No! But the driver did yell at me, and it was all Justin’s fault. He was doing a trick,” she said.

“Oh,” Isabel said. “Well, that sounds like Justin.”

I nodded in agreement. It did sound like Justin. He was always making jokes and playing tricks. He could be funny sometimes, but when he was showing off he could also be annoying.

Sadie usually laughed at his jokes and shrugged off his tricks. It was strange for her to be worked up about him. “Was the trick mean?” I asked.

“No,” Sadie said. She leaned closer. “It was magic.”






Chapter Two Real Magic
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Isabel’s eyes went wide at the word “magic,” but I narrowed mine. I was always suspicious when it came to Justin. “What was the trick?” I asked.

“It was a card trick,” Sadie said. “Someone chose a random card from a full deck and Justin guessed what it was. But it was way more complicated than that sounds. No one can figure out how he did it. Not even the fifth graders.”

“Hmm,” I said. I wondered if I could figure it out. I’m pretty good at riddles and puzzles.
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“Do you think it was really magic?” Isabel asked.

Sadie shook her head. “No way. If anyone in our class is secretly magical, it wouldn’t be Justin.”

I snorted. That was true. If Justin were magical, everyone would know. He would definitely brag about it. A lot.

“Ooh, that’s a fun game. Who in our class do we think would be magical?” Isabel said.

Sadie tilted her head to one side like Banana does when she’s thinking. Her face lit up as she thought of an answer. I kind of hoped she would say me, even though I knew I wasn’t magical, but instead she said, “Ms. Burland! She would have magic shoes.”

I grinned. “Yeah!” Our teacher always wears fun, colorful shoes. She has the most interesting footwear of anyone I know. The best pair has a kitten face on the toe of one foot, and a puppy face on the other. Those always make me smile.

“She probably knows some magic words, too,” I said.

Ms. Burland writes a new word and its definition on the whiteboard every morning—not for a test or anything, just for fun. The word of the day is one of my favorite things about being in her class. Yesterday’s word was “optimist.” Optimist: someone who is hopeful and expects good outcomes. It reminded me of Banana. She’s always hopeful that I’ll drop her some cheese at the dinner table, even though I’m not supposed to.

The bell rang, telling us it was time to line up to go inside. Isabel and I slid off the rock and we all grabbed our backpacks. “So how do you think Justin did it? Was it just a lucky guess?” Isabel asked as we walked toward the school doors.

Sadie shrugged. “I don’t know. I couldn’t really see it. He was sitting a few rows behind me, and when I turned around to watch, the bus driver yelled for everyone to face forward.” She wrinkled her nose. Sadie doesn’t like being told what to do, even by the grown-ups in charge.

“The fifth graders kept asking but he wouldn’t tell them how the trick was done. He said he guarantees no one else can do it. So I said he has to show us the trick at recess. I bet we can figure it out.” Sadie looked excited. She always loves a challenge.

I felt excited too. “We are a good team,” I said as we entered the school. It would be fun figuring out Justin’s secret together.

Sadie hooked her arms through mine and Isabel’s and we skipped all the way to class.






Chapter Three You’ll Never Guess
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When we got to our classroom, I put my jacket and lunch bag into my cubby and went to my seat. I immediately saw Justin, who was already sitting at his desk behind mine. He noticed me looking at him, and grinned. My Nana would say he looked like the cat that had caught the canary—very pleased with himself.

“Hi, Anna,” he said. He pulled a deck of cards from his lap and made a big show out of shuffling them on his desktop.

“Hi, Justin,” I replied. I dropped into my seat in front of his and took out my pencils and notebook. I lined up the pencils at the top of my desk—first my regular pencil, then my lucky blue pencil, then my extra-special supersparkly rainbow pencil—and refused to look behind me. If Justin wanted attention, he wasn’t going to get it from me. I would not be the canary.
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But Isabel, who sat at the desk to my right, turned around to see what Justin was doing. “Are those the magic cards?” she asked in a hushed voice, like the magic was sleeping and she didn’t want to wake it up.

“Nope,” Justin said. “They’re just regular cards. It’s the trick I do that’s magic.” I heard the sound of more shuffling, but kept my back to him.

“Sadie said you’re going to show us at recess,” Isabel said.

“I might. If you’re lucky,” Justin said. I rolled my eyes even though he couldn’t see them. Justin could be so smug sometimes. I wished Isabel wouldn’t encourage him.

“Even if I show you, you’ll never guess how it’s done,” he added.

I couldn’t stand it anymore. I twisted in my seat. “We’ll see about that,” I said.

Justin looked delighted. I should have known better than to take the bait. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and opened his mouth to make some smart comeback, but before he could say anything, Ms. Burland clapped twice to start the day. I turned back around to face the front of the room, and swore I would ignore him for the rest of the morning.

I glanced up at the whiteboard and saw the word of the day: “resolve.” Resolve: to decide firmly on a course of action, it said. I resolved to ignore Justin so he wouldn’t know how much I wanted to see his trick. I was betting that the best way to get him to show us how it was done was to act like we didn’t care about it.
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