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				The Duke made sure that everyone was ready. Prince George was sitting up in his cot wide awake. The Duchess smoothed down a tuft of unruly blond baby hair. Then she tucked her young son into the softest royal blankets.

				It was time for tonight’s bedtime story. Someone turned on the baby light, filling the blue room with a comforting warm glow.

				Under the cot, Lupo stretched out his big black paws, breathing in the heavenly smell of bath bubbles and baby powder. He smiled to himself, picturing Nanny’s angry face at the sight of him playing with Prince George in the bath tonight. She hadn’t been pleased they were playing “bubble crown”.

				Nanny had turned her back for but a moment to get a new bar of soap, leaving Lupo unguarded. The Prince was purposely sitting on the old bar of soap. He burbled, in his own special way, “Errrrpluff!” which roughly translated means, “Quick get in! Let’s play BUBBLE CROWN!”

				Lupo obeyed and took flight, but instead of gracefully leaping on to the bath he managed to flop headfirst into the warm water. Soapy bubbles scattered into the air and covered the bathroom floor.

				By the time Nanny finished rummaging in the bathroom cabinet George had won! He had the biggest crown of bubbles. Lupo’s medium-sized crown was sliding off his wet dangling ear. She shook her fists and waggled her fat fingers, flabbergasted.

				“GET OUT, LUPO! What on earth are you two up to? I turn my back for a second and you . . . I—” cried Nanny, as she frogmarched him out of the bath.

				Not even the Duke and Duchess understood that the strange Gurgles and Sniffs muttered by their son and spaniel were actually a secret language.

				Lupo and George shared such a strong bond that they were able to talk to one another. Only a handful of children throughout history have been able to understand their pets. Lupo wasn’t sure when he realized he could talk to George or that the Prince could talk back. It just happened one day and they understood each other perfectly.

				As he left the bathroom, still covered in bubbles, he barked back to George, “I will win next time, your Royal Highness!” His wet paw prints led all the way down the corridor and into the nursery.

				Lupo smiled to himself once more. Tonight had been fun. Licking his front paw, he noticed a few small bubbles still hung on his damp black fur.

				The Duke settled into a chair in the nursery and opened his book.

				“This is the story of a great knight,” he said, and at once Lupo’s shaggy black tail wagged with excitement. “His name was George and it’s about how he had to fight a nasty horrible dragon.”

				Lupo’s ears pricked. This was going to be a good book. When Lupo spoke to the Prince, he looked straight into George’s eyes. What sounded like sniffs and lip smacking to the Duke and Duchess was actually Lupo speaking.

				Sniff!, then a loud chomp, followed lastly by a series of licks represented, “Dragons, George! Did you hear that, we’ve got monsters tonight – this might be the best story ever.” His tail bumped against the wooden cot, a sign of utter happiness. Thump, thump, thump.

				“Dragons! Woohoo!” replied George happily with a long burble.

				The Duke looked up from the book, convinced he had just heard his son mutter his first word! But he brushed away the thought, reminding himself that George was far too young to be talking. Mumbles and gurgles were nothing more than that. Lupo, of course, knew better.

				Clearing his throat, the Duke began, “Once upon a time there was a young farm boy called George. He was short and not very strong. He had long, thin legs and spindly arms. His hair was a mop of brilliant red and he was covered from head to toe in freckles . . . just like my brother!”

				“That is not how the story begins,” said the Duchess, picking up a wet towel from the floor. She smiled at the sight of her family all ready for bed. “If I remember, this story begins with a dragon – a great big dragon, roaring through the countryside!”

				Prince George began jumping up and down against the front of the cot. “Chuff . . . Dodo . . . chuff!” (Roar . . . Lupo . . . roar!)

				Taking in a big gulp of air, Lupo opened his throat and roared as loudly as he could – roaring was something everyone could understand.

				“More, more, roar, more!” George begged Lupo in excited mumbles.

				“ROOOAARRRRRR!” bellowed the Duke, joining in.

				George giggled loudly.

				The Duchess bent down and patted Lupo’s head. “Lupo, stop encouraging them. That is quite enough! Anyone would think I have a zoo in this nursery. That means you too!” she chided her unruly husband.

				George looked at Lupo wide-eyed, and smiled a big toothless grin. Bedtime stories with the Duke were much better than with boring Nanny.

				The Duke turned the book so that everyone could see the front page. “Pretty big dragon, don’t you think?” he said.

				A picture of a dragon filled the first page with flames of red and gold. Lupo couldn’t help but bark. He had never seen anything like it. George was captivated and fell as silent as a kitchen mouse.

				The Duke continued reading: “England was under attack from a fearsome dragon. It had long, twisted claws and ragged wings, skin as cold as snakes and yellow eyes which lured its prey into a vice-like grip of death.

				“The King of England was desperate. He had sent many soldiers to try and slay the dragon. All of them had failed. The King asked his court despairingly, ‘Send a message to every village that I am willing to offer my daughter’s hand in marriage to anyone who can rid this land of the terrible beast!’

				“News of the reward spread far. The Princess was the most beautiful woman in England, so many young men took up their swords, hoping to win her hand in marriage. They all tried but none could kill the loathsome dragon.

				“Deep in the middle of the countryside lived a simple farmer called George. He had not been trained to be a warrior or a skilled knight. One day, as he worked in the fields, he had a vision that he could slay the dragon and marry the beautiful Princess. He wasted no time and left his farm and rode to the city, offering himself as a servant to the King.

				“When George saw how scared the Princess was, he promised her that he would rid the land of the dragon.”

				Suddenly, there was a tap-tap-tap on the glass of the nursery window. Jumping out from under the cot, Lupo grumbled, “It’s here, George, it’s the dragon!”

				George waved frantically in the direction of the nursery window.

				Stooping low to the floor, like a lion preparing to catch its prey, Lupo went to investigate. Staring into the darkness of the royal garden, he saw it was a heavy tree branch swinging in the rain, casting eerie shadows.

				His racing heart calmed, and he woofed, “It’s just rain, but let’s pretend it was the dragon!”

				George stared out the window in astonishment. Then he tried to climb out of his cot to see the dragon at the window. The Duchess caught him as he tumbled forward. He grabbled at his mummy’s pink jumper.

				Ignoring the commotion, the Duke carried on reading: “Determined to save the kingdom, brave George rode into the mountains towards the dragon’s cave.”

				Lupo squeezed between the Duchess’s feet, looking up at George who was dribbling all over her jumper. “Whoof! Grrr, growl.” (George, we have to get to the dragon’s cave.)

				“Reeeee!” (There, I can see it!) George’s chubby little arms shook at the wardrobe.

				“The day turned to night as George grew close to the lair,” the Duke went on. “Thick black smoke filled the air together with the smell of rotten eggs . . .”

				Lupo snorted a deep p-woof. “Rotten eggs! George, that’s nasty,” he said, jumping up and down. He stuck his wet, black nose into the pages of the book. But it was no good. He couldn’t detect the dragon’s scent.

				George quivered. The dragon smelt like his nappy! Then he and Lupo both fell into fits of giggles.

				“George had arrived at the entrance to the dragon’s cave . . .”

				Thunder stole everyone’s attention. The dark room flickered brightly as lightning streaked the night sky. Lupo gripped the carpet with his paws. He growled at the pages of the book, knowing that any minute, George the knight would be face-to-face with the dragon.

				“George aimed his sword and raced into the darkness on his horse. Fire surrounded him. The dragon glared at him ready to destroy him like so many others.

				“George charged towards the dragon and struck the wretched creature with a hard blow. Shocked, it fell backwards and tried to steady itself. It was very angry! The dragon then reared on to its hind legs and flapped its long wings. From its mouth it blew orange fire all around George and his horse.

				“George was too quick. In seconds he was underneath it. With one large surge he forced his sword into the heart of the dragon, bringing it crashing to the ground. The dragon was dead.

				“Returning to the palace, the King and Queen were so happy they made George a Knight of the Realm.”

				Noticing that both his son and the dog were not settling down to sleep, the Duke shut the book. “Enough adventures for tonight. It’s bedtime for you both. Come on now, settle down.”

				“He didn’t read about the Princess and the marriage and England finally being safe,” booed George. He was sad that the story was finished.

				Lupo clambered on to the side of the cot and, sticking his black face in between the wooden bars, licked George’s pink hands. He said, “George, you did it – you saved the Princess!”

				The exhausted prince gaahed, “I did?”

				“Yes, you did!” woofed Lupo.

				“We did it together, Lupo!” burbled the royal baby.

				And then with a sniff and a woof, Lupo crawled into his bed. He had to turn several times to get into the most comfortable position. “Yes we did. Night night, buddy.”

				George wasn’t quite ready for bed. “Raar!” he cried. “Yippee, that was the best book . . . AGAIN!”

				The Duchess bent down to both her son and dog and said, “Sleep well, you two. No more thoughts of St George and the dragon. Night, night.”

				Prince George began to moan as his parents left the room, pulling the door to.

				Lupo tried to comfort him. He lay on his back and put a warm paw on the underside of the Prince’s cot, “Don’t be upset, George. I’m right here.”

				The gentle sound of Lupo’s voice instantly made him feel better. The Prince mumbled sleepily, “Lupo, if we are asleep, how will we know if the dragon is coming?”

				Lupo’s eyelids felt very heavy, “I’ll smell him . . . rotten eggs remember . . .” Closing his eyes, he fell into a deep sleep.

				George snuggled against his toy wombat and also went to sleep.

				But the happy evening in the nursery was soon spoilt by a strange dream. As Lupo slept, he dreamt he was cold and alone in a very dark place. Suddenly there was a large white swan. It was injured.

				“An accident perhaps,” thought Lupo. The bird then spoke these words to him: “Protect the secret.” Somewhere, a dog barked. It was a scary kind of bark.

				Lupo thrashed around under the cot, his nose twitched left and right. He caught the scent of something . . . the smell of rotten eggs.

				Next, a huge dragon appeared. With its sharp claws and gnashing teeth, it roared so loudly it woke him up.

				Lupo sat up stiffly and checked on George. He was happy to see the prince was sucking his thumb blissfully.

				He went to the Duke and Duchess’s room and hopped onto their bed. He lay at their feet as they slept but he was unable to sleep. Instead his thoughts were filled with images of the dragon from the story.
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