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Prologue

 


Best mates
Corey, Jimmy and Fitch headed along the steep track that wound its
way up Wharton Mountain in the Kyangalla National Park. Gravel
crunched beneath their shoes. They looked like a typical group of
teenagers, dressed in baggy t-shirts, cargo shorts and snapbacks.
They carried packs on their backs. As they walked, they joked,
laughed and shoved each other. Glass clinked in their bags.

Corey was the
leader of the group. He was tall and strong, only fifteen but
already sporting a dodgy teenage moustache. He was quite proud of
it, even though it looked like he’d glued a small caterpillar to
his upper lip. He carried the largest pack, and it was already
starting to hurt his shoulders.

But he didn’t
let his discomfort show, determined to power his way up the
mountain, to the secret place he’d discovered just a few days
earlier. It was only ten o’clock but already in the high twenties,
promising to be a real scorcher by lunchtime. He glanced over his
shoulder. “Come on you slowcoaches!”

“Just how far
is this totally awesome spot you found?” wheezed Jimmy, who was
fair-skinned, freckled and on the pudgy side. Despite his hat he
was already red-faced.

“Couple
kilometres at the most.”

“What, straight
up?”

“Don’t be such
a blouse!” Corey increased his pace even though he wanted to rest
and delve into his pack already.

As they
continued up the mountain. all sounds of civilisation disappeared
behind them, to be replaced by the chirp of kurrajongs, magpies and
cicadas. Off in the distance, a kookaburra screeched with laughter.
The air smelled of fresh eucalyptus and damp earth. The foliage
grew darker and denser, branches knitting into a much-appreciated
roof of shade over the boys’ heads. Corey loved it up here and
retreated into the bush every chance he got. It was much more
peaceful than his hectic home-life, where everyone was always
shouting and unhappy.

“Are we there
yet?” asked Fitch, the smallest member of the group.

“Soon.”

“My feet
hurt.”

“You shouldn’t
of worn thongs then, you idiot.”

“You didn’t
tell me we were goin’ on a ten-K hike!”

“Come on, it’s
only three at the most!”

“Well, some of
us aren’t fit, fast footy players like you, Corey!”

“Let’s play a
game,” suggested Corey. “I spy with my little eye, something
beginning with ‘T’.”

“Tree!” cried
Fitch triumphantly.

“No, you moron.
Too obvious.”

“Twit!” crowed
Jimmy.

“No.”

“Twonk!”

“No.”

“How about
tosser?”

“No.”

The “T” words
became rude and anatomical. Corey sighed. “If you can see a pair of
those, you have better eyesight than me!”

“Are we there
yet?” Fitch asked again. Corey wanted to strangle him. “The straps
of my bag are really starting to chafe.”

Corey sighed
again. “No! And the word I was thinking of was ‘track’! I can’t
believe none of youse idiots got it!”

“So what’s in
this totally awesome spot, Corey?” Jimmy asked.

“You’ll see
soon enough.”

Jimmy lowered
his voice. “C’mon, you can tell me. I won’t tell Fitch. Did you
find the body of that hiker what went missing last month?”

Corey stared at
him in surprise. “What? No!”

“Shame. That
woulda been cool.”

“Cool? Are you
crazy? That woulda been gross!”

“What, you
scared of a dead body?”

“Dead bodies
aren’t scary! They’re disgusting!”

“Now look who’s
being a blouse?” Jimmy launched into a detailed description of the
last serial killer documentary he’d watched. Corey groaned. He
didn’t see the fascination himself.

Eventually,
after more banter, complaining and one mock punch-up, they reached
their destination. As Corey pushed apart a thick curtain of
dangling fronds, a large hollow containing a fresh mountain pool
was revealed. It glistened in the midmorning light, fed at one end
by a small waterfall.

Jimmy whistled
in appreciation. “Cooool!”

“I sure hope
so!” Fitch was already ditching his bag, shirt and thongs to jump
in with a thunderous splash.

Jimmy turned to
Corey. “How come you never showed us this before? You been holding
out on us?”

“No way. I only
found it recently. All the rain we just had must of made it.” He
too dumped his bag and began pulling off his sneakers. “We gotta
make the most of it. It won’t stay here long.”

For about half
an hour the boys horsed around in the water. They splashed and
dunked each other, had races and swung off overhead vines until one
snapped, nearly dropping Jimmy onto his head on the rocks at the
edge of the pond.

They climbed
out and dug into their packs for the supplies they had bought;
copious amounts of junk food, water, smokes and several bottles of
spirits, raided from various parents’ liquor cabinets. The jokes
became ruder, the laughter more raucous. A burping competition
lasted for almost fifteen minutes. The boys were determined to
spend the day here, having a good time.

“Gotta bleed
the lizard!” Jimmy got up.

“Just pee in
the pool!” cried Fitch.

“No way! I
wanna swim in that water again. Fitchy, you’re a grub. I bet you’re
the sorta kid who wizzes in the council pool!”

“Yeah, so?
Everyone else does!”

“Well I don’t.
I’m not a toddler. Gross.” Jimmy headed off into some thick bushes
several metres away. A minute or so passed, then from the dense
foliage came a high-pitched shriek.

Corey and Fitch
snickered, thinking Jimmy was just horsing around.

“Guys, guys!”
Jimmy burst from the bush, his face as white as a sheet. “I’ve
found him! That hiker who went missing! He’s right here!” He
pointed emphatically.

“You’ve gotta
be kidding!” But Corey rose to his feet, followed by Fitch. “Show
us.”

Jimmy took them
through the thick shrubs and then stopped. He pointed and then
gulped, pressing a hand over his mouth to keep from throwing up.
Corey did a double-take, searching Jimmy’s face for some sign that
he was joking. But Jimmy really did look pale and ill, trembling
and gleaming with sweat. “Can’t go back in there.”

Corey had to be
sure. With much trepidation he pushed through more thick leaves,
into a small clearing beyond.

A body did
indeed lie there, sprawled on its belly. It was dressed in khakis
and singlet, a water bottle lying beside it. Corey could only stare
in horror. His mind drained into a blank. Then Fitch came around
beside him.

Fitch stared
too. But it was the younger boy who found his voice first.

“That’s not the
hiker what went missing. He disappeared about a month ago. We
woulda smelled him when we first arrived. This … this is a new
guy.”

 


* * * *

 



Chapter 1

 


Professor
Icarus Abbacus sat in a large wingback chair in his laboratory in
the Circus Infinitus, and flicked a switch on a machine on the desk
in front of him. The device was only a foot square; a small wooden
box with brass edges. Clicking and grinding noises came from
within, and then its top split in half and opened to allow a
brush-shaped mechanism to emerge.

The mechanism
started to spin.

Icarus’
laboratory was located at the very top of the main building’s
highly-domed ceiling, only accessible by a narrow, rickety steel
staircase attached to the brick wall. Everyone who saw it assumed
the steps led to a viewing platform on the roof, and the Professor
wished to keep it that way. He was tired of all the people who’d
managed to sneak into his lab in the past, and now took great pains
to keep his door carefully concealed and locked.

Only he and Del
had keys.

The Professor’s
lab was quite large, but its true size was difficult to gauge. The
walls were hidden behind tall shelves crammed with dusty old spell
books and scrolls, Magick talismans and devices, jars and vials of
chemicals, boxes of machine parts and even fully-functional
contraptions. Two large robots, one resembling a life-sized toy
soldier and the other a monstrous device with tank treads and
several octopod arms, stood silently in a corner, patiently
awaiting the next time they would be activated.

The bristles at
the top of his machine spun faster and faster. Sparks began to
flash at their tips. So far so good. Professor Abbacus would have
smiled if he could have.

He had recently
pulled apart a movie camera to see exactly how it worked, and was
sure he could construct a much better, far more efficient, version
of his own.

The flashing
sparks started to weave an elaborate web of light and colour.
Pictures began to appear, forming a sequence, a replica of a moving
picture he had seen recently. He had enhanced his machine with
Magick, so he didn’t need a huge, clunky box or crude reels of
highly flammable celluloid. Nor did he require a large, flat screen
to project the image onto. His images were crystal clear and
completely three-dimensional. His device was small, graceful, and
could be powered by a single tiny gemstone. It was only a
prototype; the real photo-projector would be much bigger, but it
appeared to be functioning perfectly.

All he needed
to do now was figure out how to add sound to the device. Then it
would be complete and he could start work on the larger
contraption. He aimed to show three-dimensional moving pictures on
the stage below.

Although the
Circus Infinitus was still the only travelling carnival that could
actually fly from place to place, its shows had become somewhat
ordinary compared to what people now wanted. Only sheltered country
folk were amused by the Professor’s bangs and flashes, the
acrobats, clowns and bizarre animals. Even the Ringmaster’s
hypnotic act had required modification. City people craved
increasingly extravagant displays.

However, Icarus
was determined to deliver. He deactivated his portable
photo-projector and started tinkering with a phonograph. He became
so engrossed in his work that he didn’t hear a key in the
laboratory door lock, and a figure glide silently up behind
him.

Then a hand
dropped on his shoulder and he yelped, spinning around in his chair
in surprise. “Del! If I had a heart it would be stopped right now!”
he chastised.

The Ringmaster
smiled, his piercing blue eyes almost seeing to glow beneath the
brim of his tall top hat. “You used to be so paranoid that no-one
could sneak up on you, not even me.”

“I’m still
paranoid!” Icarus snapped. “Just not here, in my lab, where I’m
safe! Or supposed to be.” He wagged a finger in Del’s face.
“Perhaps I should revise my security features and remove your key
as well!”

The beguiling
smile continued. The blue eyes twinkled. “You’d never do that. Now,
what are you working on?”

“I’ve managed
to perfect my photo-projector. Now I just need to figure out how to
add sound. I thought I could modify this phonograph.” He scratched
at his steel chin with a long metal talon. “But I don’t want to
have to use a new disk each time.” He removed the record and
examined it. “Perhaps I can design my own with more than one track,
although this will require some compression Magick.”

“It all sounds
very interesting,” said Del, “and I would love to see the finished
product, but don’t you think there is something else you should be
doing right now? Something a bit more important?”

Icarus glared
at him. “Something more important? What the hell d’you mean by
that? What’s more important than restoring this circus to its
former greatness?”

The
Ringmaster’s smile grew sad. “There is another world out there,
beyond this one, far larger and far more real. You were a part of
it once, and it still needs you. You need to be a part of it
again.”

Icarus stared
at him in confusion. “I … I have no idea what you’re talking about,
Del. You should leave the riddles for your audience. I have no time
for such nonsense.”

“You’ve been
here a long time, Icarus. Yes, you’ve developed some wonderful
devices, but you’ve lost your way. This isn’t real, and you know
it.”

Icarus felt an
icy hand close around his electrothaumaturgic generator. “Don’t
talk nonsense, Del! Of course this is bloody well real!” He
banged a fist down on the lab bench for emphasis.

The Ringmaster
put his hand on Icarus’ shoulder and squeezed it. “You’ve put a lot
of effort into me, but face the fact - I’m still nothing more than
a figment of your imagination.”

“No – no!”
Icarus gasped in horror.

“I’m sorry, but
it’s time for you to go back.”

It was Icarus’
turn to grab the Ringmaster, holding onto him as though for dear
life. “No - there’s still so much to do here! I will not
go!”

The Ringmaster
shook his head, and for a moment, a split-second, his auburn hair
shimmered to black. Black with a brilliant white streak running
down one side. “You must. The world needs you.”

 


Professor
Abbacus blinked his human eye, suddenly finding himself staring up
at a plain stone ceiling. A Magick bulb glowed gently into life,
providing light and colour. He could feel the power from his
electrothaumaturgic generator flowing through his mechanical parts,
reactivating them. A glow started within his artificial eye and his
surroundings appeared in several enhanced views. Even now, before
feeling had completely returned, he felt more real than he had on
the astral plane.

The Ringmaster
had been right.

Damn you, Del,
Icarus thought miserably. Where are you? Why aren’t you here? He
wanted to retreat to the astral plane, to the wonderful fantasy
he’d created, but remained stubbornly earthbound, as though
anchored. A memory tickled his brain, and his eidetic recall
shunted into action.

He remembered
how Del’s hair had changed colour, becoming black with a white
streak. Why on Earth had it done that? Why had he imagined Del with
… Madam Nocturna’s hair?

“Sir?” came a
disembodied voice from somewhere above. “Is that you? Is that
really you? Back at last?”

Icarus looked
around, but he couldn’t see anyone. He appeared to be lying on a
wooden platform in a small, featureless room. He couldn’t even see
a door. Stupid, he thought at himself. “Harley?” he rasped, his
voice sounding like an ancient gate opening for the first time in
years.

“Yes, it’s me
sir! I don’t believe it! Give me a sec! I have to see you in
person!”

Icarus tried to
sit up, but his joints appeared to have seized. All he could move
was his human arm. He tried to turn his head, there was an awful
groaning noise from his segmented collar, but he managed.

An outline of a
door appeared in the bricks of the wall opposite, and a section
slid back to reveal a tall, handsome young man in a black bodysuit
decorated with glowing circuit designs. He had olive skin, long
black hair and wore thick glasses. With a squeal of delight, he
dashed into the room and grabbed Icarus up off his bench, enfolding
him in a hug.

“Ow,” said
Icarus as he was almost smothered by Harley’s enthusiasm. “You
haven’t brought some oil with you, perchance? Can’t seem to move
right now!”

The cheeks of
his golem body flushed with joy, Harley released him. “There’s some
under the bench, sir.” He reached down, rummaging about. “We did
try to keep you maintained at first, but then time started marching
on and I’m sorry to say we forgot about for you a bit.” He produced
a can with a long nozzle.

“You … you
forgot about me a bit? Just how long was I out for?”

“Eleven
years.”

“Eleven years?
Eleven bloody years?”

“Eleven years,
seventeen days, sixteen hours and forty-seven minutes.”

It wasn’t the
longest period he’d spent out of his body, but it was certainly up
there! No wonder his Del simulacrum had started changing into Madam
Nocturna and wanting him to return. He recalled all he had done on
the astral plane. He had replicated the Circus Infinitus in its
entirety, right down to the last nut and bolt. He had not only
recreated Del, but all the other performers so he could enjoy their
company too. Then he had started working on various ways to improve
the circus, and new plans still raced through his mind. He supposed
he could bring them all out into reality, but considering the time
period he had set himself in, most would probably be redundant by
now. No, best that realm remain on the astral plane, with all the
others he’d constructed. He could still visit when he
meditated.

But he realised
how eleven years could have slipped by. “I don’t believe it,” he
mused as Harley set to work with the oil can. “Surely things
happened while I was out?”

“Oh yes, but
nothing we couldn’t handle, sir.”

“Surely someone
tried to recall me?”

“No. Alice was
quite clear that we not disturb you in any way. We all knew what
you’d gone through at Mt Takameetu. We just wanted to let you rest,
let you return in your own time. Try and sit up now.”

Icarus did so,
with a creak and groan of long-disused joints. But at least he
could move. He lifted his human hand. “Thank you. I can take it
from here.” He held out his hand for the oil can, and Harley handed
it over. The memory of his last moments before fleeing to the
astral plane crashed into his mind and he had to pause for a
moment.

He had been
alive.

No wonder he
had fled. He never wanted to go through something like that again.
He’d never experienced terror and agony like that before, not even
the first time around.

Harley put a
hand on his shoulder, and Icarus was reminded of his last moments
with Del on the astral plane. But he refrained from shaking the
young man’s fingers off. Right now, he needed all the comfort he
could get. “Are you alright, sir?” Harley asked.

“Alice,” said
Icarus. “Wh… where is she?”

“I sent her a
message just before returning to my body.” Icarus looked up at
Harley and he gave a lopsided smile. “I guarantee she’ll be here
very shortly. She’s an associate professor at the Nocturnal
University now.”

“Alice? Alice
Dribble? A professor?”

“Yeah, of
Magick. She reports to Professor Ashe.”

Icarus’ head
spun from the influx of information, but before he could sort his
tangled thoughts into some sort of order, from the corridor outside
came the clatter of rapidly approaching feet. A tall, slender woman
with alabaster skin appeared in the doorway, her long straight
black hair falling from a centre part. She had a smooth, oval face
and midnight blue eyes that were now wide with amazement. She was
most definitely Alice, but completely grown up now.

“A-Alice?”

“Sir!”
She was at Professor Abbacus’ side in an instant, grabbing him in a
hug even tighter than Harley’s. Her wiry strength almost made him
groan. He lifted his arms and returned the embrace, holding her.
She had also been there at the end, watching him in terror as his
second life ebbed from him. He winced. She had been through so much
already because of him, but how could he have put her through
that?

“I’m sorry,” he
said at last.

She let him go.
He stared at her, still unable to believe that this lovely young
woman was the girl he had watched grow up. “Sorry for what?” she
asked.

“Leaving.
Staying away for so long.” He flipped a hand. “Harley said eleven
years have passed.”

Alice blinked
back tears. “You – you had to go, sir. You had to rest. I
distinctly remember you telling me. I’m just happy you’ve finally
decided to come back.” She hugged him again. “What made you
return?”

“Would you
believe it was Del? Well, the memory of Del. He said it was
time for me to resume my old life. He said … actually, and this is
the strangest thing, his hair turned black with a white streak in
it, and then he said ‘the world needs me’.”

“What?’ gasped
Alice.

“For a split
second I saw Del with Madam Nocturna’s hair. And before you ask, I
have no idea why he would turn into her. Has something horrible
happened? Have the polar ice caps melted? Is there a horrible,
global pandemic? Is a nuclear war imminent? Are demons invading
again?”

Alice released
him again. “No – nothing like that, Sir. The world’s pretty much
the same. Well, maybe a little warmer, and there has been a
particularly nasty virus going around. Oh, and some obnoxious
leaders are sabre-rattling and the economy’s in the toilet, but
nothing we can’t handle.” She turned to Harley. “Is everything okay
here?”

“Apart from a
couple of dead hikers found up in Kyangalla National Park,
everything’s fine. The police think a serial killer might be on the
loose.”

More footsteps
sounded from outside in the corridor, and excited people began to
cram into the little room. Vice Principal Morpheus McDingley tried
to push through first, but he was almost flattened by Professor
Albrecht Longenfang, who managed to charge past and grab Professor
Abbacus in his huge hands.

Icarus thought
the big blonde teacher was going to shake him, but he hugged him as
well. This time his joints did creak in protest.

“Nice … nice to
see you too!” Icarus managed to gasp.

In answer,
Professor Longenfang swore at him, and Icarus squirmed free to look
up at him in confusion. Tears glistened in the huge teacher’s
grey-blue eyes, but he managed to blink them back. He struggled to
speak, but no words came out. Then abruptly he turned to glare at
Alice. “Dribble? How the heck did you manage to get in here before
us?”

“I confess I
sent my first message to her,” said Harley, and he gave another
cheeky smile.

“It’s good to
see you back.” A somewhat more sedate fellow, VP McDingley took
Icarus’ steely hand and shook it. “Are you alright?”

“I guess.” The
Professor swung his legs down onto the floor with another squeak.
“Might take a while to get all the kinks out of my system.”

“Take all the
time you need, Icarus. I’ve been VP for this long – I can survive
in the position for a few more days.”

“You’re the VP?
Not the principal?” Icarus asked incredulously. “I was completely
out of it – surely the Nocturnal Council appointed you in my
place.”

“I couldn’t be.
According to Eldritch you’re still in the position. On their system
the principal’s position was greyed out, your name still present,
unable to be changed.”

“I see.” Icarus
sighed. “No rest for the wicked. Next question – what time of year
is it?”

“January. A few
days before school starts.”

Icarus pinched
the bridge of his pointy nose. “Of course it is.”

McDingley gave
a nervous laugh. “Don’t worry Icarus – everything’s already sorted.
I’m no slouch. Like I said, take all the time you need.”

From outside
came another ruckus, and more teachers who’d managed to escape
their current duties came rushing in to welcome Professor Abbacus
back. The small room became very warm and crowded. Icarus began to
feel quite overwhelmed. Had he really been so missed? He’d always
thought all the other teachers didn’t like him.

Then, from
overhead came the sound of claws scratching on stone, and a sinewy
lizard creature came scuttling in through the top of the doorway.
Avoiding the press of bodies, it scrambled across the ceiling.
Professor Abbacus gaped in amazement, for a moment not realising
what he was looking at. The creature was silver with brilliant blue
eyes, about two metres long from its snout to the tip of its tail,
and as sinuous as a snake. Rows of spines ran down its back.

Then the
creature dropped, falling right into Professor Abbacus’ arms. He
staggered from the weight of it, but managed not to drop it.

“Drago!” cried
Alice.

“Drago?”
spluttered Icarus.

The lizard
opened its mouth and licked the human side of the Professor’s face
with a long, forked tongue.

“Yes, yes, it
is you!” Icarus quickly wiped his cheek. “But where are your
wings?” Acutely embarrassed, he put the creature on the ground.

Drago returned
to human form, that of a small, slender Mongolian boy. He looked
about eleven or twelve years old, with straight black hair cut in a
neat bob. He was dressed in a Nocturnal Academy school uniform.

“I’ve learned
how to hide them … er, ah sir. It’s bit hard to convince people
you’re an ordinary werelizard when you’ve got wings.” Drago spread
his hands.

“Why the hell
would you want to do that?”

“Last of my
kind, sir, remember? I don’t want to explain myself to
everyone. Much easier for people to think I’m just an
ordinary lizard.”

“Oh,” said
Icarus, at a loss. He began to feel quite overwhelmed again. “Well,
it’s good to see you too. You’ve certainly grown!”

 


* * * *

 



Chapter 2

 


For eleven
years Drago Bethelrath had been a ward of the Australian Nocturnal
Academy, looked after by two mothers; Misses Debbie Eiche and
Gloria Pearl. They had educated him in all the primary school
basics, and now he was now ready to become a full-time high school
student.

He was both
looking forward to the new year and dreading it. He had made some
friends during his early years, but now, finally, he would be
learning in large classes, in amongst children his own age. How
would he cope?

He wasn’t
stupid, and possessed an eidetic memory like a certain newly
returned professor, but he was a dragon after all. A one-of-a-kind
creature that could fly, blast fire from its jaws and would
probably live forever. That was one of the reasons why he was
trying to perfect his lizard persona. Students to the Australian
academy during his early years would remember a small, dragon-like
creature, but only a select few ever actually figured out what he
really was. The news that there was an actual dragon at the
Australian school only spread through the Nocturnal Council and
their closest associates.

And so, for the
moment, Drago just wanted to be accepted as an ordinary were. He
would save his special dragon abilities to reveal to his best
friends.

Oh, how he
hoped he would make some of those his own age! Hanging around with
teachers and other staff members was all well and good, but they
were always older than him, and usually so serious. He longed to
muck around with other youngsters. He remembered playing with Alice
when she had still been here, but that had been so long ago. He had
just been a baby. What kind of games did older kids play? He had
watched kids muck around over the years, but never participated in
any of their games.

With these
concerns chasing their tails around his mind, Drago Bethelrath
joined the other year sevens in the Australian Academy’s large,
roomy dining room. As usual, ornate banners hung from the walls,
celebrating the school’s many diverse creatures. Owls, bats, rats
and spiders lurked in the rafters. As the sun rose, blinds
descended over the windows. A large curtain, marked with the
school’s logo, hung behind the professors’ table at the front of
the room. Drago had seen it all before, but now he was finally
surrounded with kids his own age, a few confident, but most looking
pale and nervous. They were the usual mixture of weres, vampires,
trees and elementals, some ordinary, some exotic. Previously, Drago
had sat with the teachers, in between Miss Eiche and Miss
Pearl.

With a sinking
feeling, he realised that while he’d been gawking all the good
spots had filled up. As he hunted for a place, he received a few
gruff growls of “seat taken” before finding a spot near the toilets
at the left-hand side of the room. He squeezed in beside a podgy,
olive-skinned boy with lots of thick, curly black hair.

“Er, um,
hello,” he managed.

“Wot’s up?” the
kid asked amiably, in a thick northern English accent. He had a
round, friendly face and dark, twinkling eyes.

Drago managed a
smile. “My name’s Drago.” As an afterthought, he stuck out a hand.
But then he paused. Did people even shake hands anymore?

But the big boy
took his fingers and squeezed them. “My name’s Colin. Colin Hamed.
Drago, eh? You from Eastern Europe somewhere?”

“No. Born and
bred right here in Australia. I’m a werelizard.”

“A lizard!
Cripes, never met one of those! I’m a werehedgehog myself. Born and
bred in Britain, in case you couldn’t tell from the Geordie
accent.”

“A hedgehog?” A
tall, dark-skinned girl seated beside Colin hooted with laughter.
She wore a big, fluffy afro. “OMG! That’s hilarious!”

“Why?” Colin
wanted to know. Suddenly he didn’t look so friendly anymore. “A
were can be any animal, you know!”

“No, it’s
hilarious because I’m a cactus. I have spikes too!”
Suddenly, sharp spines sprouted from her soft, dark hair. “Check
‘em out! I inherited my supernatural powers from my American
father, because there aren’t any cactuses in Africa.”

Drago wanted to
correct her, by saying it’s “cacti”, rather than “cactuses”, but
wasn’t sure if that would be appropriate right now.

Colin stared
for a second, then snorted, back to his previous good humour.
“Sorry! Thought you were having a go.”

“Not on the
first day! Give me a few weeks to get to know you better, then I’ll
start teasing you for real. My name is Olive Otumo. I’m from
Nigeria.”

“Well, I have
spikes running down my spine when I’m in my lizard form,” Drago put
in. “So I guess we’re all a bit er … prickly!”

Colin and Olive
giggled. “You make a good point,” said Colin, and he cracked
up.

“My, what a
sharp wit you have!” said Olive, not to be outdone.

They both
hooted with laughter, then they looked expectantly at Drago.

“Ah, I see
what’s going on here, Drago thought. He struggled for a second.
“Sorry, I’m not quick off the mark with jokes.” He remembered
something his mother Miss Pearl had said, about thorns, and asking
her what it meant. “It’s always been a bit of a … thorn in my
side.”

Colin and Olive
both stared at him for a second, realised what he’d said, and then
burst out laughing.

Whew, thought
Drago. I can’t believe I got that right! He’d never understood
clichés and similes, and always needed them explained.

Unfortunately,
before they could continue their entertaining banter, a collective
gasp of amazement rolled over the dining hall. The three children
directed their attention to the big main table where all the
faculty and house heads sat. Professor Abbacus had pulled his old
trick of simply appearing as though he’d been there the whole
while.

Standing behind
the main podium, Professor Abbacus was looking particularly cranky
in a new, long leather coat with studs on the shoulders, his steel
skull with its brassy fittings newly polished. He hadn’t been seen
at the Australian Academy for eleven years. None of the kids knew
him, and probably only a handful had paid any attention to that
particularly scary painting of him out in the main hall, where he
clutched a glowing plasma globe in his mechanical hand and seemed
to glare at everyone who passed through that fierce red eye.

Now that
glowing red orb swept across the dining room, silencing every voice
until no-one dared to speak or even breathe. Even Drago’s breath
caught in his throat.

When the
Principal decided he was satisfied with the silence, he cleared his
throat with a rasp. “Excellent. Perfect silence. Music to my ear.
That’s how it should be whenever I am about to speak. Thank you,
and welcome to the Australian Nocturnal Academy, new and returning
students. Welcome back returning pupils. I am Professor Icarus
Abbacus, principal of this school. I have been on an extended
sabbatical for the past eleven years, but now I have returned to
resume my duties. Previously, I was the school’s head of Science,
Magick and Demonology Departments. I have amassed extensive
experience in these areas. When my office door is open, I will be
available to answer questions, and provide advice in these areas
and in general matters to do with the running of this
establishment.” He turned to regard Professor McDingley beside him.
“I would like to thank Vice Principal Professor Morpheus McDingley
for doing such a sterling job at running this school during my
absence, and for providing such a seamless handover.” He glared at
the audience again, everyone staring fixedly at him. His audience
still seemed to be holding its breath.

“Thank you,
Professor,” said McDingley.

“Professor
McDingley will resume his duties as vice principal and head of
Shifter House.” Professor Abbacus continued. Then he introduced the
rest of the professors for the benefit of the new students, naming
them and their faculties.

“And now I
shall defer to Professor McDingley, to commence the start of year
speeches.” With that, Professor Abbacus sat down in the principal’s
chair at the main table as Professor McDingley rose and stepped
forward to give all the usual announcements. He appeared far more
friendly and approachable than Abbacus, but as soon as someone
dared to whisper to a friend, a fierce glare from the Principal’s
evil red eye quickly silenced them. Kids didn’t even dare
fidget.

“And now it’s
time for dinner,” McDingley finished a few minutes later. The
kitchen doors swung open and the staff air-elementals appeared,
carrying trays piled high with simple pasta meals. Cautiously, the
buzz of conversation resumed.

“Wow!” said
Colin with his mouth full. “Our principal is certainly an …
interesting-looking fellow, isn’t he? What’s his aspect? He
can’t possibly be a were, looking like that!”

Drago knew. He
really wanted to explain to fascinate the new friends he’d made. He
actually opened his mouth to answer. But then his brain caught up.
He knew Professor Abbacus’ aspect had been made public before, but
doubted he wanted the news spread around now. He had been away for
so long that a lot of his details had probably slipped back into
the shadows. “Um, I don’t know,” he said finally. “Could be a
vampire. He’s certainly pale enough to be one!”

“But a cyborg?”
asked Olive. “Never heard of a vampire cyborg. They regenerate
everything, don’t they?” She glanced around, just in case a vampire
happened to be listening in. But there didn’t appear to be any
nearby. The tables near the toilets appeared to have filled with
all the misfits; odd weres and trees who didn’t care about their
social position. The vampires, elementals and tough weres had all
congregated up the back of the room, as far away from the teachers’
tables as they could. Olive scowled. She’d never thought she would
end up as one of the uncool kids. She had been quite popular at her
primary school in Lagos. But now she was a little fish in a big
pond. Or rather, a small cactus in a big garden!

“So I’ve
heard,” Colin continued. “I never had any vampire friends growing
up. They were always too snotty to hang around a hedgehog!” he
giggled. “Most of the weres, too.”

“So who did you
hang around with?” asked Drago.

“Trees mostly.
A couple of elementals, people like that. How about you,
lizard-boy?”

Drago chuckled
at that. “To be honest, I grew up here, at this school. I was
brought up by those two teachers.” He pointed out Miss Eiche and
Miss Pearl, who were both tucking into their meals. “A tree spirit
and a werehorse.”

“You were
brought up by teachers? Why?” asked Olive.

“Because I’m an
orphan, a ward of this school. My mother died when I was just a
baby and … and my father before I was born.” Long before I
was born, he thought glumly to himself. He’d never really thought
about his father, and wondered if his mother had left any
recollections of him with Professor Abbacus. So far, he had only
reviewed a tiny percentage of the many millions of years’ worth of
memories Bethelrath had downloaded. Images of his father had not
been among them. Had he even been a dragon? Suddenly he really
wanted to find out.

Both Colin and
Olive stared at him in sympathy. Drago had just wanted to keep the
conversation going, not sound quite so sad, but the information was
out there now and he couldn’t recall it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
to dump quite so much personal stuff on
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