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The Letter

––––––––
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“Have a good day at school, Nathan. I’m off to slay dragons.”

That’s what Dad said when he left the house for work every morning. 

“Why do you say that?” I asked him once. “Dragons aren’t real, and you don’t slay them.” 

He tousled my hair. “Because it makes you smile. Besides, if you knew what I have to deal with at work...” He rolled his eyes.

I laughed. I knew Dad enjoyed his job. He was a professor of plant science at Lincoln University and talked about plants all the time. Sometimes I visited him in his office after school, and he would tell me all about his latest research. I didn’t understand much of it, but it always made me feel grown-up when he talked to me as though I did. 

Sometimes I wondered what it would be like to be a scientist and make amazing discoveries. I thought it might be fun, but the truth is I didn’t worry much about what I was going to do when I grew up—what twelve-year-old does? I was an ordinary Kiwi kid—medium height, perpetually messy hair that most people called ginger, a few freckles. I walked to school with my friends. I suffered through maths and English at school. I skinned my knees trying new tricks on my skateboard, and I played rugby on the weekends. Even the fact my parents were divorced and I lived with Dad wasn’t out of the ordinary—plenty of kids at school had divorced parents.

So the letter about my dad came as a shock. 

It arrived in the post on a Saturday morning. The envelope was made of a heavy cream-coloured paper embossed with what looked like a coat of arms and sealed with a blob of red wax bearing the same mark. It was addressed to me.

I opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of matching paper.

Dear Master Nathan McMannis,

It is with deep regret that I must inform you that your father, Sir Archibald McMannis, DSE, FRSDS, PFODSI, has not returned from his most recent quest and is presumed deceased. 

As the title of Dragon Slayer is, through venerable tradition, a hereditary one, we request that you report for training immediately at the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts under Professor Drachenmorder.

Kind Regards,

Sir Magnus MacDiermont, DSE, FRSDS

PS: Your father will be sorely missed—he was a good man.

I sat down heavily in the nearest chair and reread the letter. 

Dad was Sir Archibald McMannis? A knight?

He was a dragon slayer?

And he was...

...dead?

No. 

That was ridiculous. Dragons weren’t real. This was one of Dad’s jokes. This letter was his silly way of telling me he was back from his week-long meeting in Auckland. He must have come in late the night before, while I was asleep.

I raced back the hallway to Dad’s bedroom and burst in to jump on his bed like I always did when he got home.

But the bed was empty. 

I frowned and walked slowly back to the dining room. I picked up the letter again.

Nan, who always stayed with me when Dad was away, came in while I was reading the letter for the third time. I didn’t hear her behind me, but I guess she must have read the letter over my shoulder, because I heard her exclaim, “Oh!”

I turned to see my grandmother with her eyes shut tight, and her bottom lip quivering. As she opened her eyes, a tear rolled down her cheek. She sniffed and blinked furiously as she sank into a chair.

“Nan?” I asked, waving the letter.

“Oh, Nathan. I’m so sorry.”

“But, Nan, what is this?”

Nan sighed. “He never did tell you, did he?”

“Who? Tell me what? Nan, has something happened to Dad?” 

“Come here, child.” Nan beckoned me over, and I sat on her lap like I did whenever she told me a story. “Your father was a dragon slayer, as was his father before him.”

“Nan, dragons aren’t real. Dad’s a professor.”

“Well, that too. But his primary job was dragon slayer.”

“What do you mean? Why do you keep saying ‘was’?”

“That letter you’re holding. Your father got one of those when he was seventeen—when my David was eaten by a New Zealand green dragon.” Nan sniffed and wiped away a tear. “David and I had told him his father was a dragon slayer though, so he was a bit more prepared for the letter when it came.”

“Wait. You’re saying this is real? That Dad is...dead? Eaten by a...by a dragon? What, are you in on the joke too? Where is Dad? This isn’t funny anymore.”

“It’s not a joke, love.” Her watery eyes and pained smile convinced me. She was putting on a brave face, but it was the face of a woman who had just lost her only son.
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I don’t know how I made it through the next few days. I don’t remember much about them. Dad was gone. At first, I was numb. Then I was angry. Dad was gone, but who had he been, anyway? I had always thought he was a normal dad, like the ones my friends had. A regular guy who took me hiking and kayaking. I thought he went to an ordinary job every day and worked in an ordinary office. But that wasn’t him at all. 

He’d lied to me my whole life. 

“I wanted him to tell you,” said Nan. “David and I were always up front with Archie about what his father did. We thought he needed to know, so he could be prepared for the inevitable.”

“So, why didn’t he tell me?”

Nan sighed. “I think he didn’t want you to worry. He always fretted when your grandfather was away. I think he wanted you to have a more carefree childhood than he’d had.” She shrugged. “And then, of course, there was your mother.”

“What about her? I can hardly even remember her. Was I four when she left?”

Nan nodded. “Archie didn’t tell her about the dragon slaying until after you were born. She didn’t take it well. At first, she wouldn’t believe it—thought your father had gone mad. Then she couldn’t handle the stress.”

“So she just left?”

Nan shrugged again. “Your mother loved you, Nathan. She wanted to take you with her and prevent you from becoming a dragon slayer. But I know there is no hiding once it’s your turn—the Fraternal Order of Dragon Slayers will find you wherever you are. I convinced her it was better for everyone if she let your dad raise you, so he could prepare you for your future.”

“But he didn’t. He didn’t prepare me for anything.” I wanted to scream it at her, but my breath was coming in hiccupping sobs, and I felt like a giant hand was squeezing my chest. My voice came out as a squeak.

“He did give me this.” Nan pulled a thick envelope from the jumbled desk where Dad had worked in the evenings. “He wanted you to have it if...if he didn’t come home.”

I snatched the envelope from her hand and ran to my room, but I didn’t open it. I didn’t want to read anything my father had to say. He’d lied to me for twelve years. Nothing in that envelope could make any difference now. I threw it on the floor, and it skidded under the bed.
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I wasn’t very reasonable those few days, while Nan outfitted me for my new school and did...whatever it is you have to do when someone dies. I yelled a lot. And cried. I didn’t open Dad’s envelope.

Nan was right about not being able to hide. Four days after the letter had arrived, a black SUV with tinted windows pulled up outside the house. A man stepped out of the car and walked casually up the drive. He was tall and fit, but his hair was grey, and he walked with a limp. He wore faded jeans, a slightly rumpled button-down shirt, and sunglasses. 

When Nan answered the door, the man pulled off his sunglasses, revealing brown eyes crinkled with laugh lines.

“Gloria,” he said, taking her right hand in his. “So good to see you again. I’m so sorry.” His smile was sad, and his eyes mirrored Nan’s grief.

“I suppose you’re here for Nathan.”

“I’m sorry. Is he ready?”

The man looked over Nan’s shoulder to where I stood watching. He smiled, but I didn’t smile back.

“As ready as he’s going to be.” Nan sighed and turned to me. “Nathan, this is Sir Magnus MacDiermont. He’ll take you to your new school.”

Sir Magnus stepped forward and stretched out his hand. I didn’t move to take it. Truth is, I was a bit awed. This guy—this knight—had come here to take me to school? 

“Shake the man’s hand, Nathan,” said Nan. 

I reached out and took his hand. It was rough and warm and strong. Like Dad’s. I blinked back tears.

“It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it?” said Sir Magnus. “I hate having to do it like this, but...well...it’s been the tradition for five hundred years.” He shrugged. “First rule of dragon slaying is to show no fear, and I’d say you’re doing well, Nathan, given what you’ve been through. You’re a strong boy.”

It was a lie. I’m sure my face showed exactly how terrified and out of control I felt. But it was a lie meant to make me feel better, and I snatched at it and held on. Show no fear. I took a deep breath and mustered a weak smile.

“You’ll have a cup of tea before you go?” Nan asked Sir Magnus, though for my grandmother, that was never a question. Nobody escaped Nan without first drinking a cup of tea. She put on the kettle and bustled around, packing up sandwiches and thick slices of cake for our lunch.

“Nathan,” she said. “Go pack your things. Make sure you put in all those new clothes we bought. And don’t forget your toothbrush and deodorant.” Sir Magnus chuckled, but I didn’t think it was that funny. I did as she asked, though. I stuffed my new suitcase full of everything I could fit in; not just clothes, but my rugby ball, a couple of my favourite books, and—I’m almost ashamed to say—the purple stuffed dragon Nan had made me for my sixth birthday. As I nestled the dragon beside my balled-up socks, I paused. Dragons really existed? Here in New Zealand? None of this made sense—Dad dead, dragons alive. I shut my eyes, hoping that by not looking I could force it all to go away, and the world would make sense again.

“Nathan! Magnus is waiting.”

I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. It wasn’t going to go away.

I zipped up my suitcase and grabbed my backpack, patting the left pocket to make sure my phone was there. I was almost through the door when I remembered Dad’s envelope. I fished it out from under my bed and slipped it into the backpack. In the living room, I hugged Nan goodbye. Then I followed Sir Magnus to his waiting car, and left my old life behind.
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The drive to the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts took most of the day. At first, I have to admit, I was a little worried. Here I was in a car with some guy I’d never seen before, and he was driving me to a school I’d never even heard of until four days ago. If Nan hadn’t been so confident about it all, I probably would have refused to go. 

It was a crisp, sunny spring morning and, as we drove out of Lincoln, we passed some of my classmates on their way to school. I couldn’t help thinking I should be walking with them, talking about our latest Minecraft adventures and laughing at stupid YouTube videos. I waved as we passed, but they didn’t see me through the tinted windows. 

I blinked back tears as we passed the building where Dad used to work, and then wondered how often he’d actually been in his office. Was he really a professor at the university? He must have been, because I used to visit him in his office after school. But how much of what I thought I knew about him was a lie?

Sir Magnus headed west, toward State Highway 1, and I finally broke the silence to ask, “Did you know my dad?”

“Only a little. Your grandfather and I were at school together, although he was nearly ten years older than me. He married Gloria right after we graduated, and so I knew your dad when he was growing up. In fact, I was the one who drove him to school, just as I’m doing for you.”

Now I understood his sadness when he had arrived at the door that morning. I was the second boy he’d taken from Nan.

I had plenty more questions, but Sir Magnus didn’t let me dwell on my father. Instead, he turned the conversation to the school, dragons, and my future. Once he got going, he barely stopped talking the entire drive. 

His descriptions of dragons and his stories of his own dragon slaying career—cut short by an unfortunate encounter with a southern blue dragon that had left him with a limp—were the stuff of fantasy novels. The stories, the bright blue sky, and the hum of the car’s engine made me feel like we were on an adventure. I couldn’t help grinning. I was on an adventure. A knight was chauffeuring me to a school where I would become a dragon slayer. It was like Eragon and Harry Potter put together.

“Is there magic?” I asked, thinking about Hogwarts.

Sir Magnus smiled. “No. Unlike dragons, magic isn’t real.”

“But aren’t dragons magical?” 

“In the stories they are. But their abilities are based in biology, just like yours. You’ll learn all about dragon biology at the School of Heroic Arts. And their culture and history.”

“They have a culture?”

“Oh, yes. Dragons are quite intelligent, and some are very social.”

The six-hour drive passed in an instant. I fired questions at Sir Magnus as fast as he could answer them. I learned I would take classes in sword fighting, tactics and dragon language; and the teachers at the School of Heroic Arts were retired dragon slayers. 

“Mostly blokes like me—injured in the line of duty.”

“Are you a teacher?” I asked.

“No. I’m the chief financial officer. I do the books, payroll, look after the finances, that sort of thing. I also take care of admissions and counselling. It’s a good job. Keeps my brain sharp.” Sir Magnus turned off the main highway into the township of Alexandra, and we pulled up outside the grocery store.

“The missus’ll kill me if I forget to bring home milk and butter.”

Then we were off again, climbing into the hills toward Fraser Dam, through a locked gate, and along a rough farm track that seemed to wind forever up one ridge and down into the next valley. Dusk was closing in when we topped a ridge and I saw below us a cluster of buildings—sheds clad in corrugated iron, cottages, and a Swiss-style lodge.

“Welcome to the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts,” said Sir Magnus.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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The Alexandra School of Heroic Arts

––––––––
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“That’s it?” I had expected some huge stone castle or at least a mansion. “But it’s just a sheep station.”

“Yep. Two thousand merino sheep and no one gives us a second glance.” Sir Magnus pointed to a large, grey shed. “Sword fighting practices are held in the shearing shed.” Then he pointed to a small cottage—white painted weatherboards and a tidy little garden beside it. “That’s where I live. And that,” he said, finally pointing to the main house, “is where you and the other students live and study—we call it The Lodge.”

It wasn’t a castle but, as we drew up to the house, I couldn’t help grinning. It was built like a fancy ski lodge—two stories tall with a huge central living area and giant windows looking out onto the mountains. A wide deck surrounded the house on three sides. 

Sir Magnus parked on the expanse of gravel out front and carried my suitcase for me as we stepped up onto the deck. A brass plaque set above the sliding glass doors read, Alexandra School of Heroic Arts, est. 1897. First dragon slaying school in New Zealand. Sir Magnus ushered me through the door into the main room.

“This is the atrium.”

A fire crackled in an enormous stone fireplace at the back of the hall. The room was scattered with clusters of comfortable-looking chairs and couches. A pool table stood to the right of the door. Two spiral staircases, one in each rear corner of the room, rose to catwalks on either side. As I looked up, a small boy—younger than me, with dark hair—emerged from a door on the upper floor and hurtled down the stairs. He smiled as he raced by us.

“Whoa there, Oliver.” Sir Magnus grabbed the boy by the arm. Oliver’s feet kept moving, skidding out from under him. Sir Magnus laughed as he caught the boy and set him back on his feet.

“Sorry, Sir Magnus! It’s just, I’m late for dinner again, Sir.”

“I see that, but today you’ll have a good excuse. Oliver, this is a new student at the school, Nathan McMannis. Nathan, this is Oliver Ng. Oliver, your job is to make sure Nathan knows how things work around here—meal times, classes, recreation, the library—and to introduce him to the other students. Do you think you can do that?”

“Yes, sir!” Oliver grinned. 

“First thing is to get him to dinner. Afterwards, see that he gets settled in the dormitory. I think the empty bunk next to you would be a good place. In the morning, he’s to report to Professor Drachenmorder. See that he makes it there by nine.”

“Yes, sir!” said Oliver, still grinning. He tugged me into the dining hall off the atrium. “Come on! We’re late. Miss Brumby makes pizza on Fridays!”

The dining hall buzzed with the conversation of twenty-five students. Oliver pulled me to the serving window, which fronted on to the kitchen.

“Sorry I’m late, Miss Brumby,” he called.

A surly voice rang out from behind a rack of pots and pans. “And I’m sorry there’s nothing left for kids who can’t get to the dining hall in time for meals.” My heart sank. Nan had packed me and Sir Magnus a good lunch, but I was starving. Oliver’s grin never slipped from his face.

“But, I’ve brought a new student! He just arrived with Sir Magnus!” 

A big woman wearing a white apron over jeans and a T-shirt emerged from behind the pots, drying her hands on a tea towel. She tossed the towel onto a nearby bench as she strode toward us with a scowl. I glanced at Oliver, who continued to smile. Miss Brumby reached the window and planted herself in front of us, arms crossed over her chest.

“You know what I do to students who are late, Oliver?”

“Make us eat dessert first?” 

At this, Miss Brumby’s scowl cracked into a smile and she laughed so heartily, it caught the attention of the other students.

“You’re such a dag. No, you don’t get to eat dessert first. Here’s some pizza for you. You’ve got to wait for dessert.” She chuckled as she handed us each a plate piled with two huge slices of pizza. I turned to find the other students looking our way.

“Guys,” said Oliver. “This is Nathan. He’s new here. Nathan, this is...” He waved his hand around the room. “...Everyone!” The students laughed and went back to their meals. Oliver and I sat down at the nearest of the four tables.

“Hi, Nathan,” said an older boy to my left. “I’m Will.”

“Are you...Canadian?” I guessed at his accent.

“American, but I’ve lived in Rotorua for the past six years. Dad was studying North Island fire lizards in the hot pools around there.”

“I’m Tui,” said a girl to Will’s left. Tui’s long dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she flashed me a friendly smile.

A big girl on the other side of the table spoke up. “I’m Ella. Tui and I are the only girls in the school.”

Tui rolled her eyes. “He would have figured that out pretty quickly, Ella.”

“I’m actually surprised to see any girls,” I said. Tui scowled, and Ella raised her eyebrows at me, and I knew I’d said something wrong. I tried to backpedal. “I mean, you know, in all the stories, it’s always men who kill dragons.”

“It used to be,” explained Tui, with an air of superiority. “Back when families were bigger, there were plenty of boys to inherit the job. Each dragon slayer might have three or four sons to follow in his footsteps. But as family sizes got smaller and smaller, the number of boys being trained up wasn’t enough to replace those that died. So they started taking on girls, too. My mum was one of the first three girls to ever become dragon slayers.” Tui laughed. “She didn’t do much for the population of dragon slayers, though. Mum married another dragon slayer, and they only got me and my brother out of the deal.”

“Both your parents are dead?” I blurted out, before realising it was a stupid thing to say.

Tui’s smile vanished, and she blinked furiously. Without a word, she stood and walked out of the dining hall, leaving a half-eaten piece of pizza on her plate.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just...Mum left my dad when I was little, so he’s all I really had, but I know she’s alive...somewhere. I can’t imagine...” I sniffed back tears, sorry for myself and for Tui.

“It’s okay,” said Will. “Every kid here has lost a parent within the last two years. Tui’s got it worse than us, and she makes it twice as hard on herself by pretending it doesn’t bother her. She didn’t even bring a teddy bear or anything when she came.” I looked up at this boy, probably four years my senior, who thought it a shame not to have a teddy bear, and I smiled.

“Mine’s actually a stuffed dragon.”

Oliver grinned. “Cool! I brought Pooky my cat!” 

“Pooky?” said Ella.

“Hey, I named him when I was four. What do you want? Anyway, I’ve heard that your teddy bear’s name is—”

“Never mind what his name is.”

Everyone else at the table laughed at that, and conversation came to a halt as Miss Brumby brought out trays laden with banana splits.

“Do you eat like this every day?” I asked between mouthfuls.

“Pizza and ice cream is only on Fridays,” said Will.

“The rest of the week, it’s pretty lame,” said Ella.

“Miss Brumby makes great food,” declared Oliver.

“Only if you like vegetables.”

“What’s not to like about vegetables?”

Ella shuddered. “She puts peas in her macaroni and cheese. Who does that?”

Will shrugged. “Well, I like the food. Could be a lot worse.”

With a belly full of pizza and ice cream, I certainly had no complaints. And, if I had that to look forward to every Friday, I could put up with a lot of peas for the rest of the week. I sort of liked peas anyway and, as it turned out, the macaroni and cheese with peas in it was awesome.

After dinner, Oliver showed me to the dorm. Standing in the atrium, he explained the upstairs layout.

“There are four dormitories—two on the left and two on the right. First year students are on the left, and second-years on the right.” 

I followed him up the left-hand staircase, my suitcase bumping heavily behind me. At the top, he set off along the catwalk, passing the first door.

“That’s the girls’ room. They’re lucky—a whole dorm room for only the two of them!”

He opened the second door and ushered me into a long room with big windows along one side. Eight beds stuck out from the walls, with wardrobes spaced between them. Most of the beds were singles but, at the end of the room, there were two sets of bunk beds.

“There’s only supposed to be eight to a room but, because the girls take a whole room, we’re a bit squished in here—ten, with you. Bathroom is down at the end. This is my bed. And this is yours,” said Oliver, indicating the third bed on the left. “You even get a window!”

Oliver sat cross-legged on his bed, his stuffed cat, Pooky, in his lap. He talked while I unpacked my things. He told me about his home—he was from Queenstown and had a pet cat named, you guessed it, Pooky. He loved to ski. His dad, in addition to being a dragon slayer, had owned a used bookshop, and Oliver had spent his free time either on the ski slopes or reading in the shop. Oliver had known all about his dad’s dragon slaying work. It was a point of pride for his family, and Oliver was thrilled to be following in his ancestors’ footsteps. 

As I unpacked, some of the other boys popped in to grab a jacket, a book, or a frisbee. Oliver introduced them as they appeared. There was Joshua Robinson, ten years old, a plump red-head from Christchurch. Then Charlie Anderson, fifteen—tall and built like a rugby player. Turns out he was a rugby player, and fanatic about the sport. The Mitchell twins came in, too—Thomas and Marcus. It was weeks before I could tell them apart. 

Because it was Friday, we were allowed to stay up late. Oliver and I went down to the atrium where groups of students hung out playing board games, flying paper airplanes into the fireplace, or playing pool. A cheer came up from the dining hall, and I peeked in to see two boys playing a wicked game of table tennis on one of the dining tables while a small band of spectators watched.

“Those are the King brothers,” said Oliver. “Noah and Jacob. They’re in our room, too.”

“They’re not twins, though,” I observed.

“No. Noah’s thirteen, and Jacob’s fifteen. They’re from Auckland.” He rolled his eyes as he said it, and I gave him a quizzical look. He lowered his voice and confided, “They’re city kids—not real happy about being stuck out here on a sheep station. Dad was a lawyer, mum’s a doctor, I think. They’ve got money and think they’re better than the rest of us because of it.” He shrugged and smiled. “Doesn’t bother me much. They’re nice enough, I suppose.”

Oliver showed me where to find the classrooms and the library—on the ground floor to the right side of the atrium. The classrooms looked like the rooms at my old school, except for the diagrams of dragons, armour, and swords pinned all over the walls. The library was the same size as the classrooms—not very big, but it was full of interesting titles like Negotiating with Dragons: Twenty-five tricks that will bring you home alive, and An Illustrated Guide to Fire Lizards of the Himalayas. Apart from one boy, hunched over an open book, it was deserted.

“Leo, it’s Friday night. Take a break,” said Oliver as we stepped into the room.

“I want to be ready for the fire and brimstone practical on Monday,” replied Leo looking up. He was a skinny kid, all elbows and knees, but I guessed he’d be taller than me when standing. 

“I’m sure you’ll do fine, Leo. But we won’t keep you. This is Nathan. He’s new here. He’s bunking next to me.”

Leo raised a hand in greeting and gave a weak smile, then turned back to his book.

As we left the library, Oliver explained, “Leo’s finishing up his first year. He’s got two weeks of exams coming up—that’s why he’s studying. Well, that and the fact that he’s way too serious about his studies, even when he doesn’t have exams coming up.”

Oliver was an enthusiastic tour guide. Though he was by far the youngest boy at the school, he moved confidently among kids twice his age. His smile was infectious, and his high giggle rang out across the atrium all evening.

But I was exhausted and a bit overwhelmed. It wasn’t long before I said goodnight and climbed the stairs to my new bed. I thought I would have trouble falling asleep that first night—my mind whirling with all the new things I’d learned, and missing Nan, Dad, and my own bed—but exhaustion won out, and I was asleep practically before my head hit the pillow.
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CHAPTER THREE

[image: ]




Professor Drachenmorder

––––––––
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I woke to Oliver’s insistent whisper. 

“Nathan! Nathan! You’ve got to get up. You’re supposed to see Professor Drachenmorder at nine.”

“What time is it?” I mumbled. Daylight suffused the room, but all I could see out the window was fog. A couple of the other boys were stirring, and there was one empty bed, but most were still asleep.

“It’s already eight-thirty. Come on! Get dressed, and let’s eat breakfast. It’s never good to see Drachenmorder on an empty stomach.” I let him drag me out of bed.

Breakfast was cold cereal and toast, wolfed down under Oliver’s impatient gaze. When I had finished, he led me out the front door and into the fog. We crunched along a gravel drive, over a small hill, then past a few small chalets that loomed out of the mist. The fourth chalet was larger than the rest, and Oliver turned onto the path leading to the door. He walked up the steps onto the small porch in front and knocked.

“Ho! Well done, Oliver,” exclaimed Sir Magnus when he opened the door. “Right on time.”

Oliver beamed. “I told you I would have him here at nine.”

“So you did. Thank you. Now run along. I’m sure Nathan can find his way back after he’s finished here.” Oliver wasted no time scampering back through the fog. 

“See ya, mate!” he called. 

Sir Magnus beckoned me into a sort of waiting room that reminded me of a dentist’s office. A wooden reception desk commanded a view of the door, and an L of rich-looking leather couches and chairs positioned along the walls was anchored by a low side-table in the corner stacked with magazines. Two doors led further into the building—one marked Staff Only, and one marked Professor Drachenmorder, DSE, Head of School. Sir Magnus waved me into a chair.

“Professor Drachenmorder will be with you shortly. I need to pop out for a minute. Make yourself comfortable. Won’t be long.” With that, he left me alone in the silent room.

Well, it wasn’t entirely silent. I could hear Professor Drachenmorder talking on the phone in his office. The wall muffled his voice, so I couldn’t make out what he was saying. I plopped into a couch and rifled through the magazines on the table. New Zealand Hunter, Fish and Game New Zealand, Rod and Rifle, New Zealand Pig Hunter...every last magazine was hunting-related. One in particular caught my eye—the June 2014 issue of Hunting Illustrated, protected by a fancy cover. I flipped through the magazine and found a long article on hunting in New Zealand. It featured an interview with Claus Drachenmorder, ‘premier provider of luxury big-game hunting safaris in New Zealand.’ I wondered if Claus was related to the professor. I began to read the interview. 


HI: So what makes your hunting safaris different from others? 

CD: We specialise in the very high end of safari hunting—the if-you-have-to-ask-you-can’t-afford-it end of the market. Our clients get VIP treatment from the moment they arrive in the country. We helicopter them in to our lodge where they are treated to the finest in accommodation and cuisine.

HI: And what can they expect to bag on one of your safaris?

CD: Our clients can hunt the usual New Zealand big game—tahr, deer, chamois, boar. But we also offer a premium big-game experience. We offer the opportunity to hunt some very, very big game you won’t find anywhere else.

HI: And what sort of game is that?

CD: Hahaha! Well, if I told you, I’d have to kill you. 



A door opened. I looked up to see Professor Drachenmorder emerge from his office. I don’t know what I expected the head of a School of Heroic Arts to look like, but the Professor was not it. He was younger, for one—probably not even my dad’s age. His dirty-blond hair and beard were neatly trimmed and showed no grey. They framed a smooth face with a strong jaw. He wore a tan button-down short-sleeved shirt tucked into convertible khakis. His fancy hiking boots looked almost brand new. He looked more Park Ranger than Schoolmaster.

“Nathan McMannis. Come in.” 

Professor Drachenmorder’s office was equally at odds with my expectations. The polished mahogany desk seemed in keeping with his title of Professor but, as my eyes scanned the wall behind the desk, my jaw dropped. Photographs and hunting trophies all but obscured the surface.

The hunting trophies caught my attention first.

Dragon heads of all shapes and sizes, though none smaller than half a metre long, decorated the space. A steel-grey one with pebbly-looking scales hung next to a brown one with a huge orange fan of skin and spikes around its neck. Further along was a sky-blue one with a sleek, smooth shape. And up near the vaulted ceiling, filling much of the room, was an enormous green one, mounted to look down on the occupants of the room. It gave me the creeps.

“Ah, so you like my wall,” said Professor Drachenmorder. He had a thick German accent—another surprise to me, though I suppose with a name like Drachenmorder, I should have suspected he wasn’t a Kiwi. 

“Most of these dragons come from right here in New Zealand, though a few, like that one”—he pointed to a medium-sized black dragon with red-tipped horns about its face—“are from Europe and other places.”

“And did you kill them all?”

“Oh, no. Some of these were slain by my father and my grandfather. But the green?” he pointed to the ceiling. “She is mine.”

“And the photos?” I asked.

“The school’s benefactors. For a certain level of support, one can accompany a dragon slayer on a mission.” He listed the names as he pointed to different photographs on the wall. It was like a who’s who of the twenty-first century. 

“Please sit.” Professor Drachenmorder indicated a small, hard wooden chair in front of his desk. He installed himself in a commanding swivel chair behind the desk. “First, I must say I was sorry to hear of your father’s death. These things happen sometimes, but it is never easy for those left behind.” His words sounded rehearsed. Not quite sincere. I suspected he’d said them to so many students over the years, that they came automatically now. 

“With your father’s death, you inherit the position of dragon slayer. To fulfil that position, of course, you must be trained in the heroic arts. This is a two year process, as I’m sure you already know. At the end of your training, should you complete it satisfactorily, you will be inducted into the Fraternal Order of Dragon Slayers International.”

I nodded. I’d learned all of this from Oliver and Sir Magnus yesterday. Professor Drachenmorder continued.

“Because dragon slaying, and the existence of dragons themselves, is best kept a secret from society at large, all students are required to take an oath of silence and secrecy before they begin their training. Only with the assurance of your complete discretion can we reveal the heroic arts of dragon slaying to you.”

It was like the ultimate secret society. I’m ashamed to admit that for a moment, I was happy Dad had died and, instead of going back to boring maths and spelling, I was on an adventure more awesome than anything I could have imagined. My excitement must have shown on my face because the Professor smiled.

“Are we ready then?”

I nodded.

“Raise your right hand and repeat after me.”

I did as he asked.

“I, Nathan Archie McMannis, do solemnly swear to keep silent the secrets of the Alexandra School of Heroic Arts. I agree to tell no one of the true nature of the school, its mission, or its activities. I shall remain silent, even under pain of death. I agree to uphold the student code of conduct and will do nothing to bring dishonour or discredit unto the school. I understand that the penalty for disloyalty to the school is death, and that once convicted of disloyalty of any kind by the headmaster, I have no recourse for appeal and must abide by his decision.”

My eyes widened in horror at the significance of the last sentence. Professor Drachenmorder smiled. “It’s just a formality.” He dismissed it with a wave. “Now. You will begin classes on Monday. Each student pursues an individual course of study, but you will attend classes with the other first-years. Some of the first-years are nearing the end of their year, and will seem quite accomplished to you. But some are quite new to the school, like you, so you needn’t worry about feeling stupid. Anyway, I’m sure your father taught you a great deal, eh?”

“No. He didn’t teach me anything. I didn’t even know he was a dragon slayer until...until...” 

“Perfect.” Drachenmorder smiled.

“Huh?”

Drachenmorder’s smile vanished, replaced by a blank, businesslike face. “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with that. You will do fine. Now, you’ve got the whole weekend to get to know the other students. Go and enjoy yourself. Classes start Monday at nine.”
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