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[image: Chapter 1] The Moon

The moon is patient. High in the sky, she waxes and wanes. Sometimes she smiles, sometimes she cries. The teardrops of the moon fall down into the sea, lost for ever, no matter how many times she pulls the tide back and forth, revealing what lies hidden beneath the waves. The moon is always there, always watching, always waiting, until she is most needed. But only by those who are worthy of her power.



High in a spiralling tower, a dragon watches the sky, waiting for the very moment when the moon will appear. The dragon asks for forgiveness, but there is no answer. The moon does not smile and she does not cry.

The dragon turns and gazes down at her shadow – one she no longer recognizes. Even though it is always there… even in the dark.




[image: Chapter 2] Dragon Teeth

Billy Chan was inside a dragon’s mouth.

It was hot, damp and it smelled terrible. And, of course, there was the ever-present danger that the dragon might decide to crush Billy between his jaws.

He peered out from behind the dragon’s sharp teeth. ‘Could you open up a little wider? There’s something stuck back here,’ he called out.

The dragon, who had sleek black scales and flowing silver whiskers, as well as a surprising and impressively long silver beard, grumbled but unhinged his jaws a bit so Billy had more space to move around.

‘Thank you!’ Billy said, repositioning himself so he had better access to the dragon’s back molars. Because Billy Chan, twelve-year-old surfer from California, was currently spending his days cleaning dragon teeth.

‘Ugh,’ he muttered under his breath, as he picked out something with feathers from in between the dragon’s molar. ‘What is this?’ Why couldn’t dragons have toothbrushes?

A loud voice from outside the dragon’s mouth interrupted his thoughts. ‘Now, how sharp do we want these today?’ The voice belonged to Billy’s friend, Charlotte Bell, who spoke with a southern American accent because she was from Atlanta, Georgia. She was filing the dragon’s front claws.

‘Wait! Don’t reply!’ Billy said. But it was too late, the dragon’s mouth was already moving, his teeth gnashing dangerously close to Billy’s hand.

‘As sharp as you can get them,’ said the dragon.

‘And what about the back ones?’ called another voice, this one in a lilting Irish accent. Dylan O’Donnell, from Galway, Ireland, was in charge of doing the dragon’s back claws.

‘COULD YOU PLEASE WAIT UNTIL I AM OUT OF HIS MOUTH TO ASK QUESTIONS?’ Billy shouted, as he yanked his hand out of harm’s way.

‘Sorry, Billy!’ Dylan called out. ‘We’ll be quiet now.’

There were faint murmurs of agreement and then his friends fell silent. Billy wiped the sweat off his brow and waited. All he heard was the dragon’s heavy breathing and the noise of claws being sharpened, which sounded just like blades slicing against each other.

It must be safe to start the teeth-cleaning again. Surely. Taking a deep breath, Billy moved further back in the dragon’s mouth, regretting that he’d ever offered to be in charge of teeth. With a small blade, he started picking at a piece of bone stuck behind a back tooth, careful not to stab the dragon in his gums. Billy had learned the hard way that their gums were surprisingly sensitive.

‘Your beard is looking particularly nice and shiny today,’ said a soft, musical voice. It was Liu Ling-Fei, who was responsible for scale shining, mane brushing and whisker maintenance.

Ling-Fei had grown up in the mountains of China, near where Camp Dragon had been. The four friends had met there, though it now felt like a lifetime ago. Ling-Fei was always happy to offer a kind word to a dragon or a human. This was usually a quality Billy appreciated in her, but not right at this moment. As long as the dragon didn’t reply, and he probably wouldn’t, Billy would be fine. Most of the dragons they worked with barely acknowledged them, let alone responded to their praise.

‘Thank you!’ rumbled the dragon, clearly pleased with the compliment.

Billy groaned as a glob of dragon spit hit him in the face.

‘Guys!’

‘Sorry!’ said Ling-Fei, before letting out a quiet giggle. ‘Although that wasn’t a question. It was a compliment!’

Billy rolled his eyes as he listened to his three friends chatting as they continued grooming the dragon. Easy for them; they weren’t inside his mouth.

But still, Billy knew how lucky they all were.

To be alive and to be together.

They had each other and Billy clung to that whenever he found himself feeling sad or scared when he heard the roars of dragons and the screams of humans.



Everything had changed.

After Billy’s dragon, Spark, had betrayed them and joined the Dragon of Death, giving her the eight pearls she needed to choose her own destiny, the world around them had disappeared.

When it had come back, it was completely different. Billy, Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan had woken in a dark and distant future. One where the Dragon of Death ruled with a fearsome and terrible might. One where somehow she had been ruling for years and years already, even though it felt like only moments had passed between their lives in the past, in the Dragon Realm, and this version of the future where there was no Dragon Realm and Human Realm, only Dragon City and the Void beyond. Both the Dragon and the Human Realms had been decimated and devoured by the Dragon of Death and the Noxious and their never-ending quest for power, leaving Dragon City as the only habitable place for dragons and humans.

But at least Billy and his friends had been together, and they still had their memories of their lives before. And even though they had been separated from their dragons, they had heard them when they had first arrived in Dragon City and had found themselves in chains in an unfamiliar and terrifying cityscape. Knowing that their dragons were alive had given them hope. Because the dragons were more than just friends. Deep in Dragon Mountain, the four children had each heart-bonded with a dragon, connecting them for ever. Dylan had bonded with Buttons, a healer dragon who cared deeply for humans. Ling-Fei’s dragon was Xing, a dragon with the ability to seek out magic and power, and whose tough exterior hid a kind heart. The fierce warrior dragon Tank was Charlotte’s heart-bonded dragon, and the two of them together could take on almost any opponent. As for Billy…

He didn’t like thinking about his dragon, Spark, with her electricity powers and ability to see into the future. He had trusted her more than anyone and she’d let him down. Despite everything, part of him hoped that they were still connected through the heart bond. But when he tried to reach down their bond, there was nothing. It made him feel empty inside, like something was missing.

Even though they had been separated from their dragons, they weren’t alone in the terrifying world of Dragon City. The tiny gold flying pig had been sucked into this future alongside them. And even though it couldn’t speak, Billy knew it could understand them, so when they’d needed help escaping their shackles, he’d asked the pig to find the key.

It was a big ask for a tiny pig, but the pig had brought him Dylan’s Claddagh ring, after all, and it had led Billy and the others to where Dylan was trapped in a tree by dark magic. Surely it could find a key to open their chains.

Hours had gone by during which the four friends had watched in horror as nox-wings swooped down on unsuspecting human workers and tossed them up into the air in some sort of twisted game, laughing as they did. At one point, a dozen humans had run down the street screaming that ‘Death’s Shadow’ was coming. Billy and the others had pressed themselves closely against the wall they were chained to, as a giant dark shadow passed by overhead, leaving a trail of crackling cold air in its wake. They’d tried to ask for help from passing humans, but everyone had stared blankly at them and then hurried on, not even daring to glance back.

‘Humans are so frightened in this time,’ Ling-Fei had said softly. ‘Everyone is only looking out for themselves.’

‘We don’t need anyone else,’ Billy said, trying to sound brave even as fear nipped at his toes. ‘We’ve got each other. And the pig will find the key. I’m sure of it.’

‘I can’t believe we’re putting all our faith in a flying pig,’ Charlotte muttered.

‘That little pig saved me before. It can do it again,’ said Dylan with forced cheer.

But as the sun had sunk lower in the sky, so too had Billy’s heart. Fewer and fewer humans were passing by, and the dragons that flew overhead clearly had no interest in helping anyone. If anything, they seemed to be antagonizing the few humans hurrying through the streets.

Billy had begun to wonder if trusting the pig had been the wrong choice. If they’d be chained up here for ever. Or if they’d even survive the night. He didn’t have any other ideas, and he didn’t know how much longer he could put on a brave face for his friends.

Finally, just before sundown, the tiny gold pig had come back! Billy was so excited and relieved that he let out a great shout of joy at the sight of it.

‘Shh!’ Charlotte said. ‘We don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to ourselves!’ But she was grinning, too, and relief shone from her eyes. Ling-Fei clapped with delight as the pig came closer, and they saw that it carried a small key in its mouth.

‘You, my friend, are a genius,’ said Dylan, holding out his hand as the pig dropped the key into it.

‘Thank you,’ Billy said with a wide grin.

‘I wasn’t talking to you,’ said Dylan pointedly. ‘I was talking to the pig. A genius flying pig!’

‘I’ll never look at bacon the same way again,’ added Charlotte with a laugh.

‘Don’t say the B word in front of the pig!’ whispered Ling-Fei, gently stroking the back of the tiny gold pig.

‘Let’s try the key,’ said Billy, holding his breath. With trembling fingers, he put the key in the lock, and with a click, the chains fell off his wrists. Moments later, they were all free.

As the bells began to toll, the sky grew dark and the city’s neon lights flickered on. Billy, Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan crept down darkened streets and alleys, careful to stay out of sight, and the tiny gold pig fluttered anxiously around them. Billy hadn’t known it at the time, but any human caught out in the streets after dark was considered fair game for a nox-wing to take as a slave, a snack, or worst of all… to drain for life force. But he’d felt a primal fear of being out after dark, with the bright lights and darkening sky closing in on them like snapping teeth. In a panic, Billy found himself reaching out through his bond to Spark to see if she was in this future as well. And he’d felt something answer.

But it hadn’t sounded like Spark. It had felt like a thread pulling him in a certain direction. And with nothing else to go on, he’d followed it. ‘Something is telling me to go this way,’ he said.

‘Something, or someone?’ challenged Charlotte, frowning. ‘What if it’s…?’

‘It’s not,’ Billy said brusquely. He knew what Charlotte was implying. That Spark, his Spark, could no longer be trusted. But an invisible force was urging him on, and he had no choice but to follow it. ‘Do you have any better ideas?’

So Billy had led his friends through the unfamiliar streets, careful not to be crushed by huge dragon feet or caught up in dragon fire or frozen by dragon ice. They avoided the snapping jaws of bickering dragons and gasped at the sight of humans, so many humans, all with their heads down, doing whatever the jeering nox-wings demanded. Billy noted not all the dragons seemed to be antagonizing humans. Some of them were being shouted at by nox-wings too. These dragons wore collars crackling with electricity and Billy knew that meant they were being controlled by dark magic. But while it was terrible to see, it also gave him another slight burst of hope that there were still some good dragons in this future.

The streets were lined with huge buildings, each big enough to house dragons. They had gigantic windows and doors that dragons flew in and out of. And in the centre of the city, a towering skyscraper stretched high into the clouds. It radiated pulsing electricity and purple smoke poured out of the windows.

‘We should stay far away from that tower,’ said Ling-Fei, eyeing it with unease. ‘It feels evil.’

The four friends had hurried through the dark, careful to avoid any dragons, until they turned down a narrow alley and reached a sewer grate at the end. Billy paused. The feeling pulling him onwards was stronger here, drawing him closer, like someone cold seeking heat.

He looked at his friends and swallowed. ‘I think we should go underground.’

A voice from the dark slithered out. ‘A good idea, boy, a good idea indeed.’ And then a tall, thin figure emerged from the shadows. It was a woman in a black cloak with silver hair down to her waist, but her face was young and smooth. Most alarming of all was the glowing knife gripped in her hand and the net thrown over her shoulder. She caught Billy staring and flashed him a sharp grin.

‘That’s right, I’m a nox-hand. I could get a fine reward for turning in humans, especially young humans, caught out after dark.’ Without having to ask, Billy knew that a nox-hand was the human version of a nox-wing – someone who dabbled in dark magic and served the Dragon of Death.

Charlotte stepped forward, her hands on her hips. ‘I’d like to see you try. In case you can’t count, there are four of us and one of you.’

‘Charlotte,’ hissed Dylan in a high-pitched whisper, ‘she has a knife. And we don’t have our pearls!’

Charlotte shrugged, keeping her gaze on the cloaked woman. ‘I could still knock her flat on her butt.’

Billy moved closer to Charlotte. If she was going to fight this nox-hand, she wasn’t going to do it on her own. Without saying a word, Ling-Fei did the same, and after a short moment even Dylan stepped forward, muttering under his breath. This woman didn’t know what they had faced. They had battled a giant scorpion, conquered nox-wings and even defeated the Wasteland Worm. They were not afraid of a stranger with a cloak and a knife.

At least not that afraid.

The nox-hand had taken another look at them and then laughed, long and loud. ‘Perhaps I won’t turn you in. It would be a shame for all that energy to be sucked up into the Tower.’

Billy glanced anxiously up at the glowing Tower that loomed over them. Was it functioning like the red dome had back in Dragon Realm – sucking up life force and energy to be used for dark magic? The idea chilled him to the bone.

The nox-hand kept talking. ‘Run along, little rodents, before another nox-hand finds you. Or worse, a nox-wing. They won’t find you as amusing as I do.’ She turned on her heel and strode into the dark, holding her knife aloft. When she reached the end of the alley, an enormous turquoise dragon flew round the corner. Billy watched as it went straight for the woman, but as it registered her glowing knife, it stopped short and gave her a curt nod. The woman nodded back and disappeared into the shadows. The nox-wing raised its large head and looked straight at Billy. Its tongue flicked out, like it was licking its lips.

Billy gulped.

‘Come on!’ he said to his friends. He didn’t want to wait to see what would happen if the nox-wing reached them. He yanked open the sewer grate. ‘We’ve got to get out of here!’

‘We don’t know what’s down there!’ cried Dylan.

‘It can’t be worse than what’s heading straight for us,’ said Charlotte. ‘I’m going in.’ And with that, she slid into the dark.

There was a muffled thump. ‘The drop isn’t too bad,’ she called out. ‘But it is wet down here. And gross.’

‘Hurry,’ said Billy to Ling-Fei and Dylan. The nox-wing was forcing its way through the narrow alley, its snapping jaws getting closer with every second. They were running out of time. ‘I’ll go last.’

‘Be careful, Billy,’ said Ling-Fei. Then she glanced at Dylan, who was standing frozen, staring at the nox-wing as it grew closer and closer. ‘Come on, Dylan!’ She grabbed Dylan’s hand and pulled him along with her. With a loud squeak, the tiny gold pig flew in after them.

Then Billy sprang into action. He slid into the sewer, feet first, pulling the grate behind him. It slotted back into place with a clank as he let go and dropped down.

A second later, the nox-wing crashed snout first into the grate. With a roar of frustration, it ripped the grate away, but it was far too large to fit through the narrow opening. It shot a jet of fire down into the sewer, momentarily lighting it up. Dylan screamed as they scrambled away from the flames, but Billy took advantage of the brief moment of light to take in their surroundings. They were in a long tunnel with rusted tracks lining the ground, and the walls were slick and wet with damp.

‘Stay underground where you belong, vermin!’ the nox-wing shouted with a laugh, and then it flew away into the night.
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They wandered the sewer for hours. Whenever they heard footsteps or saw shapes, they hid in the shadows, careful to avoid being seen by anyone. From their encounter with the nox-hand, they knew that even other humans weren’t to be trusted in this future.

Billy had continued to follow the thread as it pulled him further and further into the tunnels beneath the city. It had been dark when they’d initially jumped into the sewer, but as they walked on, Billy noticed that the walls of the tunnels had started flickering with light. Soon, neon lights pulsed brightly all around them and seemed to be leading to the centre of the city, where the four friends had come from. But the light wasn’t contained in glass or bulbs; instead, it streamed directly along the walls in a thrumming current, like a flowing river of electricity. And Billy felt as if he was inside a wire connected to a power source – with electricity flashing all around him.

And then, right when Billy felt the strongest pull, they hit a dead end. The tunnel stopped at a solid concrete wall. Dylan had cleared his throat. Ling-Fei had paused, looking carefully around, and Charlotte had sighed loudly. Billy’s heart sank. He’d led them all the way down here for nothing.

But then he remembered another dead end he’d encountered. One that hadn’t been a dead end at all. When he’d followed his friends into the mountain behind Camp Dragon, what he thought was a solid grey wall had actually been a door to an enormous cavern where his friends were. Where their dragons were.

Perhaps the wall wasn’t what it appeared to be.

‘Maybe we can go through this wall…’ Billy said.

He wished Ling-Fei still had her pearl power to sense magic and life. He wished Charlotte still had her superhuman strength. And he wished he had his agility power. But all they had was each other, their wits and their courage, and that would have to be enough.

‘It wouldn’t be the weirdest thing that has happened today,’ Dylan said with a wry smile. ‘We did see the sun fall out of the sky and crack like an egg. And then a turtle called the Destiny Bringer crawled out of it and made the whole world disappear. So, sure, maybe we can go through this wall.’

‘But we should be cautious,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘Y’all know I hate being cautious,’ said Charlotte. She reached out and slapped a hand on the solid wall. ‘Yep. That is a real wall. What’s the next bright idea?’

‘Maybe there’s a trapdoor somewhere,’ suggested Ling-Fei. All four of them began to feel around on the wall’s surface, hoping their fingers would snag on some kind of lever or mysterious button.

Nothing.

The tiny gold pig squeaked and landed on Billy’s shoulder. It looked exhausted too, its usually bright eyes cloudy with fatigue.

‘I think that pig just yawned,’ said Charlotte. She followed suit, opening her mouth wide and stretching. ‘Maybe we can sleep here? I’m exhausted and starting to get delirious.’

‘No way,’ said Billy. ‘It’s too dangerous. We have to get somewhere safe.’

‘And you think that “somewhere” is behind this very sturdy concrete wall?’ asked Dylan.

‘I know it is,’ said Billy, his voice coming out sharper than he intended. ‘It has to be!’

Dylan, Charlotte and Ling-Fei exchanged a look and Billy stared up at the seemingly impenetrable concrete wall in front of him. ‘Why can’t you all just trust me?’

‘Billy, you didn’t tell us that Spark was starting to go dark,’ said Ling-Fei gently. ‘You kept a huge secret from us and the dragons.’

‘And look what happened!’ said Charlotte.

‘I thought I was doing the right thing,’ said Billy, glaring at his friends. But he knew they were right.

‘We aren’t mad at you,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘I’m a little mad,’ interrupted Charlotte. ‘We don’t have our pearls or our powers or our dragons because Billy kept a secret from us! And now we don’t know how we’ll ever get home.’

‘It isn’t all Billy’s fault,’ said Dylan. ‘I think if we’re blaming anyone, we can blame the Dragon of Death, right?’

‘I’m sorry, okay? I’m sorry!’ cried Billy. His voice echoed in the tunnel and Charlotte whirled around, putting her finger to her lips and shushing him.

‘Okay! Okay! I accept your apology! But be quiet! We don’t know what else is roaming in these tunnels.’

‘Which is exactly why I want to find us a safe place to rest,’ said Billy. ‘And I know I messed up before, but something is drawing me to this wall. It’s telling me that we need to get through it.’ He looked at the train tracks they’d been walking on. They stopped at the wall, but in a way that seemed as if the wall hadn’t always been there.

‘What if that something is Spark?’ said Dylan, eyeing him carefully. ‘You can’t trust her any more, Billy.’

Billy sighed. ‘I know.’ He ran his fingers through his hair. As he did, he felt the prickle of static shock. But instead of stopping at his fingertips, it whizzed up his arm and then through his entire body. It felt like he was buzzing with his own electricity.

‘That was weird,’ he muttered, momentarily distracted from the argument with his friends.

‘Billy, I think we need to turn back,’ said Charlotte.

‘I agree,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘There isn’t anything here.’

‘Wait,’ said Billy, an idea slowly forming. He stared up at the racing electric current running along the walls of the tunnel and noticed that it appeared to keep going through the concrete wall in front of them.

They’d been through portals under lakes, and ones that they’d created themselves using the power of their pearls. This was another kind of power. Maybe, just maybe, they could use this energy as a kind of portal…

‘We should hold hands,’ he said. ‘Like that time we opened the mountain.’

‘We can try that, but if it doesn’t work we’re heading in another direction, okay?’ said Charlotte.

Billy nodded. Charlotte took his hand, Ling-Fei grabbed onto her other one and Dylan held Ling-Fei’s. They waited a moment, all holding their breath in anticipation. Then Billy felt another flicker of static electricity run through his hand into Charlotte’s. She flinched and so did Ling-Fei and Dylan.

‘What was that?’ said Dylan, sounding panicked. ‘Is something happening?’

‘It was just a shock,’ said Charlotte. ‘This isn’t working.’

‘I think something might be happening,’ said Ling-Fei, staring down at their interlocked hands as another shock flickered through them.

Billy felt a pull towards the current of energy streaming on the wall next to them. It was like it was calling to him, as if the thread that had led him here wanted him to reach out to it. ‘I need you guys to trust me,’ he said. ‘I’m going to try something.’

‘WAIT! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?’ yelled Dylan. ‘I ABSOLUTELY DO NOT TRUST YOU!’

But Billy wasn’t listening. He was reaching with his free hand towards the tunnel wall and the glowing current of power flying across it. He hoped his instinct was right and that he wasn’t about to do something incredibly stupid.

‘Hold on!’ he shouted. And then he stuck his hand straight into the current of light and power.

His whole body lifted up off the ground and was sucked into the current, along with his friends. All around him was light so bright that he had to close his eyes against it. And then he felt a prickling heat like he had static shocks all over his body. And then it was like he was flying. But it wasn’t like flying on Spark, it was like he, Billy Chan, was flying through a rainbow current of light and power with energy crackling all around him.

When he finally dared to open his eyes, Billy began to laugh, because now he could see exactly where they were. They had travelled through the power line to the opposite side of the concrete wall and below them was an empty underground train station. Here, he knew, was where they needed to be.

Holding on tight to Charlotte still, he jumped out of the current as if he was leaping out of a glowing fast-moving river, and they all crumpled to the ground. Charlotte stood first, her hair sticking up in every direction.

‘HAVE YOU LOST YOUR MIND?’ she shouted.

Billy was shaking, but he was grinning too. They’d done it!

‘We survived, didn’t we?’ he said.

‘You didn’t know we would!’ cried Dylan.

‘We had to try!’

‘Everybody, calm down!’ said Ling-Fei in a surprisingly loud voice. ‘We have to make sure we’re all okay!’

Billy realized his own hair was also standing on end. Dylan’s glasses were sparking and he looked dazed. ‘I’m okay. What just happened? And where are we?’

‘Well, I’ll give Billy credit for this – he got us through that concrete wall,’ said Charlotte. ‘And it looks like we’re the only people in here.’ They gazed around the empty old train station. All they could see was a rusty-looking train with four carriages and further beyond that, another concrete wall.

‘We travelled through the energy current,’ said Billy.

‘But HOW?’ said Dylan, staring up at it.

‘I’m… I’m not really sure,’ Billy admitted. ‘I know that the current can go through walls and I had a feeling I could too. It might have something to do with my connection to the Lightning Pearl.’

Charlotte smoothed down her hair. ‘That was a pretty big risk for something you weren’t very sure about.’

‘It felt right. The same way that jumping in the portal in the Frozen Wasteland felt right.’

‘I wonder if it has something to do with your heart bond to Spark,’ Ling-Fei mused. ‘Her primary power is electricity. Is it possible you’ve picked up some of her power?’

Billy looked down. He had a feeling that was it, but he didn’t want to say it out loud. He didn’t know what it meant. ‘Maybe.’ Then he looked back up at his friends. ‘You guys don’t think that I’m turning nox too, do you?’ Now that he’d seen a nox-hand, he knew it was possible. And even though he wouldn’t admit it to his friends, it terrified him.

‘No,’ said Charlotte adamantly. ‘I’m mad at you for keeping secrets from us, but you aren’t evil. We’d know if you were. We would be able to feel it.’

‘You’re still the Billy we know,’ said Ling-Fei with a smile. ‘You follow your instincts and do whatever it takes to protect everyone, even if it means taking huge risks!’

‘Literally jumping into the unknown,’ added Dylan, shaking his head. But he was smiling too.

‘But I thought I knew Spark’s heart,’ said Billy quietly, staring back down at the ground. ‘I trusted my instincts about her… and look what happened.’

‘Billy,’ said Ling-Fei, ‘Spark is an extremely powerful dragon. She was probably purposely closing off parts of herself so you wouldn’t be able to tell how she was truly feeling. I know that must be painful to think about, but what happened with Spark isn’t your fault.’

Billy rubbed the back of his neck. ‘Do you guys really think that?’

‘Yes,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘Obviously we don’t blame you for everything,’ said Charlotte, rolling her eyes at him. ‘That would be ridiculous! But you should have told us what was going on with Spark. Friends don’t keep secrets from friends. Especially gigantic, dragon-sized secrets.’

‘We could have helped,’ said Dylan.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Billy. ‘No more secrets. And I’ll tell you guys about any ideas I have before I jump in and drag you all with me.’ Then his gaze landed on the old train parked a little further down the tracks. ‘Right now I think we should check out that train. It looks like a place we could rest.’

‘That is an idea I can get behind,’ said Dylan.

‘Me too!’ agreed Ling-Fei.

‘I can’t wait to take a nap,’ said Charlotte with a gigantic yawn. The tiny gold pig, who had somehow stayed on Billy’s shoulder, yawned too.

As they drew closer to the train, for a moment Billy could have sworn he sensed Spark. He couldn’t explain it, yet he felt that she was close. But that was impossible! Still, he tried to speak to her down their bond.

Spark?

There was no reply, but he felt a nudge to go inside the train.

The doors were sealed shut. ‘Hmm,’ said Billy.

‘Surely if we just leaped into an electric current and travelled in it through a concrete wall we can break into a decrepit train, right?’ said Dylan.

‘Stand back!’ said Charlotte as she walked up to the train. She quickly ripped off a strip of fabric from the bottom of her grey tunic and wrapped it around her elbow. Then she smashed her protected elbow through the train window. The glass shattered and Charlotte curtsied. ‘I may not have my pearl power any longer, but I’m still pretty strong.’

‘Well done!’ cried Ling-Fei.

The pig flew in first, its tiny gold body bobbing around in the dark train. It drifted back over to the window and squeaked, beckoning them to follow.

‘That little pig is indestructible,’ said Dylan in awe. ‘I can’t believe it came with us through time and then again through the electric current! I think we should make the pig our mascot.’

‘Wouldn’t our dragons be offended?’ said Charlotte with a laugh.

‘I think our dragons would be more offended if we made them into mascots. At least Xing would,’ said Ling-Fei. Then she sighed. ‘I hope we can reunite with our dragons again.’

‘We will,’ said Billy firmly. Then he swallowed. ‘Or at least you all will. And I’ll come along.’

‘Our dragons might not be your heart-bond dragon, but they’re still your dragons too,’ said Ling-Fei.

Billy nodded, unable to speak because of the sudden lump that had formed in his throat.

‘Well, let’s check out this train!’ said Charlotte with forced cheer. ‘Can y’all help me in?’

‘Careful of the broken glass,’ said Ling-Fei as she knocked off the rest of it around the edges of the window with her shoe.

Once the window was clear of glass shards, Billy helped Charlotte, Ling-Fei and Dylan through the window and then he clambered in after them. The energy current streaming along the side of the tunnel walls gave off enough light so they could see while inside the old train.

‘Maybe we still have some of our old powers,’ said Billy. ‘I wasn’t expecting Charlotte to be able to break the window like that.’

‘There’s a lot we don’t know,’ said Dylan. He took off his glasses and wiped them on his shirt. ‘I’m personally just glad my glasses have stayed enchanted to not fall off my face.’

‘This almost looks like a train from… our time,’ said Ling-Fei as she looked around in amazement.

‘It’s definitely been down here for a long while,’ agreed Charlotte, gingerly touching one of the seats. Twelve rows of seats lined the train car, with two on each side next to the windows and a narrow aisle between them.

‘Should we explore the rest of the train?’ said Billy, looking warily to the end of their carriage.

Charlotte yawned again, stretching her arms over her head. ‘Can we do that after we get some rest? I’m exhausted.’

‘But shouldn’t we make sure it’s safe?’ said Dylan anxiously.

‘We can sleep in shifts,’ said Billy. ‘But I think we should go in pairs, just in case. Who knows what else could get in here.’

The tiny gold pig squeaked. ‘I know you’ll be on the lookout,’ said Ling-Fei, holding out her hand for it to land. ‘But we should stay alert too.’



Charlotte and Ling-Fei slept first, curled up on the old train benches, while Dylan stood at one end of the train and Billy at the other. The tiny gold pig flew between them like a small glowing nightlight.

It was impossible to know what time it was, deep underground, so they slept on and off until hunger pangs forced them to start exploring. They’d wandered down through the carriages, staying close together, but they hadn’t seen evidence of a single other person or dragon.

At the time, they didn’t realize how lucky they were – to have found a safe, hidden haven. Especially when they eventually came upon a carriage with a decrepit food kiosk. They’d fallen upon the bags of crisps and rock-hard cookies like wolves. There were also things called ‘Life Bars’ sealed in black plastic and they ate those too. They offered one to the pig, and it ate the bar, black plastic and all, before they could stop it.

There was even an old toilet that somehow still flushed. They weren’t sure where the waste went, so they decided to use the one furthest from their sleeping carriage. Water still ran from the taps, too, and even though they knew it wasn’t safe to drink, it was nice to have something to wash their hands with. But they weren’t sure how long the water supply would last, so they were careful only to wash themselves using dampened rags.

Seeing the train, with its sinks and food kiosk, gave Billy a strange sense of hope. It reminded him of human life from the past. Before the Dragon of Death had risen to ultimate power.
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The discovery of the secret train had been over a month ago, but it felt like another lifetime. And now Billy spent his days cleaning dragon teeth. The friends had passed the first few nights hiding underground, until they had no choice but to go out to find food. Without any money, or anything to barter, they’d been forced to beg shop owners for something to eat. They didn’t dare steal; they knew the consequences could be deadly.

One shop owner had taken pity on them, giving them food on credit. And the next time they went back, she told them that she’d heard of a dragon needing a new team of groomers. Few humans wanted that job because they were so scared of dragons, but Billy and the others knew that their experience with their own dragons would make them more comfortable, even if the dragons they were grooming were nox-wings.

They started with one dragon family and soon they were grooming two or three different dragons a week. All while trying to learn more about Dragon City, listening for clues about where their dragons might be and trying to stay alive in this terrifying new world they had found themselves in. They’d been so focused on surviving, on making it from one day to the next, that they hadn’t been able to think about their future.

But Billy knew they couldn’t go on like this. This couldn’t be it. They needed a plan. They needed to find their dragons. Billy hadn’t forgotten how when they had first arrived in Dragon City, he’d spotted the flash of Xing’s shimmering scales, heard Tank’s mighty roar and been soothed by Buttons’s healing lullaby. Their dragons were here. Somewhere. And once they found them, they’d be able to work together to reverse what the Dragon of Death had done. They’d be able to go back home.

Home. Billy didn’t let himself think too much about his family – about his parents and his brother Eddie. He didn’t know if he’d ever see them again. They were still in the past… a past that Billy hoped he could return to one day.

But a small part of him was grateful that he didn’t need to worry about his family surviving in this dark future. They may have been far from him, but they were safe there.

And then there was Spark. Billy tried to keep her out of his thoughts too. But sometimes, late at night, when he felt scared and lonely, he couldn’t help but hope that Spark was somewhere nearby and that she was safe. Most of all, he hoped that she hadn’t gone full nox-wing, and that somewhere deep inside, she was still the Spark that Billy knew.



The sudden eruption of a truly terrible stench pulled Billy out of his thoughts and back to what he was doing in the present. He nearly gagged. ‘Ugh. What is that?’ There was an ominous rumble from deep within the dragon whose teeth he was cleaning, and then a gigantic belch burst up from his throat, coating Billy in dragon burp stench and saliva.

‘Pardon me,’ grumbled the dragon. ‘I swallowed two cows and four chickens yesterday and I think one of them is still kicking.’

Billy plucked a soggy feather out of his hair and blanched. That was his cue to leave.

‘Well, your teeth are all clean at least!’ he said as cheerily as he could. The dragon opened his mouth wide and Billy jumped out.

Charlotte immediately backed away. ‘Ugh! You stink!’

Dylan wrinkled his nose. ‘She’s not wrong.’

‘Be nice,’ said Ling-Fei, then her eyes widened as she got a whiff of Billy. ‘Oh my! That is a strong smell.’

The dragon cleared his throat and everyone stopped talking. They’d been working for this particular dragon and his family for a few weeks now, and they didn’t want to lose the job. Humans who served dragons had a better chance of staying alive. The last thing they wanted to do was offend him.

Billy thought quickly. ‘It’s an honour to be coated in your burp,’ he said, with a bow.

The dragon raised one of his extremely furry eyebrows. The eyebrow protruded from his face and sometimes Ling-Fei would trim it. ‘Do not attempt to flatter or fool me, young human. You know dragons prize honesty.’

‘Then I’ll admit that I probably need a bath. And I’m glad you didn’t decide to swallow me along with the chickens.’

The dragon gave a low rumbling chuckle that sounded like a warning. ‘You are lucky I am not hungry right now and that I do not have much appetite for pointy-elbowed humans.’

‘And we don’t eat humans, right, Father?’ A small dark blue dragon with shiny scales and huge horns hopped into the room. Her horns were so large that Billy was surprised the young dragon could keep her head up. ‘Is it my turn for grooming?’ She opened her mouth wide and bared her small sharp teeth.

The large dragon laughed again, longer and louder this time. ‘And how do you expect a human to fit in there?’

‘I’d be happy to help you out,’ said Billy. ‘Come here.’ He reached into the young dragon’s mouth and quickly cleaned it with the grooming brush and pick.

‘Your horns are looking especially magnificent!’ said Ling-Fei. ‘Do they need sharpening?’

‘Yes, please!’ trilled the young dragon. ‘I want to look my best for the big anniversary celebration coming up.’

Billy and his friends exchanged a look. A dragon celebration did not sound like a good thing for them. ‘What celebration?’ said Billy carefully.

‘Haven’t you heard? The Five Thousand Year anniversary celebration of Dragon City! Everyone is required to go. Even humans. I’m surprised you didn’t receive the summons!’ The young dragon gave them a puzzled frown.

Billy’s mind was whirling. Five Thousand Year anniversary? That meant they must be far, far in the future.

‘Ohhh!’ said Dylan loudly. ‘That celebration! Of course we know about that celebration. Can’t wait!’

The young dragon let out a peal of laughter. ‘You do know that it’s going to be dangerous for humans, right? The Dragon of Death and her followers will be there. Humans are there for their entertainment.’

Billy gulped. He hadn’t thought that they’d come face to face with the Dragon of Death so soon. But if all dragons were required to go that meant that maybe Tank, Buttons and Xing would be there. They couldn’t miss this opportunity.

Dylan’s cheeks flushed. ‘What I meant was…’

‘It will be nice to see so many dragons and humans gathered together,’ Charlotte said smoothly. She smiled at the young blue dragon. ‘And we’ll be careful.’

‘Plus, we’ve made lots of dragon friends as groomers,’ added Ling-Fei as she finished shining the young dragon’s horns.

‘Dragons are not your friends,’ said the large dragon in a thundering voice. ‘Make no mistake. We keep humans around to serve and entertain us.’

Something was wiggling in Billy’s brain. ‘But…’

The large dragon gave him a sharp look. ‘But what?’

Billy had to ask. ‘What about the heart bond?’

‘What do you know of the heart bond? There have not been any new heart bonds in years. Only the Dragon of Death and her consort have heart-bonded humans. It is forbidden for everyone else.’

‘I wish I could have a heart bond,’ sighed the small dragon. ‘I’d be so powerful! And I’d have a human to keep me company at all times.’

‘Even before they were forbidden, heart bonds were extremely rare,’ said the large dragon. He gave Billy a penetrating gaze. ‘I am surprised you even know about them.’

‘I overheard another dragon talking about it,’ said Billy. ‘When we were grooming them.’

‘I see,’ said the large dragon, but Billy could tell he didn’t believe him.

‘Well, we should really be on our way,’ said Dylan. ‘Lots of dragons to groom before the anniversary celebration! We’ll see you there!’

‘There will be hundreds of dragons there,’ said the young dragon with another light laugh. ‘You probably won’t see us.’

‘Then we’ll see you next week, as usual,’ said Charlotte. She nodded respectfully towards the small dragon. ‘I hope you have fun at the celebration.’

‘And I hope you stay alive!’ the small dragon replied.



The four friends hurried out of the enormous glowing marble orb that the two dragons lived in. It didn’t look like any of the other buildings or houses in Dragon City. The orb had no doors or windows, and the only way they could get in or out was to press their hands on the marble and hope it would open for them. A door would then appear, exactly the right size for the human or dragon that needed to pass through. So far, they hadn’t been trapped inside the marble orb, but it made Billy nervous every time they had to go inside.

Back outside in Dragon City, the streets crackled with electricity and every building was lit up. None as much as the Tower spiralling towards the sky in the centre of the city.

Billy and his friends knew now that the electricity that charged all of Dragon City was a meld of real electricity, life force and dragon magic. It powered everything in the city. And, most importantly, it fed the Dragon of Death’s insatiable hunger for more and more power. Rumour had it that she bathed nightly in a tub of raw power, lathering herself in bolts of electricity. And the life force farms, full of humans and dragons being drained of life force, funnelled energy directly to the Tower. The farms were where any human, or dragon, who defied the Dragon of Death and the nox-wings ended up.

The human workers in Dragon City tended to live by candlelight in an attempt to use clean power. Only the nox-hands used energy that they knew was probably made of life force.

Billy had been surprised at first to see that there were still shops that catered for humans, even hospitals. But then Dylan had pointed out that if the dragons wanted humans to be able to function, and to be used as workers and entertainers and not only as life force batteries, they needed food and medical care.

But the four friends only went to the shops or interacted with other humans when it was absolutely necessary. They kept to themselves as much as they could, not trusting any humans after their encounter with the nox-hand on their first night.



As soon as they returned to their secret train, going in the way they always did, through the current of power they now knew was called the life vein, they each flopped onto a seat. ‘Billy, you’ve got to wipe yourself down. That smell is revolting. You’re stinking out the whole carriage!’ Charlotte held her nose as she spoke.

‘We’ve got bigger problems than Billy smelling like dragon burp. What are we going to do about this anniversary celebration?’ Dylan tapped his foot nervously on the floor.

‘Thank goodness the baby dragon mentioned it,’ added Ling-Fei, eyes wide. ‘It sounds like we have to go.’

‘Or we stay here and hide,’ said Charlotte. ‘Nobody knows we’re here, remember? That’s why we didn’t get the summons in the first place.’

‘I KNEW IT!’ cried a voice in the cabin. A voice that didn’t belong to any of the four friends.
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A chill went down Billy’s spine as he looked around the train, trying to see where the voice had come from but only catching sight of his friends.

‘Who’s there?’ asked Charlotte, her eyes darting back and forth.

‘IT’S ME!’ the voice shouted.

Billy looked in the direction of the voice but all he saw was the pile of rags that they used to keep warm at night. ‘Who?’

‘It’s me, Midnight!’ replied the voice as the young dark blue dragon with giant glowing horns flickered into sight.

Billy and the others stared at the dragon who they had been grooming only an hour ago. She looked even bigger in the train than she did in her home where she was dwarfed by her father. Even though she was a young dragon, she was still almost as tall as Billy and twice as wide. And her horns were so tall they almost scraped the top of the train.

‘How did you get in here?’ said Billy, frantically looking out of the train and into the tunnel to see if there were any other dragons approaching.

‘And since when do you have a name?’ added Dylan.

‘I knew you four were hiding something when you didn’t know about the Five Thousand Year anniversary celebration. I could tell you were lying.’ Midnight shook her head. ‘Never lie to dragons! Lucky for you, I didn’t want you to be handed in to Death’s Shadow.’ She paused meaningfully.

While Billy had not yet seen the dragon known as Death’s Shadow, he’d heard whispers of the terrifying creature who swooped down on silent wings and took humans and even dragons away for punishment, never to be seen again. ‘We have no interest in meeting Death’s Shadow,’ he said to Midnight.

‘That’s what I thought,’ said Midnight smugly. ‘So I convinced my father that you were telling the truth and you were just nervous, because humans are almost always nervous. But then I followed you. I can turn invisible at night – that’s why other dragons call me Midnight.’ The young dragon grinned as her entire body disappeared so that it looked as if her head and horns were floating in mid-air. ‘Anyway,’ Midnight continued, as her body flashed back into sight, ‘I almost lost you when we reached the dead end, but I grabbed onto Billy’s ankle just before he travelled through the life veins. A very impressive feat – I’ve never seen anyone, dragon or human, do that. And now here I am!’

‘A dragon grabbed onto your ankle and you didn’t feel it?’ said Charlotte, eyes darting back and forth between Billy and Midnight.

Billy shrugged. ‘I felt something, but when I looked back I didn’t see anything, so I thought I had imagined it.’

‘Why are you four hiding?’ asked Midnight curiously. Then she saw the tiny gold flying pig. ‘And what in the Great Dragon’s name is that thing?’

The gold pig oinked.

‘Er this is a pig,’ said Dylan. He scratched his head. ‘Do we have pigs in this time? I can’t remember.’

Midnight’s eyes widened. ‘In this time? What do you mean in this time? And of course we have pigs. I had one for breakfast. But it was big and pink, and it definitely didn’t fly!’

The gold pig squeaked in panic and flew behind Billy.

‘You can’t eat this pig,’ said Billy.

‘Or any of us,’ added Charlotte.

‘I don’t eat humans,’ said Midnight with a sniff. ‘Only a starving dragon out in the Void would do that. Humans have better uses. They’re worth more as life force than a small snack.’ Midnight’s eyes widened. ‘Surely you must all know that. Even if you didn’t know about the Five Thousand Year anniversary celebration.’

‘Yes, yes, we know. We’re worth more in life force,’ said Dylan. ‘It’s impossible to miss that one since dragons are shouting it all the time.’

‘Well, it’s the truth,’ said Midnight. ‘Speaking of the truth, what’s the real reason you didn’t know about the anniversary celebration? And who are the four of you? You smell different to other humans.’

Billy and the others exchanged a nervous look.

‘We don’t get post down here so we missed our summons,’ said Dylan. Billy started to laugh but turned it into a cough. It was true: they didn’t get post down here.

‘Hmm,’ said Midnight, clearly unimpressed. ‘That doesn’t explain how you can travel through life veins! Or who you are!’ She looked around the train carriage suspiciously. ‘I’ve never seen four young humans without a dragon or a fully grown human looking after them.’

‘Our… fully grown human is coming back soon,’ Ling-Fei chimed in.

‘Hmm,’ said Midnight. ‘And what do they do?’

‘They’re a singer,’ said Charlotte. ‘They sing for the Dragon of Death!’

‘Too far, Charlotte,’ whispered Dylan.

‘A singer!’ Midnight sounded intrigued. ‘I love singers! I watch all of them in the Dragon Court! Which one is your human? What do they sing?’

‘Son of a biscuit eater,’ muttered Charlotte under her breath. ‘Of course this dragon loves singers.’

‘They only sing for the Dragon of Death,’ said Billy, thinking quickly. ‘No other dragons have ever heard them. They… er… are one of the Dragon of Death’s private singers. Very prestigious.’

Midnight stared at Billy for a long moment, and then her horns began to glow.

‘LIAR!’

‘What?’

A spark shot out of the top of one of Midnight’s now molten red horns. ‘LYING HUMANS! I CAN TELL YOU ARE LYING TO ME AND LYING MAKES ME MAD!’ Another spark shot out from the other horn and blew a small hole in the ceiling.

‘I’m not lying!’ said Billy.

Midnight’s horns were now so hot and so bright that it hurt to look at them. Billy and the others backed away.

‘STOP LYING!’ shouted Midnight as huge bolts of lightning blasted out of her horns and tore through the roof above them. What was once a solid ceiling was now riddled with holes.

‘Okay, we might have been bending the truth a little bit!’ said Dylan. ‘But we’ll be honest with you now!’

Midnight reared her head back and roared, letting out an enormous fireball that blew a giant hole in the train’s ceiling.

The four kids ran to the far side of the carriage, trying to dodge the sparks that fell from above.

The dragon lowered her head and stared at the children. Her nostrils flared and she was breathing heavily. ‘I hate lying!’ Midnight said between huffs. Billy watched the dragon intently as he plotted a way to escape with his friends.

But then Ling-Fei stepped forward, opened her mouth, and began to sing. She sang in Chinese, and Billy could only understand a few of the words, but the melody was beautiful. And as she sang, Midnight began to calm down, her horns slowly returning to their normal shade of silver.

After a few minutes, Ling-Fei stopped singing. ‘I’m sorry we weren’t truthful,’ she said. ‘But it’s dangerous for humans to trust dragons.’

‘I forgive you,’ said Midnight. ‘And I liked that song very much!’

Ling-Fei smiled. ‘I thought you might, as you said you love listening to the singers in the Dragon Court. It’s one of my favourite songs. My nainai used to sing it to me when I was a little girl.’ Ling-Fei’s hand went to her neck, where she’d previously worn the jade necklace from her grandmother. The one that had, unbeknown to her, contained the magical Jade Pearl that had given her pearl powers. Now it was in the clutches of the Dragon of Death.

‘I didn’t know you could sing,’ said Charlotte, clearly impressed.

Ling-Fei blushed. ‘I never had a reason to sing before.’

‘If I could sing like that, I’d sing all the time,’ said Charlotte.

‘You know, I’m actually pretty musical,’ added Dylan. He began to whistle and snap.

Midnight frowned. ‘I don’t like that as much. And stop trying to distract me!’ Her horns began to glow faintly again.

Dylan stopped whistling immediately.

‘We don’t want you or your family to be in danger,’ said Billy.

Midnight let out a snort. ‘You’re four young humans. You’re not dangerous.’

Charlotte bristled. ‘More dangerous than you think.’

‘Nobody knows who we are,’ Billy went on. ‘We aren’t from Dragon City.’

Midnight’s eyes grew huge. ‘You’re from the Void?’

Billy knew the Void was what the rest of the world outside Dragon City was called. The Dragon of Death and her nox-wings had drained all the energy in the entire world and poisoned it with dark magic, so the only place left to live was Dragon City. There was no food, no resources, no anything in the Void.

Sometimes humans tried to escape Dragon City and survive in the Void, but they were always found by scavenger dragons. Dragons were allowed to come and go as they pleased, but very few stayed in the Void. It was too dangerous, even for dragons.

‘I didn’t know humans could survive in the Void,’ Midnight went on.

‘We’re from somewhere else. Not the Void,’ said Billy. He didn’t want to lie to Midnight any more than they had to. She clearly had an instinct for whether they were telling the truth or not.

Midnight frowned. ‘But the Void is all there is. Dragon City and the Void.’

‘What about the stars? And the moon?’ said Ling-Fei.

‘You can’t be from the stars!’

‘But those are other places. We’re from somewhere like that. Somewhere far away,’ said Dylan, and Billy heard the sadness in his voice. He knew how much Dylan missed home – how much they all did.

‘Is that how you were able to travel in the life veins?’

‘Sort of,’ said Billy.

‘But, Midnight, you can’t tell anyone about us,’ said Ling-Fei urgently. ‘We’d be taken to the life force farms. Can we trust you to keep our secret?’

Midnight stared at each of them in turn and then grinned. ‘I LOVE secrets! I won’t tell anyone. I promise.’

As she said ‘I promise’, the air shimmered gold for a brief moment. Billy remembered how the promise of a dragon was an unbreakable thing.

He grinned back at the young dragon. ‘I knew we could trust you, Midnight.’

‘So, now that we’re sharing secrets… what else can you tell us about the anniversary?’ asked Dylan.

As Midnight told them about the upcoming celebration, Billy felt a much-needed surge of hope. Even though Midnight wasn’t one of their heart-bond dragons, it felt good to have a dragon on their side again.




[image: Chapter 6] Noodles And Nox-Rings

Billy stared at the jar of eyes. The jar of eyes stared back.

‘Not for humans,’ said the grumpy shop owner with a grunt, as he picked up the jar and moved it behind the counter.

‘I’m not interested in the eyes.’ Billy grimaced.

It was the next morning and they were buying their food for the week in between grooming jobs. Midnight had stayed at their train until late into the night, telling them about the upcoming anniversary and asking them all kinds of questions about what it was like being human. It was nice to have a dragon friend again. Even if it was a nosy, noisy dragon that couldn’t control her temper.

‘Although they certainly are… eye-catching,’ said Ling-Fei with a grin.

Dylan groaned. ‘That’s terrible,’ he said, shaking his head.

‘I don’t have time for silly jokes,’ barked the shop owner. ‘Buy something or get out. It’s close to curfew.’

Billy placed a worn black dragon scale on the counter. ‘A dozen Life Bars, please.’

The shop owner examined the scale and placed it under the scanner. Billy still remembered how confused he’d been when he was first paid with a dragon scale for a week of grooming work. But soon they figured out that it was the only way for humans to legally buy things in Dragon City. Humans had to use dragon scales, given to them by the dragons they served, and each one was scanned to connect them back to a particular dragon. By giving a human a dragon scale, that dragon was taking responsibility for them. Even if the only thing the human did was groom them, like Billy and his friends. It also meant that humans couldn’t easily trade or barter dragon scales amongst themselves, because they could always be traced back to the source dragon. Not only that, but the dragons could see what humans spent their scales on. In a way, they reminded Billy of credit cards.

Gold and jewels were only for dragon use and were forbidden items for humans. Even in this future, dragons loved gold. Any human caught with a precious metal or stone would be swiftly punished and taken to the life force farms. To the south of the city were the mines, where most humans toiled. Dragons worked the mines as well, but they were richly rewarded for what they found, unlike humans.

The mines weren’t the worst place for a human to be sent, though. Worse than the mines were the factories to the east. The factories thrummed with energy and dragon magic, and they produced anything the Dragon of Death desired, as well as basic necessities for the Dragon City dwellers. Billy and the others had heard horror stories from humans who worked in the factories. Sometimes, when a machine needed more life energy, a human would be tossed in right there and then.

To the west of the city lay what was left of the natural world. This was where the animals that dragons loved to eat as delicacies were raised and where meagre amounts of fruits and vegetables were harvested. Working the fields was a hard life for humans, but better than the mines or the factories.

Worst of all were the life force farms. Directly north of the city, and under the watchful eye of the Tower, the farms buzzed and crackled at all hours of the day. Other than that, there was none of the usual noise of civilization. There, humans and dragons who had disobeyed the Dragon of Death were plugged directly into the Dragon City power supply.

Billy couldn’t imagine how powerful and strong the Dragon of Death must be now. She had devoured an entire world’s worth of energy, and all that was left in both realms was Dragon City. Billy knew that they would never be able to defeat her outright, and even if they did, this world wasn’t fit for humans. The only way they could truly win would be to defeat her and then find a way to go back to a time before Dragon City ever existed.

Back to his time.

Back home.

But Billy didn’t let himself think about his family very much. While he wasn’t sure exactly how far in the future they were, he knew from the anniversary celebration and how people talked about the past that he and his friends were at least five thousand years ahead. And he knew that his family weren’t here in this new timeline. They would have died a long time ago.

But Billy was determined that he and his friends would fix everything.

It felt almost impossible, but they had to. Billy couldn’t give up hope.



Here, in Dragon City, most humans survived on Life Bars: small, dense, rectangular bars that tasted like a mix of chalk and sludge but with enough nutrients in them for a human to live on. Billy didn’t know what was in them, nobody did, but all the humans in Dragon City ate them. They were the same ones that Billy and his friends had found on the train on their first night in Dragon City.

The dragons themselves could drink from the energy fountains and only ate food as a treat. There were still some treats for humans to eat too. A few shop vendors sold food which Billy recognized. He’d been delighted to see that noodles had made it this far into the future. Dumplings too. He wondered why the Dragon of Death allowed such a thing but was glad she did. Or maybe she didn’t know everything that happened in her city.

‘Can we get noodles today?’ Dylan asked, as they walked out of the shop where they had bought their Life Bars.

‘Noodles are expensive,’ said Charlotte. ‘One bowl is a whole day’s worth of grooming.’

‘What else are we going to spend our scales on?’ Dylan retorted.

‘He’s got a good point,’ said Billy.

‘The dragons will know what we’ve been buying,’ said Charlotte. ‘I don’t want them to think they’re overpaying us.’

‘We can use the Thunder Clan scale for the noodles,’ suggested Ling-Fei. ‘Midnight won’t want us to get in trouble.’

‘And surely the dragons must have better things to do than check what food we’re buying,’ said Dylan.

Billy’s stomach rumbled at the mere thought of noodles. He grinned at his friends. ‘All right. Let’s get some noodles.’

They hurried along through the narrow backstreets used by humans, until they came upon a noodle stall run by an old woman. She had an enormous grey bun piled precariously on top of her head, and her face was as wrinkled as a walnut. Her dark eyes twinkled as the friends approached.

‘I haven’t seen you four before,’ she said with a kind smile.

They heard this a lot. The human population in Dragon City was slowly dwindling, and there were almost no new arrivals from the Void. The dragons didn’t pay attention to human children, but the street vendors and other children noticed them. Luckily, all it took for sympathetic nods and clucks of concern was a story about how they’d grown up working in the factories. Mostly, though, they tried to avoid interacting with other humans. There would be too many questions that they couldn’t answer.

But Billy knew this old noodle vendor was being friendly, not nosy. He smiled back at her. ‘We heard you have the best noodles in all of Dragon City!’ He hadn’t heard anything of the sort, but he wanted to distract her from wondering why she hadn’t seen them before.

She beamed. ‘It’s an old family recipe, passed down for many, many years.’ Her smile faltered for a moment. ‘Of course, some of the ingredients have changed. We don’t have what my ancestors had to cook with. But I’ve done the best that I can.’

‘We’ll have four bowls of noodle soup, please,’ said Billy, holding out the dragon scale. The old woman waved it away.

‘The first bowl is on the house,’ she said with a wink and busied herself behind the cart, stirring a giant pot on a small burner. Billy watched as she picked up a lump of dough and began to stretch and loop it round and round again, until what had started as one long rope of dough was rows of noodles. Moving quickly, she sliced off the end and dropped the noodles into the pot. She repeated the process several times, humming to herself as she worked. Then she ladled out the soup and noodles into bowls.

She handed over the four bowls, and Billy lifted one to his mouth to take a big slurp of soup and noodles.

It was the best thing he’d tasted since they had arrived in Dragon City. The comforting taste of the broth, and the chewiness of the noodles, was delicious, and it reminded him of the noodle soup his dad made back at home. He felt a pang of sadness thinking about his dad, and he quickly pushed it away. He didn’t have time to be homesick.

‘Food!’ Dylan marvelled. ‘Real food!’

‘We’ll definitely be back,’ said Charlotte between big slurps.

‘Thank you for sharing your delicious soup with us,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘You’re very kind.’

‘Dragon City could use some more kindness, if you ask me,’ said the old woman, shaking her head. ‘So many people have joined the nox-hands, turning each other in for a little bit of glory.’ She clucked her tongue.

As the old woman spoke, Billy became vaguely aware of a commotion up the street but ignored it. He knew now that nox-wings liked to start trouble. Officially, they weren’t supposed to bother humans while it was daylight, unless they broke the rules.

And nox-wings were extremely good at finding humans who were breaking the rules.

But then the sound of shouting grew louder, and a burst of flame shot down the street, narrowly missing the noodle cart.

The woman whipped her head up, panic in her eyes. ‘Get back!’ she said to the children, beckoning them out of harm’s way.

‘We can’t let an old grandma protect us,’ Dylan protested to the others. ‘We should be the ones protecting her!’

‘I heard that,’ said the old woman, ‘and I’m telling you to get back.’

Billy watched as a red-headed boy, who appeared only a few years older than him, came running down the alley. No, he wasn’t running, he was flying.

On each arm he wore two glowing bands. He had his arms outstretched, like he was leaping, and the glowing bands were lifting him up, pulling him into the air.

‘Nox-rings,’ said the old woman. ‘Only given to the highest ranking nox-hands.’

Billy knew from his short time in Dragon City that dragons believed the higher one’s ranking, the higher in the sky they were allowed to go. No dragon flew higher than the Dragon of Death, and no building stretched further into the sky than the Tower. Humans, being the lowest of the low, were forced underground.

The nox-rings were made from dragon bones and power, and they granted their wearer the ability to fly. High-ranking nox-hands, who had proven their loyalty to the Dragon of Death and the nox-wings, were gifted them. Billy had never seen them in person; he’d only heard whispers of them.

Until now.

‘If he’s a nox-hand, how come there are two dragons chasing after him?’ said Charlotte, pointing.

It was true. Two dragons raced through the air, quickly gaining on the boy wearing the nox-rings. It was clear he didn’t know how to control his flight as he was wildly careening in the air.

‘THIEF!’ screamed one of the nox-wings. ‘DIRTY VERMIN THIEF!’

‘That answers your question,’ said Dylan.

‘Only a fool would steal a nox-ring,’ said the old woman with a tsk.

‘A fool who is about to run into us,’ said Billy. ‘Watch out!’

In his panic, the red-headed boy looked over his shoulder at the pursuing dragons, and as he did, he lost his balance and slammed straight into the noodle cart.

The cart flipped over, noodles and hot soup spilled everywhere and the boy lay gasping on the street.

As soon as the glowing nox-rings touched the ground, they broke into pieces and fell off his arms. The pieces lost their glow immediately and looked like an ordinary pile of broken bones.

‘No!’ the boy said, frantically grabbing at the pieces. He looked up at Billy and the others with pleading eyes. ‘Help me, please! I’m begging you! I didn’t think anyone would notice that they were gone. But now the nox-wings are coming for me!’

‘Death’s Shadow won’t be far behind,’ muttered the old woman, eyeing the sky. ‘May the Great Dragon spare us all.’

A moment later, the two pursuing dragons landed with a thump, encircling the noodle cart. A crimson red dragon covered in spikes spoke first. ‘Foul vermin! How dare you steal what doesn’t belong to you!’

Billy grabbed Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan and pushed them behind the toppled cart. Then, just as the crimson dragon roared and blew a burst of flames, he pulled the old lady behind the cart too. The cart shielded his friends from the flames, but the thief wasn’t so lucky. He caught on fire and screamed in pain.

Billy couldn’t stand to watch it. ‘Stop!’ he shouted, and lunged forward. But before he could go any further, he was pulled back by the wrist. ‘Stay out of it, Billy,’ said Charlotte, who was still holding his wrist. ‘We can’t help him.’

The mustard-coloured nox-wing smirked at them. ‘That is a wise friend you have there, groundling. You stay out of this or we’ll roast you just the same.’ The dragon rolled its head back towards the burning boy and, with a snort, let out a jet of water from its nostrils that extinguished the flames. ‘As much fun as it is watching you vermin burn, you’re more valuable to us alive.’

The boy was covered in horrible burns and gasping for air, but he was breathing.

‘Now give us back what you stole,’ the mustard dragon sneered.

Trembling, the boy opened his fists and the broken pieces of nox-ring fell to the ground.

‘They’re useless to us now!’ roared the crimson dragon. ‘You let them touch the ground.’

The mustard dragon glared at the boy. ‘You stole what did not belong to you and you ruined it! You must pay for your crime.’

‘I’m sorry!’ the thief cried. ‘I’ll never steal again, I swear!’

‘The promise of a human is useless to us,’ sneered the crimson dragon.

Billy heard shouts from further down the street.

‘Look out! Death’s Shadow!’

‘Run! Death’s Shadow is coming!’

‘Here comes Death’s Shadow,’ said the crimson dragon to the mustard one. Billy could have sworn he saw a flicker of fear in the nox-wing’s eyes.

The sky darkened and Billy felt a cold wind cut through him. Then he heard a loud crack as electric bolts shot from the sky, encircling the thief and trapping him in place. Billy looked up and saw the silhouette of an enormous dragon. One with a long neck and huge wings.

A silhouette he would recognize anywhere.

No, no, no. It couldn’t be.

The dragon known as Death’s Shadow swooped down and landed right next to the boy. The other dragons backed away and lowered their heads to the ground.

Death’s Shadow was a shimmering blue, and electricity buzzed all around her. She had gossamer-thin wings and a set of beautiful gold antlers on top of her head.

It was Spark.
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Electricity flickered around Death’s Shadow as she stared with liquid black eyes at the thief.

Despite his burns, the thief moved quickly, throwing himself into a low, obsequious bow, his nose pressed against the ground.

‘Forgive me, Death’s Shadow!’ he cried. The old woman from the noodle cart slowly backed away, trembling from her head to her toes.

Billy stood rooted to the spot. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t look away. That dragon, the one everyone called Death’s Shadow, that dragon was Spark. His heart-bonded dragon. He felt like he’d been punched in the stomach.

Spark was Death’s Shadow?

He wanted to cry out to her, to make her look at him, recognize him, to bring her back to the Spark he knew she was. But before he could say a word, she shot out an electric net, scooping up the thief.

The thief howled as the edges of the net brushed against his burned skin. Then Spark’s own shadow moved of its own accord, separately from Spark, and Billy suddenly knew why she was called Death’s Shadow. It was like Spark had split into two dragons. The shadow loomed over the boy in the net and dipped its long neck down. Billy stared in horror as he saw a flickering of the thief’s life force jump from his body directly to the shadow. The thief screamed, writhing in pain, and the small flicker of light bobbed as the dragon shadow swallowed it. Billy’s eyes darted to Spark and he saw a small light burn within her, in the exact same place it had been in the shadow. And then the shadow realigned with Spark, following her movements.

Billy recoiled in horror. ‘How could you?’ he cried out, unable to stop himself.

Spark whipped her head round at the sound and stared at Billy like she had never seen him before. Her eyes were so black and glassy he could see his own reflection in them. He looked small and scared.

‘You dare speak to Death’s Shadow?’ roared the mustard dragon. ‘You should be taken in her net along with the thief!’

Billy stood still, staring into Spark’s eyes. Please, Spark, he thought down their bond. It’s me, Billy. You know me. And I know you’re still in there.

He waited for something, anything, even the smallest hint that she had heard him. But there was no reply. Billy wasn’t even sure the bond was still there. It had been so long since he’d felt Spark. But he couldn’t help himself. He had to try. And then, without a word, Spark lifted up into the sky, taking the thief with her. As she did, Billy could have sworn he felt his heart crack in two.

The mustard nox-wing gave Billy a hard look. ‘You’re lucky that Death’s Shadow was in such a forgiving mood. I’ve seen her take humans to the Tower for less.’

‘My friend forgets himself,’ said Charlotte, yanking Billy back. ‘He recently hit his head and isn’t thinking straight. We only desire greatness for the Dragon of Death and Death’s Shadow. For all dragons!’

‘A pretty speech,’ said the crimson nox-wing. ‘More humans should show such deference.’

The mustard nox-wing nodded.

‘Well, as entertaining as this has all been, we’ve got jobs to do,’ said Dylan with forced cheer. ‘Dragons to groom. Very important work.’

‘It is indeed,’ said the mustard dragon, twirling one of its whiskers around a claw. ‘Especially with the anniversary celebration coming up. Her Greatness wants every dragon looking their best.’

‘You’re already such a handsome dragon,’ chirped Ling-Fei. ‘Surely you don’t require much grooming?’

‘You’d be surprised,’ said the crimson nox-wing with a loud guffaw. ‘But we’ve wasted enough time conversing with vermin. Be gone before our good mood sours and we decide to take you to the Tower ourselves.’

‘I won’t forget your face,’ said the mustard one, giving Billy a piercing glare. And then there was a furious flapping of wings, a blast of heat and the two nox-wings were gone.

The old lady crept out from behind her overturned noodle cart. Her kind eyes had hardened. ‘Don’t come back here,’ she said, struggling to turn the cart back upright. ‘I don’t want any trouble with dragons. Or with humans who cause trouble. All I want is to sell my noodles and live in peace.’

‘We’re sorry, lao nainai,’ said Ling-Fei, using the respectful Chinese expression for the elderly.

The old woman’s eyes widened. ‘Who taught you the old language? The dragons have forbidden it.’

‘My… my grandmother,’ Ling-Fei stammered. ‘Before she died.’

‘Death is a kindness here,’ muttered the old woman, picking up her various bowls. ‘But I don’t care if you speak the old language. Bad luck clearly follows you. My mistake for giving you free soup.’

‘We can pay,’ said Billy, holding out the black scale.

‘Repay me by never coming back here again,’ said the old woman. ‘I’m sorry. I wish I could be kind. But I have to stay alive. And I have to stay out of the farms. You understand, don’t you?’

Billy nodded. ‘We won’t bother you again. Thank you for the soup.’

The old woman nodded curtly and continued to clean up the mess.

As Billy and the others walked away, he paused, looking at the broken nox-ring fragments on the ground. Without thinking twice, he put a few of the pieces in his pocket and then hurried after his friends.



Back in their train car, the mood was tense. Charlotte paced up and down in the carriage. ‘Well, this is terrible. I can’t believe Death’s Shadow is Spark. Now that she knows we’re here, she’ll definitely tell the Dragon of Death. We know she’s loyal to her.’

‘No, she won’t,’ said Billy obstinately, kicking the old chair in front of him. The tiny gold pig flew around his head, trying to soothe him, but there was nothing the pig could do to help.

‘She isn’t Spark any more, Billy. She’s Death’s Shadow. Didn’t you see her take some of that boy’s life force?’ Dylan shuddered. ‘She’s noxious now. There’s no turning back from that.’

‘I’m sorry, Billy,’ said Ling-Fei softly. ‘It was painful for all of us to witness, and I know it must be so much worse for you.’

Billy closed his eyes tight to keep the tears from falling. He sniffed and rubbed his nose on the back of his hand. When he opened his eyes again, Charlotte was still glaring at him.

‘She saw you, Billy. And that means that the Dragon of Death will soon know that we’re here.’

‘But we aren’t a threat to the Dragon of Death,’ mused Dylan. ‘Not without our pearls or our dragons.’

‘But I still think we’re in greater danger now,’ said Charlotte. ‘What if she wants to finish us off for good?’

‘Surely she has better things to do,’ said Dylan, waving in the direction of the surface. ‘Like keeping this whole city going. Devouring the entire world. Planning an elaborate anniversary celebration all in her honour. That kind of thing.’

Billy jerked his head up. ‘That’s it! The anniversary celebration! We have to go.’

‘We didn’t receive the summons, so nobody will know if we stay here where we’re safe,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘I agree with Ling-Fei,’ said Charlotte. ‘From now on, we lie low. We can groom the Thunder Clan and buy food and that is it. And you,’ she pointed at Billy, ‘you have to stay here. You’re a liability.’

Guilt thrummed through Billy. He knew he shouldn’t have cried out to Spark, but he couldn’t help himself.

‘Be nice,’ chided Ling-Fei. ‘Imagine if that was Tank.’

Charlotte’s face softened. ‘I really am sorry, Billy. I know it’s awful. But all the same, we can’t have you causing such a commotion every time we go out!’

Something occurred to Billy. ‘You can’t get in and out of here without me.’ Billy nodded his head towards the glow of the life veins streaming through the tunnels. ‘You need me and my connection to electricity, my connection to Spark, to be able to travel.’

‘Son of a biscuit eater,’ muttered Charlotte. ‘You’re right.’

‘We stay together,’ Billy said firmly. ‘We’ve always been stronger together.’

‘I’m with Billy on this,’ said Dylan. He shuddered. ‘It was terrible when I was away from you guys.’

‘We need a plan,’ said Billy, standing up and beginning to walk back and forth in the train car. ‘I know I made a mistake—’

‘Many mistakes,’ Charlotte interrupted.

‘Okay, okay, many mistakes. And I shouldn’t have shouted out to Spark, but I had to try something. She was taking life force from a human…’ Billy’s voice broke. ‘That isn’t her. It isn’t.’ He stopped suddenly, his head drooping.

His three friends crowded close. Dylan put a hand on his shoulder, Ling-Fei rubbed his back and Charlotte crouched down so he had to look at her.

‘Billy, Spark is gone. The sooner you accept it, the better for all of us. We know it hurts, but we have to move past it.’

‘But you know what they say. That a heart bond can’t be broken unless…’ Billy couldn’t even say it.

‘Only death can break a heart bond,’ said Dylan in an uncharacteristically solemn voice.

‘I don’t want Spark to die. Even if she is noxious now, I still don’t want her to die.’

The four friends stood silently for a moment. Then Billy took a deep breath. ‘We need to work out our next move.’

‘That sounds like the Billy I know,’ said Dylan, giving him a friendly slap on the back.

‘I know we need to stay safe, but we can’t stay underground like rats for ever, only scurrying out to find food. We need to find our dragons, I mean, your dragons…’

‘Our dragons are your dragons,’ said Ling-Fei, squeezing his shoulder.

‘We need to find the dragons and we need to fix this mess. Once we’re reunited with them we’ll be stronger. They’ll know what to do.’

‘I know Tank is still alive,’ said Charlotte. ‘I can feel it. And he’s somewhere in the city.’

‘I feel the same way with Xing.’

‘Me too,’ said Dylan.

Billy ignored the twinge of jealousy that his friends’ dragons had been strong enough to fight the noxious pull of dark magic, unlike Spark. They were still the dragons they had always known. But he couldn’t let that distract him.

‘So how are we going to find our dragons?’ said Ling-Fei.

Billy grinned. ‘We’re going to the anniversary.’

‘Even if Spark didn’t recognize you in her noxious state, if those other nox-wings spot us, they’ll definitely remember us,’ said Charlotte.

Billy’s grin grew. ‘That’s why we’re going in disguise.’



‘I feel ridiculous,’ Dylan announced, staring at his warped reflection in one of the train windows.

‘You look excellent,’ said Ling-Fei, smiling fondly at him. ‘But it is strange being taller than you!’

Ling-Fei sat atop Charlotte’s shoulders, and a long cloak covered them both. Charlotte had lined Ling-Fei’s eyes in black, put on dark red lipstick and pulled her hair into a tidy bun on top of her head.

Despite her reservations about going to the anniversary, Charlotte had fully embraced the idea of disguises. ‘I love a costume change!’ she declared. ‘And I’m glad to see my make-up skills are being put to good use even in a dragon dystopia. You look perfect – much older. And when you’re on my shoulders, we’ll be three instead of four. The dragons will be looking for four kids, not three adults.’

Billy had been surprised when Charlotte had volunteered to carry Ling-Fei on her shoulders. Usually she loved to be in the spotlight, but underneath the long cloak as the bottom half of the elegant lady they were hoping to pass Ling-Fei off as, she would have to be silent. And very careful not to trip.

‘I’m still the strongest of all of us,’ she’d said.

‘I don’t know if I look like an actual adult,’ said Dylan now, still frowning at his reflection. Charlotte, as their self-appointed costume director, had found him a large hat and had then had the idea to cut off some of her hair and glue it onto Dylan’s face as a beard.

As for Billy, at his friend’s urging, he’d cut his own hair short. He’d been proud of his hair, not that he’d ever admit it out loud, but he knew they were right. He needed a dramatic change. And with Charlotte’s help he’d fashioned a moustache that tickled his upper lip.

‘Now the dragons will never recognize us!’ said Charlotte triumphantly.

‘We better hope not,’ said Dylan, pulling his hat further down over his head. ‘Otherwise, we’re doomed.’
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Drumbeats thundered all around as Billy and his friends were herded towards the Dragon Court like sheep. Dragons roared from platforms that floated in mid-air like magic carpets. And as Billy listened closely, he realized that the dragons perched above were actually chanting an ancient incantation – guttural snorts and bellows that flowed in sync with the drumbeats.

Every now and then, streams of fire rained down to keep the humans moving in the right direction. Billy could feel the heat from the flames as they entered an enormous stadium at the centre of Dragon City. The stadium, or the Dragon Court as it was known, fanned out from the base of the Tower. Above them, the Tower shot up impossibly high and disappeared into the clouds, electricity humming along its walls.

Billy had never been so close to the Tower before, and his blood ran cold, despite the flames shooting around him, as he realized the Tower’s walls were made of bones. Thousands and thousands of bones. Bones that were once white but had been burned and charred until they were the deepest of blacks. Billy could make out both human and dragon skulls, their vacant eye sockets peering outwards towards the city. And what Billy had thought were spikes were actually the ribs of dragons jutting out of the Tower like hooks. He couldn’t bear to think where all the bones had come from. Was this where bones ended up after being sent to the farm? How could Spark support this devastation? Billy felt like he might be sick.

‘What’s happening out there?’ asked Charlotte, snapping Billy back into focus. ‘I can hardly see anything!’

‘There’s dark magic everywhere,’ said Ling-Fei, her eyes scanning the sky above them. ‘It’s fuelling everything. The fireworks, the lights – it’s all powered by dark magic.’

‘There are more dragons than I’ve ever seen in one place,’ added Billy. ‘Look! Midnight and her dad are over there.’ He pointed to a spot closer to the Tower where Midnight sat perched on her father’s wide back. Midnight looked excited and anxious, and her father appeared solemn and watchful. Billy almost waved at them, but then remembered they were in disguise, so he turned his attention back to the rest of the crowd. ‘And so many humans too! It looks like some of them are here as entertainers. There’s a whole troop of them singing and dancing in the corner of the Court.’

‘I have a really bad feeling that the Dragon of Death is going to expect more than singing and dancing,’ muttered Dylan.

Billy had been to plenty of celebrations in his life. His grandma’s big eightieth birthday party, the annual Chinese New Year celebrations with his family, but he had never seen anything like this.

Orbs of black and purple light floated out of the ground and into the sky. There were millions of them. The orbs of light danced in the air, as if they were performing in a beautiful ballet, twirling round and round, floating higher and higher, until… pop. The orbs of light exploded with a big bang into dozens of smaller balls, like an upside-down firework show. Billy realized that the drumbeats that thundered all around them were the orbs of light exploding. Up, up, up the light went, bursting with a pop into more and more brilliant flecks of light that went higher and higher until everything was eaten up by the sky above. As magnificent and beautiful as it looked, it filled Billy with a sense of dread. There was something sinister about the spectacle. Even though he didn’t have Ling-Fei’s special ability to sense dark magic, being so close to the Tower made him feel cold all over.

And then the cold feeling spread into his very heart as a cloud of darkness fell over the Court. The Dragon of Death had arrived. She landed gracefully on the raised podium in the centre of the Dragon Court and stretched her wings wide. Moments later, Old Gold flew down from the top of the Tower on his own magic cloud. Billy couldn’t help but scowl at the old man who he had once thought was his mentor and friend. Old Gold had set up Camp Dragon with the sole purpose of finding children who could unlock the mountain, leading him to the dragons. He had been looking for one dragon and one dragon only, the Dragon of Death, and he had found her. Once they had heart-bonded they’d both gained unimaginable power.

Da Huo, the enormous orange dragon who had once been friends with their dragons but then had switched sides to serve the Dragon of Death long ago, took his place to one side of her. He had come through into this time along with the Dragon of Death and was one of the few dragons who would remember the previous time. JJ, Old Gold’s grandson who had been with Billy and the others back in their own time, and had betrayed them just as his dragon Da Huo had, rode on Da Huo’s back. He now wore black sunglasses and an orange cape that fluttered behind him.

‘I see someone’s updated their look,’ said Dylan with a raised eyebrow.

And then the crowd grew very quiet as Spark flew down from the Tower, her shadow stretching out behind her, the jaws snapping separately from Spark herself. Spark’s own eyes were vacant as she landed on the other side of the Dragon of Death.

The most powerful and feared dragons of all time stood before the crowd. It broke Billy’s heart to see his own dragon right beside the Dragon of Death, her betrayal stinging again and again like a wound that wouldn’t heal.

The Dragon of Death gazed out at her subjects, power crackling all over her body. Her sharp teeth glinted in the light as she opened her mouth to speak. The sound of her voice slithered into Billy’s ears like a slippery snake burrowing into his mind. He shuddered and tried to block it out, but it was impossible.

‘My loyal subjects. Welcome to the most important and consequential day in our long and storied history. Today we celebrate five thousand years since I united the Dragon and Human Realms and formed the land we call Dragon City. It has been five thousand years since the Great Sacrifice was made and I began building the Tower that stands before you. Today is a day for celebration. We will, of course, indulge in the usual entertainment for such occasions – human sacrifices, life force feasts and rare gifts to grace your hoards. But today will be special. It is not just a momentous day for dragons, but also for our weaker counterparts – the humans. Today, dragons and humans alike will celebrate, because I have created something that will bring us closer together. I have created something that will make us more powerful than ever. I have created a new bond – a better bond that is even more powerful than the heart bond of olden times. It is a bond that grants powers greater than anything you have ever seen or heard of before. And it is a bond that can be made between any humans and dragons who are worthy.’

Roars of excitement came from above and dragons shot bursts of fire up into the air in celebration. Billy glanced at his friends in confusion. That wasn’t how the heart bond worked.

The Dragon of Death’s mouth split into a wicked grin and she licked her lips. ‘This new, more powerful bond is not based on the heart, which is vulnerable. It is based on our true strengths – intelligence, power and agility. The stronger you are in each of these areas, the stronger the bond, and the more powerful the result. With this new bond, we will create the most powerful dragons and humans to have ever walked the realms. But only the strongest and most deserving will form this new bond, and I will hold a grand tournament that begins tomorrow to discover the humans who have what it takes. This tournament will test those who are capable in the key areas that power the bond.’

The humans in the arena cheered. A heart-bonded human would be safe and protected in Dragon City. The Dragon of Death was offering a rare lifeline, a way to not only survive, but to thrive. Billy’s mind was whirling. How could the Dragon of Death have created a new bond? And why would she?

But then she said the worst thing of all. ‘Of course, I will only allow my most loyal and trusted dragons to bond with the humans who survive the tournament. And for the human who proves to be the best of all, well, they will be rewarded with something any human would desire. They will be bonded with none other than Death’s Shadow.’

Spark stepped forward, head down and eyes blank, her own dark shadow stretching out even larger than her.

Billy felt all the air rush out of him in a whoosh. He felt dizzy, like he might fall over.

Spark was going to be bonded with another human? How could that be? Even though Spark was noxious, even though she’d betrayed them, she was still his dragon. She couldn’t bond with another human. Could she?

And yet, here was the Dragon of Death declaring that it would be done. In Dragon City, the Dragon of Death’s word was law.

The Dragon of Death continued speaking, but Billy had stopped registering her words.

‘Now, to celebrate my glorious announcement, it is time for one of my favourite games. The Dragon Death Drop starts now!’

Billy was vaguely aware of loud shouts going on around him, but it all sounded like it was coming from far away. He felt like he was underwater and nowhere near the surface. The voices around him were distorted and the faces were blurred.

Someone shoved him and he stumbled, hitting the ground hard.

That snapped him out of his thoughts.

Then he heard Charlotte screaming. ‘Billy, watch out!’

He looked up and straight into the red eyes of a metallic copper-coloured nox-wing, who with a snarl scooped him up and tossed him onto its back, cackling as it raced high into the sky.
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The copper dragon flew higher and higher into the sky, with Billy gripped in its front claw. He tried to kick and wriggle his way out, but it was no use – the dragon’s grip was as firm as iron. And even if he did wriggle free, they were so high in the sky now that he’d surely fall to his death. Fear made his palms sweat and his heart pound, but he forced himself to stay calm, to fight the fear before it took over.

Up and up they went. Billy had never been so high in the sky in Dragon City before, and despite his fear, he couldn’t help but take in the city around him. The buildings surrounding the Tower were all low to the ground – shops that were open for humans during the day, and houses for high-ranking nox-hands who weren’t required to live underground. But further out from the centre, Billy could see the strange structures where many dragons lived up in the clouds. At first glance, they looked like giant floating buildings, but underneath each one was a thin stream of electricity that held the buildings up in the sky. There were hundreds and hundreds of them. From afar, they looked like a field of bizarre misshapen flowers, a wild and strange bouquet of all shapes and sizes.

And still they went higher and higher, even higher than the Tower.

‘Spread out your arms and legs when you are dropped,’ said the copper dragon. ‘You will fall more slowly and you might actually live.’

Before Billy could ask what the dragon meant, he was flung from the dragon’s claws. He felt a sharp sting. He looked down and was surprised to find that he was strung upside down by his ankle on what looked like an electric clothesline. Billy saw dozens of other humans either already hanging upside down or being thrown onto the line. A pair of glasses dropped off the face of the person next to him. Billy watched as they fell until they seemed to disappear. They were so far up, Billy lost sight of them before they reached the ground.

Blood rushed to Billy’s head as he bounced up and down on the electric line. It felt as if he was being held up by his ankle with barbed wire and he thought he might be sick. He managed to take a few deep breaths and blinked tears from his eyes as he tried to get his bearings. Higher above them, over a hundred dragons hovered like a swarm of bees.

Billy felt a rush of wind as he saw the Dragon of Death flap into view. ‘I believe you all remember the rules of the Dragon Death Drop,’ she hissed. ‘When the humans drop, you must wait until my command before you can dive to retrieve them. Anything you catch in the air you can keep!’

The Dragon of Death let out a cackling roar. ‘Let the Dragon Death Drop begin!’

The electric line wrapped round Billy’s ankle disappeared and he fell out of the sky. Wind rushed so fast and hard around him that Billy could hardly hear himself think. He forced himself to open his eyes. Humans were falling all around him. He was so high up, he could barely make out shapes in the city below him. There must be something he could do. He had to find a way to slow his fall. He clenched the sides of his tunic and stretched his arms and legs outwards like a flying squirrel. The wind caught the fabric and Billy felt a jolt as if he’d opened a parachute. It was working! He fought hard to keep hold of the fabric in his hands. He could see that other humans were falling faster than him, closer to the ground below. Billy heard a bang from above and he looked up to see that the dragons were no longer hovering where he had been strung up by his ankle moments before. They were diving, claws outstretched and teeth bared.

A gust of wind knocked Billy sideways and he lost his grip on the tunic. He began to fall again like a doll in the sky, but an idea quickly struck him. Maybe he could steer himself away from the pursuing dragons. Maybe he could get away. He turned himself back into position and, to his surprise, he found he was able to steer himself in the sky. No, it was more than that, something else was steering him. Keeping him in the air. How could that be? Before Billy could question it any further, his body veered away from the Tower, away from the diving dragons. He was still falling towards the ground, but maybe he could find a soft enough landing to survive the fall.

Billy heard a roar from above. He looked up and saw the copper dragon had also veered off course, diving directly towards him. With a great swoosh, it scooped Billy into its claws. He was captured again.

‘You are a lucky human,’ the copper-coloured dragon snarled. ‘Lucky I am so fast.’

But this nox-wing hadn’t been that fast. Billy had seen it diving for him, too far off to reach him, and it was the mysterious gust of wind that had kept him afloat. Not that Billy was about to tell the nox-wing that.

Billy looked down at the other humans that were in the Death Drop. In horror, he realized that most weren’t going to make it. A few of the humans had managed to slow their falls enough so that dragons diving for them might just catch them if they were lucky. He closed his eyes to save himself from the gruesome scene, but it didn’t save him from hearing the dull thud, thud, thud of the fallen. Bile rose in Billy’s throat and he gagged, vomiting all over his feet and into the air.

‘You are weak. Weak and disgusting,’ muttered the copper dragon, tossing Billy to the ground as they drew closer and then landing next to him with a thump, sending up a gust of dust in its wake. ‘But lucky, all the same.’

They were back in the Dragon Court. All around them dragons cheered and the humans who hadn’t been scooped up for the Dragon Death Drop cowered and bowed.

‘My Death Drop Dragons! If you caught your human, they are yours to keep,’ cried the Dragon of Death. ‘Do with them what you like – as a pet, a servant or a source of life force.’

To keep? Billy couldn’t let this copper nox-wing take him home! He’d thought falling to his death would have been the worst thing that could have happened to him, but maybe that would have been a better fate than what would happen if he was taken as a nox-wing pet.

He had to get away.

The copper nox-wing laughed. ‘If I had known we could keep our prize, I would have chosen a human with more meat on their bones,’ it said. ‘But you will do.’

‘I… I… need to go to work,’ Billy stammered. ‘Other dragons will miss me.’

The nox-wing put his face very close to Billy’s and he held his breath as the dragon studied him and then inhaled deeply. ‘No dragon has claimed you as a pet,’ it said. ‘Otherwise you would be marked with its scent.’ It wrinkled its nose. ‘You reek of human. And something else. Something unappetizing. Perhaps you won’t make a good snack after all.’

‘Oh, I would be a terrible snack,’ said Billy. ‘I’m mostly bones.’

‘Well, I do like something with a bit of crunch,’ mused the copper dragon.

Billy chanced a look over the dragon’s shoulder, trying to find his friends. They needed to get out of here. They needed to get somewhere safe. But he couldn’t see them anywhere. The Dragon Court was enormous, and there were so many humans and dragons crammed in, it was impossible to see everyone. He could only hope that they’d snuck away while they still could. But he knew in his heart they wouldn’t leave without him, just like he wouldn’t leave them.

Then the Dragon of Death spoke again, her cold voice reaching into Billy’s very bones.

‘The tournament begins tomorrow. Because I am a benevolent ruler,’ she paused as if daring anyone to contradict her, ‘I will grant permission to any human who wishes to enter the tournament. There are no rules except to survive and to win.’ She bared her teeth in a gruesome smile. ‘And the winners will, of course, be bonded with my most trusted dragons. The losers will be sent straight to the farms, as they are worth more in life force.’ Then she flung her enormous wings wide open. ‘I grow tired of being so low to the ground, like a snake or a worm. Remember, even in death, dragons belong in the sky. The earth, and all on it, is for us to consume. All the energy, life and power is ours for the taking.’ She stretched out her long neck and opened her mouth. ‘Before I return to the top of the Tower, I will remind you all why I am your ruler. Why Dragon City is mine. Why you must all bow down, human and dragons alike.’

As the Dragon of Death continued to speak of her great achievements and why all in Dragon City must worship her, Billy heard a scuffling next to him and very slowly glanced over. Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan were shuffling towards him. Billy breathed a sigh of relief that they were still together and alive and that they had found him. In the pandemonium of the Dragon Death Drop, Ling-Fei had left her perch on Charlotte’s shoulders. Remarkably, Dylan still wore his hat and beard.

‘Run,’ Billy mouthed. They had to get out of here while they still could.

His friends shook their heads. He remembered what they’d all promised each other. That they’d stay together. That they were stronger together.

He couldn’t let them sacrifice themselves for him.

‘Go!’ he mouthed. There was nothing they could do for him right now. He needed them to know that.

Charlotte stared at him hard, then her mouth set in a grim line and she nodded once. She pulled on Dylan’s arm. He shook his head, but Charlotte yanked harder. Ling-Fei suddenly snapped her head up, staring towards the Dragon of Death. Something had caught her attention. Billy saw true fear fall over her face before she looked back at him. Then, very deliberately, she touched her earlobe, her heart and her ear again. Billy instantly understood what she was trying to tell him.

Listen to your heart.

Listen to the heart bond.

And then Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan disappeared into the crowd. Away from the Dragon Court. Away from the Dragon of Death.

Even though it was what Billy had wanted, he still felt a rising panic. Now he was on his own. And then a thought entered his mind unbidden.

Close your eyes, hold your breath.

Billy snapped his eyes shut and inhaled the biggest breath he could. Seconds later, there was a blast of power from where the Dragon of Death stood. Her voice echoed.

‘It is my right to take energy from you all! Dragons and humans. All bow before me!’

Still keeping his eyes closed, Billy threw himself onto the ground in a bow. Brilliant white light shone so brightly that Billy could see it even with his eyes closed. He clenched his eyelids even more tightly shut, trying to block it out. And then the screaming started.
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‘This is just a taste!’ roared the Dragon of Death. ‘A reminder that I can take life force from all of you whenever I wish! You fear the farms, you fear the factories, but what you must truly fear is me! And I will live for ever! I will rule for ever!’

A wave of pain rushed over Billy and he felt like his very essence was draining out of him. It was the most terrible thing he’d ever experienced. It had to stop, it had to stop. He wanted to scream, but then he remembered the voice.

Hold your breath.

So Billy kept his mouth shut and didn’t breathe in, but the noxious power was too strong and it still seeped inside him. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold his breath. He was going to pass out. He was going to die.

And then, as suddenly as it had started, the pain stopped. Billy took in a gasping breath, expecting to breathe in the noxious cloud, to feel it fill his lungs, but there was nothing.

Very cautiously, Billy opened one eye and gasped again.

All around him, humans and dragons lay on the ground, shivering. Their mouths gaped and their eyes were wide, almost like they couldn’t shut them. Billy remembered the silent instruction that had echoed in his mind. Close your eyes. Hold your breath. His gaze shot to Spark, standing silently next to the Dragon of Death. She and the other dragons who stood on the huge platform overlooking the Dragon Court, the dragons closest to the Dragon of Death and their heart-bonded humans, were the only ones still upright. Could she have been the one to warn him?

Spark? Can you hear me?

He watched for any response. But just like the moment when she had swooped down on the thief, there was nothing.

Their heart bond must be broken. That was the only explanation. That was why Spark was going to get a new human to heart-bond with. As if he had needed any more proof. But surely he would have felt it, felt their bond break, like the way he would feel if one of his bones broke.

You have bigger things to worry about now, he told himself sternly.

Just then, another familiar face on the platform caught his eye. While it was clear JJ hadn’t had his own life force taken, he was pale and he looked nervous. Next to him, his grandfather, Old Gold, gleefully cackled with the Dragon of Death. Old Gold looked different in this time. His white hair and white beard had grown down to his feet, billowing out around him in an unnatural wind, and his eyes shone with a strange brightness that Billy could see from here. The Dragon of Death appeared more terrifying than she had moments ago: her horns were even longer and sharper, and she glowed with energy and power as she gazed out over the devastation and destruction she had inflicted on her own subjects. Even dragons weren’t safe from the Dragon of Death and were at the mercy of her whims and wishes. She wanted all her subjects, humans and dragons alike, to fear and worship her. Very slowly and carefully, Billy stepped behind the copper nox-wing to avoid the Dragon of Death’s gaze.

‘Dragons above all!’ she shouted, and with a mighty flap of her wings, she shot to the top of the Tower. Old Gold zoomed up after her, holding his staff and riding a cloud that he summoned. Even though he was human, he was the Dragon of Death’s heart-bonded human, and she was stronger with him by her side. A few moments later, Spark followed Old Gold and the Dragon of Death. As her shadow stretched out behind her, dragons and humans alike cowered. Despite everything, Billy couldn’t bring himself to call her Death’s Shadow, even to himself. She would always be Spark to him. No matter what.

The only dragons left on the platform were Da Huo and a shining white-and-silver dragon that Billy had never seen before. JJ leaped up onto Da Huo’s back. Billy still couldn’t quite comprehend how JJ was one of the highest ranking humans in all of Dragon City. Surely JJ wasn’t evil. Not like his grandfather Old Gold. Not like the Dragon of Death.

As JJ and Da Huo stared out across the enormous courtyard of dragons and humans, all still trembling from having some of their life force taken, Billy thought he glimpsed a hint of remorse in their eyes, even in Da Huo’s fiery ones. Fiery eyes that suddenly landed on Billy. The orange dragon startled, rearing his head back as confusion danced across his face, and then JJ’s gaze followed. Billy could only hope that his disguise was enough to fool them. Surely JJ and Da Huo wouldn’t recognize him without his hair and with the fake moustache plastered to his face and the long cloak draped around him. He turned his face away and found himself staring directly into the copper nox-wing’s red eyes.

The nox-wing let out a low groan from deep in its throat. ‘Now I know what I will use you for. I need more life force to make up for what the Great Dragon of Death has taken. It is her right, of course, as it is my right to take life force from you.’

A shudder of terror ran through Billy and he felt cold all over. He thought the worst had already happened today – being scooped up by this dragon and dropped from the sky – but it looked like things were about to get much, much worse.

Before he could formulate an escape plan, or even another thought, the copper nox-wing threw him up on its back. ‘Hold on,’ it growled. ‘You are worth nothing to me dead.’

‘At least we agree on something,’ Billy muttered, but he held on as best he could.

Riding a dragon that he wasn’t heart-bonded with was much more difficult than riding Spark. Especially when it was a nox-wing who cut through the sky as if it were daring Billy to fall off. The wind stung Billy’s eyes, but he forced himself to keep them open. He had to know where the nox-wing was taking him. Otherwise, he’d never be able to escape and get back to his friends.

A terrible thought occurred to him. Without him, his friends wouldn’t be able to get back inside their safe haven underground. They needed him to travel through the life veins. Billy desperately hoped they could find somewhere safe to stay the night, somewhere he would be able to find them. It was too dangerous to stay out in Dragon City after dark. And he hoped they wouldn’t do something silly like try to save him from the nox-wing, even though he knew that if any of them had been taken, he’d be leading the charge on a rescue mission. But this wouldn’t be a rescue mission – it would be suicide.

The copper nox-wing took a sharp turn towards one of the diamond-shaped buildings, perched high on a long stem radiating with electricity. As the dragon approached, it let out a roar, and a slat of the diamond opened up like a window so they could fly in.

Inside, everything was gold and shiny. The copper nox-wing sighed with contentment as it unceremoniously dumped Billy in a corner, before it dived nose first into a pile of jewels. Billy almost rolled his eyes. Dragons and their hoards.

But while the nox-wing was momentarily distracted, it was a good time for Billy to get his bearings. The diamond room had a huge vaulted ceiling and the ground crackled with electricity. Billy risked a glance outside the still-open window and shuddered. There was no way to get down unless the nox-wing flew him back to the ground. He was more trapped than Rapunzel in her tower.

He frowned as he gazed out of the window. Something was winging its way towards them, and fast. A hot-pink dragon, as bright as a blazing sunrise, with a long white mane streaming out behind it, was heading straight for the diamond room. Straight for Billy!

Billy staggered back just in time as the dragon barrelled into the room. Over half of its length was its tail, which had a sharp spike at the end. As it hit the floor, it sent up a cascade of sparks in its wake.

‘You brought us a human!’ the pink nox-wing crowed, licking its lips with a long tongue. It had short legs and scampered over the ground like a beetle, its claws clicking menacingly on the floor. Billy backed up until he was against the wall and had nowhere to go. He closed his eyes as the dragon’s long prickly tongue patted him on his cheeks. ‘What a strange human!’ the pink dragon went on, inhaling deeply through its protruding snout. Its nostrils flared as it did so. ‘It smells so… young. But it has hair on its face! Does that not mean it is old?’

‘I did not take the time to ask it its birthday,’ snapped the copper dragon. ‘And it is not our human. It is my human. I won it in the Dragon Death Drop.’

The pink dragon whipped its head around so fast that its mane whacked Billy in the face. ‘You know I could not attend the celebration because I was on duty in the dungeon today!’ It blew out a puff of smoke from its nostrils. ‘We had a deal! I would take the shift during the anniversary and we would share any spoils from the celebration!’

The copper dragon snarled. ‘I do not want to share!’

Billy gulped. These nox-wings were talking about sharing his life force. He took a very small step back.

‘You will share! Not only did I miss the celebration, and you know how much I love a party, but I had to guard the top three today and they are such hard work! You cannot let them out of your sight for a second. The fat green one is always singing and sneakily healing the others. The giant red one blows smoke every time anyone gets near it. And the silver one looks like it would kill us all, given half a chance.’ The pink dragon spat on the floor. ‘I do not know why the Great One does not kill them and be done with it.’

‘Because she uses them as part of her personal life force source,’ said the copper dragon. ‘They are worth more in life force.’

‘I know that. After all, I am the one who guards them all day every day,’ said the pink dragon with a humph.

Billy’s mind was whirling. A fat green dragon? A giant red dragon? A silver one who looked fierce? That sounded like Buttons, Tank and Xing! His friends had all known their dragons were alive because of their bonds, but they hadn’t been able to track them down in Dragon City. And now he knew where they were! In the Tower dungeon. Before this moment, Billy hadn’t even known there was a dungeon.

‘I do not know why you are so impressed with yourself for winning this human as a prize,’ the pink dragon went on. ‘I could swallow it in one bite.’

‘Which is why I am not going to eat it. I am going to use it as my own life force source.’ The copper dragon shuddered. ‘The Great One took life force from all gathered today. It is her right, but I am now in need of a recharge.’

The pink dragon whipped its head around. ‘She took life force from the nox-wings?’

The copper dragon nodded solemnly. ‘Do not look so surprised. She is the Dragon of Death. She did it to show her power. I bow down to her, today and always.’

The pink dragon frowned and shuffled back and forth on its short legs. ‘But nox-wings are on her side. She has so much life force already. Why would she weaken her loyal ones?’

‘Quiet your tongue!’ hissed the copper dragon. ‘Do not speak like that. Are you nox or not?’

‘I am a dungeon guard. Of course I am nox!’ The pink dragon shot out a warning streak of bright pink flame towards the copper dragon, scorching the floor.

The copper nox-wing glared back at the pink dragon and, for a brief moment, Billy thought they were going to battle. But then the copper dragon relented. ‘You are nox,’ it said. ‘But that does not mean I must share my human with you!’

‘Give me the fingers, at least. You know I like the fingers the best. I love how they crunch!’

Billy balled his hands into fists, hiding his fingers from view. No dragon was going to eat them!

‘The vermin does not need its fingers to provide life force,’ the pink dragon went on. ‘Or its toes. Oh, I want its toes!’

Billy gulped. He had to get out of here, and fast.

‘I want the toes,’ said the copper dragon stubbornly. ‘But maybe I will give you… How many toes do humans have again?’

‘Ten,’ said the pink dragon. ‘Ten toes and ten fingers – I want them all. And I want a sip of its life force every day.’

‘A sip of life force! I know how you guzzle it down.’ The copper nox-wing shook its head. ‘No.’

‘YES!’ roared the pink dragon, slamming its tail on the ground. The diamond room shook from the force of it.

As the nox-wings continued to bicker, Billy looked out of the window and eyed the electric stem shooting up into the diamond that the dragons called home. How was the stem supporting such a huge structure? It was like a diamond flower high up in the sky. Billy wondered if the electric stem worked like the life veins and whether he could leap inside it the way he could underground.

But it was too risky to attempt. If he was wrong, he’d fall to his death. In frustration, he jammed his hands in his pockets and suddenly felt a strange jolt. That’s odd, he thought. There was something in his pocket. Something… buzzing with energy.

Making sure the dragons weren’t watching him, he carefully took the item out of his pocket to examine it. It was the broken nox-ring. But the two pieces were buzzing in a way they hadn’t before. He thought about how he could travel through the life veins, how his connection to Spark, and maybe even the faint echo of his Lightning Pearl power, had given him his own affinity to the electricity that fuelled Dragon City. Billy gingerly pressed the broken pieces together, closed his eyes and focused. He felt a whizz of power jolt from his heart, down his arm and directly into his hand where he held the broken nox-ring. But when he opened his eyes, he saw it wasn’t broken any longer. The ring, now the size of a baseball, glowed with electricity. He tentatively stuck his hand through it and it locked onto his wrist, buzzing with power.

But he only had one nox-ring and he wasn’t even sure how it worked. Would one be enough to carry him through the sky? Or at least enough to keep him from going splat on the ground? It was a better death than having his life force drained by these dragons.

He didn’t have much time. The nox-wings were still bickering, but soon they would tire of that and want to devour him one way or another. He had to go now. The nox-ring was growing hotter and hotter around his wrist, like it was levelling up in power and telling him it was now or never.

‘Please work,’ he whispered, and then, before he lost his nerve, he crept closer to the open window at the edge of the diamond. The wind whipped past him, pushing him backwards. He heard the nox-wings still arguing. ‘I won it,’ said the copper dragon petulantly. ‘You find your own human! I do not want to share its life force and that is that.’

‘If you do not want to share its life force then you had better find somewhere else to live,’ snapped the pink dragon.

‘Nobody is stealing my life force,’ Billy whispered to the wind. And with a desperate hope that the bickering nox-wings wouldn’t notice his absence until he was long gone, Billy flung his fist out in front of him and leaped into the sky.
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Billy fell through the sky like a stone.

He had to do everything in his power not to scream and alert the nox-wings. Gritting his teeth, he forced his arm with the nox-ring above his head, hoping that it had enough power in it to at least slow him down, even if it wasn’t enough to keep him aloft. ‘Come on,’ he muttered. ‘Work!’

He felt a shock of power as the nox-ring tightened and flared, and then suddenly the wind wasn’t as biting. He was still falling, but slower now, like he was buoyed up by a parachute. A hysterical laugh escaped him. It had worked!

But now he needed to speed up. He had to get to the ground before the nox-wings in the diamond house realized he was gone, or before any other dragons spotted him. The sun was already low in the sky and soon it would set. He needed to land, find his friends and get to safety – all before dark. Using every muscle in his body, he pushed the arm with the nox-ring downwards and yelped as it immediately propelled him towards the ground. It felt like hanging onto a small and very powerful rocket.

But now Billy knew how to control the nox-ring and manoeuvre his way through the sky. No wonder the nox-hands were so desperate to earn a nox-ring – being able to fly, without a dragon, was amazing.

Billy remembered what had happened to the thief who had stolen the nox-rings and how Death’s Shadow had come to take him away. Would Spark come for Billy? Would she catch him in her electric net and haul him to the Dragon of Death’s Tower?

Spark is gone, he told himself firmly. And right now he needed to focus on not smashing into the rapidly approaching ground. He adjusted his position again and aimed his feet towards a small alley. It was tucked behind a huge rectangular building that had purple smoke billowing out of a series of spiral chimneys splayed across the roof. As he descended through the smoke, he held his breath, careful not to inhale it. But still he smelled it – the terrible and familiar smell of life force being drawn up from the belly of the earth itself.

Dragon City was all that was left. There was no energy, no life, anywhere else. Only the Void. Billy’s feet hit the ground hard and he collapsed to his knees. But he kept the arm with the nox-ring aloft, and as soon as he could stand, he yanked the ring off his wrist and hid it back in his pocket. Right now, he had to find his friends.



Billy racked his brain, trying to work out where they might have gone. Where would he have gone if he had been in their place? They couldn’t have made it through the life veins back to their train home without him. And he didn’t know of any safe places for humans in Dragon City. They didn’t have anywhere they could go, anyone they could turn to.

Except… Midnight.

Midnight knew their secret. Maybe Midnight would have snuck his friends into the orb where she lived and let them stay. It was huge in there; surely they could hide out from her father for a few hours, or maybe even a few days. And if they hadn’t gone to Midnight, maybe Midnight would help him find them.

Billy quickly looked up, trying to orient himself. Even though he was in a part of Dragon City where he had never been before, he knew there was a way he could locate Midnight’s home.

As always, the Tower stretched towards the sky, high above any other building. The clouds above it swirled and the entire structure crackled with energy. Billy knew if he could make his way to the Tower, he could figure out how to find Midnight’s marble orb. And hopefully, find his friends.

A screech from above distracted him from his thoughts. The copper nox-wing was circling its diamond lair, bellowing in frustration. Even from down on the ground, Billy could make out what it was saying.

‘Where are you hiding, vermin? You cannot have gone far!’

‘Oh, stop pretending! You hid the human yourself! So you did not have to share it!’ roared the pink one from its perch on top of the diamond.

With a gulp, Billy turned and ran as fast as he could towards the Tower. As he made his way through the winding streets of Dragon City, humans stared and most backed away as he passed. A running human was never without a dragon in pursuit, and nobody wanted to get caught in between.

Billy took a tight turn down a narrow alley and nearly jumped out of his skin when a hand reached out to try to grab him. A deep voice followed from the shadows ‘Wotcha running from, boy?’ In the dim light, Billy saw a nox-knife glowing. ‘Did ya get yourself in some trouble? Maybe I can help you out. For a price, of course…’

The nox-hand’s voice faded into the distance as Billy dodged past him, picking up the pace. Without thinking, he leaped up the alley wall, jumping back and forth between the walls until he vaulted himself onto the roof of the building.

Whoa. That was weird. That was the kind of thing Billy had been able to do with his pearl. Maybe he did still have remnants of his power… But there was no time to stop and think about it. He had to get to Midnight’s home. He quickly scampered down the other side of the building and sprinted down another alley.

His legs were burning from running so fast and his lungs felt like they might burst, but he pushed himself even harder. He hadn’t survived the Dragon Death Drop and escaped those nox-wings for nothing. He needed to find his friends. Then a slow smile spread across his sweaty face.

There, at the top of the road, sat the giant marble orb where Midnight and her father lived. It was almost entirely round and it appeared impenetrable. But Billy knew from experience that if you knocked on the right place, and the home wanted to allow you in, a hidden door the exact height of the visitor would slide silently open. As Billy approached the marble orb, he wondered why the Thunder Clan had chosen a home so close to the ground. The dragons in Dragon City aspired to be high in the sky at all times. Whatever the reason, though, it was lucky for Billy that the marble orb did sit on the ground. If it had been in the sky, like the copper nox-wing’s diamond home, that would have made things much more difficult.

But still, Billy hesitated. He’d never come here before outside of scheduled grooming appointments. What if he was wrong? What if Midnight’s father punished him? What if they took him straight back to the nox-wings he had just escaped from? He had to trust Midnight, but her father, on the other hand… Well, he couldn’t worry about that now.

He remembered what Ling-Fei had signalled to him. At the time, he’d thought she’d meant trust the heart bond, but maybe she had meant trust your heart, trust yourself. And something deep inside of Billy told him that this was the right thing to do – that Midnight could be trusted.

You thought you could trust Spark too, he thought. For a moment, Billy was so overwhelmed with sadness, betrayal and disappointment that he thought he was going to fall over and never get back up. That he would turn into a statue right there on the street – a warning to all humans that they could never trust a dragon.

He remembered what Xing had told him. Do not harden your heart. That conversation now felt like a lifetime ago. She hadn’t been speaking of Spark’s betrayal, she hadn’t foreseen it, because as fate would have it, Spark herself was the one who was a seer, but Xing’s words rang true. And Billy clung to them now.

He couldn’t let Spark’s betrayal make him grow wary of all dragons. He knew good dragons existed. Just as he knew, deep in his bones, that goodness could win. Goodness would win. Spark had betrayed him, but Spark was not here. He had to trust his instincts. Trust his own heart. Spark had gone nox, not him.

Steeling himself, he took a deep breath and knocked on the marble, exactly where he’d knocked dozens of times before when he’d come to groom Midnight and her father. He waited, his whole body tense with anticipation.

Nothing.

Billy sighed with disappointment. But he wasn’t going to give up. He knocked again and this time pressed his face right up against the marble.

‘Please let me in. I’m a friend, I promise.’

A few moments later, the marble slid open and Billy jumped in before it could change its mind. The marble sealed itself closed behind him, and he desperately hoped he’d made the right choice by coming in. If he was wrong and Midnight’s father wasn’t happy to see him, well, now he was trapped inside the marble orb with no way to escape. He’d have to face Midnight’s father and hope that he could convince the huge dragon not to turn him in.

Billy stood in a cavernous room, one in which he’d been before. But this time it was empty. ‘Hello?’ he called out tentatively. ‘Is anyone home?’ His voice echoed against the rounded ceilings. ‘Midnight?’

As he looked around, Billy noticed a small light flickering down one of the enormous corridors that led deeper into the orb. A small light that was growing closer, and closer…

And squeaking.

It was the tiny gold flying pig! Billy ran towards it, his feet slapping loudly on the marble floors beneath him. If the pig was here, his friends couldn’t be far away.

Then a voice rang out from further within the orb. ‘Slow down, little piggy! Where do you think you’re going? I don’t want you getting lost in here.’ Dylan turned the corner and came to a sudden stop, his jaw dropping open. Then his face split into a huge smile.

‘Hey, guys! Billy is alive! And he’s here!’

Billy laughed as he launched himself at his friend. ‘Dude! You’re here!’

Dylan hugged him tightly. ‘Dude!’ he said, imitating Billy’s American accent. ‘You’re here!’

‘We’re all here!’ cried Charlotte, running into the entrance hall and joining the hug. Ling-Fei was right behind her, cheeks pink with excitement.

‘Billy!’ she exclaimed, beaming as she patted his shoulder. ‘I knew you’d find us.’

‘She’s right. She kept telling us we had to stay here because this is where you’d come looking for us,’ said Charlotte.

‘I thought you were a goner for sure!’ said Dylan.

Charlotte whacked Dylan on the arm. ‘Don’t listen to him. We knew you’d be able to escape that nasty nox-wing.’

‘And we were going to come up with a plan to rescue you!’ added Ling-Fei, eyes bright. ‘But you didn’t even need us!’

‘How did you escape? And how did you know where to find us?’ said Dylan.

Billy grinned at his friends and pulled out the nox-ring from his pocket. ‘This thing helped me out,’ he said, still in awe. ‘I was able to repair it somehow, using power that I didn’t know I still had. I think it’s related to my ability to travel in the life veins. Once I had the nox-ring working, well, all I had to do was jump out of the dragon’s lair and then find you guys. And this is where I would have come if I were you. Clearly it was the best place to go!’

Dylan shook his head adamantly. ‘Oh, no, you can’t take credit for a plan that you weren’t even here for!’

‘What can I say? It was a great plan.’ Billy took a deep breath. ‘Seriously, though, I’m so glad to see you guys.’ He peered down one of the corridors. ‘Where’s Midnight? And what does her dad think about us being here? How did you even get into the orb?’

‘It was the strangest thing,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘The orb let us in on our own. It was like it recognized us. Midnight and Thunder were already here, and as soon as we came in, Midnight leaped in front of us to protect us.’

‘She did?’ said Billy, a warm feeling spreading throughout him as he thought of the small dragon.

‘It turns out there was no need for her to do that,’ said Dylan. ‘Her dad has been pretending to be a nox-wing, but I appreciated it all the same!’

‘Why is he pretending to be a nox-wing?’ said Billy.

‘We’ve got lots to tell you,’ said Charlotte, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet. ‘Everything isn’t as it seems in Dragon City.’

Billy scrunched his face up in confusion. ‘What do you mean?’

His three friends exchanged a look. Then Ling-Fei turned to Billy. ‘Billy, it’s time for you to officially meet the Thunder Clan.’



Billy followed his friends down one of the many corridors snaking out from the entrance hall of the marble orb. Even though he’d been here many times before, the dragons usually met him and his friends in the great hall to be groomed. He couldn’t believe how many giant corridors and other rooms there were in the marble orb.

Finally, they reached a room that Billy guessed had to be the centre of it all. The beating heart of the orb. Inside, Billy wasn’t surprised to see piles of jewels and gold on the ground and crackling electricity climbing the walls. It made sense that this clan would guard their hoard in the safest part of their home. Midnight and the black-and-silver dragon, that Billy knew was her father, were waiting.

But then there was a low rumble from the pile of jewels. Billy looked more closely at it and gasped. Those weren’t just jewels on the ground; it was a jewel-covered dragon, each scale a different colour, emitting its own light and sparkle. The dragon was fast asleep and gently snoring. With each breath, more electricity snaked up the walls of the round room. But instead of flowing outwards and onwards, as all power in Dragon City did, it looped back round, staying in the room.

‘You aren’t the only one with secrets,’ said Midnight.

Billy’s jaw dropped. The black-and-silver dragon let out a booming laugh at his expression. ‘Welcome to the Thunder Clan.’




[image: Chapter 12] A Trading Of Tales

The giant sleeping dragon continued to snore. Billy stared at it in awe. Even after seeing so many dragons, flying on them and battling them, there was something special about this one. With every intake of breath, electricity travelled up to the ceiling and then spiralled back down and into the dragon itself, giving it a faint pulsing glow.

‘This is my mother,’ Midnight said shyly. ‘She’s like Death’s Shadow…’

‘Like Spark,’ Charlotte interrupted, as if Billy could ever forget that the hated Death’s Shadow and Spark were one and the same. But then he realized that if Charlotte was using Spark’s name, her real name, they must have told Midnight more about their history with dragons.

‘Go on,’ Billy said, his voice suddenly hoarse with emotion.

‘She’s a lightning dragon. Incredibly rare and very powerful. She generates more electricity and power in one breath than most dragons could create in a day.’ Billy couldn’t miss the pride in Midnight’s voice.

‘That is why we have to keep her hidden… and asleep. If the Dragon of Death knew we had a lightning dragon, she would take her. At best, she would make her into another Death’s Shadow, but at worst, she would drain her for all she is worth,’ added Midnight’s father.

Billy stared at him. ‘And what kind of dragon are you?’

The dragon chuckled, his long moustache and beard quivering as he did. He seemed like an entirely different dragon to the one Billy was used to grooming. He was still intimidating, of course – after all, he was a giant dragon – but it felt like he was on their side. And that was a wonderful feeling. ‘I am what is known as a thunder dragon. But I will not demonstrate now; I would not want to blow your eardrums out.’

‘Thunder and lightning,’ Dylan mused.

‘We came across a dragon once who had such a loud screech, it could stun anyone for miles around. Even underwater,’ Charlotte said slowly. ‘Is your power like that?’

‘It sounds like you are talking about the Screaming Serpent. But everyone knows that is just an ancient legend,’ scoffed the thunder dragon.

Billy and his friends quickly nodded. ‘Yes, a legend,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘I am impressed with your dragon knowledge.’ The thunder dragon appraised them. ‘It is rare for humans to know so much about our kind, even though we live closer now than we ever have.’

‘What should we call you?’ Billy blurted out. ‘I know that a true name comes from a heart-bonded human, but there must be something we can call you. Before now, I thought you were…’ Billy paused. ‘I thought you were a nox-wing!’

‘That is because I live as a nox-wing to protect myself and my family. I am sorry if I was ever harsh to you. I hate how the nox-wings treat humans, but I hope you can understand. And back to my name – you may use my dragon name. In your tongue, it translates to Thunder. Appropriate, is it not?’

‘Thunder, Lightning and Midnight,’ Billy murmured. ‘The Thunder Clan.’ He shook his head. ‘But… how long has Lightning been asleep?’

‘For many, many moons,’ said Thunder, his voice deep with sorrow. ‘Things did not use to be as bad as they are now. Long ago, humans and dragons lived in peace, alongside each other. But then the Dragon of Death’s power grew and grew, and it seemed like it happened almost overnight.’

‘Mmm,’ said Dylan meaningfully. ‘That is… interesting.’

How could they even begin to explain to Thunder and Midnight what had happened? That this future was a flawed one, that it only existed because the Dragon of Death had chosen her destiny from the Destiny Bringer himself.

As much as Billy hated this dark future, he couldn’t imagine extinguishing it and everyone in it. There had to be a way to stop the Dragon of Death, save the future and return safely home. But he couldn’t let himself think that anything else was possible, otherwise he might start to crumble and crack, and he knew he needed to be strong.

They were the only ones who knew how the Dragon of Death had grown to have such terrifying power.

They were the only ones who could stop her.

But they couldn’t do it alone. They needed help.

‘I may have been pretending to be a nox-wing, but my heart is still good. And because of that, I can sense goodness in others. Even in humans. That is why I know we can trust you. We have shared our greatest secret with you, and in return, we want you to trust us. We know there is a lot that you are not telling us,’ Thunder went on. ‘We cannot help each other if we are not honest.’

Billy looked at his friends, asking a silent question with his eyes. They each nodded.

It was clear they had already told Thunder and Midnight some of their story, but now it was time to tell them everything.

Billy took a deep breath. ‘We’re from another time.’



It took hours to tell Thunder and Midnight everything. They had so many questions and they kept interrupting. When Billy told them, haltingly, how Spark had betrayed them, how she had become Death’s Shadow, Midnight came and nuzzled him gently.

‘And that’s the end of our tale,’ said Dylan, after he’d finished explaining about their disguises and attending the Five Thousand Year anniversary celebration.

‘Well, not quite,’ said Billy. ‘I know where our dragons are.’

‘What? And you waited until now to tell us?’ spluttered Charlotte.

‘I thought we said no more secrets,’ said Ling-Fei, hurt dancing across her face.

Billy ran a hand through his hair. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I meant to tell you right away, but I didn’t know if we could trust Midnight and Thunder.’ He glanced up at them. ‘No offence.’

‘We understand,’ said Thunder. ‘But tell us, where are your dragons? They must be missing you as much as you are missing them.’

Billy quickly told them what he’d overheard while in the copper nox-wing’s diamond lair. ‘It has to be our dragons! They must be in the Tower dungeon.’

Midnight gasped. ‘Dragons who enter the dungeon never come out.’

‘It is true,’ said Thunder. ‘Our greatest fear is that Lightning could be taken into the dungeon. It is why she must sleep – to keep her powers hidden from the Dragon of Death.’

‘We’ve saved our dragons before,’ said Charlotte stubbornly. ‘We can do it again!’

‘The Tower dungeon is not like anything you have seen before,’ said Thunder gravely. ‘All prisoners are trapped behind the Flames of Death.’

‘Flames of Death, Death’s Shadow, Dragon of Death… they should really call this place Death City,’ Dylan muttered.

‘Once you pass through the Flames of Death, there is no return,’ said Thunder, looking closely at Billy. ‘Do you understand?’

‘We have to try,’ said Billy. ‘It’s our only hope.’

‘We cannot help you get into the dungeon,’ said Thunder. ‘I am sorry. We have to protect Lightning. We have to continue to pretend to be nox-wings. It is the only way we can stay alive.’

‘I understand,’ said Billy stiffly.

‘But we promise to keep your secret. And we will offer safe haven for you here, whenever you need it. We just cannot go into a battle when we know we will surely lose.’

‘You’ve already done so much for us,’ said Ling-Fei kindly. ‘We appreciate it.’

‘So you’re okay with letting Lightning sleep for ever?’ demanded Charlotte.

‘Dragons can live a very long time,’ said Thunder. ‘She is merely taking a nap. The Dragon of Death may not rule for ever.’

‘She will if nothing changes,’ said Charlotte, glaring at Thunder. She turned to Billy. ‘We’re going to save our dragons, aren’t we?’

‘Of course we are,’ said Billy.

‘We should have known they’d be in a dungeon,’ said Dylan. ‘Of course the Tower has a dungeon. That’s just the kind of thing the Dragon of Death would love. It seems so obvious now!’

‘If you are intent on going to the dungeon, at least wear these cloaks.’ Thunder nodded at Midnight, who flew off down another corridor and quickly returned, gripping four shimmering cloaks in her claws. The fabric mirrored the shining multi-coloured scales on Lightning, changing colours in different lights. It reminded Billy of when the sun hit an oil slick, turning it into a rainbow.

‘That’s dragon fabric,’ said Billy, recognizing it as the same fabric their old dragon suits had been made of.

‘Lightning and I heart-bonded with humans, long ago. We made these cloaks for them. But since they died, we have had no use for them… until now.’

Dylan swallowed audibly. ‘You want us to wear cloaks that belonged to dead people?’

‘Shh!’ said Ling-Fei. She took the cloaks in her arms. ‘Thank you for your generosity.’

‘These are actually surprisingly stylish!’ said Charlotte, fastening her cloak around her neck. ‘And if the original owner is dead, well, that just means it’s vintage.’

‘Father, I want to go with them!’ exclaimed Midnight. ‘I can help!’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Thunder sternly. ‘You are staying here with me and your mother. I still need to talk to you about the fact that you snuck into the life veins! How were you even able to do that?’

Midnight nodded at Billy. ‘He was able to do it!’

‘Oh, that’s the other thing,’ said Billy, fumbling in his pocket. He took out the glowing nox-ring and held it up. ‘The broken pieces of the nox-ring aren’t broken any more!’

‘Interesting,’ said Thunder, studying it. He gave Billy a long look. ‘Something in you fixed it.’

Billy swallowed. ‘I can tell I have some of my old powers, but I’m not sure how.’ He hoped that Thunder would reassure him that it had nothing to do with Spark, but then the big dragon spoke.

‘The heart bond goes deep. Perhaps you have some of your dragon’s electric power.’

‘I don’t want anything to do with Spark!’ Billy threw the nox-ring on the floor, where it shattered in two and immediately lost its glow. ‘I’m not like her! I’m not nox!’

‘It sounds like she was not always nox,’ said Thunder, before carefully picking up the broken nox-ring pieces to examine them. ‘Fascinating. You know, I have never seen a nox-ring up close.’

‘Billy, I think Thunder has a point,’ said Charlotte. ‘It isn’t only our heart bond that’s strong. I still have some of my super strength. Not as much, of course, but I can tell it hasn’t completely gone.’

‘Same for me,’ added Ling-Fei. ‘I can still sense magic and life.’ She let out a light laugh. ‘I don’t think I could open up the earth again, but it’s nice to feel a flicker of it.’

‘I haven’t tried my power yet,’ said Dylan. ‘With my luck, my charm probably doesn’t work at all any more.’

‘You say your power was charm?’ said Thunder. Dylan nodded. Thunder raised a furry eyebrow. ‘And you wonder how you survived the anniversary celebration? Your disguises were not that good, I must tell you.’

‘You mean, I charmed dragons and other humans into believing our disguises?’ Dylan let out a delighted laugh. ‘Good to know I’m not entirely useless!’

‘And I definitely still have… something in me,’ said Billy. ‘It’s not just my agility either. I feel so much more connected to the life force powering Dragon City, and the electricity too.’ He turned to Thunder. ‘We’re more prepared for this than you think we are, but we could still really use your help.’

Thunder shook his mighty head. ‘I must protect my clan, small as it is. But I wish you luck.’

‘How are you even going to get into the Tower?’ asked Midnight. ‘It’s guarded at all times. Any human found there will be taken straight to the farms, or worse, used as the Dragon of Death’s personal energy source!’

‘Except for tomorrow,’ said Billy, an idea solidifying in his brain like water turning to ice. ‘Because tomorrow the tournament begins and everyone will be distracted. It’s the perfect chance for us to sneak into the Tower.’

‘You’re right! The whole place will be crawling with humans!’ Dylan held out his hand for a high five.

‘The more humans there are, the more nox-wings there will be. It will still be incredibly risky,’ said Thunder.

‘It’ll be dangerous, but I think it’s our best chance at finding our dragons,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘We’ve never let danger stop us before,’ said Charlotte. She grinned. ‘And I do love a tournament!’

‘Remember, Charlotte, we don’t want to actually enter the tournament. We want to go unnoticed,’ said Billy, but he was grinning too.

Charlotte tossed her long hair over her shoulder. ‘It’s hard not to notice me, but I’ll try my best.’
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The next day, Billy and his friends made their way through the streets of Dragon City back to the Dragon Court. They had spent the night in their train carriage, happy to be reunited in a place where they felt safe, and they were hopeful that they might soon be reunited with their dragons too.

Our plan will work, Billy told himself as they walked. The tournament would give them the distraction they needed to sneak into the Tower and once they found their dragons, they could do anything together, even if Spark wasn’t on their side. A pang of loss pierced Billy’s chest. He still couldn’t believe Spark had become Death’s Shadow. He shook his head, trying to fling the thought from his mind, but the feeling hung on him like a heavy curtain.

Billy saw a flash of gold flicker in front of him and something nuzzled his cheek. It was the tiny flying pig. It was almost as if it had known Billy needed the support. He held out his hand and the pig flew onto his palm. ‘Do you want to come to the grand tournament with us, Goldie?’ He’d started using the nickname for the pig, and it felt right.

The little pig trotted in a small circle on Billy’s open palm and nodded its head.

‘Are you sure?’ Billy asked. ‘It’s going to be dangerous.’

The pig seemed to contemplate this for a minute before stomping its feet and snorting. It looked back up at Billy and snorted a few more times.

‘Only if you get a snack first?’

The pig leaped up and down on Billy’s hand in agreement.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a Life Bar wrapper. ‘This is all I’ve got.’ He shrugged.

The pig snatched the wrapper away from Billy and gobbled it down in three quick bites. It let out a satisfied burp.

‘It seems you’ll eat just about anything,’ said Billy with a laugh.

With a flutter of its wings, the tiny gold pig zoomed up to nuzzle Billy again before zipping into the pocket of his tunic. It wriggled around, sinking further into the fabric, until only its gold snout poked out.

‘All right,’ said Billy. ‘You can come along. But feel free to fly away if things get scary.’ He gave the pig a gentle rub between its ears and it responded with a satisfied snort. Billy grinned. It was nice to have the tiny gold pig with him.

As they stepped back into the Dragon Court, Billy saw that the grounds looked just as festive as the previous day. Even more dragons were gathered on the floating platforms above them. In front of them, at the centre of the Court, lay an enormous slate of sparkling rubies that spilled out across the grounds like a pool of blood.

Charlotte shivered next to Billy. ‘There’s something about that giant shining red floor that’s giving me the creeps.’

Ling-Fei nodded. ‘Yes, I can sense something very sinister about it. It almost looks like a battleground.’

Billy could see that a crowd was slowly gathering around the rubies but stopped short of stepping onto it.

‘That must be where the tournament is starting,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘Well, in that case,’ said Dylan, ‘I say we stay as far away from that red battleground as possible.’

Billy looked around and realized that they were the only children in the crowd, and he could tell by the tattered clothes that only the most desperate of humans were present. A wave of doubt struck Billy. Were they making a terrible mistake by coming to the tournament? He pushed the thought out of his head. Dylan, Charlotte and Ling-Fei had to get their dragons back. And this was their best shot at getting into the Tower, which was on the other side of the ruby platform.

As Billy tried to work out how they could sneak away from the crowd, a chill slithered into his bones and he suddenly felt like he might be sick. He looked up and saw the Dragon of Death up in the sky. She swooped down onto a podium above the ruby battleground, with Da Huo, JJ, Old Gold and Death’s Shadow following in tow.

‘Loyal subjects! Welcome! I can see that many of you have accepted the generous offer I have made to allow the very best of you to bond with my most powerful dragons. Let me be clear, though. Only the very best of you will succeed. This tournament will be the most challenging thing that any of you have ever attempted and only those who are truly worthy will be allowed to bond. But the bond will, of course, be worth it for those who succeed. The winners will have power beyond anything they have ever seen in a human.’ The Dragon of Death paused and looked up towards the sky. Confetti was raining down around them. She let out a smile. ‘Before we begin, there will be a dragon dance to celebrate this momentous occasion.’

She roared a mighty roar as two long and slender dragons shot out from behind her and hovered over the ruby platform. They swirled round and round with the grace and elegance of smoke from a fired gun. Dragons all around them stomped their feet on the ground in unison and the earth shook in rhythm with the dance. It was mesmerizing.

And then a thought struck Billy. ‘Quick! This is our chance to get into the dungeon while everyone is distracted! Let’s sneak around the crowd to the base of the Tower.’

‘I was just about to say the same thing,’ said Charlotte with a smile.

The four friends quickly pushed through the edges of the crowd, around the platform where the dragons were dancing and past the podium towards the Tower. The onlookers were so entranced that they hardly noticed the children.

As they reached the back edge of the crowd, the four friends could clearly see the base of the Tower in front of them. They were about a hundred metres away.

‘What do we do now?’ asked Dylan. ‘If we want to get any closer to the Tower, we’re going to have to break away from the crowd and then we’ll be out in the open with no cover. We’ll definitely be seen. And then caught. And then probably eaten.’

‘What if you tried to use your charm to hide us?’ said Charlotte. ‘Remember what Thunder said – our disguises weren’t very good so you must have helped us to stay hidden yesterday. I bet if you try, it’ll be enough to cover us while we run to the base of the Tower.’ Charlotte looked around at the group. ‘What do y’all think? You in?’

‘We better run really, really fast,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘I think it’s our best shot,’ said Billy.

‘I don’t know, guys,’ said Dylan, looking worried. ‘I don’t think I can do it.’

‘You can!’ said Billy, gripping Dylan’s shoulders and pulling him close. ‘You’ve got this. We need you! Our dragons need you!’

Dylan let out a sigh. ‘Okay, I’ll do my best. But if we get eaten, I am taking zero blame.’

‘We believe in you,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘Now hurry, the dance will probably be over soon. We don’t have much more time.’

Dylan took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Let’s do this. Run as fast as you can towards the Tower on three. One. Two. Three!’

Billy felt a rush of adrenaline as he and his friends dashed into the open space between the crowd and the Tower, hands linked, and running as fast as their legs would carry them.

‘I think it’s working,’ said Dylan, his voice strained. ‘I think I’m keeping us hidden!’

‘Keep it up!’ said Ling-Fei.

‘You go, Dylan. I knew you could do it!’ said Charlotte between breaths.

A ball of fire exploded in front of them, forcing Billy and his friends to stop in their tracks.

‘You there,’ said a strange voice. Billy’s heart sank. ‘What do you children think you are doing?’ A nox-wing had spotted them.

Dylan whimpered. ‘I’m sorry, guys. I tried my best. I guess I’m not as charming as I used to be. And that fireball distracted me too.’

Charlotte took a big step towards the nox-wing who was floating in mid-air. ‘What do you think we’re doing? We’re here for the tournament, of course.’

The dragon narrowed its eyes. ‘You know very well that you are heading in the opposite direction from the tournament.’

Billy nudged Dylan in the side. ‘Now’s your chance.’

Dylan shot Billy a confused look.

‘Use your charm,’ Billy whispered quickly.

Dylan still didn’t look very confident, but he turned back towards the dragon and took a step forward. ‘O, mighty nox-wing, yes, you’re right. You’ve caught us. We’re here for the tournament, but the Tower is just so magnificent and we couldn’t help but try to get a view of it up close. Please find it in your heart to forgive us.’

The dragon let out a snort. ‘My heart has no room for forgiveness. The Tower is strictly off limits, which you should very well know. But the Great One wants as many humans as possible to compete, so you may return to the tournament. Just know that I am watching you. Make one more suspicious move and I will not let you go again.’

The four friends were herded back to the tournament just as the dance was finishing. The Dragon of Death let out another mighty roar. ‘Now it is time. All those who wish to take part in the tournament, come forward and stand on the ruby ground that I have laid before you.’

The crowd shifted as the humans considered their options. Billy could feel the eyes of the nox-wing on them as he looked at his friends. ‘I think we have to join the tournament. It’s our best shot at finding an opportunity to sneak into the Tower and I don’t want to find out what the nox-wing will do to us if it finds out we were lying.’

He exchanged a look with his friends, who only nodded. Without speaking, they all turned and stepped onto the ruby battleground.
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As they settled onto the ruby floor, an older boy with dark curly hair and deep brown eyes caught Billy’s attention. ‘Are you scared?’ he said, gazing at Billy. ‘I’m not scared,’ he went on, not waiting for Billy’s reply. ‘My mum says I was born for this. I was born to be bonded with a dragon and to help our family move into a palace in the sky. She knew this day would come and I’ve been training for it ever since I can remember.’ Billy couldn’t help but notice that the boy looked especially strong. He had a thick neck and muscular arms.

‘We might live underground now,’ the boy continued, ‘but this is our chance to move up in the world. Remember the name Timothy,’ he said. ‘That name will soon mean something to everyone in this city.’ He flashed Billy a wide grin before turning back towards the Dragon of Death.

‘Time is up!’ she roared. ‘Every human on the ruby platform is now officially a contestant in the tournament. The tournament will consist of two stages. Stage one will be the elimination phase, where we will remove contestants until only twenty of you are left standing. Stage two will be when the winners are decided. The twenty remaining competitors will race through the Tower that stands before you. The first four humans to finish the race will earn the great privilege to bond with one of my dragons. And as I announced yesterday, the overall winner will bond with Death’s Shadow herself!’

Billy felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. Even though he had heard it yesterday, he still couldn’t accept that Spark was going to bond with another human. Blood rushed through his veins, but his chest felt empty. And then a thought struck him. What if he won the tournament? Would he want to be bonded with Spark again? Before Billy could contemplate it any further, the Dragon of Death came back into focus. ‘Here is your first challenge!’ she roared.

A large circular table rose out of the centre of the ruby battleground and resting on top of the table were rows and rows of ruby collars. ‘Snap the collars on round your necks,’ spat the Dragon of Death.

The humans around them hesitated, looking to see who would go first and whether something would happen to them when they snapped the collars on. But no one moved.

‘Now!’ roared the Dragon of Death, firing a burst of flames above the crowd. It was so close to where Billy was standing, he thought what was left of his hair might have caught alight.

The contestants shuffled forward now. Those who snapped the collars on first seemed to do so without consequence. Billy and his friends each grabbed a ruby collar and held it in their hands.

‘Are we sure about this?’ asked Dylan.

‘We’ve got each other,’ replied Ling-Fei. ‘And together, we can do anything.’

Billy nodded and snapped the collar round his neck. The cool touch of the stone sent a chill down his spine. He gave his friends a weak smile. ‘So far, so good.’

His friends returned the smile as they put on their collars, their eyes determined.

‘Very good,’ said the Dragon of Death when everyone was ready. ‘The tournament begins now! Only those who can escape the collar will proceed to the next challenge.’

The last thing Billy heard was the Dragon of Death’s laugh as the collar tightened round his neck. He gagged and tried to pull it off, but the more he pulled, the tighter the collar became. He pulled and pulled and pulled, until the collar was so tight that he struggled to breathe. He turned towards his friends for help, but he was shocked to find that he was standing alone on the ruby platform. The crowd and all of the competitors and dragons had disappeared. It was just him. And he was completely alone. Billy sank to his knees and his vision blurred. He fell forward and then his vision went completely black before his head hit the ground. He felt as if he was being tipped from a cup as he tumbled into a black abyss.

Then, in flashes, his vision came back. But he wasn’t in the Dragon Court. No, he was on a beach at home. And in front of him was Spark! And next to her were his parents and his brother! Spark looked over at Billy, and in horror, he saw her eyes were completely blacked out. No! Spark was going to betray him; she was going to hurt his family. He couldn’t let her do it again. And then suddenly he was in the ocean, swimming after them. He had to reach them; he had to convince Spark to turn back to her old self. Back to being good. Wave after wave struck him in the face and Spark and his family grew smaller and smaller in the distance, but he had to save them. He couldn’t give up. The fear of what would happen if he didn’t reach them was so strong it almost dragged him down beneath the current.

Billy felt something grasp his hand and then he was tugged backwards. The warmth from his hand spread up his arm and into his chest until his whole body felt as if it were being warmed by the sun. His vision grew dark again and then he blinked.

‘Billy, are you okay?’

Billy blinked again and Ling-Fei came into view.

‘Thank goodness you’re awake, Billy!’ Ling-Fei’s eyes were red and her face was covered in tears. ‘Hurry, we have to save Charlotte and Dylan. They still have their collars on!’

Billy got up, and as he did so, his collar fell off and landed with a thud next to him. He was back on the ruby platform, with Charlotte and Dylan writhing on the ground next to him.

‘Grab their hands and try to speak to them. I think it’s driven by fear – the more afraid you are, the further you get sucked in,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘And the tighter the collar gets.’

Billy lunged over to Dylan as Ling-Fei grabbed Charlotte by the hand.

‘Dylan!’ Billy yelled, grabbing his hand. It was as cold as ice. ‘Dylan, it’s me, Billy! You’re okay, you’re safe. Follow my voice.’

Dylan’s eyes were squeezed shut and he was still writhing on the floor but less so now. Billy was getting through to him.

‘Dylan, follow my voice,’ he repeated. Dylan blinked once, twice and then let out a strangled cry.

‘Billy? Where are we? I saw my sisters!’ The collar fell off from his neck as he spoke, its spell broken.

‘It was all a trick,’ Billy said grimly. ‘Part of the tournament. Your sisters aren’t here. But you are. You need to focus. We have to stay alert.’

Next to them, Charlotte sat up, looking dazed and rubbing her neck. ‘How… how did it do that?’ she croaked.

‘Dark magic,’ said Billy. ‘Luckily Ling-Fei was able to break through on her own and she woke me up. Then we were able to save you and Dylan.’

All around them, competitors who had not escaped their nightmares fell to the ground as their collars tightened more and more. Nox-wings swooped in and took them away.

The Dragon of Death let out a loud cruel laugh. ‘Well done to those of you who survived the first challenge. As you now know, it was a mental one. This next challenge will be physical and it begins now!’

As the Dragon of Death spoke, electricity began to flow into the ruby stone beneath their feet. And with a deep crack, the stone began to undulate, knocking Billy and the group off balance. The crowd started shifting back and forth with the ripples, and the more everyone shifted around, the more the surface began to swell. Soon, huge ruby waves rose out of the ground like sharks, swift and silent. And when the waves crested and crashed, they swallowed everything in their path.

The Dragon of Death let out a sinister laugh. ‘Do not let the waves catch you or they will suck you straight to the farms! Get out alive and you will make it to the next stage of the tournament.’

People were zigzagging in all directions now, trying to outrun the waves that moved like packs of predators, chasing down and swallowing those who stumbled or fell.

‘Run!’ said Billy. ‘We have to get out of here!’

Packs of waves were forming in every direction now. ‘This way!’ cried Charlotte, leading them back towards the Tower.

The group of friends followed Charlotte as quickly as they could. Billy saw that the boy called Timothy was just ahead of them, jumping effortlessly over the waves that chased him. He dodged left and right, bursting away from the crests as they crashed around him. As he moved, more and more waves formed around him until he was surrounded on all sides like a mouse in a bear trap.

‘No!’ Billy yelled as he tried to speed up to save the boy, but he was too late. The waves crashed down on Timothy with a thunderous boom. And then the ruby surface went still again, leaving nothing behind.

‘We have to go faster!’ yelled Charlotte, her blonde hair whipping behind her.

Ling-Fei lunged forward and grabbed Charlotte’s wrist. ‘No, wait! I think we should stay still! There’s something strange about how these waves are moving.’

Charlotte looked back at Ling-Fei as she continued to run, dragging her friend with her. A huge wave was closing in on them. ‘We’ll get caught if we stop!’ yelled Charlotte. ‘We have to keep running!’

‘I think Charlotte’s right,’ said Dylan. ‘We need to run!’

‘Watch out!’ cried Billy as a new wave rose right next to them. Billy dived at his friends, tackling them as the wave crashed down, barely missing them. He let out a sigh of relief before realizing that there was no way they were going to outrun the huge wave behind them.

‘We’re doomed!’ cried Dylan, covering his face with his hands. In moments, the wave would devour them and suck them into the farms.

Ling-Fei reached out and grabbed her friends in a close huddle. ‘Shh!’ she said. ‘Stay as still as you can and don’t make a sound.’

‘I really hope you’re right about this,’ said Dylan.

‘Do you trust me?’ asked Ling-Fei, her eyes wide and her face serious.

The friends stared back at Ling-Fei. They’d all been through so much together. They’d travelled through time and bonded with dragons and escaped death more times than Billy cared to count. Billy nodded back at Ling-Fei. Of course he trusted her.

‘Well, I don’t think we’ve got much of a choice,’ said Dylan lightly, but his expression was serious.

‘Come closer,’ said Ling-Fei, and they huddled together until they were so close their heads rested against one another.

‘I really hope this works,’ said Billy. ‘But if it doesn’t, there isn’t anyone else I’d rather be going down with.’

‘This will work,’ snapped Charlotte. ‘But only if you stop talking! Now isn’t the time for a motivational speech!’

‘Shh,’ said Ling-Fei again gently.

As the wave approached, Billy felt the ground rise and tilt as if they were sitting on the side of a see-saw. Up and up they went, until the ground beneath them was so steep that they all tumbled forward.

‘Keep still!’ said Ling-Fei as they huddled closer, arms locked around each other. ‘I think it’s working! A ruby wave hasn’t crashed down on us yet.’

Arms still intertwined, the four tumbled down the slope like a rolling pin.

‘You’re right. The waves aren’t crashing onto us!’ whispered Dylan in excitement. ‘It’s like they don’t know we’re here if we don’t move.’

The wave chasing them began to slow down and shrink in size as if it were trying to figure out where they had gone. Another group of humans dashed past them and the wave surged up in pursuit, leaving Billy and the others behind.

‘Ling-Fei, you’re a genius!’ said Charlotte, hugging her. ‘We would have been ruby-wave toast if you hadn’t saved us.’

Ling-Fei smiled. ‘We make a good team. But we need to focus. Now that we know how to avoid the waves, we have to save as many people as we can.’

‘You’re right,’ said Billy. ‘You guys stay here. I’ve got a plan.’

Billy ran towards the centre of the battleground and cupped his hands round his mouth so he could yell as loudly as possible. ‘Everyone! Stay as still as you can! These waves are attracted to your movement and sound!’ As he shouted, the waves on the battleground stopped chasing the other contestants and raced towards him instead.

‘Oh, no, you don’t, Billy Chan,’ yelled Charlotte as she too started shouting and waving her arms as she ran in the opposite direction.

The waves seemed to grow confused, pausing for a moment before half of them shot towards Billy and half towards Charlotte.

‘Over here!’ cried Ling-Fei as she ran away from Billy and Charlotte. ‘Come and get me!’

‘No, get me!’ said Dylan, joining in.

The waves were moving in circles now as they switched between chasing the four children. The other contestants were getting away. Their plan was working.

Billy heard a piercing roar from above and the flapping of wings. The Dragon of Death was hovering over them. ‘What an impressive bunch you are. Who figured out my challenge so quickly? Your energy burns so deliciously bright.’ She smacked her lips. ‘And how foolish you are to try to save the other competitors. You do know that this is a competition, do you not?’ She let out a cruel laugh. ‘I do not think I will ever understand you humans.’ She gazed at Billy with piercing eyes and then her eyes lit up in recognition. ‘YOU,’ she roared. ‘You filthy vermin! How dare you try to beat me at my own game?’

Her eyes lit up and the waves sank back into the ground, but in their place, a huge ruby ring rose around the four children, enclosing them like a lasso. And then the walls started to close in on them. Billy and his friends ran towards the centre of the ring and huddled together again… but this time there was no escape.
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The Dragon of Death dived towards the friends until she was so close that Billy could smell her toxic breath. He thought he might be sick.

‘This will be the last game you ever play,’ she said. ‘I will enjoy knowing you are suffering in the farms.’

The walls around the four friends crashed down, and Billy was plunged into crackling darkness. He felt as if he was being sucked into the icy depths of the ocean as he fell deeper and deeper, and his lungs burned as if he’d swallowed hot coals. He tried to breathe, but nothing came. He tried to scream for his friends, but the more he tried, the more his lungs felt like they might explode. He swung his arms like windmills, trying desperately to find Ling-Fei, Charlotte or Dylan, or anything to stop him from being plunged further into the darkness.

Billy felt as if he was being poured from a glass. He tumbled down and landed face down on what felt like thick gloopy mud. He gasped and rolled over, trying to catch his breath.

‘Hello?’ Billy managed after a few moments. ‘Guys? Are you there?’ Billy blinked a few times, trying to adjust his eyes. It was dark, wherever he was, even though it had been daylight when they had fallen into the ruby sea.

‘I’m here,’ said Charlotte in a weak voice, coming from out of the darkness next to Billy. ‘But I can’t see anything.’

‘I’m here too,’ said Ling-Fei from Billy’s other side. ‘This place feels terrible!’

‘Are we dead?’ asked Dylan. ‘I feel like I died.’

Billy sat up, but it was difficult in the slick and sticky sludge that they had fallen into. As his vision returned, he realized with relief that his friends were planted right next to him. He also saw that the ground underneath him, and as far as he could see, coursed with electricity, and strange shadowy shapes loomed in the distance.

He felt a weird sensation all over, like he was covered in leeches. Billy inspected his immediate surroundings more carefully and saw that electric roots swarmed all around him. They came closer and closer until he couldn’t get away, darting into his skin like needles and slowly pulling him deeper and deeper into the ground.

‘Get off me!’ Billy yelled, trying to shake the roots off. But the more he moved, the faster the electric roots pulled him down.

Billy realized with sudden, shocking horror that the round shadowy shapes surrounding them were rows and rows and rows of heads, both dragon and human, poking out of the ground like cabbages.

‘I’m being sucked into the ground by creepy electric roots!’ cried Dylan. ‘Somebody think of a way to get us out of here!’

Billy’s thoughts raced in his head. There had to be something they could do.

‘Yuck! Get off!’ yelled Charlotte, who was fighting so hard to get free that she was already waist-deep in the ground. ‘These things are like gross alien veins!’

‘That’s it!’ said Billy. ‘Veins! These must be connected to the life veins. Quick, grab my hands, we don’t have much time.’

With effort, his friends came close enough so they could grab hold of him. Billy closed his eyes and reached for the same prickling heat that overcame him when he travelled through the life veins each day to get to their train car. As he reached for it, the familiar weightlessness came over him.

‘It’s working,’ Billy cried. ‘Hold on tight!’ And without another breath, the friends were flying through the familiar rainbow current of light that Billy associated with the life veins. But this time, Billy didn’t know where they were going to end up.

With a burst of speed, they landed with a thump on a surprisingly soft and bouncy surface. They all stared at each other in shock. ‘We’re alive,’ said Billy, a bit incredulously. Even though he didn’t know where they were, they were together. And that was the important thing.

Dylan was the first to pop up on his feet. ‘What was that?’ he said as he patted himself all over. ‘Are we okay? Where are we now?’

Charlotte sprang to her feet and muffled Dylan’s mouth with her hand. ‘Quiet!’ she hissed. ‘We don’t know who or what else might be in here with us.’

Billy saw that they were in a huge cavern. The air was so sour it stung Billy’s eyes and nostrils. Above them, a massive sphere of electricity hung like a disco ball from a vaulted ceiling, sending light dancing between mirror-covered walls. Billy stared up at it, frowning. ‘I think we flew out of that thing.’ He realized that it was a direct line from the farms to the Tower – a kind of miniature portal.

‘This place looks like a party house,’ said Charlotte.

Dylan shuddered as he pushed his glasses back up on his nose. ‘Well, this isn’t a party that I would ever want to go to.’ Then he hopped up and down. ‘Whatever we’ve landed on is so… bouncy. What’s underneath us?’

Billy scratched his head. ‘I think it’s some kind of giant… bed?’

‘Oh, no,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘I’ve got a very bad feeling about this.’

Billy felt a gust of wind and realized that what he thought was a wall was actually a giant purple velvet curtain. He caught a glimpse of the darkening blue sky behind it as it flapped open. It looked close to sunset, which didn’t make sense because it had been dark at the farms. But perhaps farms were dark no matter what time it was. A shiver shot down his spine. He looked around the room for more clues and saw that a heaped pile of winking jewels and gold medallions was stashed in the corner of the room.

‘I do too. I think we’re in a dragon’s lair.’

‘We’re not in just any dragon’s lair. I think we’re in the Dragon of Death’s lair at the top of the Tower,’ added Ling-Fei, who was as pale as the moon. ‘There is a terrible dark magic in this place and I can feel it getting stronger.’

Another gust of wind rushed through the room, this time so strong the curtains flew wide open, and the Dragon of Death emerged, power crackling all around her.
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Before Billy could react, he was knocked down from behind. Charlotte had tackled all three of them into the bed so they were hidden amidst the piles of pillows and blankets. She held her finger up to her lips. Billy didn’t dare to breathe. The Dragon of Death must not have seen them! If she had, she surely would have attacked them immediately.

The Dragon of Death landed with a swoop into the cavern. ‘Oh, what stupid creatures humans are,’ she said to herself. ‘They will do anything for a dragon bond. It is all so exhausting,’ she huffed as she slunk towards the bed.

Billy could feel Dylan shaking next to him. He silently wished Dylan would hold his nerve. The last time they were under this kind of pressure, Dylan ran and they were almost eaten by a magical tiger.

The Dragon of Death came to a halt. ‘That is a funny smell.’ She sniffed the air. ‘Is that…?’ The dragon took a step towards the children.

Suddenly, three impossibly bright lightning strikes flashed like cracks in the dark blue sky. The Dragon of Death turned round. ‘Oh, what does Death’s Shadow want now?’ With a final long sniff, a suspicious glance around her lair and an admiring gaze at her own reflection in a massive mirror, she flung her wings behind her and took off into the sky.

Billy exhaled. ‘That was close.’

‘Close? CLOSE? We are way past close!’ Dylan exclaimed. ‘We fell into the farms and then you zoomed us STRAIGHT INTO THE DRAGON OF DEATH’S LAIR and she NEARLY FOUND US. And that means she nearly killed us! This is not close. This is closer than close. This is so close to being dead that we’re probably getting rigor mortis as I speak.’

‘We’re not dead yet,’ Charlotte quipped.

‘But we should be! We should be dead a hundred times over.’

‘Dylan, we’re okay,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘That’s what matters.’

‘We aren’t dead, but we’re definitely NOT okay.’ Dylan began to pace in the lair. ‘I don’t want to be here any more. I don’t want to fight any more dragons. I don’t want to fight anyone! I want to be home in my own bed in Ireland. I want to be eating my granny’s homemade brown bread. I never want to leave the house ever again.’ Dylan finished his speech in a shout, his chest heaving. The tiny gold pig squeaked as if in agreement and flew to Dylan’s shoulder.

‘Will you keep it down?’ hissed Charlotte. ‘You’re never going to get to do those things if your shouting gets us caught!’

A slow clap echoed in the lair. Everyone reacted immediately.

Dylan let out a small squeak. Charlotte spun on her heel, fists clenched and ready. Ling-Fei tilted her head, listening intently. Billy took a step towards the sound, gazing into the dimly lit room, trying to see who was there.

JJ stepped forward from a hidden door in the wall. ‘For someone so intent on not dying, you’re being very loud.’

Ling-Fei gasped. ‘You! What are you doing here?’

JJ smirked. ‘I live here with my yeye. Well, technically in the next room over.’

‘How awful,’ said Charlotte with a shudder. ‘I can’t imagine anything worse.’

‘It isn’t too bad. You get used to the screams and the smoke, and these glasses help with the glare from all the energy sparking everywhere.’

‘So you’ve really gone full evil,’ said Billy, shaking his head.

JJ tilted his head in Billy’s direction and his eyebrows rose up from behind his dark glasses. ‘Not as evil as your dragon, by the looks of it.’

‘You take that back!’ Rage pulsed through Billy’s body.

JJ snorted. ‘I think me insulting your dragon is the least of your problems.’ Then he slowly took off his black sunglasses. Billy gasped. Behind the sunglasses, JJ’s eyes were so bloodshot they were practically glowing red. ‘I don’t get much sleep. And with power radiating everywhere all the time, it’s hard to see. Even with the glasses.’

‘And here I was, thinking they were just a dramatic fashion statement,’ said Charlotte.

‘I wouldn’t be so rude if I were you,’ said JJ. ‘All I need to do is pull this bell.’ He nodded to a purple cord dangling in the corner of the lair. ‘And nox-guards will fly in here immediately.’

‘We can take you down before you reach it,’ said Charlotte through gritted teeth. ‘We’re stronger than you. We always have been.’

‘Yes, yes, stronger together. Blah, blah, blah. I know, I remember. But here’s the thing. Here? In this future, I’ve got a dragon on my side. And you haven’t.’

‘So, what are you going to do?’ said Billy. ‘Why haven’t you yelled for Old Gold or for Da Huo?’

JJ sighed and looked down at his hands. ‘This isn’t the future I want, you know. I wanted to be with my grandfather. But… not like this.’ Then he looked back up at Billy and the others. ‘What are you four even doing here? Why didn’t you stay hidden? She never would have found you if you had stayed underground with the rest of the humans.’

‘Humans here can’t be trusted,’ said Dylan, speaking for the first time since JJ had appeared. ‘Nox-hands will turn you in for a chance to be on the good side of a dragon.’

‘I can’t blame them,’ said JJ. ‘It’s a hard life for humans without any kind of protection from dragons. Da Huo is second in power only to the Dragon of Death herself and I’m still scared of her.’ JJ paused and seemed to think for a moment before looking at Billy. ‘Actually, your old dragon might be more powerful than Da Huo. Maybe even than the Dragon of Death. It’s like there are two of her now. And the scariest thing is that she never shows any emotion. Death’s Shadow will take humans and dragons to the farm or drain them of some of their life force without showing a hint of feeling.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘I wonder what she would do if she saw you.’

‘Nothing,’ Billy choked out. ‘She doesn’t recognize us any more. She stared right at me when she came for a street thief and we were caught in the middle of it.’

‘That must have hurt,’ said JJ, shaking his head. ‘If Da Huo didn’t know me, I don’t know what I’d do. It would be like losing a part of myself.’

‘Well, you still have your big evil dragon buddy, don’t you?’ snapped Charlotte. ‘So aren’t you the lucky one?’

‘Must be just as bad for you three, knowing your dragons are so close but that you can’t get to them,’ said JJ.

Dylan frowned. ‘What do you mean by “so close”? They’re down in the dungeon and we’re at the top of this giant Tower.’

‘Yeah, and where do you think that hole leads to?’ JJ pointed to a huge hole underneath the massive bed that was covered in jewels and gold. ‘The Dragon of Death wants direct access to the dungeon. All the prisoners there are her personal life force source.’

‘Then that’s where we’re going,’ said Billy.

‘You really must have a death wish,’ said JJ, shaking his head. ‘Anyone who goes into the dungeon doesn’t come out. You die down there.’

‘Which is why we’re rescuing our dragons,’ said Ling-Fei defiantly.

‘You really think that you have a chance at saving your dragons? This is the Dragon of Death’s destiny. She’s made it impossible for anyone to ever escape the dungeon.’

‘Well, if we stay here, we’re dead anyway,’ said Billy.

‘If you go to the dungeon, you’re as good as dead. Worse than dead,’ JJ replied.

‘Can’t you help us?’ said Ling-Fei. ‘I know we haven’t got along for a long time, but we used to play together when we were kids. Remember?’

JJ looked away. ‘Even if I wanted to help you, I don’t know how I’d get you out of here. The only way off this floor is by flight. And I don’t have any nox-rings, or the power to fly on a magic cloud like my yeye.’

‘That isn’t the only way out,’ said Dylan. He pointed at the hole. ‘You said that goes to the dungeon, right?’

‘I wouldn’t call that a “way out”. More like jumping from the frying pan into the fire.’

‘The dungeon is exactly where we want to go,’ said Billy.

‘Then be my guest. I’ll even do you a favour and not tell anyone that I saw you.’

‘How can we trust you? What if that hole leads somewhere else?’ said Charlotte, scowling at JJ.

‘Well, there is literally nowhere worse than the dungeon. So I don’t know why you’d think I’d lie to you about where it is. And…’ JJ trailed off. ‘You all kept me alive in the Dragon Realm when you didn’t have to. You could have left me for dead and you didn’t. There’s nothing I can do for you here. I have no real power – only my yeye has any sway over the Dragon of Death, and he certainly isn’t going to want to help you. If you want to go to the dungeon, be my guest. Staying quiet about seeing you is the least I can do.’

‘You’d do it for Da Huo,’ said Billy quietly. ‘I know you would.’

JJ nodded. ‘You’re right, I would.’ Then he looked over his shoulder. ‘If you’re going, you have to do it now. It’s almost time for the Dragon of Death to take her nap.’

‘The Dragon of Death naps?’ exclaimed Dylan.

‘Of course she does. But she sleeps with her eyes open, so don’t get any ideas. And then after her nap she’ll want to go to the dungeon for her daily dose of life force, so you’ll either see her there or up here.’

‘I’d rather face her with our dragons,’ said Charlotte.

‘That’s the other thing,’ said JJ slowly. ‘I don’t know how much of your dragons will be left. They’ve been down there a long time. Nobody lasts long in the dungeon.’

‘No,’ said Billy adamantly, shaking his head. ‘I know for a fact that they’re down there, and they’re fighting to stay alive. To get back to us.’ He gave JJ a long look. ‘It isn’t too late, you know. You can join us.’

JJ sighed. ‘I hate to admit it, but you’re all a lot braver than me. I’m not going to walk into the open jaws of death. Even if I wanted to defy both my yeye and Da Huo, I don’t think I could do it. I’m sorry.’ He looked down and away from Billy and the others, like he was ashamed of himself.

‘I didn’t want you to come with us anyway,’ said Charlotte, tossing her hair.

‘You can be good, you know,’ said Ling-Fei.

JJ scoffed. ‘I don’t think I know how any more.’

‘You aren’t calling the nox-guards on us,’ said Billy. ‘That’s a start.’

A small smile crossed JJ’s face. ‘Consider it my good deed of the century. Now get out of here. I can’t protect you if anyone comes in here. Especially not against the Dragon of Death.’

‘Well, thanks, I guess,’ said Billy. ‘Maybe we’ll see you later.’

‘I doubt it. But good luck down there.’



Billy and his friends stood at the edge of the hole under the massive bed. ‘We’ll die if we jump,’ said Charlotte, staring into it. ‘It’s too far down.’

‘I have an idea!’ said Ling-Fei. She ran over to the huge windows that were draped with giant purple curtains. ‘We’ll use a curtain as a parachute! Help me pull this down.’

‘That still sounds an awful lot like jumping,’ said Dylan.

‘Ling-Fei is right,’ said Billy. ‘It’s the only way.’

They yanked down one of the enormous curtains as fast as they could.

‘I sure am grateful that the Dragon of Death has taken such an interest in interior design,’ said Dylan.

‘She’s got terrible taste, though,’ said Charlotte, wrinkling her nose. ‘If this was my evil lair, I’d go a totally different direction.’

‘You can design your lair another time,’ said Billy. ‘We’ve got to go.’ They hurried to the gaping hole beneath the Dragon of Death’s giant bed.

‘Do you really think this is going to work?’ said Dylan.

‘No idea,’ said Billy. ‘But it’s our best shot.’

‘If I had a euro for every time you’ve said that,’ muttered Dylan.

‘What’s the worst that can happen? We die fighting to save our dragons? To save the world? We’ve always known those were the risks,’ said Charlotte fiercely. ‘I’m scared, but we have to try.’

‘We have to have faith – in ourselves and in our dragons,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘I’d take a working parachute over faith,’ said Dylan as they each grabbed a corner of the curtain. ‘But I guess this will have to do.’

‘No turning back now,’ said Billy. ‘Hold on tight! One, two… three!’

And the four friends leaped into the pulsing darkness.
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Down, down, down they went, the four of them, each holding one of the curtain’s corners. With relief, Billy felt air fill the fabric like a parachute and they floated slowly down through the hole.

‘I knew this would work!’ said Ling-Fei, smiling.

‘Yes, but according to JJ we’re falling to our certain doom,’ said Dylan.

Billy saw a flash of gold shoot from his tunic pocket towards Dylan. The tiny gold pig was still with him. In all the excitement, Billy had almost forgotten that it was still there. Thank goodness it had stayed hidden when the Dragon of Death had flown into her lair. It flapped in a zigzag path over to Dylan’s face and licked him on the nose, as if to tell him everything was going to be okay.

‘Oh, hey, little piggy,’ said Dylan, who was also smiling now.

‘Hey! Focus,’ said Charlotte. ‘Do you feel that? In your chest? I think I can feel Tank!’

‘You’re right! I can feel Xing too!’ said Ling-Fei who was beaming now.

‘And Buttons!’ said Dylan.

‘We must be close,’ said Billy. ‘I can see something flickering below us! Get ready to land.’

A moment later, the children hit the ground, the velvet curtain falling onto them.

‘What new dark magic has sent the voices of our children to torment us,’ said a weak voice.

‘XING!’ cried Ling-Fei, throwing the curtain off her. ‘It’s me! It’s us! We’re all here! We’ve come to…’ Her voice trailed off and when Billy looked over to the dragons he knew why.

Their dragons were dying. They were slumped against the floor and their once bright golden eyes were dull and unfocused. The chains that were strapping them down clearly weren’t making much difference as the dragons looked like they could barely move. Billy felt a sharp pang in his heart, and he knew it would be worse for the others, that they’d be feeling their dragons’ pain down their heart bonds.

‘Oh, no,’ breathed Ling-Fei. ‘Are we too late? Xing! It’s us!’

Xing managed a weak smile. ‘Can it be?’ she huffed.

‘Do not be foolish,’ said Tank, who still had his eyes closed. ‘There is no way our children could make it down here.’

Charlotte rushed over to Tank and threw her arms around him. ‘It’s us! It really is us!’

Tank’s eyes brightened and he lifted his head. ‘Charlotte?’

‘Yes, Tank. It’s me! We’ve come to save you!’

Dylan bounded over to Buttons, who was barely conscious. ‘Can you hear me, Buttons?’ Dylan said. He ran a gentle hand over Buttons’s snout.

Buttons shifted his head and opened an eye. ‘Human?’

‘Yes, a human. And not just any human, Buttons. It’s me, Dylan.’ Dylan threw his arms round Buttons’s neck.

Buttons inhaled deeply as if taking in Dylan’s scent. He breathed out a puff of gold smoke and when he opened his eyes, they were a shimmering gold.

Billy watched as Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan gently lifted their dragons from the depths of despair that had consumed them. He could see life was slowly starting to come back to them through the strength of their heart bonds. As much as it pained Billy not to be with Spark, seeing his friends back with their dragons refilled a small piece of his heart that had emptied when Spark did the unthinkable back in the Dragon Realm.

‘Incredible,’ said Xing. ‘It really is you.’

Ling-Fei was lying on top of Xing’s head, snuggling her between her antlers. ‘Nothing was going to stop us.’

‘Well, nothing except for the thousands of evil dragons that are surrounding this place,’ said Dylan.

‘Let us have our moment, you grumpy opossum,’ said Charlotte.

Dylan looked over at Charlotte and shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’d just like it to be known that there were many, many, many things that could have stopped us. And, yet, here we are.’

‘How did you manage it?’ said Buttons.

‘It’s a long story,’ said Billy. ‘We don’t have time to tell you everything. But we’ve made friends – friends we can trust.’

‘Interesting,’ said Xing. ‘I will admit that after what happened with Spark, I find it hard to trust anyone.’

Billy hung his head, feeling like he was responsible for Spark’s betrayal.

‘That isn’t an attack on you, Billy,’ said Buttons gently. ‘We know you’ve been cut the deepest by Spark’s actions. I’m sorry.’

‘If she fooled me, she could have fooled anyone,’ said Xing grimly.

‘I wish… I wish I could have stopped her,’ Billy said, his voice quiet in the dim dungeon.

‘You did everything you could,’ said Tank. ‘And there is no point focusing on how things could have been different. We need to focus on the now.’ His voice was rough, but his eyes were kind. ‘Dylan, you are right to say there is danger all around us. You should not have come here. There is no way out of this dungeon. We are trapped by the Flames of Death. Nothing can pass through them.’

‘Oh, how could I forget the death flames,’ muttered Dylan under his breath as he eyed the flickering purple flames that surrounded them from the floor to the ceiling.

‘That must be what Thunder was talking about,’ mused Charlotte.

‘But we have another way out!’ said Billy, pointing to the hole they had fallen through. ‘We just need to break you out of these chains and we can fly out of here. The Dragon of Death isn’t in her lair, so if we’re quick we can escape!’

‘Billy is right,’ said Xing. ‘The Dragon of Death has grown arrogant. Now that we have reunited and been strengthened by our heart bonds, we might be able to break free.’

‘I was too weak to heal myself or the others before you came,’ said Buttons. ‘But now that you’re here, Dylan, I think I may be able to.’

Buttons closed his eyes and began to hum the tune that Billy now knew so well. Clouds of gold flowed from Buttons and swirled around the group. A warming sense of peace and calm permeated Billy’s body. He felt as light as air and his muscles relaxed as Buttons’s magic healed him. When Buttons stopped humming, Billy opened his eyes. He felt fully rested.

‘Well done, Buttons,’ said Tank. ‘Oh, how I have missed your healing power.’ Then he jerked his head back, tugging against the chains. ‘Stand back.’

With a mighty roar, Tank burst out of his chains, his wings jolting open as bits of broken metal flew across the dungeon. ‘It feels incredible to be free and to be able to stretch.’

The pig, who had been resting in Billy’s tunic, emerged, startled by Tank’s roar. It flew around the dungeon, zipping between the dragons and the children.

‘I see that pig is still with you,’ said Xing flatly.

‘I think it likes us,’ said Billy. ‘It follows us everywhere.’

Tank plodded over to Xing and Buttons and bit down on the chains that held them captive. With a quick flick of his neck, he snapped the chains off. ‘No time to waste,’ he said. ‘Let us fly before the Dragon of Death finds us.’

‘To freedom!’ cried Buttons.

‘Oh, it’s so good to be reunited,’ said Ling-Fei. The group moved to the hole that Billy and the others had descended from and gazed up at it.

‘Strange,’ said Xing, eyeing it. ‘It cannot be that easy.’ She tentatively flicked the end of her tail upwards. As she did so, crackling purple electricity shot out from the sides of the hole, sealing them in.

‘How strange,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘The Dragon of Death has enchanted this entrance,’ said Xing. ‘Only she can pass. You children are lucky that the Dragon of Death did not think to shield it from humans or you would not have made it through.’

‘So what are we going to do now?’ asked Dylan forlornly.

‘There is no way out,’ Tank said with solemn finality.

‘Are you sure we can’t just fly through the death flames?’ asked Charlotte, eyeing the wall of flames around them.

‘We can’t risk it,’ said Buttons. ‘It’s too dangerous. We’ve seen what happens when something goes through the flames.’

‘A nox-guard stumbled into them once, and in moments all that was left were charred bones. Even nox-wings cannot go through them,’ said Xing.

‘You have come all this way only to die in the dark,’ said Tank gravely. ‘You should not have tried to rescue us.’

‘But we’re together,’ said Billy. ‘There must be something we can do!’

The tiny gold pig squeaked as if in agreement, and then, before Billy realized what it was doing, it zoomed straight into the Flames of Death.

‘No!’ Billy yelled, lurching forward to try to catch it.

‘Stop!’ Xing cried, wrapping herself around Billy and pulling him back from the flames. ‘There is nothing you can do.’

‘The pig was just trying to help us,’ said Billy, fighting tears.

‘I had also grown fond of the silly thing,’ said Xing. ‘But it has died a brave death.’

‘And it sounds like we’ll be dead soon too,’ said Dylan glumly.

They all stared into the purple flames.

And then, through the flickering flames, a small round shape appeared. ‘Wait, what’s that?’ said Charlotte.

The tiny gold pig burst through the flames and oinked.

‘You’re alive!’ Billy shouted. The pig squeaked indignantly and then quickly turned round and flew back through the flames, before zigzagging back again.

‘Now it’s just showing off,’ said Charlotte.

‘How is that possible?’ said Ling-Fei.

‘Oh, of course. The pig is an immortal creature. I should have sensed it. It must have eaten a peach of immortality,’ said Xing.

‘How rare,’ said Tank.

‘Wait!’ said Dylan. ‘The peaches of immortality are a real thing?’

‘Of course they are,’ said Buttons. ‘Why would we have lied to you about that?’

‘It just seemed kind of impossible,’ said Dylan.

‘More impossible than dragons?’ asked Billy.

Dylan nodded. ‘Good point. But do you know anything else that has eaten a peach of immortality?’

‘The only other being we suspect to have eaten one is the Dragon of Death,’ said Xing. ‘Which is why we cannot kill her, even if we manage to overpower her. The only thing we can do is send her into a black hole.’

‘Ah, yes, the old “send them into a black hole” trick,’ said Dylan with a grin. ‘It sounds easy, especially from inside a dungeon, trapped behind a wall of death flames. Even if the pig can go through them, we still can’t.’

Billy found himself slowly stretching out his hand towards the flames, but the heat was so strong that he jerked it back before he even got close. ‘Yep. Those flames will definitely burn us,’ he said. But there had to be some way. If the pig could go through them…

He suddenly remembered the pig eating the Life Bar wrapper – something it definitely shouldn’t have been able to eat. But now he knew why it could eat anything… it was an immortal pig.

‘If the pig can go through the flames, do you think it can… eat them?’ said Billy slowly.

‘Eat the flames?’ repeated Charlotte.

‘Exactly!’ said Billy. ‘Like… slurp them up?’

The dragons glanced at each other and then at the pig. The pig oinked.

‘I suppose it could try,’ said Buttons.

‘Eating the flames won’t hurt the pig, will it?’ said Ling-Fei with a worried frown.

‘I do not know the effect of enchanted flames on an immortal flying pig’s stomach,’ said Xing. ‘I do not think anyone knows.’

‘Well, we’re about to find out,’ said Charlotte. ‘Look! The pig must have understood us!’

The tiny gold pig flew to the base of the wall of flames and began to snarfle and snort, slurping up the flames.

‘It’s working!’ cried Billy. And it was. The flames were getting lower and lower the more the pig devoured them. Soon, the entire wall of flames was gone and only the dungeon walls remained.

‘Wow,’ said Billy. ‘Good job, Goldie! Come here.’ The pig flew over to Billy’s outstretched hand, swaying a bit in the air.

‘It looks especially full,’ said Dylan, sounding alarmed, ‘like a balloon that might pop.’

The pig landed on Billy’s hand, squeaked, and then burped out smoke.

‘Whew,’ said Billy, wrinkling his nose. ‘That stinks.’

The pig burped again, yawned, and closed its eyes. Billy tucked it into his pocket and it began to softly snore.

‘That solves that problem,’ said Charlotte. ‘What now? Do we try to fly out the way we came in?’

‘Back through the Dragon of Death’s lair?’ Ling-Fei shook her head. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. She could come back at any moment and catch us.’

‘Well, I don’t see any doors or windows,’ said Dylan.

‘Dragons do not need doors,’ said Xing smugly. ‘Ling-Fei, get on my back.’

‘Dylan, you’re with me,’ said Buttons.

Charlotte climbed up on Tank. Billy stood for a moment, feeling like a spare part. He missed Spark – the Spark he’d known and loved with sharp fierceness.

‘Billy, what are you waiting for?’ said Charlotte. ‘Get up here with me.’

‘We cannot do this without you, Billy,’ said Tank. Feeling buoyed, Billy clambered up onto Tank and sat behind Charlotte.

‘Now, hold on!’ Tank shouted. With a mighty roar, he charged headfirst towards the wall of the Tower dungeon.
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Bones and bolts of electricity flew through the air. The Tower walls were fortified with electricity and power – the same power that ran through the life veins. Despite Tank’s efforts, the wall still stood. But now, wave after wave of power radiated from the battered dungeon walls, blanketing the entire room with pulsing energy. Billy felt it settle into his bones, and a moment later, he realized his hands were glowing.

‘Whoa,’ said Charlotte. Billy looked up and saw that her hair was standing on end, surrounding her like a halo. He glanced back over his shoulder. Behind his glasses, Dylan’s eyes shone, almost like they were emitting their own light.

‘Did you feel that?’ yelled Ling-Fei, who was glowing with pulsing power.

Billy raised his hands and reared back as small blue sparks jumped from his fingertips. Then he realized all the dragons were crackling with the same electric power he usually associated with Spark.

‘Xing, Buttons – I need your help!’ Tank bellowed.

‘We are with you, Tank!’ called Xing.

‘Ready!’ shouted Buttons.

‘Children, focus your new electric powers on the wall. Those waves of power have made you stronger!’

Billy felt his newfound power rising up inside of him, like it was answering Tank’s call. He focused as hard as he could and held his hands out in front of him. An electric blue blast of power emerged from his fingertips and shot straight at the wall. Dylan and Ling-Fei’s power streams rushed by him. Dylan’s was bright green and Ling-Fei’s a shining silver. Ahead of him, Charlotte’s red power stream hit the wall so that they were all directing their energy at the same spot. The wall of the dungeon buckled in the middle, right where their combined powers were blasting.

‘GO!’ bellowed Tank, and with his head tucked down, he barrelled straight into the weakened wall. Xing and Buttons rammed into it at the same time and they burst through into the night.

‘Oh, it feels delicious to fly again!’ Xing cried out, uncurling her body to its full length. She undulated in the sky like a wave in a shining sea.

‘Air! Fresh air!’ shouted Buttons, mouth wide to breathe in as much of the night as he could.

‘Stay focused!’ roared Tank. ‘It looks like we have company.’

It was true. Despite there now being a massive hole at the base where the dungeon was, the Tower still stood. Nox-wings were emerging from every window and Billy saw the hot-pink nox-wing emerge from the wreckage of the dungeon and blast towards them, its spiked tail spinning behind it like a helicopter blade.

‘Fly higher!’ cried Xing.

But they were already too close to the ground and there were nox-wings coming at them from every direction.

Suddenly, there was an almighty screech from above that shook the air. ‘STOP THEM!’ It was the Dragon of Death, diving from the highest point of the Tower. Her wings were flung back as she shot through the sky like a bullet heading straight towards them.

In that moment, Billy’s heart plummeted. There was nowhere for them to go. They were surrounded by nox-wings. It had all been for nothing. They’d escaped only to be caught again. It didn’t matter that they now had electric powers. They were no match for the Dragon of Death. She would win again.

Then a familiar shadow swooped through the air. Faster even than the Dragon of Death herself. It easily caught up to her, and when it did, it opened its wings to their full enormous length and wrapped itself around the Dragon of Death. It was Spark’s shadow.

The Dragon of Death screamed and clawed at the shadow. But it was no use, her talons went through it like smoke and the shadow simply rearranged itself around her. The nox-wings all froze, staring at the Dragon of Death wrestling with the shadow. The shadow that everyone thought answered to her. From further above, Spark watched her shadow take on a life of its own. And then she looked down and locked eyes with Billy.

A surge of warmth ran through him, and then, louder than he had remembered, Spark’s voice echoed in his mind. Quick, Billy, fly away! And fly fast. I cannot hold her back for long.

‘Spark!’ Billy cried out loud, unable to contain himself. But she had already turned her attention back to the Dragon of Death.

And then, a deeper darkness than Billy had ever known fell over them. It was so dark, Billy thought he could feel it. It felt like velvet. It blanketed all the sound too. Except one voice, very close to Billy’s ear.

‘I thought you might need my help!’

It was Midnight!

Then the world flickered back on, but Billy saw that he and his friends, and their dragons, were in some sort of giant black bubble. The tiny gold pig squeaked in excitement from inside Billy’s tunic pocket.

‘They can’t see you,’ Midnight carried on. ‘I’ve put you in my Midnight blanket!’

‘Who is this?’ growled Xing.

‘I could swallow you whole!’ thundered Tank.

‘Wait!’ cried Ling-Fei. ‘She’s a friend.’

Midnight glared at Tank. ‘I’d like to see you try to swallow me!’ Her horns began to take on a warning red glow.

‘Nobody is swallowing anybody,’ Billy said quickly. ‘This is Midnight. And I think she’s just made us all invisible!’

It was true. Below them, the nox-wings flew frantically in circles, trying to see where they had disappeared to. And to Billy’s horror, he saw that the Dragon of Death had burst through Spark’s shadow. The shadow looked limp as it rejoined Spark’s body. Even from a distance, Billy could tell that Spark was weak from sending her shadow after the Dragon of Death. Her wings were flapping slowly and her head drooped. Why wasn’t she flying away?

‘A traitor in our midst!’ screamed the Dragon of Death. ‘A traitor who would dare try to stop me!’

The nox-wings took up the chant. ‘TRAITOR! TRAITOR! TRAITOR!’

‘Traitors do not deserve to call themselves dragons! They do not deserve to fly!’ The Dragon of Death soared upwards towards Spark who was hovering listlessly.

‘HOLD HER!’ the Dragon of Death shrieked.

Two nox-wings immediately grabbed hold of Spark’s wings with their jaws, pulling them taut.

‘Come on, Spark! Fight back!’ Billy murmured. But Spark let herself go limp between the nox-wings, her head down.

Spark! Billy thought down their bond. Spark! Do something!

At this, Spark lifted her head the smallest amount. Billy could have sworn he saw a sad smile on her face.

Billy. My Billy.

Spark was still smiling when the Dragon of Death ripped off her wings.
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‘SPARK!’

Billy felt Spark’s pain echo in his bones. He had to get to her! He had to save her! She was plummeting towards the ground in a blue-and-silver blur, gaining speed as she fell. The Dragon of Death’s cruel laughter reverberated through the air as Spark silently dropped.

‘Go! Go catch her! One of you!’ Tears streamed down Billy’s face as he kicked Tank in the side, trying to get the giant dragon to leave Midnight’s protective bubble and save Spark. But Tank stayed where he was. Billy frantically looked to the other dragons. ‘Please!’

‘I am sorry, Billy,’ said Xing. It was the gentlest Billy had ever heard her speak. ‘We will not reach her in time.’

Billy looked at Buttons. ‘Buttons! You can heal Spark, can’t you? We have to go to her!’

Buttons shook his head sadly and looked away. ‘I’m sorry, Billy,’ said Dylan.

Spark was still falling. Billy prepared to leap off Tank’s back. He’d fall to the ground himself if that meant he could get to his dragon. He had electricity running through his veins, didn’t he? Maybe he could use his new power to fly through the air. He had to do something. He’d risk anything to try to rescue her.

‘Billy! You can’t save her.’ Charlotte turned round from where she sat on Tank and gripped Billy’s wrist. Billy squirmed and pulled his arm away, but it was no use. Charlotte was too strong.

‘She’s going to die! She’s going to land and die and none of you are doing anything to stop it!’

‘Spark is strong. She will survive the fall,’ said Xing.

‘Don’t watch,’ Ling-Fei said. But Billy couldn’t tear his eyes away. He burned with fury at his friends and their dragons. Then Spark hit the ground like a meteor. She landed in the centre of the Dragon Court in an explosion of dust and ruby rubble.

‘NO!’ Billy cried, still fighting against Charlotte’s iron grip.

‘You’ll feel if she hasn’t survived the fall,’ said Buttons quietly. ‘Can you feel her through your bond?’

Billy closed his eyes and listened in his heart for Spark.

Spark? Are you okay?

There was a long silence… followed by Spark’s voice. It was so quiet, Billy almost didn’t hear it. Billy. You are still too close. The Dragon of Death will sense you. Leave. Please. Do not let my wings be gone for nothing.

I can’t leave you, Spark.

You must. I will be fine. Do not worry. Protect yourself and the others. I believe in you, Billy.

Billy drew a deep shuddering breath. ‘She survived the fall,’ he said numbly. ‘But she wants us to leave while we still can.’

‘She is right,’ said Tank. He looked to Midnight. ‘Young dragon, can we travel in this… darkness you have covered us in?’

Midnight blinked. ‘I don’t know. I’ve never tried to blanket so many at once.’

‘You can do it, Midnight,’ said Ling-Fei encouragingly.

‘I can help you,’ said Xing. ‘I do not have your unique power, but if you ride on my back with my human, you can focus on the dark.’

As Midnight flew past Billy, he noticed she was trembling. ‘I’m sorry you had to see that, Midnight,’ he said.

Midnight held her head high. ‘I might be young, but so are you. You’re out here fighting for what’s right. I want to do that too.’

‘Well, I’m certainly glad you came to find us,’ said Charlotte. ‘Otherwise we’d be toast.’

‘I had a feeling you might need me,’ said Midnight. ‘And I thought I’d find you near the Tower.’

‘You saved us, young dragon,’ said Buttons. ‘You and Spark’s shadow. Tonight, we were protected by the dark. We owe you a great debt.’

‘Be sure to tell my father that when we return to our lair,’ said Midnight, settling herself on Xing’s back behind Ling-Fei. ‘He’s going to be very unhappy with me.’



Midnight kept them under the cover of darkness until they reached the marble orb. As they approached it, Xing inhaled deeply. ‘There is strong magic here,’ she said, giving Midnight a quizzical look. ‘Who did you say your father is?’

‘You’ll see,’ said Midnight. They landed on top of the marble orb as a group. The building recognized Midnight right away and a door slid open underneath them.

Once they were safely inside, and the roof had closed again, Midnight dropped her shield and collapsed with exhaustion on the ground. The tiny gold pig immediately flew out of Billy’s pocket and went over to Midnight, buzzing around her and squeaking in concern.

‘WHAT HAVE YOU DONE TO MY DAUGHTER?’

Thunder’s voice was so loud that the entire marble orb shook with the force of it. Midnight sat up and yawned. ‘Father, I’m fine. I saved the day! But now I want to go to bed.’

Thunder rushed over to Midnight, his long moustache and beard brushing the ground. He stood in front of her in a protective stance, glaring at Tank, Xing and Buttons.

Billy stepped forward. He still felt numb from seeing what had happened to Spark, but he wanted Thunder to know what Midnight had done for them. ‘Midnight saved our lives using her blanket of darkness,’ he said hoarsely. ‘She was so brave.’

‘I assume these are the prisoner dragons?’ said Thunder, still eyeing them up.

‘Prisoners no longer, thanks to your young dragon,’ said Tank. ‘And you must be the new trustworthy friend our humans have told us about.’

Buttons cleared his throat. ‘If you’ll allow me, I can heal your young dragon. She’s exhausted from exerting so much power.’

‘She is very strong for a dragon so young,’ chimed in Xing.

‘Very well,’ said Thunder.

Buttons began to hum his healing song, and even though Billy didn’t want to feel better – he wanted to feel wretched, he deserved to feel wretched – in a few moments, not only did his body not ache, he also felt a weight lift off his shoulders.

‘How did you escape the dungeon?’ asked Thunder.

‘Can you tell him?’ said Billy, looking to his friends. ‘I… I don’t think I can say it all out loud.’

And so Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan took it in turns to explain to Thunder how they had snuck into the Tower, made it through the Flames of Death and escaped the dungeon. When they got to the part about Midnight covering them in her darkness blanket, Thunder shook his head in awe.

‘You have shamed me today. I should have been there too. We have hidden from the Dragon of Death for long enough. But no longer.’ Then his eyes landed on Billy. ‘My Midnight was not the only brave one tonight. I never thought Death’s Shadow would turn on the Dragon of Death. Your bond must go very deep indeed.’

Billy nodded. ‘I have to go see her,’ he said. ‘I have to make sure she’s okay. I’ve waited too long already.’

‘You aren’t going back there,’ said Charlotte at the same time as Dylan emphatically shook his head. ‘Spark wanted you to be safe. You can’t walk right back into the jaws of the Dragon of Death just for another glimpse of Spark.’

‘But she’s hurt and weak!’ said Billy. ‘I can feel it!’ Then he let out a grim laugh. ‘At least now I know she won’t be heart-bonded with any of the winners of the tournament. We’re still bonded. I felt her pain when her wings were clipped.’

Xing snapped her head up. ‘Wait, what do you mean? The winners of the tournament cannot be bonded with any dragons. That is not how the bond works.’

‘The Dragon of Death claimed she had come up with a new superior bond. She said the tournament would be how she worked out which humans she could bond with her top dragons,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘No, no, no. That’s impossible,’ said Buttons. Then he gasped. ‘Of course. She’s evil, but she’s clever. She’s using it as a trap – a way to find the humans who are the strongest. She’ll take them as her own personal life force.’

‘There is no way to fake a heart bond,’ said Tank. ‘The Dragon of Death knows that the more dragons who have heart bonds, the more powerful they will be. She will not want anyone else growing in strength and power.’

‘I should have known!’ said Thunder. ‘My judgement has been clouded by my fear for my family.’

‘The grand finale is tomorrow,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘We have to stop it from happening. All those humans are going to be wiped out!’

‘How can we stop her?’ said Dylan, taking off his glasses and wiping them on his shirt. ‘She’s so powerful.’

‘But so are you four,’ said Thunder. ‘You have grown in power since I saw you last. Whatever happened in the dungeon has made you stronger than you realize.’

‘Thunder’s right,’ said Billy. ‘We’re strong and we can easily blend in. We’ve got to go back. We’re not trying to take down the Dragon of Death, we’re just trying to save the humans who’ve entered the tournament.’

‘I will not allow it,’ said Tank. ‘We need to come up with a different plan.’

‘We need to save those humans!’ Billy’s voice broke. ‘It’s our fault that Dragon City even exists. We’ve done enough waiting and hiding.’

‘It is too dangerous,’ said Xing. ‘We will be spotted right away.’

Billy shook his head. ‘No, you’ll be spotted right away. But we won’t be.’ He gestured at Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan. ‘We’ll use our disguises and Dylan’s charm. We’ll almost be invisible.’

‘And they will not be alone,’ said Thunder. ‘I have hidden in fear long enough. I will go with them. After all, it is expected that I will be at the tournament. Everyone in Dragon City believes I am a nox-wing. I should be there.’

‘Then it’s settled,’ said Billy. ‘We’re going to the tournament with Thunder. When we get there, we’ll do whatever it takes to save the humans.’ And Spark, he thought. But he didn’t say that part out loud.

‘We can’t just sit inside and do nothing when we have a chance to save so many people,’ said Charlotte. ‘I’d never forgive myself.’

‘Loyal, brave, strong and true,’ said Buttons with admiration. ‘You still have the same hearts you did when you first opened the mountain and found us.’

‘And I still believe you have hearts strong enough to save us all,’ said Tank solemnly. ‘I do not like the idea of being separated, especially after we have only just been reunited, but I see no other choice. We are no good to you if we are captured again or worse still, killed.’

‘There is something else I should tell you about,’ said Thunder. ‘Or perhaps I should say someone.’ He quickly explained about Lightning.

‘We will watch over her while you are away tomorrow,’ said Xing. ‘Do not worry. No harm will come to her.’

‘It was wise of you to have kept her sleeping,’ said Buttons, ‘but the time may come when you’ll need to wake her. Her strength could be what we need to defeat the Dragon of Death.’

‘I would if I could,’ said Thunder. ‘But she is in too deep a sleep. Only another lightning dragon can wake her now. And I have never met another.’

‘I know of one,’ said Billy slowly. He looked at the human and dragon faces around him. ‘We need Spark. I know she betrayed us before, but she’s clearly on our side now! I think she’s been on our side this whole time, or at least tried to be. You saw what she did for us. With Spark on our side, and Lightning, surely we’ll be able to defeat the Dragon of Death.’

‘I don’t know if I can trust Spark again,’ said Charlotte. ‘I’m sorry, Billy. I saw what she did for us, and I’m grateful, but what if she turns nox on us again? You saw her take life force, and it didn’t even affect her.’

‘She won’t,’ said Billy, tears of frustration building in his eyes. ‘We need her!’

‘It is a risk to trust her again,’ said Xing. ‘Charlotte is right.’

‘It’s worth it if it means we can wake Lightning and destroy the Dragon of Death,’ said Ling-Fei.

‘Okay, let’s assume we’re able to do all of that. Then what?’ said Dylan. ‘Do we just live in this time for ever?’

‘We can figure out how to get home after we’ve destroyed the Dragon of Death,’ said Billy firmly. ‘One thing at a time.’

‘Grand,’ said Dylan drily. ‘I’ll just add “Destroy the Dragon of Death” to my to-do list, shall I?’

And despite everything, Billy laughed. He felt buoyed with hope. They were going to save Spark. They were going to save everyone.
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The grand finale of the tournament was back where it had all begun – in the Dragon Court. But today there was no ruby floor. Instead, a long chute extended from the Tower itself. The hole in the base where the dungeon was located had already been repaired, and there was no sign that it had ever been wrecked at all.

Billy, Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan blended in with the crowd of spectators, and Thunder joined a group of nox-wings at the back. In the centre of the Court, the Dragon of Death stood on a raised platform. Next to her was Old Gold and beneath her, lying in a crumpled heap on the ground, was Spark.

‘See how the mighty have fallen! Even Death’s Shadow is at my mercy!’ roared the Dragon of Death. She lashed out at Spark with a claw and Billy cringed as he saw gold blood pour out of her.

‘No longer will the winner of the tournament be bonded with this poor excuse for a dragon. No, the winners will be able to choose out of my hand-picked dragons!’ The Dragon of Death flung her wings open and dozens and dozens of nox-wings emerged from the Tower and lined up. Billy saw one lick its lips hungrily.

The nox-wings knew. They knew that the humans who finished the tournament were to be used for life force. Nobody was being bonded. It wasn’t possible. The whole thing was a set-up.

‘To be a bonded human is the highest a human can hope to climb in Dragon City,’ the Dragon of Death went on. ‘To have the protection of a dragon is much more powerful than being a nox-hand. It is what all humans should dream about.’

The crowd cheered in excitement and anticipation as drums began to pound. The first humans began to tumble out of the long chute coming down from the Tower.

‘We have to do something,’ hissed Charlotte.

‘What do you suggest?’ asked Dylan.

Suddenly, there was a jostling behind them as a woman bumped into them. It was the nox-hand with the silver hair, the one who had let them go on their first night in Dragon City. She frowned at them. ‘Why do you kids look familiar?’ She grabbed Billy’s hand. ‘And how come you have lightning power?’

She yanked Billy out in front of the crowd. ‘This kid is radiating some kind of power!’ she shouted. ‘I think he’s got a nox-ring on him!’

Billy began to feel light-headed. He didn’t know what to do. Any moment now, the Dragon of Death would turn and see him. But she was still parading around on her platform, telling the crowd how wonderful and benevolent she was. She hadn’t even noticed the disturbance. But other nox-wings had.

‘I know that stinking human!’ roared a dragon from the base of the Tower. It was the copper nox-wing. In a fury, it took off in flight, heading straight for Billy. ‘I won it in the Dragon Death Drop! It belongs to me!’

The silver-haired nox-hand tightened her grip on Billy. ‘Well, you shouldn’t have lost him!’ she said. ‘Fair is fair. I’m a nox-hand and I caught him. I’ll sell him back to you.’

‘Do your business later!’ shouted a voice from the crowd. ‘We are here for the tournament!’

But more and more people were turning towards Billy, the nox-hand and the copper nox-wing. Maybe this was the perfect distraction so his friends could help the humans who had survived the tournament and would be zooming out of the chute at any moment, waiting for a prize that would never come. Billy looked back at Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan. ‘Now,’ he mouthed.

Charlotte nodded and grabbed Ling-Fei’s and Dylan’s hands. Billy watched as they snuck to the end of the chute, their hands sparking with power.

Billy knew he had to do something big to keep the crowd and the nox-wings’ attention on him. He turned towards the copper nox-wing, lifted his hands and let his own power fly towards the dragon.

The nox-wing wasn’t expecting it and flew backwards, barrelling into the crowd of dragons. ‘Watch where you are going!’ snapped one of them.

‘That kid blasted me!’ exclaimed the copper nox-wing. The other dragons guffawed. ‘A human cannot do that. The only human with that kind of power is Old Gold and he does what the Dragon of Death tells him to.’

An ear-splitting roar broke through the commotion. Thunder dashed through the crowd. ‘You are mistaken,’ he said, looking down at the copper nox-wing. ‘This human belongs to me.’

The silver-haired nox-hand dropped Billy’s arm. ‘You’re not worth the trouble,’ she muttered and slipped into the crowd.

‘Billy, what are you doing? You are going to get yourself killed!’ whispered Thunder in a surprisingly quiet voice.

‘We’ve got a plan,’ Billy whispered back.

‘I want the human!’ said the copper nox-wing. ‘And I will fight you for it! It is a small human, but I won it! And you are old and will be easy to defeat.’

Then, before Billy realized what was happening, the copper nox-wing whipped its heavy tail against the side of Thunder’s head. Thunder blinked as if in a daze, before slumping to the ground.

‘Thunder!’ Billy rushed to make sure he was still breathing and heaved a sigh of relief when he saw the old dragon’s chest moving up and down.

‘Now you are coming with me,’ said the copper nox-wing, advancing on Billy.

But then Billy heard a screech that chilled his blood and stopped the nox-wing in its tracks.

‘YOU FILTHY FOUL HUMAN CHILDREN! STOP RUINING MY DESTINY!’ It was the Dragon of Death, and she had spotted Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan.

Summoning all of his courage, and with the hope that he still had enough agility power, Billy sent out a blast of energy strong enough to propel him over the heads of the nox-wings and even the Dragon of Death herself. He landed on his feet in front of his friends and the crowd gasped in awe.

Billy looked straight into the Dragon of Death’s eyes as she flew towards him, eyes burning with hatred and power, but he stood firm. He wasn’t afraid any more. He felt his new electric power thrumming in his veins and he held up his hands. At least he could go down fighting. At least he could try to show the people of Dragon City that they could fight back.

Something blue and heavy knocked him backwards.

It was Spark’s tail. She had somehow got between him and the Dragon of Death. Even without her wings, she was magnificent and powerful. She flung her head towards the Dragon of Death, opened her mouth and blasted her with a beam of pure power.

The Dragon of Death flew across the Court, knocking into the base of the Tower. The crowd grew deathly silent.

‘Stay behind me,’ Spark said to Billy, her voice breathy.

‘I can help you!’ Billy put his hand on Spark’s leg. ‘We’re stronger together, remember?’

But before Spark could reply, the Dragon of Death rose up into the air and dived at them. Spark reared up on her back legs and sent out a blast of power, right as the Dragon of Death shot out her own stream of dark magic. The two streams of power hit in the middle and then exploded, sending sparks of electricity everywhere.

Spark was flung back, but her power had hit true. Billy saw that the Dragon of Death had been struck. She screeched in agony and then she glared at everyone assembled.

‘You will all heal me!’ she shrieked. ‘I will take as much life force as I need!’ Billy tensed, waiting for her to unleash the noxious gas that would drain them all of life force and, for a moment, it appeared as if she was trying to. She flapped her wings once, then twice… but nothing happened. The crowd began to murmur and Billy saw something like panic flash across the Dragon of Death’s cruel features. She looked frantically around until her gaze landed on Da Huo. ‘Finish them!’ she shouted. ‘The tournament will continue when I return!’ With obvious effort, the Dragon of Death took off to the top of the Tower, Old Gold in her wake on his floating cloud.

The murmuring crowd exploded into noise as it became clear that nobody understood what had just happened. There were still tournament participants coming out of the chute and landing at the base of the Tower with dazed expressions on their faces.

But Billy wasn’t watching any of that. All he cared about was Spark.

‘Billy,’ she said softly, and then she collapsed in front of him.
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Gold blood poured out of a gaping wound in Spark’s chest. With each breath she took, she bled more and more. Her head lay on the ground, like she didn’t have the strength to lift it.

But worse than the blood was the ash. Her scales were starting to turn to ash, flaking right off her skin, and the sight of it pained Billy. There was something so wrong about it. How could he finally be reunited with Spark, his Spark, just for her to turn to ash? What was happening?

The crowd behind them had gone very still, but Billy was barely aware of them. All he could focus on was Spark. He drew closer to her so he could see her face. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was laboured, and with each second, more and more of her scales turned to ash. With shaking hands, Billy gently stroked between her antlers.

‘Spark! You’re going to be okay. Buttons can heal you.’ He spoke it like it was the truth, because it had to be. Spark had to be okay.

Spark’s eyes fluttered open, and to his enormous relief, Billy saw that they were no longer black, but gold again. ‘Billy, it is so good to see your face again. I have been watching you, trying to protect you when I could. I led you to the train where I knew you would be safe, and in the Dragon Death Drop it was me who summoned the wind.’

‘I knew you were never fully nox,’ said Billy, trying to swallow the lump in his throat. He had to be strong for Spark.

‘I let my hunger for power, for greatness, overtake what is most important. Goodness. But you were never tainted. You stayed good. I am so proud to call you my human.’ Spark gazed around at the Dragon Court. ‘Look what I have done. All because of my addiction to power, to dark magic.’

‘I know you have a good heart, Spark. Everything is going to be better now. You’re going to live and we’re going to win!’ Billy hated that his voice was shaking, but he kept going. ‘We can fix it.’

‘You do not need me to save the day, Billy. I have turned into the villain.’ Spark began to cough and gold blood sprayed out of her mouth. ‘I am so glad that I can now tell you how sorry I am. For everything. I do not even deserve to say goodbye to you, but I am grateful that I am able to.’

‘We’re not saying goodbye.’ Billy’s voice cracked.

‘Billy, you will do great things. This is the start of your adventure. Promise me you will stay loyal, strong, brave and true?’

‘Always,’ said Billy, as tears began to fall from his eyes. Spark’s breath was coming slower now and her scales were continuing to flake off. She was growing smaller right before Billy’s very eyes.

‘My brave Billy,’ Spark said, her voice raspy. ‘I believe in you.’

And then she closed her eyes and her breathing stilled.

Now Billy knew why Buttons had said he’d be able to tell if Spark died. Suddenly, his whole body was filled with a terrible ache, like something was missing, like his own heart had been ripped out. He gasped, putting his hands on his chest, almost as if he thought there might be a hole there.

‘Billy!’ Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan emerged from the crowd and pulled him back from Spark’s prone body. He kicked and elbowed them, but they were stronger than him and all he could do was cry.

As Billy watched through tear-blurred vision, Spark turned entirely to ash, until all that was left of her was one shining blue scale. Ling-Fei darted out and gently plucked the scale from the mountain of ash, bringing it back to Billy. He took it and clutched it in his hand, trying to comprehend what had just happened.

Spark was gone.

For ever.
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Billy couldn’t stop shaking. He fell to his knees as a sob tore out of him like a wild thing. He clutched the blue scale, all that was left of Spark, and shook so hard that his teeth chattered. Nothing, not even having his life force drained, hurt as much as this did. It felt like his whole body was made of lead, like his brain was full of cotton. He almost expected to turn to ash himself. He stared at the ash mountain that moments ago had been Spark and let out another low keening cry. His dragon, his Spark, was gone.

Charlotte gently pulled him back away from the pile of ash. ‘Billy, I’m so sorry,’ she said. Her face was pale and her eyes were red-rimmed. Billy realized she was crying and so were Dylan and Ling-Fei.

‘She saved us, Billy,’ Dylan choked out. ‘She sacrificed herself for us.’

‘I knew she was good deep down, I knew it,’ said Ling-Fei, wiping her eyes.

Billy looked up at the crowd of humans and dragons who were still gathered. They were all staring at him as if in a trance, even the copper nox-wing.

A human that Billy didn’t recognize, stepped forward. ‘Tell me, boy, why do you cry for the demise of Death’s Shadow? She was a terror.’ He didn’t sound angry, just curious.

‘I knew her before she became a monster,’ said Billy. He raised his voice. ‘She was my dragon and she was good. The Dragon of Death corrupted her, just like she’s corrupted so many humans. It doesn’t have to be like this. Dragons and humans can live in peace.’

‘Why would we want that? Humans are where they belong – at the bottom,’ hissed a turquoise nox-wing.

‘Because it’s better for everyone!’ Something in Billy snapped. Spark was gone. He felt like he had nothing left to lose. ‘Don’t you see? The Dragon of Death will control you all! If any dragons ever grow in power, she’ll wipe them out. She’ll wipe you all out! All she cares about is power. She doesn’t care about any of you.’ His voice broke. ‘There’s a better way.’

He braced himself, waiting for a nox-wing to attack him for saying such things about the Dragon of Death, but instead, some nox-wings began to nod.

‘I would like a heart bond,’ said one quietly. ‘That is why I came to the tournament. I know we have been taught to despise humans, but I have never wanted to hurt them.’

‘I did not think a human would ever cry for a dragon,’ said another. ‘Let alone Death’s Shadow!’

‘That is because this is a true bond,’ boomed a voice from overhead. Everyone turned to look. To Billy’s shock, he saw that it was Da Huo, with JJ on his back. JJ turned his face away from Billy, but not before Billy saw that he too had tear streaks down his cheeks.

Da Huo stared down at the pile of ash that had once been Spark and closed his eyes for a long moment. When he opened them, they flashed gold for an instant, before fading back to a fathomless black.

‘But even a true bond can be severed by death. The Great One has decreed that this ash will stay here, to remind everyone what happens when anyone, dragon or human, dares to cross her. All hail the Great One! All hail the Dragon of Death!’

The crowd took up the chant. Slowly at first, as if they were still clinging to the hope that there could be another way. But soon the cries echoed all around them. ‘All hail the Great One! All hail the Dragon of Death! All hail the Great One! All hail the Dragon of Death!’

‘The tournament will carry on tomorrow! All are required to return. But for now, go home. As for you,’ Da Huo turned to Billy, ‘I have my orders about what to do with you.’

Billy stared back fearlessly at Da Huo. He wasn’t afraid any more. He wasn’t afraid of anything. The crowd of dragons and humans slowly dispersed, until it was only Billy, Ling-Fei, Charlotte, Dylan and Da Huo, with JJ on his back. Thunder still lay unconscious at the edge of the Dragon Court, but he was breathing and alive. Da Huo eyed the old dragon curiously and then lowered his enormous head so close to Billy’s face that Billy could smell his hot putrid breath.

‘That is not one of your dragons. Where are they? The ones who came through to this time?’ he whispered.

‘They escaped,’ said Billy flatly.

‘They would never leave their precious humans behind. Tell me where they are. The Great One will want all of you. If you do not tell me of your own free will, I have other ways of finding out where they have slunk off to – ways that will be exceptionally unpleasant for you.’

‘Da Huo,’ JJ spoke sharply. ‘Enough. Billy says he doesn’t know. Let’s return to the Tower and tell the Great One that they got away.’

‘The boy is clearly lying,’ said Da Huo.

‘I’ll tell you where one dragon is,’ Billy said through gritted teeth. ‘My dragon is right there. A pile of ash that will be blown away by tomorrow. That’s where my dragon is.’

Da Huo glanced at the mountain of ash that had been Spark and hung his head. ‘I am… sorry for this loss,’ he said. ‘Your bond was true. Spark did not deserve to die like this. No dragon does.’ He sighed deeply. ‘The Great One will be expecting you to be delivered to her chambers at any moment.’

‘And we’ll tell her that they shot their newfound powers straight into your eyes, and by the time your vision returned, they were gone,’ said JJ.

‘She will smell the lie,’ said Da Huo. ‘She is most likely watching us this very moment. You know what she does to those who cross her.’

JJ’s eyes flitted to the pile of ash. ‘Then we’ll chase them. If that’s what she wants.’

‘JJ…’ said Da Huo. ‘You know where my loyalties lie.’

‘And I know we can both be better,’ said JJ. Billy stared at the boy who had been their enemy, their friend, their enemy, and now a potential ally.

Da Huo seemed to come to a decision then.

‘Run,’ said Da Huo, rearing up on his hind legs and flapping his wings. ‘Run and do not look back.’

Ling-Fei gazed at the huge dragon. ‘There’s goodness in you. I didn’t see it before, but I see it now.’

‘I think we can debate the goodness of dragons another time,’ said Charlotte. ‘Come on, let’s go before he changes his mind.’

‘Charlotte’s right,’ said Dylan. ‘We’ve got to get out of here.’

‘What about Thunder?’ said Ling-Fei.

‘The nox-wing will be fine,’ said Da Huo pointedly. ‘Now run. Before I change my mind.’

With one last glance at the mountain of ash, Billy began to run alongside his friends. He didn’t look back, not even when he heard Da Huo’s battle roar, or when he felt flames licking at his feet.

Billy knew they couldn’t outrun Da Huo, but he didn’t catch them, and Billy knew the dragon had purposely let them go. He wanted to be glad about it, but he didn’t feel like he’d ever be happy about anything ever again.
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Before Billy could even put his hands on the marble orb, it opened for them, as if it had been waiting. They staggered inside, and as soon as the marble sealed shut, Billy collapsed on the floor. He was still clutching Spark’s blue scale.

Midnight flew in, her eyes wide and her horns glowing. ‘Where’s my father?’ she said. ‘Why hasn’t he returned with you?’

Tank, Xing and Buttons emerged from one of the corridors, their expressions grave. ‘What has happened?’ said Tank.

Charlotte ran to him, sobbing. ‘Tank! Everything is awful!’

‘Why is she crying like that?’ asked Xing, sounding alarmed. ‘Charlotte is always strong, like Tank. She does not cry for no reason.’

‘It appears you’ve all been crying,’ said Buttons. ‘Dylan, you must tell us what’s going on.’

‘And somebody has to tell me WHERE MY FATHER IS!’ Midnight’s horns were glowing dangerously red now. But then, as if she had summoned him, the marble opened once more and Thunder lumbered in. Midnight flew to him. ‘Father! You’re hurt!’

‘I am fine, little Midnight,’ said Thunder. ‘A mere scratch. My pride is hurt more than anything.’ He turned his gaze to the four friends. ‘I am glad to see you are all back safely. When I woke alone in the Dragon Court, I thought the worst had happened.’

‘The worst has happened,’ said Billy. He held his hand out and opened his fist, revealing the shining blue dragon scale. ‘This is all that’s left of Spark.’

Buttons gasped.

‘No!’ said Xing. ‘It cannot be!’

‘She was so strong,’ said Tank. ‘She survived having her wings clipped, she survived the fall. How can she no longer be with us?’

‘She couldn’t survive the Dragon of Death’s wrath,’ said Billy. ‘She’s dead.’ He slumped against the marble wall and put his face in his hands. ‘She’s dead.’ Even as he said the words aloud, he still couldn’t believe they were true.

‘She saved us again,’ said Ling-Fei. ‘The Dragon of Death saw us and she was going to kill us, but Spark stopped her.’

Tank growled at Thunder. ‘You said you would protect them! They should have never been seen by the Dragon of Death!’

‘How was I to know that they would run out in front of the crowd? I tried to protect them, but it is not my fault your humans are reckless!’ Thunder looked away. ‘I am not as strong as I once was. I have not battled another dragon for many years.’

‘It’s not Thunder’s fault,’ said Billy. ‘I was seen by a nox-wing who wanted to take me to use as life force. The nox-wing knocked Thunder out.’

‘If anything, we should be apologizing to him,’ added Dylan. ‘We did just leave him in the Dragon Court.’

‘How dare you!’ exclaimed Midnight.

‘I was perfectly safe,’ said Thunder. ‘Battling for a human is common amongst nox. Nobody would have suspected anything.’ Then he frowned. ‘But I saw Da Huo and his human returning to the Tower when I came to. How did you escape them?’

‘They let us go,’ said Ling-Fei softly. ‘I’m worried they’re going to be punished for it.’

‘Start at the beginning,’ said Xing, winding around Ling-Fei protectively. ‘And tell us everything.’



As his friends told their dragons about what had happened, Billy curled up on his side and clenched his eyelids shut, trying to block everything out. All he wanted to do was fall sleep so that he didn’t have to think about what had happened.

As the low voices of the talking dragons washed over him, he slipped into a deep slumber. But not a dreamless one. Instead, he dreamed first of Spark. He saw her flying high in the sky, so high she almost reached the moon. Then she turned her head and looked straight at him. Her eyes were gold again and her smile was wide.

‘I am free, Billy,’ she said. ‘Finally free of the noxious dark magic that controlled me. I will always be with you, even now.’ Then she flew higher into the night sky until she disappeared amongst the stars.

‘Spark, come back! Don’t leave me!’ Billy cried, reaching skywards. But Spark didn’t reply.

Instead, the round full moon opened one eye and winked at him. Billy was so startled that he fell backwards, and then the dream shifted, as dreams do. The next thing he knew, he was falling through the sky and into a sea covered with pinpricks of starlight. In the middle of it all was the reflection of the round moon. As he fell closer to the sea, the tide began to wash out, and as it did, Billy saw that there was a graveyard of dragon bones emerging from the waves. He pinwheeled his arms, trying to slow himself down so he wouldn’t land in the thicket of broken bones.

And then a honeyed voice spoke close to his ear. ‘I cry for them all,’ it said.

Enormous salty tears began to rain down from the sky, past a still-falling Billy, before they landed on the uncovered dragon bones. More and more tears fell until the tide was high again. Billy looked towards where the voice had come from and saw nothing but the moon, faceless once more. And then he fell into the sea with a splash.



Billy woke with the taste of salt on his lips.

He glanced at his hands and blinked. They were wrinkled, like he’d been in water for hours. Inside the marble orb, it was impossible to tell what time of day it was because there were no doors or windows. He guessed it was still night, or perhaps very early morning, because Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan were all still sleeping. He smiled when he realized that they had positioned themselves protectively around him and someone had put his cloak over him.

He didn’t see any of the dragons anywhere, and for that he was grateful. The dragons were light sleepers, and he didn’t want them to see what he was about to do – what he had to do.

Billy carefully stood up, stepping over his sleeping friends, and walked across the cavernous room to the other side. He gently placed his hands on the marble and pressed his lips to it in a whisper. ‘Please let me out. There’s something I have to do.’

Silently, the marble slid open, just enough for him to slip out. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered again. Then he pulled up the hood on his cloak and stepped outside.



The sun was just starting to come up as Billy made his way through the empty streets of Dragon City. The sky itself was a dusty lavender and the gold of the sunrise stretched through it like shining threads in a quilt. With a small smile, Billy saw that the moon was still up and it was full, just like it had been in his dream.

As Billy pondered, staring up at the sky and lost in his thoughts, a gentle but insistent breeze pushed at his back, urging him onwards. The breeze smelled like the sea, like his dream.

When he looked back down at the street, he didn’t notice that the moon had started to dip lower in the sky, coming closer, watching to see what he would do.



Spark’s ashes were still there, where Billy knew they’d be. Some had blown off in the night, gently dusting the surrounding area in a fine powder, almost like snow. Billy reverently came as close to the mountain of ash as he could, still clutching the single blue scale. He stared down at the last remnants of Spark.

Memories of her, of them together, flashed through his mind in bright and vivid colour. He felt warmed throughout, but it was bittersweet, the memories tinged with sorrow now that he’d lost her. Despite this, he wanted to remember her, so he thought back to the first time they flew together. It was like riding the fastest, tallest wave he could imagine, but even better. She’d always reassured him. She’d always protected him.

She’d done it all for him, he realized. Joining the Dragon of Death had been driven by her hunger for dark magic, but her first taste of it, swallowing that star, had been to protect him. But Spark, the strongest creature he knew, hadn’t been strong enough to fight off the toxic noxious draw of dark magic and ill-gotten life force. No matter what, though, she’d always be his dragon in his heart. He would always miss her, always love her.

‘Goodbye, Spark,’ he whispered, tears beginning to slide down his cheeks. ‘I forgive you.’ His tears fell faster now, dripping into the pile of ash.

Suddenly, there was a low keening from above, a sound like he’d never heard before. Billy quickly turned, expecting to see a dragon about to swoop down and scoop him up, but there was nobody. Nothing except the moon, still visible in the brightening sky. Yet it wasn’t just visible, it was closer than Billy had ever seen it before. Then the moon began to cry.

Huge sparkling tears slipped from the moon’s round face and down through the sky, mingling with Billy’s own tears in Spark’s ashes. Billy stared in astonishment at the moon as it continued to weep above him.

Even the moon is mourning Spark, he thought.

There was a rustle at his feet and Billy turned his gaze back to the mountain of ash. The entire thing was quivering, like there was an earthquake below it. Billy scrambled back, suddenly wary.

A burst of light, golden as the sun, shone through it. Then, in one great movement, something emerged from within the mountain of ash and rose up into the sky.
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Billy staggered back, holding his hand up to shield his eyes from the dizzying whirlwind of gold and blue brilliance swirling above him. A shimmering blue dragon with great golden wings landed before him and bowed its long neck until its head was at Billy’s feet. Billy began to tremble. The dragon raised its head until it was staring directly into Billy’s eyes.

‘Billy,’ it said, golden eyes glowing. Billy heard the voice in his ears and in his heart.

‘Spark?’ His voice came out as a broken croak. ‘But how? You… I saw you die… and then the moon… your wings!’ His mind was spinning so fast he couldn’t form full sentences.

She smiled at him, and Billy knew in that moment, Spark truly had returned.

‘We must fly from here. The Dragon of Death must not know what has happened.’

‘But what about the moon?’ Billy said, pointing at the fading moon. It was far above them now, much too far to have cried tears for Spark.

‘The moon has returned to her perch,’ said Spark. She gazed up at it. ‘Her tears, and yours, are what brought me back to life.’ She stretched her golden wings. ‘And your forgiveness.’

As Spark stretched out her new body, Billy gasped. ‘Your shadow! It’s gone!’

‘Good riddance. My shadow had taken on a life of its own – one that was separate from me. It was where all the evil and dark magic I consumed went. My own body felt like nothing but an empty shell. The only flicker of life, of goodness in me, was our bond. It is what kept me from going full nox.’

‘And now?’ said Billy tentatively. He so badly wanted to believe in Spark again, to believe that she was back, truly back. He wanted her to be the Spark he knew and trusted, but she had betrayed him before and he couldn’t let that happen again. What if this was all an elaborate trick plotted by the Dragon of Death?

‘Look inside my heart, Billy. You will see no dark magic there, only regret for what I have done and gratitude that I can now fix it.’

‘Look inside your heart?’

‘Yes, through the bond. Close your eyes and focus on seeing what is in my heart.’

Billy closed his eyes and focused on Spark’s heart. He felt peace, goodness, hope and joy radiating from it. And a fierce determination that burned molten bright. It felt like Spark again, the Spark he had known before, but an even brighter, stronger version.

He opened his eyes. ‘It really is you.’

‘I will never let you down again,’ she said. ‘We will fix this mess I have made.’ Then she smiled at him. ‘Let us fly.’



Spark flew up into the sky with Billy on her back. He couldn’t believe that Spark had come back and he was riding his dragon once again.

‘Which way?’ she called out.

‘Towards that marble orb.’

‘I have long been curious about that orb,’ said Spark. ‘It radiates with a strange power, but none comes to the Tower.’

‘You’ll see,’ said Billy as they landed on top of it.

Billy knew that if the marble orb didn’t want to allow Spark in, if it sensed that she was a threat to Thunder, Lightning and Midnight, it wouldn’t open for them. As he slid off Spark’s back and pressed his hands against the marble, he whispered a plea. It was a plea to the marble itself, but also to the universe. A plea that Spark truly was back and that he wasn’t letting his loyalty to her lead them all into an even darker future of despair.

The marble opened under his hands and it kept opening until it was big enough for both of them. Billy turned to Spark. ‘The others…’

‘They will be suspicious and rightly so. And they will have questions. But do not worry. All will be well.’

They slipped into the marble orb and landed right in the middle of where Tank, Xing, Buttons, Thunder and Midnight all stood.

They stared, stunned, at the new dragon in their midst. ‘Spark? Can it be?’ Tank’s low voice rumbled with a mix of shock and wariness.

Before any of the other dragons could make a move, Spark opened her new wings wide, sending out a current of power. But it wasn’t dark magic, it was something else – something that filled Billy with strength and hope.

Xing gasped. ‘That is moon magic. It can only be given freely. I have not felt magic like that since I was a young hatchling.’

‘Billy woke the moon,’ said Spark. ‘Her tears, and his, brought me back. And there is no nox in me now. I have left it in the ashes of my former life.’ She gazed at them. ‘I hope you can all forgive me, though I know it may take time.’

The other dragons stared silently back at her. There was a loud scoff from the edge of the room. Charlotte sat up from where she had been sleeping next to Ling-Fei and Dylan. ‘Forgive you? We’re in a terrible future where humans and dragons are literally harvested for energy. Have you ever been to the farms? I hope you apologize to everyone there too!’

Dylan cleared his throat. ‘I think Charlotte speaks for all of us.’

Spark hung her head in shame. ‘I have seen the farms. I have seen the factories. I have seen it all, but I closed my eyes to it.’

‘Your eyes might have been closed, but your claws were out,’ said Buttons. ‘I worry that we no longer know you. You’re a stranger to us now. Or maybe even worse than a stranger – an enemy.’

‘You caused so much pain for so many,’ added Ling-Fei.

‘I know. And I will do everything in my power to fix it. I want to change the future and the past so that it is a better one for all,’ said Spark. ‘I will show you that my heart is true.’

‘How can we trust you?’ Charlotte crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes at Spark.

Billy couldn’t say silent any longer. He had to defend his dragon. ‘Guys! It’s Spark, but… a better Spark. She came back without her craving for dark magic. She died protecting us, remember?’

‘Technically it’s her fault we were about to be killed in the first place,’ said Dylan. ‘Not that I’m holding a grudge or anything.’

‘Billy, no offence, but you’re a terrible judge of dragon character when it comes to Spark. She tricked you before.’ Charlotte stood and crossed the chamber until she was by Tank’s side. ‘It isn’t up to you. We all have to decide if we can welcome Spark back into our clan.’

Ling-Fei gave Billy a sad smile. ‘I want to believe you and I want to trust Spark too, but she might betray us again.’ She went to stand by Xing and the long dragon nodded her head in approval.

‘Sorry, Billy,’ said Dylan with a small shrug. ‘I’m with the girls on this one. You’re my best friend and you know I like Spark… er… or I did, but this is too big a decision to make based on a feeling you have.’ He went to stand by Buttons, who patted him on the shoulder.

Billy now stood on one side of the room with Spark, and his friends and their dragons stood on the other side. Midnight and Thunder stood in the middle, eyes darting back and forth.

‘I can’t believe Death’s Shadow is in my house!’ Midnight said with a hiccup, ducking behind Thunder and peering out so she could still stare at Spark.

‘She’s not Death’s Shadow! She’s Spark!’ Billy cried out. ‘We need her! We’re stronger together.’

‘It is all right, Billy,’ Spark said softly. ‘They have every reason to be angry. They need time.’

‘But we don’t have time to waste! The Dragon of Death is still powerful. She’s still in charge. We have to stop her before she causes any more destruction,’ said Billy. He felt overwhelmed with frustration and disappointment that his friends couldn’t see what he could. Having Spark on their side was the only way they were going to win!

‘I do not know if the Dragon of Death can be defeated in her own destiny,’ said Tank. ‘She has amassed so much power. She was already immortal and now she is unstoppable.’

‘Not quite,’ said Spark. ‘She can be defeated and she knows it. Why do you think she would not allow any heart bonds to form? She knows that a heart-bonded human and dragon are a force to be reckoned with. She can control the dragons and the humans separately, but if they were to be strengthened by the bond, it would be a different story.’

‘So Xing was right,’ said Billy. ‘The tournament was a trap all along.’

‘Of course I was right,’ said Xing. ‘You should never doubt me.’ She sharpened her gaze towards Spark. ‘I do not sense any dark magic from you, but you hid it from me before.’

When Buttons spoke, his voice was heavy with sadness. ‘We were in the dungeon, Spark. We had our life force drained by the Dragon of Death.’

A gold tear slid down Spark’s face. ‘I will do everything in my power to make it up to you.’

‘I have a question,’ said Thunder. ‘Without the strength of the human and dragon heart bond, how else can we defeat the Dragon of Death? Your human, Billy, is right – time is of the essence.’

‘We need more dragons,’ Spark said. ‘The more dragons we have on our side, the better our chances. Even the Dragon of Death cannot defeat all the dragons in the city. The city may belong to her, but the dragons do not.’

‘We will never convince all the nox-wings to turn on her,’ Thunder scoffed.

‘We will if they know we can win. This future has not been good to dragons, not even nox-wings. The Dragon of Death’s hunger is bottomless. She will drain everyone and everything eventually, and all that will be left is her and Old Gold and an empty world. But we can stop her if we band together and convince the others.’

‘Wait a second,’ Midnight shouted. She was staring at Spark with bright eyes. ‘Of course! You’re the lightning dragon! You can wake my mother! We don’t need to hide her power any longer. She can join us in the fight.’ Midnight was so excited by this prospect that she began to skip in circles around Thunder, her horns alight with joy.

‘If you can wake my partner, we will join your cause,’ said Thunder gravely.

‘Is her power the one that is radiating throughout this orb?’ said Spark.

Thunder nodded, his long beard and whiskers brushing the ground. ‘Yes, she generates more power than any dragon I have ever encountered, except perhaps you. We knew if the Dragon of Death sensed her, she would take her away.’

‘I understand why you have kept her hidden,’ said Spark.

‘She is the one who insisted on it. She put herself to sleep and told us to only wake her when there was another dragon who equalled her in power and who wanted to fight against the Dragon of Death.’

‘That time has come,’ said Billy with conviction. ‘Spark is going to wake up Lightning and then everything is going to change for the better.’



Midnight and Thunder led Billy, Spark and the others into the heart of the orb, where Lightning lay sleeping. As they crowded into the space, Spark gasped at the power and energy that Lightning emitted with a single slumbering snore.

‘I have never encountered a dragon with so much natural power,’ she said. ‘Not even the Dragon of Death. She has to steal all of her power from others.’

‘Can you wake her up?’ said Midnight nervously, fluttering around.

‘I can try,’ said Spark.

‘You can do it,’ Billy said encouragingly.

Spark closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Everyone in the room went very still, except for Lightning who continued to snore. Spark’s antlers began to crackle, and her eyes glowed a brighter and brighter gold. She spread her wings and flapped them once, twice, three times, like she was powering herself up. She opened her mouth and shot out a beam of entwined blue and gold light straight at Lightning’s heart.
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Lightning’s entire body convulsed and then it lifted up into the air like she was floating. Her eyes snapped open. They were an iridescent shimmering green one moment, dark blue the next, and then pale yellow, shifting just like her scales did. She grinned a wide smile.

‘My baby has grown so much!’

She landed gracefully on the pile of jewels where she had been sleeping. Midnight vaulted herself at Lightning. ‘Mama!’ Lightning nuzzled the young dragon.

A sudden lump formed in Billy’s throat and he desperately missed his own mother, his family and his home. That was what they were fighting for, he reminded himself, to be reunited with their families. Sensing his thoughts, Spark put a wing around him. You will see them again, Billy.

Billy managed a shaky nod in return.

Thunder lumbered over to Lightning. ‘It is good to see your eyes,’ he said softly. Lightning pressed her snout to his briefly and then lifted her gaze to the other dragons.

But it wasn’t the dragons who she was curious about. ‘Who are the young humans?’

‘It’s too much to explain,’ Dylan said. ‘But, er, basically, we’re all on the same team and we’re about to take down the Dragon of Death once and for all, but we need your help.’

Lightning’s eyes landed on Spark. ‘And you are the one who woke me?’

‘Yes. We are in great need of you and your power.’

‘Well, what is our plan?’ Lightning said expectantly.

‘Ah, well, you see, we hadn’t got much further than waking you up,’ said Billy, feeling a little sheepish.

‘It sounds like we have much to discuss,’ said Lightning.



Hours later, when they were still plotting the best way to take down the Dragon of Death, there was a sudden pounding on the roof of the orb. Thunder froze. ‘The nox-wings. They have come! Your power must be radiating out already. We have to get you to safety!’

Lightning shook her jewelled head. ‘No, I will not hide any longer.’ She caught Spark’s eye. ‘I will fight with my new dragon friends by my side.’

Spark bowed her head respectfully. ‘It would be an honour.’

‘And what about you three? Or shall I say, you six?’ Thunder nodded at Xing, Tank and Buttons and their respective humans. ‘Will you join us?’

‘I will be keeping a close eye on you, Spark,’ said Xing, but her eyes sparkled. ‘You are lucky we have known you so long and know your true heart.’

The orb shook again with the force of the intruding nox-wings. ‘We’re safe in here, aren’t we?’ said Midnight, gazing up at the ceiling nervously.

‘It depends how many there are. This orb is enchanted, and your mother is strong, but they may be able to break through,’ said Thunder.

Right then, a crack appeared in the marble above their heads.

‘Children, move quickly! Get on our backs and prepare to fly,’ said Tank.

‘Midnight, stay close to me,’ said Thunder. He looked to Lightning. ‘I wish our reunion could have been a more pleasant one.’

Lightning smiled. ‘I am glad to be awake. And I am ready to fight.’

The marble cracked open with a groan, and a great blast of Lightning’s power, which had been stored inside the heart of the orb, shot out into the night air. Suddenly, the sound of dragon roars echoed down into the orb.

‘There are so many of them,’ Billy whispered.

‘Do not be afraid,’ said Spark. ‘Together, we are strong.’

‘And with us, you will be stronger,’ said an unexpected voice from above.

Da Huo thrust his snout into the crack in the marble, knocking his head against the edges to open it wider.

‘I see we meet again, old foe,’ said Tank with a roar. ‘This will be the last time.’

‘Wait!’ shouted a small figure from behind Da Huo’s head. ‘We want to help!’ It was JJ.

The dragons inside the marble orb stared at each other.

‘It’s a trap,’ said Charlotte. ‘It has to be!’

‘Didn’t you hear Da Huo? You’ll be even stronger with us!’ said JJ. ‘We’ve gathered the nox-wings who aren’t happy with how things are in Dragon City. When the Dragon of Death clipped Spark’s wings, well, it was too much for a lot of them. If she could do that to Death’s Shadow, she could do it to any of them.’

‘She keeps all the power for herself!’ shouted a voice from further back.

‘She sent my entire clan to the farms!’ cried another.

‘How many of you are there?’ said Xing.

Da Huo’s mouth split into a smile. Billy never thought he would be glad to see the once evil orange dragon grinning. ‘Come up and see.’

Spark looked at Xing, Buttons and Tank. ‘A heart can change,’ she said softly. ‘For good or for bad. Mine went nox and back. Da Huo was once a friend. He could be again.’

‘He’s the one who brought back the Dragon of Death in the first place,’ said Buttons gravely. ‘I fear his loyalty may still be to her.’

‘Buttons, try to trust me, old friend,’ said Da Huo. ‘My human tells me how he flew on you, how you kept him safe before he found me and we bonded. For that, I will always be grateful.’

‘I trust them,’ said Billy. ‘Da Huo and JJ and all the nox-wings they’ve brought.’

‘What if it’s a trap?’ said Dylan.

‘Then they will learn very quickly that we cannot be caught,’ said Lightning. ‘I have had a long rest and I would like to stretch my wings.’

Billy began to grin.

‘Get back!’ called Thunder, and the crowd of dragons on the roof of the orb lifted up. With an ear-piercing roar, Thunder split the marble orb in two.

Billy gasped. Above them were hundreds of dragons. He even recognized some of the former nox-wings, like the copper one who had tried to take him for life force, and the turquoise one who had chased them on their first night.

JJ was the lone human. He gave Billy, Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan a salute. ‘It looks like I’m not so evil after all,’ he called down.

‘We’ll see about that,’ said Charlotte, but she was smiling.

Tank, Xing, Buttons, Thunder, Lightning, Midnight and Spark rose up into the fray of dragons. The excitement was palpable, flickering in the air.

‘What about Old Gold?’ Billy asked JJ. JJ’s face fell.

‘I don’t want to be like him,’ he said sombrely. ‘He’s gone too far. He can’t come back from all of the bad things he’s done.’ JJ looked down. ‘Just because I’ve got his blood running through my veins, it doesn’t mean I’m evil like him.’

Ling-Fei nudged Xing closer to JJ and Da Huo. ‘We always have a choice, and today you’re choosing to be good.’

JJ nodded sadly but then his mouth lifted in a small smile. ‘Thanks, Ling-Fei.’

‘So you’re really on our team now?’ said Billy.

‘As long as you stop saying cheesy things like “on our team”,’ said JJ, rolling his eyes.

‘What now?’ cried out one of the dragons flying next to them. More and more dragons were soaring out of their lairs now, ready to join the fight.

‘Now we take back what the Dragon of Death stole from all of us,’ said Spark. She rose into the air above the crowd. ‘To the Tower!’
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Billy and Spark led the charge to the Tower. Spark’s golden wings glowed faintly in the moonlight, like a beacon in the dark. Lightning flew next to her and just behind were Tank, Xing and Buttons, all with their humans on their backs. Close by were Da Huo and JJ, followed by Thunder and Midnight, and beyond that were hundreds of roaring dragons, ready for revenge and retribution.

Below them, the streets of Dragon City filled with humans who had come outside to see what was happening. As they grew closer to the Tower itself, Billy spotted the silhouette of the Dragon of Death curled atop the spire. Old Gold floated on his cloud next to her, waiting for them. Even though they were legion and she was only one dragon with nobody but Old Gold on her side, Billy felt a shiver of dread begin to unspool inside him.

Suddenly, the Dragon of Death shot up into the air in an explosion of purple and green light. Her voice boomed all around them, reaching into the ears of every dragon and human in Dragon City.

‘What is this? So many of my dragons. Is this some sort of parade? For me? You really should not have.’

At the confidence in her voice, Billy’s shiver of dread grew into a full cloak of fear.

‘Da Huo, I am especially disappointed in you,’ the Dragon of Death went on. ‘I should have expected revolt from my wretched Death’s Shadow, but you? I thought you knew the meaning of loyalty.’

‘I no longer serve you!’ roared Da Huo. From his back, JJ held up a fist in solidarity. Then he locked eyes with his grandfather, Old Gold.

‘Yeye! Join us!’

But Old Gold shook his head. ‘The Dragon of Death is my true heart bond. I can’t turn on her any more than I can turn on you. I won’t abandon her, but I won’t hurt you either.’

‘I will not make you the same promise,’ hissed the Dragon of Death.

‘My grandson will be safe,’ said Old Gold.

‘He has made his choice and I make the decisions,’ said the Dragon of Death.

‘JJ! Don’t fight this battle,’ cried Old Gold. ‘Leave!’

‘Your grandson is weak, like Da Huo. Only you and I have the true strength of heart to do what has to be done.’ Then the Dragon of Death raised her voice even louder so all could hear. ‘Because I am a just ruler, I will allow you all one more chance to remember who you are. Remember who I am. All fall to the ground and bow before me as your one true ruler for now and for ever.’

‘Never!’ shouted Spark, and the dragons all around her took up the chant. ‘Never!’

‘Attack!’ roared Lightning, and she sent out a blast of energy directly at the Dragon of Death. Spark joined in and dragons from all sides began to swoop and dive towards the Tower and the Dragon of Death, shooting fire and ice and whatever power they possessed.

But the Dragon of Death easily dodged the attacks and then she laughed, the cold sound echoing in the night. ‘Your feeble attempts are whetting my appetite for a bigger taste of what you all have to offer.’ Her eyes flashed. ‘I will show no mercy.’ With an earth-shattering roar, she flapped her wings and sent out a blast of billowing purple noxious smoke that rushed towards the attacking dragons. Small tentacles shot out of the smoke, each one heading towards the heart of a different dragon.

Billy felt Spark falter beneath him. ‘That is the strongest nox-cloud I have ever seen. It will drain our life force and weaken us until we are completely unable to fight.’ She looked to Lightning. ‘But we have our own cloud of might!’

Lightning nodded, and together with Spark, they flapped their wings back at the Dragon of Death and her noxious cloud, sending out two clouds of their own. Spark’s crackled with vibrant blue and gold electricity and Lightning’s glimmered in jewelled tones. The clouds combined together and hit the noxious cloud head on.

Billy could feel how exhausting it was for Spark to use such an enormous amount of power. He sent as much of his energy down their bond as he could.

‘We’ll hold off the cloud as best as we can,’ he yelled to Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan. ‘All of you need to try to get to the Dragon of Death!’ But then he saw that his friends had gone limp on their dragons’ backs, their eyes wide and vacant. The noxious cloud was slipping past Lightning’s and Spark’s defence, and it was already taking life force.

‘No!’ Billy screamed. ‘This can’t be happening!’

Even Tank’s mighty wings were beginning to droop, and behind him, Thunder faltered in the sky, barely able to stay upright. Midnight darted around him and they both flickered in and out of visibility. But her blanketing power could only hide them, not protect them from the onslaught of noxious power that the Dragon of Death continued to attack them with.

As she drained life force, the Dragon of Death began to grow larger and larger, power radiating from her. ‘You are all fools! And I will drain you all for everything you are worth. Never forget, you are worth more in life force! You are NOTHING!’ As her voice rose, Spark and Lightning kept sending out their own blasts of power, but it was futile. Billy felt something break inside of him. They were going to lose.

Nothing could stop the Dragon of Death.
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This was it. The end.

They had fought so hard. They had come so far. And yet the Dragon of Death was still going to win. Billy wished he was closer to his friends so they could be together for their final moments. He tilted his head back to gaze up at the sky one last time. The moon stared back at him.

The moon. The moon!

‘Spark!’ Billy shouted, suddenly rejuvenated. ‘The moon! The moon helped you before – can’t it do something now?’

‘The boy is right!’ Lightning cried back, still flapping her wings and sending out her cloud of power to try to slow down the noxious cloud. ‘The moon is more powerful than she seems and she helps those who deserve it.’

‘And now we need her help,’ said Spark.’

‘The dark has ruled for too long,’ said Lightning.

‘We will have to be quick,’ said Spark. ‘Without us down here, the noxious cloud will spread even faster. But it is our only chance.’

‘If we fail, all will be lost,’ said Lightning.

‘If we do not try, we have already failed,’ said Spark.

‘Can you do it on your own?’ asked Lightning. ‘I can try to hold her off by myself.’

‘I will not be on my own,’ said Spark. Then she spoke to Billy. ‘Billy, hold on to me tighter than you ever have, and do not let go. I need your strength and your goodness to help me harness the moon.’

‘To what?’ exclaimed Billy. But Spark was already shooting high into the sky, higher than Billy had ever flown. They flew so fast that everything was a blur and soon they had left the Tower and the battling dragons far below them.

Spark flew so swiftly that tears began to stream out of Billy’s eyes and his hands grew cold. Up and up they went. The sky grew darker as they rose, the stars shone more brightly, but the moon still sat so far out of reach. Then Spark reared up in the night air and sent a shining rope of light, like a lasso, towards the moon itself. The rope landed true. The moon shimmered and Billy could have sworn an eye opened and gazed at them kindly.

‘Turn!’ Spark cried to the moon. ‘Please turn!’

Very slowly, the moon began to turn like a dial in the sky.

Billy held his breath. ‘Is that the dark side of the moon?’

‘We never see the dark side of the moon,’ Spark said, ‘and we never will. We only see our light reflected back at us. But the moon has her own power – she can turn things, like the tides. Now it is time for the Dragon of Death’s ill-begotten power to turn back to where it came from.’

With one more pull, the moon completed a full rotation and Spark dived back down to earth. They plunged through the clouds and into the fray of dragons. In the centre of it all was the Dragon of Death, but she wasn’t moving. Her body was still and she was floating, as if in an invisible sea.

Then she began to shake violently, and, before Billy’s eyes, the noxious cloud changed from the evil purple he associated with the Dragon of Death to a faint glowing yellow. It was almost the exact shade of the moon overhead. A gust of wind blew streams of the crackling cloud at the amassed dragons and as it washed over Tank, Xing and Buttons, they inhaled deeply. Billy saw the light come back into their eyes, and at the same time, Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan sat up and looked around with dazed expressions on their faces.

The power and life force that the Dragon of Death had just stolen from everyone around her started to return to where it had come from and she began to shrink.

‘To ground!’ roared Spark. ‘To ground!’ She dashed to the base of the Tower, right as the Dragon of Death dropped down out of the sky. Tank, Xing and Buttons followed quickly, as did Da Huo, Lightning, Thunder and more dragons than Billy could count.

But there was only one dragon he had his eyes on. The Dragon of Death writhed on the ground of the Dragon Court as more and more power leached out of her.

‘What’s happening?’ yelled Charlotte. ‘Should we attack?’

‘Not yet. The power and life force she has stolen will be returned to its rightful owners – to where it belongs,’ said Spark. ‘To humans. To dragons. To the very earth itself.’

‘All of it?’ said Ling-Fei.

‘All of it.’

The Dragon of Death screamed as more and more of her ill-begotten power and life force left her. It was going faster now. Billy could hear dragons around him sighing with relief as they gained back their life force. Further in the distance, he could hear cheering from the factories and the farms as those there regained their strength.

The Dragon of Death looked right at Billy and his friends. ‘You are fools,’ she said in a voice so weak Billy almost didn’t hear her. ‘Fools! Do you not know I am the thing holding this destiny together? This future? Without me, it will all crumble and fade to nothing. You will all be nothing!’

Finally, all that remained of the Dragon of Death’s former glory was a small dragon with huge fragile wings, glaring at them with furious eyes. Old Gold had landed next to her at some point and he now looked like a tired old man, not an all-powerful sorcerer. But he stood close to his dragon. ‘I will be loyal to her until the end,’ he said. ‘Goodbye, JJ.’

‘Yeye!’

‘I must go where she goes.’

‘But where is she going?’ said Dylan. ‘What do we do now?’

‘Remember once upon a time when we caught her, the plan was to send her into the sky as a dark star and then into a black hole, where no light can find her? That is still what we intend to do,’ said Xing.

‘Now!’ cried Spark. Using their combined strength, the dragons surrounding the Dragon of Death blasted her with power, shrinking her further until she wasn’t even a dragon at all. Billy gasped as a dark shining pulsing star rose up into the sky, a smaller one following in its wake. Now all that was left of them was Old Gold’s staff.

The two dark stars rose higher and higher and then shot off into the universe, like shooting stars in reverse, before completely disappearing.

All was silent.

‘It is done,’ said Spark. ‘She is gone for ever.’

The Dragon Court erupted in cheers and joyful dragon roars. Billy ran to Ling-Fei, Charlotte and Dylan. They all jumped up and down and hugged. ‘We did it!’ cried Charlotte. ‘We finally did it!’

‘I’m so happy I never have to see the Dragon of Death again,’ said Dylan. ‘So, so happy. All I want is a quiet and peaceful life with some snacks on the side.’

‘I’m sure that can be arranged,’ said Billy, slapping his friend on the back. Then he saw JJ standing next to Da Huo, looking drawn and tired.

‘JJ! Come here!’ he yelled. ‘We’ve saved everyone!’

JJ smiled weakly and began to walk towards Billy and the others.

But then the ground beneath them began to shake, making it impossible to walk. Billy and his friends clutched each other.

‘What’s happening?’ Dylan yelled. ‘I said I wanted a quiet life! I don’t want any surprises!’

‘Look at the sky!’ cried Ling-Fei.

The sky was fading before their very eyes. It was disappearing, crumbling, just as the Tower above and the earth beneath them was.

‘She was right!’ said Billy with sudden realization. ‘This future can’t exist without her! We’re all going to disappear!’

‘I will not let that happen,’ said Spark. She looked at Tank, Xing and Buttons. ‘Do you remember how to make a portal? Now that we have destroyed the Dragon of Death, we can make a portal without the fear of her following us. But we do not have much time. We have to work fast.’

‘With the help of the others, we can do it,’ said Xing. She looked over to the dragons who had gathered to defeat the Dragon of Death. ‘Will you help us?’

‘What will happen to us?’ said one.

‘I do not know. But I know this world will crumble without the Dragon of Death to anchor it. This is the only chance of survival,’ said Tank.

Several of the dragons came closer, focusing their powers along with Xing, Tank, Buttons, Spark and the Thunder Clan. Suddenly, a swirling multi-coloured portal opened up on the ground. It was the only stable thing Billy could see.

‘But where will it take us?’ he said, staring at it anxiously.

‘Children, when you jump in, focus as hard as you can on your own time and your love for your family and friends there. Don’t think of us, don’t think of dragons. Think of home,’ said Buttons.

‘Home,’ said Billy. Then he looked at Spark. ‘You’re coming too, right?’

‘I will try,’ said Spark. ‘And no matter what, remember that I am always with you.’

The Tower had almost entirely disappeared, leaving a strange and eerie blankness in its wake.

‘There is no more time,’ said Tank. ‘Is the portal ready?’

‘We will not know if it works until we emerge from it,’ said Spark slowly. ‘But better to jump into the unknown than to stay in a disappearing future.’

‘Hold on tight to your dragons,’ Billy said to Ling-Fei, Charlotte, Dylan and JJ. ‘I’ll see you all on the other side.’

And with one last glance at the crumbling world around him, at the dark future that was now falling apart, Billy, Spark and the others leaped into the unknown.
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Billy opened his eyes. Sunlight filtered down through the bamboo trees above him. Below his fingers he felt warm earth. Birds chirped overhead, and in the distance he heard a river rushing. He sat up. Above him, a familiar mountain towered.

Dragon Mountain.

They’d made it back. Or at least, he’d made it back. A lump rose in his throat. Where were his friends? Where was Spark? What if they hadn’t made it through the portal? They had to be here with him; they had to be!

There was a squeak next to his ear.

‘Goldie! At least you’re here.’ The tiny gold flying pig squeaked again.

A voice came from a nearby tree. ‘Hello? Can anyone hear me?’

‘Dylan! Are you stuck in a tree again?’

Dylan’s head emerged from the foliage. ‘Oh, Billy, thank goodness you’re here too! And, no, I’m not in the tree, not like I was. But I did land on one.’ He grimaced and rubbed his rear. ‘It was highly uncomfortable.’ Then his face grew grave. ‘Where are the others?’

‘We’re over here!’ cried Charlotte. Billy looked up and saw her and Ling-Fei heading towards them, brushing sticks and debris out of their hair.

‘I’m here too, if anyone cares,’ said JJ, popping up from behind a boulder.

‘But where are the dragons?’ said Billy. ‘And I know where we are, but not when we are.’

‘I really hope we’re back in our own time,’ said Dylan.

‘Children,’ said a low voice from behind them. ‘You did it.’

Billy whirled around and saw Tank, Xing, Buttons, Da Huo and Spark emerge from an opening in the mountain. Further behind them, deeper in the mountain, he spotted Midnight, Thunder and Lightning, who had managed to come through the portal too. Midnight smiled at him and lifted a wing in a salute. Lightning and Thunder nodded towards them and Billy waved back, feeling pinpricks of tears behind his eyes. He had hoped he’d see the Thunder Clan again. He watched as they turned the other way, away from the Human Realm, his realm, and went in the direction of the Dragon Realm.

But the others, the others headed towards Billy.

‘You all made it!’ cried Billy, running to Spark. Spark enveloped Billy in her wings.

‘We did. And it is thanks to you and the strength of all of our bonds. You brought us back to safety, Billy.’

‘What happened to the other dragons?’ asked Ling-Fei. ‘And all of those humans?’

‘Their stories have not yet been told, but fear not, they will emerge when the time is right. And with any luck, into a better world for all, humans and dragons alike,’ said Xing.

‘But even though you weren’t bonded with Midnight and her family, her attachment to all of you carried her here into this time,’ added Buttons.

‘And what time… is that exactly?’ said Charlotte, looking around.

‘Listen,’ said Spark.

Billy heard the birdsong, the river flowing, and there, in the distance, something else.

‘Billy! Ling-Fei! Charlotte! Dylan! JJ! Where are you? Time for lunch.’

‘Who is that?’ said JJ.

‘I believe it is someone at your camp, looking for you,’ said Spark.

‘And it sounds like you’re late for lunch,’ said Buttons.

‘Lunch!’ exclaimed Dylan. ‘Oh, how I’ve missed lunch!’ But then he looked at the dragons and his face fell. ‘But where will you go?’

‘Will we ever see you again?’ said Billy.

‘Of course you will,’ said Xing. ‘You should have known that, but then again, it always takes you a little while to figure things out.’

‘Will you come into our world?’ said Ling-Fei.

‘Not yet,’ said Tank. ‘Your world is not ready for dragons. But perhaps one day.’

‘And you are always welcome in our realm. You know where to find us,’ said Spark.

‘What will you do?’ asked Charlotte.

‘We must see the state of our own realm. Then perhaps we will open more entrances between our worlds so that one day, hopefully one day soon, dragons and humans can live alongside each other in peace,’ said Xing.

‘I like that plan,’ said Billy.

The pig squeaked and flew out of his pocket, landing on Tank’s head. Tank sighed heavily. ‘I suppose this means you are coming with us,’ he said with a grumble.

‘You’ll take care of the pig, right?’ said Dylan. ‘I owe that little guy a lot.’

‘I think this pig has proven that it does not need any taking care of and it will outlast all of us,’ said Xing. ‘But, yes, we will keep an eye on it.’

‘Go now,’ said Spark, leaning down her long neck to nudge Billy forward in the direction of the camp. ‘We will see you soon.’

As Billy, Ling-Fei, Charlotte, Dylan and JJ began to walk away from the mountain and back to camp, back to the world they had left so long ago, Spark called out after them.

‘Thank you, children, for your bravery and for your loyalty – for everything.’

Billy turned and waved. He was torn between wanting to run back to Spark and wanting to hurry to the campground.

But then Spark’s voice echoed in his mind through their bond. Do not worry, Billy. We will be here. And Billy knew that whatever the future held, Dragon Realm would always be open to them.



The mountain that stood in two realms watched as the human children went in one direction and the dragons in another. If anyone had looked up, they would have seen the faint shape of the moon, even though it was midday and the sun was bright. And if they had looked closely, they would have seen that the moon was smiling.
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Surfing almost felt like flying. Before Billy had ever ridden a dragon, he’d thought it was the closest he’d come to flying. Now he knew better. But he still loved to surf.

This morning, the water was calm, but he knew he wouldn’t have to wait too long for a wave to come. He sat up on his surfboard, legs dangling on either side of it into the water, and gently bobbed up and down in the sea as he gazed out at the horizon. The rising sun spread its rays across the sky. He heard the familiar cry of seagulls soaring above him as the wind sprayed salty seawater in his face.

Surfing took patience, but it was always worth the wait when you caught the perfect wave. And Billy liked the quiet moments of waiting, where he could focus and think about everything that had happened this summer. All the things he couldn’t tell anyone about. At least he had Dylan, Charlotte and Ling-Fei. They were the only ones who understood.

In the distance, he thought he saw a series of dark waves crest and then disappear back under the water. He frowned. They didn’t look like waves usually did.

A strange, unsettling sensation spread through his body, and he felt cold. As if the water his legs were submerged in had suddenly dropped in temperature. He swallowed and brushed his hair out of his eyes, keeping his gaze on the horizon. He reached down the bond towards Spark, even though he knew she wouldn’t hear him in time to be able to do anything. Spark, something weird is happening.

The wave-like shapes rose up again, and this time he was sure they weren’t waves. Was it a shark? A lot of sharks? No, it was far too large to be a shark fin. A huge whale breeching? Whatever it was, he needed to get out of the water, and fast.

But before he could turn and swim back to shore, everything went quiet and the ocean itself seemed to still.

Then, a huge spike emerged from the ocean, water sluicing off of it. Another spike emerged behind it, and then an entire head burst out of the sea. Billy reared back on instinct, nearly falling off his surfboard, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the creature.

Its head was enormous, dark turquoise and glistening in the light, with the dark grey spikes that he’d first seen going from the top of its head all the way down its thick neck and body. It kept rising, more and more, like a huge snake unfurling itself and stretching for the sky. On its face, giant webbed flaps fanned out from its cheeks, almost like wings. Its eyes were round and huge, glowing a bright turquoise. And staring straight at Billy.

Billy knew with sudden certainty that it was a dragon. Not like any dragon he’d ever encountered before. But a dragon all the same.

What was a dragon doing in the Human Realm?

Suddenly, the giant sea dragon unhinged its jaws, showing rows and rows of sharp teeth, each one bigger than Billy, and let out a mighty roar, louder and more ferocious than Billy had ever heard.

He winced and covered his ears, but the sound strangely went over and around him, like it was seeking a target. Billy looked up and, to his amazement, realized he could see the sound travelling through the air in a shimmering, trembling spiral, heading straight towards the cliffs on the beach behind him. He followed the trajectory and gasped as the blast of energy and sound hit the top of the cliff, knocking off chunks of it onto the empty beach below in a thundering crash.

It wasn’t just any dragon that had made its way into the Human Realm. It was an aggressive, powerful one. Billy glanced back at it and saw that it was lowering itself into the water, eyes still on him, as if it was about to charge. It was still far from him, at least a football field away, but he knew how fast dragons were. It would catch him in moments.

Where was a wave when he needed one?

He flipped around on his board, paddling as fast as he could away from the giant sea dragon and back towards the shore. His arms ached as he swam faster than he ever had, and he felt the tell-tale spark of energy run through him – the one that meant he was using whatever was left of his dragon pearl power of speed and agility.

He glanced back to see where the giant sea dragon was, and instead saw a cresting wave that rose up beneath him, propelling him forward, back to shore. As he let the speed of the wave carry him, he glimpsed a dark-haired girl he’d never seen before, standing knee-deep in the water and staring wide-eyed at the ocean behind him.

‘Get out! Get out!’ Billy shouted as he skidded past her on his board. ‘Get out of the water now!’

She seemed to snap to her senses, shaking her head and turning and running out of the surf. Billy leaped up off his board and grabbed her hand, pulling her the rest of the way. Sand had never felt so good beneath his feet.

‘It’s… it’s gone,’ the girl said between gasps.

Billy looked back at the sea.

She was right. The giant sea dragon had disappeared without a trace.
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