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[image: Chapter 1] A Song of Warning


Beyond the stars, a creature is stirring.

It can smell something that it wants. Something far away but delicious. It can almost taste the magic in the air. And it is hungry. So very, very hungry.

But what it wants is a long distance away. It will be a long journey. Yet the creature knows the trip will be worth it. It will follow the scent until it gets what it wants.

This creature is always ravenous. No matter how much it devours, it is never satisfied. It could swallow everything in its path and still want more. And it will not stop.

The creature stretches and snarls, and as it does, the stars in the sky shake, frightened of what is coming, scared of what they cannot stop. And so they begin to sing a song of warning, a song that only few can hear.



In a world changed for ever by the arrival of magic and dragons, there is music in the air; a quiet humming that only few can hear.

A young dragon hears it, and recognizes the alarm. She tilts her head and listens, and hopes that the one she is seeking can hear it too.
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Lance Lo was used to seeing dragons.

He usually spotted them with his younger sister, Zoe, when they walked home from school through the woods. They lived with their parents in a small red house on a busy street, in an even busier city, but behind their house were the woods. Woods where they played, but also where dragons had chosen to make their home.

Lance and Zoe knew, as all children did, to be respectful towards the dragons and to let them approach you first. Most dragons that lived in human-populated areas were friendly after all. But on the off-chance that a dragon became aggressive, which was unlikely but had happened, they knew they could blow their emergency whistle to call the Dragon Force for help.

Lance had only needed to use his emergency whistle once before – two years ago when he and Zoe had accidentally woken up a sleeping rock dragon. The rock dragon had not been pleased, and when it’d roared its displeasure, snapping its giant jaws at Lance, he’d been frozen with fear for a moment, before remembering that this was the very reason he wore the whistle everywhere he went.

Moments later, a beautiful blue and green dragon with giant yellow wings had appeared from a portal and swiftly subdued the rock dragon. Lance tried to thank the rescuing dragon, but it flew off before he could say anything. As it did, Lance noticed that it wore a Dragon Force pendant around its neck.

The Dragon Force was the global protection unit, created five years ago when dragons and humans had first been forced to live together in what was now known as the New World. Led by Billy Chan, who was only seventeen years old, and his dragon, Spark, the Dragon Force consisted of a small group of human heroes and their dragon counterparts who had saved the world when the hidden Dragon Realm had crashed into the Human Realm. They protected humans from dangerous dragons, dragons from dangerous humans, and, most of all, humans and dragons from their shared enemies, of which there were more every day.

Because dragons weren’t the only creatures to enter the Human Realm; dangerous beasts had found their way in too. Lance had seen reports of huge two-headed scorpions, giant grasshoppers with metal pincers and razor-sharp wings, flying fish that could swallow aeroplanes, and even a rampaging squid the size of a town. And these new creatures had no interest in building relationships with humans nor dragons. That’s where the Dragon Force came in.

Lance had never forgotten the dragon that saved him and his sister from the grumpy rock dragon. It was like meeting a real-life superhero. And from that moment, it became his mission to one day join the Dragon Force and protect those who needed it most.

But after that day, to his secret disappointment, he hadn’t needed to call upon the Dragon Force again. Most of the dragons he and Zoe saw in the woods ignored them. The speckled dragon spent most of its time curled up in the top branches of trees, peering down at people passing by. Dragons also settled all over the neighbourhood. The maroon dragon who lived outside the woods above the cheese shop was friendly, and if you brought it sweets, it would sometimes tell you a story. There was even a tiny pink dragon who loved cars, and when someone had car trouble, it was usually because the pink dragon was sleeping under the bonnet.

Lance and Zoe lived in London, or at least where London used to be, as the world they once knew no longer existed. When the Dragon Realm fell into the Human Realm, the two realms became one, for ever altering the landscape. Humans and dragons referred to it as the Great Collapse, and for the first year, the maps changed almost daily. New rivers, mountain ranges and even entire continents appeared out of nowhere, and the world itself grew, making room for new lands. Physicists and geologists were baffled – the rules that humans had lived by for so long were no more.

On top of that, dragons brought dragon magic, and that meant nothing was ever quite as it seemed. Sometimes Lance couldn’t believe he had to go to school and learn things like grammar and chemistry when there were real dragons with superpowers flying around.

So it wasn’t out of the ordinary for them to see the shadow of a dragon overhead on their walk home on the last day of school before the summer holidays.

At twelve, Lance was two years older than his sister Zoe, and he told all his friends that the reason they walked home together was so he could look after her, but the truth was it was also because he felt safer with her by his side. As they walked, he noted the dragon overhead – its long shadow and the whoosh of air that signalled it was flying low. But it had flown by too fast for Lance to make out any other details, which was a shame because he liked to record every new dragon in his dragon notebook. This one probably wasn’t even new, he told himself. It was most likely the speckled one out for an afternoon flight. But then the dragon turned around and flew closer and lower, and Lance saw that it was indeed a new dragon.

It was lavender-coloured, with a long and slender snake-like body. It had dozens of gossamer wings, all different sizes and shapes, and, interestingly, asymmetrical, in a way that Lance had never seen before. It looked a little like a wildflower that had taken flight, and there was a sweet scent in the air, like the smell of roses. Lance swayed on his feet and found he couldn’t quite look away, almost as if he had been hypnotized.

And then the dragon swooped right towards them, and Lance broke out of the trance.

‘Zoe! Get back!’ cried Lance, leaping in front of his sister. He fumbled for his whistle, but it wasn’t round his neck. Where was it? Was it in his backpack? His pocket?

The dragon was almost upon them, so close now that he could see its bright purple eyes above a long snout sprouting with whiskers. Lilac-coloured smoke curled out of its nostrils.

Why couldn’t he find his whistle? ‘Zoe! Do you have your whistle? Quick!’

But Zoe didn’t move, staring at the approaching lavender dragon with an expression of awe. The dragon swooped around Lance and flew near to Zoe, so close it appeared to be smelling her hair. Its eyes began to glow.

‘Stay away from her!’ said Lance, whacking the dragon with his backpack.

The dragon didn’t seem to notice. There was a rush of wind, and before Lance realized what was happening, Zoe was propelled up into the air, and landed on the dragon’s back.

Lance leaped up, trying to grab the dragon’s tail to clamber up after her. ‘Don’t take my sister!’ he cried. ‘Zoe, don’t worry!’

But Zoe wasn’t afraid. She was beaming. ‘Lance! I think… I think this is my dragon! I can feel it!’

Lance was so startled that he stumbled backwards and fell, hard, on his backside. As he stared up at his sister, and the dragon she was riding, he saw the telltale gold charge running from Zoe’s heart to the dragon’s heart. Lance gasped. He had heard about this, about what happened when a dragon and a human found that their hearts matched, but he had never seen a heart bond form before. The heart bond linked the dragon and human for ever, granting them both power. And it was the thing Lance wanted more than anything – a heart-bonded dragon of his own.

Here, right in the woods by their house, was a dragon who had sought out Zoe and awoken the heart bond between them. Zoe closed her eyes, her expression one of utter bliss, and a moment later the dragon gently landed next to Lance, who was still staring, gobsmacked. Zoe slid off the dragon’s back, as if she’d done it hundreds of times before.

‘I will see you at Camp Claw,’ said the dragon. And then, with a burst of speed, it disappeared into the sky, leaving only the lingering scent of flowers behind.
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Zoe’s dark eyes shone with joy as she bounced up and down, almost bursting with excitement.

‘Can you believe it, Lance? My dragon found me! I wonder how it tracked me down. Oh, isn’t it the most beautiful dragon you’ve ever seen? And it said it would see me at Camp Claw! I didn’t even know you could go to Camp Claw before you were twelve – did you? Have you heard of anyone younger going? Do you think I might be the youngest human ever to go?’

The aptly named camp was located in the most magical and mythical place in the New World – Dragon’s Claw, a peninsula off Dracordia, a brand-new continent that had emerged in the Pacific Ocean during the Great Collapse. This was also where the Dragon Force was based. Camp Claw was where children identified as having the potential to form exceptionally strong heart bonds were invited to learn more about dragons. Some who were invited were already heart-bonded, but most came without one. The camp tried to find bonds for those who didn’t have them. And for those who did, they trained with their dragons and developed their newfound powers. Ultimately, those who proved themselves worthy were invited to join the elite Dragon Force.

Heart bonds weren’t that common in the New World, even though humans and dragons had been living together in the same realm for five years. This didn’t surprise Lance particularly. After all, to form a heart bond, you needed to find a dragon whose heart matched your own exactly. Sometimes a dragon would get a feeling that would lead it to its human. Other times, it was the human who sought out the dragon. And, of course, often it was luck, where the two matching hearts were in the same place at the same time, awakening the bond.

But hearts were as mysterious as they were astonishing. Feeling the beat of his own heart in his chest, Lance just hoped that somewhere there was a dragon who had a heart that matched his own. As Zoe now did.

He grinned at his sister and ruffled her hair. ‘Let’s get home,’ he said. ‘I can’t wait for you to tell Mum and Dad!’

‘I’m sure you’ll find a heart bond too,’ Zoe said.

Lance’s smile faltered. ‘Maybe.’

He was proud of his sister, he really was, but suddenly he was worried that maybe he wouldn’t be as lucky as her.

What if he never found his dragon?

What if he didn’t have a dragon?

He tried to put the thoughts out of his head as he hurried Zoe along the path through the woods back to their house.



Later that night, after Zoe had breathlessly told their incredulous parents what had happened, the whole family had celebrated with Zoe’s favourite meal: wok-fried noodles with spicy shrimp. Lance had kept a smile on his face throughout the story, even when his mum had pointedly asked if a dragon had found him too.

‘Not today!’ he’d said cheerfully. ‘But what are the chances of two dragons showing up on the same day?’

His dad, however, was worried about what the dragon had said about Camp Claw. He kept scratching his head and muttering about how Zoe was too young to go off on her own to a camp run by dragons. ‘She’s only ten, for goodness’ sake. Dragon or no dragon, I’m not sending my daughter to a camp on the other side of the globe!’

But they all knew, of course, that Zoe would be going to Camp Claw when the time came. Nobody said no to a dragon. And on top of that, their dad never said no to Zoe.

The big question was, when would she be going? Camp Claw always took place over the summer, Lance knew that much, but he wasn’t sure exactly when. And there was the even bigger question of how she would get to Camp Claw. Supposedly campers went by portal, but that only added to the uncertainty.

Lance had never been in a portal, and they made him nervous. As far as he understood it, only a few dragons had the ability to create portals. Humans hadn’t yet worked out how to produce them on their own. But how did you know the portal would take you to the location you were expecting? And, more importantly, how did you know it was a safe portal to take? What if you got stuck, or only half of you made it through? Or what if it wasn’t a portal at all but a sneaky trap? It wasn’t as if there was a well-known portal system that everyone used and trusted like they did aeroplanes, at least not yet. To Lance, stepping into a portal was like a high-stakes trust fall exercise. Except, instead of falling into someone’s arms, you were falling into a potentially endless pit. The rational part of Lance’s brain told him that Zoe was going to be fine, but he couldn’t help but worry about his sister. Portals were still relatively new to humans after all.

‘Why does the whole thing need to be shrouded in secrecy anyway?’ their dad went on. ‘It isn’t as if we don’t know about the existence of dragons! Why can’t I drop off my daughter at dragon camp, like… I don’t know… swim camp?’

‘Dad!’ Zoe exclaimed. ‘Of course you can’t drop me off. That would be so embarrassing! It’s Camp Claw, the most amazing camp in the entire world that everyone wants to go to! Anyone can go to swim camp. Only the most special humans are invited to Camp Claw!’

Lance winced and stared down at his noodles. It was true, in a way. He had heard that the leader of Camp Claw and her dragon were able to sense new heart bonds around the world and could tell which humans had the most potential to develop exceptionally strong powers.

Zoe slurped up more of her noodles and kept talking. ‘Aren’t you proud of me?’

‘Of course we’re proud,’ their dad quickly said. ‘I know how much you love dragons.’ He glanced at Lance, who was pushing his food around his bowl, his appetite suddenly gone. ‘Both of you.’

Lance’s mum patted his hand. ‘I’m sure your dragon will come soon, sweetie.’

Lance forced a smile. He knew his parents were trying to help. ‘Don’t worry about me! It’s Zoe’s night!’

But part of him agreed with his dad. Surely Zoe was too young to go to Camp Claw? He always looked out for his little sister. How was he going to do that if they were apart? It wasn’t just that he felt a little jealous – he was worried about her too.

Ever since Zoe was born, Lance had taken his role as big brother very seriously. His earliest memories were of her – a tiny Zoe toddling around after him wherever he went. And as they grew older, they stayed close. Zoe always wanted to join in when he played football with his friends, and she was his biggest supporter when it came to his musical performances. Lance had friends who complained about their younger siblings, but he genuinely liked hanging out with his sister. She made everyone laugh, and she was constantly excited and full of energy. And she was fearless in a way that he truly admired. Plus, it was nice to have someone he knew would always be on his side. Sure, they bickered over silly things, but he could count on Zoe more than anyone.

The two of them even looked similar. They both had dark brown hair with just a little bit of a wave in it, and wide dark eyes that crinkled in the corners when they smiled. They were a combination of their dad, who was Chinese and had straight black hair, and their mum, who was English and had fair skin, light-brown curly hair and freckles. If Zoe had been slightly taller, they could have been mistaken for twins.

But now Zoe had a heart bond, it felt as if she was the older sibling who would be looking after Lance. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He knew he was happy for his sister, as the only person who loved dragons more than he did, but the situation made him anxious.

‘Lance is right – this is my night! It’s like all my birthdays rolled into one,’ Zoe said, tucking her dark hair behind her ears. ‘Oooh, can we have cake? After all, this is way more special than a birthday! A birthday happens every year, but you only get the call up to go to Camp Claw once in a lifetime!’

Their mum smiled. ‘I don’t know about cake, but let me see if we have any ice cream. You’re right – this is a very special occasion.’



Not every family was overjoyed if their child received an invitation for Camp Claw. Five years ago, most of the population hadn’t even believed in dragons. There had always been some humans who’d known about the existence of dragons though. That was where the stories had first come from. But reading about dragons in a book and seeing one on your doorstep were very different things.

The first year after the dragons arrived had been the hardest. Lance still remembered how afraid everyone had been. Every day had uncovered a new terrifying discovery and the political debate about whether dragons were friend or foe had been endless.

And throughout it all, six human children, who now led the Dragon Force, had stood strong alongside dragons, despite being the same age that Lance was now. They’d fought to prove that the world was better off with these creatures in it. And more than that, that humanity needed dragons to survive as a species.

However, not every dragon was friendly towards humans, and the world quickly found places for those dragons who wanted to live out their days without encountering humankind. Remote jungles, icy mountains and deep ocean trenches were where most of these dragons went.

But when Dracordia was discovered, it became the go-to place for dragons who wanted to roam in peace. They were followed by brave humans who were drawn to dragons, even the more aggressive ones, setting up a few small settlements on the new continent.

Some humans in Dracordia and the wider world became dragon-obsessed. They worshipped them, built temples in their honour and fell to their knees every time a dragon flew overhead. The dragons seemed amused by this, and some took great delight in flying over the temples and showing off their powers.

The New World certainly brought about some positive changes. Dragons were more advanced in almost every way, and the ones who liked humans shared their knowledge and their magic, allowing huge gains to be made in medicine and technology.

But other humans grew to fear dragons. They set up human-only enclaves where no talk of the creatures was allowed, erected giant steel domes so they’d never accidentally see a dragon in flight and taught their children to hate dragonkind.

For a time, there had even been groups who had believed they could hunt dragons and use their body parts to create their own magic. But when a dragon died, its magic died with it. The global dragon delegation had soon issued warnings that dragon poaching would lead to retaliation. The message had been loud and clear: if humanity wanted to survive in the New World, they needed to learn to live alongside dragons in peace, or as close to peace as possible.

It was an uneasy treaty, but what did come out of it was that almost all human countries had ceased war against each other because they now had bigger issues to deal with. Humanity had bonded in a way never before seen in history, and they had dragons to thank for it. Dragons didn’t side with any one country, or respect arbitrary boundary lines; they had their own strange moral compass that was hard to understand, but they tended to trust children more than adults.

A year after the Great Collapse, a new kind of normal emerged. Most humans tried to carry on life as they’d known it, just with the addition of dragons. Lance’s parents had done that. They’d stayed living in London, even as London changed. His mum still worked as a music teacher, his dad was still a food scientist but with the occasional dragon colleague. Dragons were very good at science on the whole, and very interested in food.

Lance felt like his three great passions in life were music, food and dragons. He had his parents to thank for the first two, but his dragon obsession had been fully organic. Not that he was alone in that feeling. Almost everyone he knew yearned for a heart bond.



After Zoe’s celebration dinner, Lance headed upstairs to his room. He still couldn’t quite believe his sister had a heart bond. He’d always imagined them both having one, and he’d get his first as the eldest. When it came to Lance and Zoe, he’d always gone first.

Until now.

He was proud of her, he really was, but it was a lot to process. So he did what he always found himself doing when he needed to think things through – he took out his violin.

Lance also played the piano and guitar, but the violin was his favourite. His mum had made sure he knew how to play an instrument from an early age, and he’d taken to it right away. He didn’t even mind the hours of practice. He found it soothing, and it was rewarding seeing his slow but steady improvement.

It was late, so Lance was careful to play quietly, but he still let himself get lost in the hum of the strings, enjoying the familiar feel of the bow in his hands. For the first time since he and Zoe had seen the lavender dragon in the woods, he felt fully at peace. He was so focused, so in the zone, that he almost didn’t see the exploding ball of fire right outside his window.
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Lance was so startled by the fireball outside his window, he dropped his violin.

And then the fireball did something strange. It knocked on his window. Once, twice, three times.

With his heart in his throat, Lance opened the window and let the fireball in. It floated right into his bedroom, like a small fiery butterfly. It was about the size of a tennis ball, and it was sparking.

Lance knew there was only one reason a floating fireball would knock on his window. The only creatures who used flame post were…

‘Dragons,’ he whispered.

A dragon had a message for him. Slowly, the fireball began to unwind, like a ball of wool, and words appeared in the air.

Lance Lo, you are invited to…

As the words shone in the dark of his bedroom, Lance began to tremble with excitement. And then the next two words appeared.

Camp Claw.

Lance let out a shout, but the flame post wasn’t finished.

Be ready.

The burning letters crackled, and with a snap, they rolled back into a fireball and floated towards the open window.

‘Oh!’ exclaimed Lance, hurrying to watch the fireball drift up into the night sky until it vanished.

He put his violin away and climbed into bed with a huge grin on his face. He was going to Camp Claw – the place where he might find his heart-bonded dragon and discover his own secret powers! He was thrilled, his heart still racing in his chest, but he was grateful and relieved too. Lance knew Camp Claw only invited a select number of kids every summer, and when Zoe’s dragon had appeared in the woods earlier today, and there hadn’t been a dragon for him, he’d assumed that was it for this year. But now anything was possible. Lance fell asleep smiling, and that night he dreamed of dragons.



The next morning at breakfast, Lance told his family what had happened the previous night.

Zoe squealed. ‘LANCE! This means we’re both going to Camp Claw! I wonder if my dragon knows your dragon!’

‘Well,’ Lance admitted, ‘I don’t have a dragon yet.’

‘How can you go to Camp Claw without a dragon?’ said his dad with a slight frown. ‘Isn’t that the whole point?’

Lance sighed. ‘Dad! Camp Claw is for heart-bonded kids and ones who are likely to have heart bonds. The Dragon Force can sense potential. Don’t you know that?’

His dad scratched his head. ‘But how can they tell?’

‘I don’t know how it works exactly, but the Dragon Force has the ability to sense heart bonds and magic. And if I’ve been invited to Camp Claw, that means they think I probably have a heart bond of my own, I just haven’t found my dragon yet.’

It was much more common for children to have a heart bond with a dragon as dragons trusted children more, but it wasn’t impossible for an adult to form a heart bond too. There were many theories about why adult and dragon heart bonds were so rare, but the prevailing one was that adults had hearts that were hardened, for good or bad, and children had hearts that were open and easier for a dragon to bond with. There had been cases of dragons with dark hearts seeking out adults who had evil in their hearts too, so whenever an adult and a dragon did heart-bond, they were highly scrutinized to make sure it was in the best interests of the New World, and not just for their own personal gain.

Of course, not every human-dragon heart bond could be recorded and tracked down. Even by the Dragon Force. The true number of heart bonds in the New World was unknown.

There were stories about humans desperate for a heart bond going to Dracordia. Surviving on the new dragon-dominated continent as a human was hard, and even getting there was notoriously dangerous and difficult. You couldn’t arrive by boat or plane. The only way was through a portal or dragon flight, and that meant finding a dragon willing to take you there.

The opportunity to go to Camp Claw was one of the only safe ways to visit Dracordia, and the only people allowed there were the Dragon Force themselves and Camp Claw recruits. And Lance was going to be one of those lucky people.

He grinned up at his dad. ‘I might not know how it works, but the flame post told me to be ready. So I’m ready!’

‘Are you sure it really happened, sweetie?’ said his mum. ‘It sounds a lot like a dream to me.’

‘Mum, I wasn’t dreaming! Haven’t you heard of flame post?’ Lance took another big spoonful of cereal. His appetite was back in full force. He was so excited about the flame post that he wasn’t even annoyed his mum didn’t completely believe him. He knew it wasn’t a dream, and that was what mattered.

His mum took a sip of her tea. ‘I can’t say that I have. But then it’s impossible to keep up with all the new technology these days.’

Lance scoffed. ‘It isn’t technology. It’s how dragons communicate with humans they don’t know!’

‘I’ve heard of it,’ said his dad. ‘I’ve seen it on the news. And Allison down the road received flame post from a dragon who wanted to move into her back garden. The dragon didn’t want to frighten her, so it sent flame post first!’

‘Well, that’s nice,’ said his mum. ‘Very thoughtful. You hear these stories about dragons storming into people’s homes, so it’s lovely to hear some are more considerate. How is Allison anyway? I haven’t seen her since that dragon moved in!’

‘Why are we talking about Allison?’ said Lance. ‘Both me and Zoe have been invited to Camp Claw! This is the most exciting thing to ever happen!’

‘Well, I have to say, I haven’t seen any hard proof of either of your invitations,’ said his dad. ‘I’ve only heard stories about a purple dragon appearing in the woods and flame post showing up in the middle of the night. And I really think I need some more information—’

He was cut off by a thundering boom, and a swirling blue fireball appeared in the centre of the kitchen.

Lance’s mum let out a scream. ‘What is that?’ she cried, a bit breathless. ‘Is it flame post?’

‘I don’t think so.’ Lance held his mum’s shaking hand to reassure her. ‘The flame post I received was much smaller than this one, and it was orange…’

Before he could say anything else, the blue fireball started to spin, expanding wider and wider until the spinning flames turned into an oval that stretched from floor to ceiling.

‘It’s a portal!’ Zoe yelled, jumping out of her chair, excitement radiating from her like rays of sunshine. ‘It’s a portal to Dragon’s Claw! Mum, Dad, it’s happening – we’re really going to Camp Claw!’ She dashed towards the spinning blue flames. ‘Lance, let’s jump in!’

‘Whoa, whoa, whoa,’ said their dad, but he was smiling as he held Zoe back by the shoulders. ‘Let’s just wait and see what happens before we go diving headlong into a magic fireball.’

A large transparent sphere emerged slowly from the flames.

Lance’s mum tightened her grip on her son’s hand. ‘Are we sure we’re not being robbed by some sort of magical beast? I’ve heard that can happen, you know!’

‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ Zoe said, stepping between her and the portal. ‘I’m heart-bonded now and basically already on the Dragon Force. I’ll keep us safe.’

Lance laughed, but he was glad that Zoe did have a dragon she could call on if this was something more nefarious after all.

The sphere continued to float into the Lo family’s kitchen until it was no longer inside the fiery portal. It was transparent and completely seamless, as if someone had blown a huge liquid bubble and turned it to glass. Inside the sphere was a floating armchair.

The sphere moved further in front of the portal and stopped.

Everyone in the room stared at the strange floating apparatus that had burst into their home without invitation. Lance suddenly knew in his gut that this was it. This was how the adventure he’d been waiting and hoping for was going to begin. With a giant floating orb in the middle of his kitchen. He felt a strange urge to laugh. It was all so surreal, almost as if he was in a dream, but he knew it was real. His brain was trying to comprehend what his heart knew. He was going to Camp Claw, and he was going right now. He’d never felt more excited, but he was nervous too. He knew once he climbed into the sphere, there would be no turning back.

‘What are we supposed to do?’ whispered Lance’s mum.

Zoe craned her neck back and forth, trying to look around the sphere. ‘Is there a door to get inside?’

‘It doesn’t look as if it has a door,’ said Lance. ‘Maybe you just step into it?’

‘Nobody is getting inside that thing until I have more information,’ said their dad firmly.

Without warning, another boom rang out from the portal, and a second sphere emerged, settling next to the first.

Lance’s dad took a step towards the floating spheres and crossed his arms. ‘All right, you strange floating bubbles, explain yourselves.’

Lance glanced at his dad incredulously. ‘Dad, don’t be ridic—’

He was interrupted by a deep, soothing voice that flowed out from one of the spheres. ‘Greetings, Lo family. Lance and Zoe Lo’s transport to Camp Claw has arrived.’

Zoe let out a squeak. ‘The bubbles talk! I knew this was our way to Dragon’s Claw!’

‘Please say your farewells and prepare to leave,’ said the talking orb. ‘You do not need to bring anything with you to Camp Claw except the clothes you are wearing. Everything else will be provided. The travel orbs depart in five minutes.’

‘That isn’t very much time,’ said Lance, jamming another spoonful of cereal into his mouth. It suddenly seemed very important that he ate enough breakfast. And what did the orb mean when it said they didn’t need to bring anything? What about his phone? His dragon notebook? His pyjamas? His underwear?

‘You’re leaving now?’ Lance’s mum sounded as if she might burst into tears.

‘The flame post did say to be ready,’ said Lance, but his palms were sweaty, and he was suddenly feeling more anxious than excited. Everything was happening so fast. There was so much he didn’t know. He glanced over at Zoe, who was still beaming at the orbs. At least they would be going together.

‘How do we know this is legitimate?’ said his dad, frowning at the orb.

‘This is clearly dragon magic!’ said Zoe. ‘And it knew our names! Of course it’s legitimate!’

A vaguely familiar scent filled the air, and suddenly Zoe’s dragon burst out of the portal, its head filling up what little space they had left in the room while the rest of its body remained inside the portal.

‘Hello, Lo family,’ the dragon said. ‘I sensed some anxiety through my bond with Zoe, so I have come to reassure you all.’

Zoe reached out to stroke her dragon’s head. ‘I’m so happy to see you again!’

‘There’s a purple dragon in my kitchen,’ whispered Lance’s mum, eyes wide with shock. ‘And it’s going to take my babies away!’

‘Mum, we aren’t babies!’ said Lance, feeling his cheeks flame. He didn’t want Zoe’s dragon to think they weren’t ready for Camp Claw.

‘I will not be taking your children anywhere. The orbs will. And there is no safer place than Camp Claw,’ said Zoe’s dragon. ‘You must trust your children. They are our future after all.’ The dragon turned to Zoe. ‘I will see you there. The orbs will explain what happens next. But do hurry; they will not wait for ever.’ And with a whoosh, she disappeared back into the portal.

‘Wow,’ said their dad, eyebrows raised. ‘That was… something.’

‘Dad, you’re going to let us go to Camp Claw, right?’ said Zoe. ‘You’ve met my dragon now!’

‘I don’t know if that made me feel more or less reassured,’ said their dad. ‘But that dragon did say something smart.’

‘Everything dragons say is smart,’ said Lance. ‘They’re the most intelligent creatures in the New World.’
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