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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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