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Chapter One

An Uneasy Alliance
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Mika had been in some small spaces in the past and endured unwelcome company. This, however, was the worst.

The carriage itself was comfortable enough by human standards. Even the creepily human-looking creation that drove it was not really a problem. He didn’t speak and also didn’t need to stop to rest or eat. Nor did the horse.

The problem was those inside the carriage.

“Did you see that?” Rayn muttered as concern replaced his usually moody and annoyed expression.

“See what?” Mika was the only one to bother interacting with the human-ice dragon. He looked out the window and watched the trees rush past. At least that’s how it looked through his human eyes. The carriage did not feel like it was moving, but the landscape outside appeared to race away behind them. “All I see are trees.”

“The same trees that have surrounded us for days,” Oisin added sourly.

“There... did you see it?” Rayn leaned forward and clutched at the overstuffed seat.

Mika frowned. Yes, he had seen something unusual. A small flicker at the edge of his vision.

“A reflection of the sun perhaps?” he said, glancing around.

“What sun?” Peri asked. “The clouds have hidden it since we left Golden Sands.”

Mika had to agree with Peri, but he wasn’t about to tell him. Even the confined quarters of the carriage for the past week had not brought them closer. In fact, none of them seemed inclined to speak to the human-fire dragon. There had been little conversation, as it usually ended in an argument. With nowhere to storm off to an uneasy silence had descended.

“Ah yes, Golden Sands.” Oisin’s tone sent a warning ripple through Mika that would have made his ears tingle if he were in dragon form. The human-sea dragon glared at Mika, then Rayn with disgust. “Where you claim there was a door to the sun dragon lair?”

“It leads to the waterfall at Deadfall Canyon,” Tila corrected him without even opening her eyes. To a casual observer, she would look to be just waking from sleep. But Mika knew it was something worse. Ever since Slade had drained Tila and Oisin’s magic, she had hovered on the verge of sleep as if barely clinging to life.

“I’ll have to take your word for it.” Oisin’s snarl made her eyes flick open briefly. “Since neither of the two remaining dragons among us could open it.”

Peri scowled. “I didn’t know what to look for. Blame the ice dragon as he has seen it.”

“It probably only opens for a sun dragon.” Rayn defended himself.

“We only have one remaining. Somewhere.” Oisin’s mood was getting worse. “You say he once hid as a jug. Maybe he is still hiding in the carriage’s trunk!”

“We looked, remember?” Peri’s eyebrows rose in amusement.

Mika did indeed remember. They must have looked like lunatics as they talked to every item in their treasure haul when they reached Golden Sands. If he was among the treasure, he certainly didn’t want to join them.

“Even Pax couldn’t hide this long without needing food.” Mika wasn’t sure of that, but he knew the little golden dragon loved food.

“We could have flown to the tunnels through the waterfall by the enormous lake,” Rayn pointed out.

“You mean you could,” Oisin snapped back.

Mika knew it wasn’t an option for some of them. Only Peri and Rayn could change back to dragon form. Mika had not tried in several days, and the pain in his back told him not to bother.

“Well, I would not carry you!” Peri did not hide the obvious animosity he felt towards Oisin. “You were not nice to me when I was pretending to be human.”

Seeing the world through human eyes was quite alarming for Mika. They had stopped at the waterfall and stood leaning over the rail. Mika recalled the sheer terror at the thought of descending into it. Even in dragon form, he had barely survived the waterfall. As a human, carried by a dragon, it would not end well!

“Nobody is forcing you to stay with us,” Rayn pointed out.

Since Slade stranded them in the deserts of the North, there had been very little agreement between them. Only one thing was unanimous; that they stick together.

There wasn’t enough salt to divide easily. Those who needed more would run out quickly.

“Enough already or by the first egg, I will push you all out of the carriage... while it’s moving.” Tila’s empty threat ended the brewing argument, for now.

Mika stared at the floor of the carriage as there was nowhere else to look that didn’t mean staring at one of his companions. Apart from the trees, that was, and they made him feel dizzy.

He focused on working out where they were and how far they had to go.

They were travelling so slowly, compared to dragon flight, that it was pretty easy for Mika to pinpoint their location exactly.

Above ground, they were almost a day out from Riverton and the waterfall at Deadfall Canyon. Up ahead, five minutes by dragon wing or an hour in this carriage, was the Inn at the top of the valley. They had stopped there briefly on the way to Slade’s lair last summer.

Below ground and further east ran the tunnel they used with Pax to get salt. None of the other tunnels or sections of Slade’s lair came this far north, but halfway down the slope past the Inn were the outer limits of the lair.

The map of everything slotted into place in his mind. Then he blinked as part of the carriage floor vanished.

Mika’s heart raced as he watched the dirt road race away. He instinctively moved his foot away from the ‘hole’ in the floor and gulped.

“Umm... we have a problem.”

“No kidding,” Rayn muttered back.

Mika kicked the human-ice dragon so hard that Rayn sat up and leaned forward to retaliate. Doing so brought his head directly over the hole.

“Look down,” Mika told him.

Rayn did so and leapt backwards onto the seat so hard that the carriage shook. His form blurred into a dragon for a split second and squashed everyone.

“What’s going on?” Tila roused herself enough to look at Mika.

“The charm is fading,” Rayn answered for Mika.

Everyone had now seen the evidence, and those stuck in human form certainly seemed more nervous.

“It should last another hour or two,” Oisin said as he leaned forward to inspect the hole.

“Well, is that an hour, or is it two?” Peri asked.

“An hour will get us to the traveller’s Inn at the peak. Two for Slade’s lair,” Mika told them. “I’m not keen on landing on the road at this speed.”

They all sat watching as the hole faded away, and solid floor returned.

“So it’s fixed?” Peri looked hopeful.

“It will be back,” Oisin predicted sourly. “But maybe not in the same place.”

That set them all on edge as the carriage trundled effortlessly up the steep incline to the peak. Twice, the patch of nothingness appeared on the roof and once on the door. Each time it grew larger, and they were less inclined to rest against any surface.

“I vote we stop at the Inn and find another mode of transport,” Rayn suggested. “Those of us who can fly should go on ahead.”

Oisin growled, and it was close to a dragon growl. Clearly, Mika thought, he was recovering some of his strength. Perhaps he was just fooling them by pretending to remain in human form?

“We agreed. Nobody goes off alone. If there’s a memory charm, or salt, we find it together,” the old human-sea dragon spat.

Oisin’s glare was enough for Rayn to back down.

Mika wasn’t the only one to sigh with relief when the traveller’s Inn came into sight. The most recent ‘hole’ in the roof had not faded away like the others, and they all knew the magical carriage would be gone in minutes, not hours. 

Watching a creation reach the end of its existence had always fascinated Mika. He remembered sitting by the Fayre tents and trying to guess which one would fade away next. Would it fade from the top or bottom or even the middle? A game played by a bored and lonely outcast that had distracted him for a short time. Now it was very different and not at all a game he wanted to play.

“If we arrange another carriage, we can transfer the treasure directly to it.” Rayn looked to be thinking out loud. “Surely there are some human coins among the treasure to buy passage.”

“I will handle that,” Oisin insisted. “I am the most senior dragon and such tasks are my domain.”

Rayn shrugged and looked away as Oisin stared at him. Mika doubted there was any such rule or precedent for such a situation. Sure, the order of command and importance was clear within a clan, but their ragtag mix of clans and states of health was not an event that had happened before.

Mika didn’t really blame Oisin for trying to gain the position as leader of their group, even though he did not like him. As a former elder, it must be hard being stuck in human form with no magic. Mika knew it was hard and also terrifying, but he had never been in any position of power to begin with.

The prospect of becoming human and forgetting his true nature was like standing at the edge of a cliff and wondering if it was safe to jump. Would he be able to transform and fly or fall to his death? Well, it was not quite the same as would still be alive, but not in this life.

Oisin interrupted Mika’s musings as he leaned out the window of the carriage and told the driver to pull into the parking area behind the Inn.

“Where are the other carriages?” Peri asked as theirs pulled to a stop in the middle of the empty cobblestoned yard. A large stable lay to the rear of it, but that too was empty. “I don’t even see a wagon.”

Peri was right. It looked like the Inn was closed! Mika stared at the empty courtyard with a growing concern. He didn’t want to walk the rest of the way to Slade’s lair.

“Welcome!” a voice drew Mika’s attention, and he watched an elderly woman hurry towards them. “We don’t get many travellers in winter.”

“We’re not stopping,” Oisin told her bluntly. “We just want a new carriage to continue our journey.” 

The old woman’s smile did not falter. Clearly, she was used to dealing with difficult or unfriendly customers. She glanced around the empty yard, then back at Oisin. “I am afraid that won’t be possible, good sir. What appears to be the problem with your own transport?”

Mika tried not to look up at the quickly growing hole in the roof.

“Our driver must return north immediately,” Rayn lied easily and grinned at the innkeeper. “Perhaps you have a couple of horses we can buy?”

“Well, young man, if I did, I’d be happy to sell them to you.” The woman’s smile softened as she spoke to Rayn. “You’re welcome to take rooms until the next coach comes through.”

“And when is that?” Oisin’s mood was getting worse.

“Only a week.” She shrugged.

“Unload the... bags,” Oisin snapped at Peri and Rayn.

The inside of the carriage was getting brighter by the second as the charm disintegrated. By Mika’s estimate, they had only a minute left.

Mika helped Tila out of the carriage and the innkeeper noticed how weak the human-ice dragon was.

“Oh, you poor dear. Let me help you inside.” She all but picked Tila up and helped her through the rear entrance of the Inn.

“Mika.” Rayn’s hiss was enough to hurry him back to the carriage. Rayn shoved a sack of treasure at him and Mika noticed it was the smallest one. Peri came out of the stables with an armful of sacks and loaded them with eggs.

As soon as all the treasure and eggs were by the Inn door, Oisin spoke quietly to the driver. A second later, the carriage moved off and vanished into the treelined road heading north. The sound of wheels on the stony section of the road near the Inn faded away far too quickly and Mika was sure he heard a final whinny of the horse as it faded from existence.

The room the innkeeper had for them was on the ground floor and was just one large room with lots of beds, three-high up the wall. It surprised Mika there were so many beds, but he wasn’t interested enough to ask questions of the innkeeper.

They stacked the treasure onto the top bunk furthest from the door. Mika let them all fight it out for the beds nearest the treasure. He guided Tila to one near the door where she would have a good view, then left her to rest.

Mika’s back was sore, and he walked to the window of the large sitting room that adjoined the sleeping room and looked out at the view as he stretched his back to ease the pain.

The room had windows on three sides and allowed a view to the north, south, and west. It wasn’t a patch on Slade’s tower, but by human standards it was an impressive view and the Inn had set chairs and sofas up to take advantage of it. Mika first looked back the way they had come. North. There wasn’t much to see except forest and beyond that the glimmer of sand and water. To the west was more forest and water beyond with small islands dotted in the sea. No doubt it was part of the sea of monsters. Mika consulted his mindmap and nodded as it confirmed his thoughts. As he turned to the south, he expected to see Slade’s lair, glittering and... Instead, he sucked in a breath so deep that it hurt. 

“What’s up?” It was Rayn and Mika just pointed without speaking. He vaguely heard the human-ice dragon swear.

To the south lay Slade’s lair, to be sure. The only problem was that it was hidden. Blanketing it like thick clouds was a black smog that hid it from view. The smog rose so high that there would be no way to fly over it. Going around was the only way south by dragon wing.

“I had forgotten about that,” Mika said in a voice devoid of hope. “There’s no way we can get past that.”

“Get past what?” Oisin demanded as he joined them at the vast window.

“The smog.” Rayn’s voice was more of a sigh than the actual words.

Oisin looked confused. “I’ve never seen that before. The only time I’ve stopped here the tower was easily visible. Perhaps it’s just winter fog.”

Mika shook his head. “No, you were human last time.”

Oisin scowled at the reminder. “So?”

“Humans can’t see the smog, nor does it affect them the way it affects us.” Rayn turned his back on the smog as if wishing it away.

“And that is how?” Oisin looked worried.

“It will drain any magic from us as we get closer. Rayn, Amber, and I barely survived the trip last time.” Mika frowned. “Although we have some salt to help us along the way this time. It might be enough to get through it.”

“And it might not,” Oisin snapped back. “Perhaps we should not be heading there after all.”

“But that’s where we’re most likely to find the charm.” Tila’s weak voice drifted from the sleeping room. 

“And that’s no guarantee of not needing salt again.” Oisin’s bitter undertone was full of self-pity.

“For others it will be,” Peri pointed out a little bluntly, as if he didn’t care about upsetting Oisin. He had been sitting in a chair by the window.

“Enough already.” Tila dragged herself to her feet and made her way out to join them. “We will rest here for a day or two and find a way to get past the smog. Unless anyone has a better suggestion?”

Even Oisin did not argue and the group dispersed to stare out the windows and mull over the hurdle that could mean their death.
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Chapter Two

Like a Horse!
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The view from the Inn windows was almost as good as that from Slade’s tower. Almost. These windows didn’t have the same magical zooming ability. Nevertheless, the view enthralled Mika whenever he passed a window.

Perched on top of a mountain, the inn boasted views from every direction. The one Mika stopped at most often looked south towards Slade’s former home and lair.

“Do you think the smog has shrunk a little today?” Tila’s voice held little hope. They had all asked themselves that question every day for the last three days.

“Perhaps.” Mika’s reply was noncommittal, and he shrugged. “How are you feeling?”

“The same.” Tila’s expression was a little sad and her eyes were still distant. Mika hadn’t seen her smile since Slade had almost killed her by draining her magic.

“How much salt do we have left?” The tension in her voice showed her concern and desperation.

Mika knew Tila would not easily ask for some of their precious supply of salt, so she must be very weak to even bring up the subject.

“Enough for now,” Mika replied gently. “Rayn is still guarding it. He’ll give you some.”

So far, the only plan they had come up with was to wait out the smog. The theory was that it should fade now that Slade had gone. It was, however, just a theory, as none of them knew how Slade had created it. 

“It looks bigger to me,” Peri chipped in bitterly as Tila left to get some salt. “Are you sure it’s dangerous?”

“Positive.” Mika was doing his best to be pleasant to his brother, but it wasn’t easy. He knew Peri had been planning to double-cross them all back at the caravan and claim himself as the victor who saved the clans. “Although you’re welcome to test it out for us.”

Peri did not respond and Mika was about to wander off when Tila returned with the others.

“We can’t just sit here and wait,” Oisin said as he paced back and forth. “We should go back to the waterfall and send someone in to disable the smog.”

“Someone?” Mika queried. “Only Rayn and Peri can fly, and neither have any idea how to get rid of the smog.”

“Then we’ll have to trust them to go in and look for the charm,” Tila suggested. “If they gather up all the charms and bring them back here, we can look through them.”

Mika nodded. It actually sounded like a plausible idea. How had it taken them three days to come up with it? Surely the two dragons would watch each other to make sure neither flew off with the charm scrolls.

“Down that waterfall?” Peri said with his arms folded across his chest. “It looks dangerous.”

“You fear a bit of water?” Rayn teased. 

“It is pretty dangerous,” Mika said with a nod at Peri. “I barely got through it even with your help, Rayn.”

“True. I guess it’s too risky.”

“And people would see us,” Peri added. “I can go at night, but that might be even more dangerous.”

Mika, Rayn and Tila exchanged a glance. None of them had shared their secret of staying hidden from sight. Peri was one of the last dragons Mika would ever want to tell. He chastised himself for such a thought. Surely finding the charm that saved three clans was reason enough to trust Peri with the secret.

“How long is the tunnel underground?” Peri asked. He looked to have reconsidered the danger of the waterfall and didn’t want to seem scared.

Mika brought up a map in his mind and looked north. He could almost see the tunnel as it snaked south from the waterfall and ran, surprisingly, not far to the east of the inn. The layers of the lair superimposed themselves over the tunnel as he worked his way south.

“About an hour’s flight....” Mika paused as he stared to the south. The smog was still there, but so was the map from his mind. He could see the tunnel leading into it and the lair hidden within the smog.

“What’s wrong?” Tila asked as she followed his line of sight to see what he was staring at.

“Nothing.” Mika grinned as he turned to her. “I think I know how we can all get in without going near the smog.”

Mika flicked his mind back to the map. He needed to be sure before he laid out his plan. Yes, it looked right. The tunnel ran to the east of the inn and not far south of where he now stood was a small section of the lair that extended just beyond the smog.

“So what’s your big idea?” Peri looked annoyed that his solo hero mission was being ignored.

“Air vents,” Mika announced and nodded, as if to confirm his own words. “I know where there are a dozen or more air vents and possible exits to the lair.”

“And the smog?” Oisin asked. “How do we get past that?”

“That’s the best part,” Mika told him. “We don’t have to as several of them in the lair, and some in the old tunnel, are outside the smog.”

The mood in the room lifted instantly and, just as quickly, the team spirit that had held them together as they contemplated imminent death seemed to dissipate. Suddenly they became separate clans, all wanting to be first to find the charm.

“I’d rather try the waterfall first,” Peri said firmly. “I’ll go on my own.”

Oisin just growled at that, and Peri took a step back. The human-sea dragon had not shifted into dragon form still, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t.

Mika was relieved that they hadn’t shared the invisibility secret with Peri. He would vanish and beat them to the charm scrolls without a second thought.

“And how do you know all this?” Peri did not seem convinced.

“I saw most tunnels while I was looking for everyone when Pax took us there to get salt. I have a map now of almost all the lair and some of the older sections extend north a very long way.”

“What map?” Peri demanded. “Show it to us.”

Mika pointed to his head. “It’s in here.”

“Then it’s just your word we have to trust.” Peri spoke as if that was an unlikely option. “How do we trust the word of a dragon raised in the enemy’s home?”

“I believe him,” Tila said without hesitation.

“Me too.”

Mika was a little surprised that Rayn had added his vote of confidence so quickly.

Peri scowled, then shrugged. “It’s still two against two.”

“Maybe not.”

All eyes turned to Oisin. Mika did not expect the human-sea dragon to take his side. One look at Oisin’s face confirmed that thought. Oisin glared at Mika with dislike and contempt, then gave Peri exactly the same look.

“We have two options and neither of them will fix my... our need for salt.”

To Mika it looked as if Oisin would rather not bother saving the clans if he couldn’t save himself. It was entirely possible that repeating the process of becoming human and receiving the memory charm would restore Oisin to his former state free of the need for salt.

“But,” Oisin continued before anyone could comment, “it is a choice between trusting one fire dragon to fly in alone or another to lead us all together via an air vent.”

Oisin left his opinion unvoiced, but he pointed to Mika. Clearly, he could not bring himself to vocalise his support.

“How soon can we leave?” Tila asked.

Mika became the centre of attention, and he shrugged. “When you’re ready.”

The slight nod of all heads signified they were all ready.

“I don’t think I can change form still.” Tila looked concerned and Mika grimaced. Nor could he and Oisin’s scowl showed he had not recovered his magic either.

“There are two that we can get to on foot,” Mika reassured her.

“Show me all of them,” Oisin ordered and moved to the window facing south.

Mika obliged by pointing out where he had judged the location of the four air vents.

Two were deep in the mountain ridge that ran to the east. Nothing less than wings would get them there.

“Another one should be down the mountain just before the smog begins. And one is actually close to the inn, I think.”

“You think? I thought you said you knew where they were!” Oisin rounded on Mika with a threatening tone.

“I know where all the ones are near the middle of the lair. They all follow a pattern and by using that pattern to extend out, they should be easy to find.”

“So we’re going traipsing in that rubble and trees in the hope of a pattern that might take us to an air vent.” Oisin’s glare did not upset Mika now that he knew the human-sea dragon could not change form.

“Sure, it’s a risk.” Mika shrugged. “Unless you want Peri to go to the waterfall? Perhaps Rayn will go with him?”

Oisin blinked just once, then turned away. “Tell me about the one close to the inn.”

“It leads to the tunnel that runs from the waterfall to the lair. There were...” Mika counted to himself, “six vents, but only one is near enough and free of the smog. If we head east and down to the south, I can find it.”

“Gather our belongings. We leave before high noon,” Oisin said. 

“I’m not lugging all the treasure down a mountain,” Peri stated and folded his arms. “Do we just leave it for the humans?”

“Stack it in the empty stable for now,” Rayn suggested. “I can spare enough magic to put a charm on so nobody will take it.”

The last item they added to the stack was the small barrel of salt. Mika knocked on the side to check the level and was dismayed to find it was almost empty.

“I’ll put the charm on this lot,” Rayn said and drew a circle around it. “You lead the way.”

After telling the innkeeper they were off for a walk, they quickly slipped behind the stables and into the forest. Mika led them east until he could sense they were directly over the tunnel.

“Now we go south. It should be only a short distance.”

Mika had spent a lot of time in human form over his short lifetime, but he hadn’t really appreciated just how little ground two legs covered by walking. An hour later, he did a mental check. Had they missed the air vent?

“Where is the vent? You said it wasn’t far,” Peri whined as if reading Mika’s thoughts.

“I guess I was thinking in dragon terms of distance,” Mika admitted. “We’re almost there now. Keep an eye out for something that looks out of place.”

“What sort of something?” Rayn asked.

“I don’t know,” Mika admitted. “But there must be something up here that keeps the vent open and stops it filling up with leaves and dirt.”

It was slow going after that as everyone kicked at bushes and looked behind rocks. Mika even doubted the existence of the air vent himself when Tila called out.

“I’ve found something.”

Tila stood at the edge of the trees where the mountain dropped away sharply. She pointed to a strange rock formation at the edge of the cliff. Atop it was a smooth, perfectly round stone, and it spun as if it were so light the wind could move it.

“That’s definitely not natural.” Rayn stated the obvious as he went closer to inspect it. Mika joined him and he marvelled at how the top rock spun on the short but thin rock beneath it.

“There’s a gap underneath.” Mika put his hand next to it and felt the wind whistle past it. “It’s definitely an air vent.”

“Great.” Oisin’s drawl said it did not impress him. “How do we get down that tiny vent?”

“If Pax was here, he could melt a way down in seconds,” Rayn pointed out. “Sun dragon flame is super hot.”

“Hotter than a fire dragon?” Peri queried with an indignant stare.

“I don’t know. Can you melt through rock and reach the tunnel down there?” Rayn asked in a goading fashion.

“Of course I can.” Peri paced around and looked at the area for a place to start. “How far down is the tunnel?”

“Umm.... Three dragon lengths.” Mika raised one eyebrow. Rayn had tricked Peri into making a tunnel without even having to ask for his help.

“That’s not far!” Peri looked smug. “And the angle and width?”

Mika grabbed a fallen branch and dragged it on the rocky ground to show the approximate size and direction of the tunnel.

“Stand back.” Peri blurred into dragon form then puffed out his chest as he strutted around poking at the rocky ground as if looking for the perfect spot.

“Just get on with it,” Oisin muttered.

“I’ll have to go almost straight down or we’ll run out of mountain.” Peri didn’t wait for them to agree as he blasted the ground with his flame just short of the air vent. 

Mika had seen Amber melt a tunnel, but this was even more impressive. There had been molten rock last time, but now it appeared to vaporise as Peri vanished from sight down the wide sloping tunnel. Was that something he could do in dragon form? He hoped he got a chance to try it. It wasn’t far short of the heat Slade had used to destroy the salt. 

Everyone, including Mika, backed away and watched from a safe distance as human form did not tolerate heat well. Rayn could have changed to dragon form, but Mika knew that wouldn’t have helped. Ice dragons didn’t like hot flame either.

Steam rose from the tunnel for what seemed like an hour, but Mika knew it was probably less. He hoped there were no humans in the line of sight of the steam that rose before dissipating just above the trees. Eventually, Peri reappeared at the tunnel entrance. He looked tired, but attempted to hide it.

“I think Peri might need some salt,” Mika prompted and nudged Rayn. 

Rayn did not argue, and they all sat and watched the steaming tunnel. 

“How long before we can go down?” Oisin asked as he paced forward but had to step back quickly. “It could take weeks!”

Peri shrugged. “Sometimes it does. We rarely wait long, as it doesn’t bother fire dragons.”

“Let me have a look,” Rayn offered. He handed the barrel to Mika and blurred into dragon form. A quick blast of ice fire cooled the ground near the tunnel, then he worked his way closer and closer until he blasted his cold flame down into its depths. He backed away quickly as more steam gushed from the tunnel. It took three more attempts before barely a whisper of steam returned to the surface and he turned back to them.

“I’ll carry Tila and Mika. It’s too steep for a human, and falling that far would probably kill you.”

Oisin looked alarmed and then furious. “You will not carry me!”

“I can only carry two, so I wasn’t offering,” Rayn said with a tilt of his large dragon head. “Peri will have to take you or you can try to slide down the icy sides.”

Mika did not really want to be carried down the tunnel and he doubted Tila would either, but Rayn was right. Mika could see the slippery ice coating the tunnel. He was likely to do more damage to his back than he already had if he slid down that far.

He expected Rayn to grab them both with his front legs, but the blue and white dragon crouched down. “Climb up and hang on.”

“You want us to ride on your back?” Mika asked. He wanted to add ‘like a horse’, but he knew Rayn would take it the wrong way. The most important thing was to get to the lair and this would definitely be faster. Tila looked like she could barely take another step and Mika had to help her up.

There was more than enough room for Oisin as well, but Rayn lifted off as soon as Tila had a good hold on the slightly loose skin around his neck. Mika knew it would be uncomfortable for Rayn, like a human’s collar being too tight.

“Is Oisin coming with Peri?” Mika tried to turn back to see but failed as he would have to let go to do so.

“He won’t want to be left behind,” Tila assured him with a laugh. 

Rayn was not flying fast. It was more of a gentle glide down the tunnel, but to Mika it seemed alarmingly fast. Human perception certainly was a lot different.

It was a well-made tunnel, and still rather warm, even though ice covered it. No doubt the rock underneath was still cooling but the magical ice would resist melting for quite some time.

They levelled off into the tunnel after just a moment and Rayn turned and headed towards the sun dragon’s lair. Not far behind, Mika heard dragon wings and didn’t bother to turn to see if it was Peri. Who else could it be?

The trip to the lair went much faster and Rayn landed to let them off in what seemed only a few minutes. Mika recognised the turn in the tunnel which he knew led into the scroll library. Another air vent let the sunlight in and a wave of calm ran through Mika. He was sure they would find it.

“Make way!” Peri shouted, and they scrambled to move aside. Peri flew past with Oisin gripped in his right front claw. “Incoming!”

He let go of Oisin and skidded to a stop by the bend in the tunnel. Oisin tumbled to the ground and rolled over and over.

“How dare you!” Oisin shouted as he stood up and dusted himself off.

“Sorry, I can’t land without that leg.” Peri’s explanation seemed highly unbelievable, but the fire dragon had already vanished around the corner. The others hurried to follow him.  
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Chapter Three

Too Hot For Humans
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Rayn was the next to round the corner, leaving those stuck in human form to run after the two dragons. Tila was putting on a brave face, but was clearly struggling. Oisin had more energy, but staying in human form confirmed that he could not transform. Mika knew there was no way Oisin would run in human form if he could fly. Letting another clan potentially beat him to the memory charm was not something he would do, no matter their agreement to work together.
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