
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Dragons of Avenir

Book 1

––––––––

Dragon Clan

––––––––

Linda McNabb


Copyright © Linda McNabb 2019

Linda McNabb asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publishers.

Cover art © Ralf Kraft, Isoga1

––––––––

ISBN  9781386755524(ebook)  

ISBN  9781393295761 (pb)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1. Humans
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Humans. They were coming. They were early!

Mika knew the trick to staying out of sight was to blend in with his surroundings. It was the first thing taught to all dragonets before they left the caves. 

But he would never blend in. His ash-black hide, patterned with fire-red streaks, stood out starkly against the white of the snow and ice around him. Night time was his only chance of staying hidden.

But right now it was early morning. Sunlight streamed towards him from where the sun rose over the horizon far out to sea. The entire white landscape sparkled and glistened. As a fire dragon he loved the warmth of the sun so did not mind that perimeter duty fell to him more often than not. It gave him the chance to soak up some heat and store it for when he was deep inside the bitter cold of the ice dragon caves.

This was a short run though as it was almost time for the yearly summer fayre and he was watching for the humans. A small wagon had just topped the rise through the canyon pass and there were no doubt many more behind it.

The human trading caravan came through the mountains every year and it was a very important event in the lives of all dragons. He tipped his left wing down and banked to turn back to the home caves before he was spotted. 

He would like to stay and watch the wagons crawling across the earth like ants. How sad it must be to never fly. He pitied the humans for the restrictions of their frail bodies. But it was against all dragon laws to be seen by the humans so he sped back towards the coast. They only had a day before the humans traversed the pass and made their way down to the plains. There was a lot to do.

It only took a few minutes in a direct flight path to reach the plateau that looked out to sea. He did one last small circuit high above the frozen lake that had been his home since he hatched. The sun wasn’t very warm yet as it was early but he soaked up as much heat as he could. 

He let the last warm current slip under his wings as he glided towards the entrance to the ice caves. It was small, and intentionally so, as it was easier to defend a smaller gateway to the dragons’ home caves. It was not the only entrance, but they were all as hard to spot as this one and all were guarded.

The bitter cold hovered as a mist above the frozen lake as Mika lined up for a fast arrival. The lake wasn’t naturally frozen, just as the surrounding area wasn’t naturally covered in snow. There was always snow on the mountain tops but this far down it melted in summer. It was officially the middle of summer, but the temperature at the ice dragon lair never changed. The ice dragons could freeze anything with their flame and their magic kept it cold. Fire wasn’t something they valued, and it was what Mika excelled at.

‘You’re coming in too fast!’

Mika ignored the warning and folded his wings back even more to increase his speed.

A blast of icy-blue flame shot out from beside the entrance. Even after living here his entire life Mika still struggled to spot the ice dragons when they blended in with their surroundings.

He countered the icy flame with a red-hot one of his own. The two blasts collided and filled the cave entrance with steam.

‘No flames inside home cave!’

Mika stemmed the flame just as he shot through the steam. He couldn’t see where he was going but the guard couldn’t see him either.

‘I’ll report you to Leader Vros,’ came an angry threat through the steam.

‘Don’t bother, it’s him I’m going to see.’ 

Mika flicked out his wings and extended his feet forward to slow himself down, then navigated the tight turns of the entrance. There were many dead ends and loops that would confound any attacker but Mika knew the way with no need to pause.

Exactly who would attack the ice dragons was a mystery to Mika. It had been hundreds of years since the last dragon battle. A battle that the ice dragons had won, hence his presence among them. Ever since the last battle the fire dragon’s clan leader sent his first hatchling to be raised by the ice dragon clan.

Mika knew no other life and didn’t see himself as a prisoner or a hostage. He could leave any time but there was nowhere else to go, so he stayed. The only other clan were the fire dragons, and they wanted nothing to do with him. So the ice caves were his only choice unless he wanted to live alone.

He burst out of the tunnel into a large cavern. It was long and wide and the roof high above let in blue-tinged light. 

Long ago Mika had worked out that the roof was the frozen lake and he tried to burn through it to see how thick it was. 

Too thick. That was the only answer he had gained. He had almost frozen stiff inside the small tunnel before an angry Vros dragged him back into the cavern.

Everything inside the cavern was made from ice. Large icy mounds, shaped like mini mountains, were scattered randomly through the cave and were home to families of dragons. Tunnels led off to the extended areas of the large clan caves.

Mika made a direct line for the largest mound in the centre of the cavern. It was still early and very few dragons were awake. Those that were shot Mika disapproving glares that he ignored. As he approached the large ice-mound that was home to the leader of the clan he slowed down and landed a dozen paces away.

‘I need to see Leader Vros,’ Mika said, refusing to bend his front legs in the customary subservient posture.

‘Leader Vros is still sleeping,’ came the blunt reply from one of the two large white dragons who stood guarding the mound.

Mika shrugged. ‘I just thought he would want to be first to know that the humans have come through the pass early.’

His words had an immediate effect as the two dragons looked at each other, then one hurried into the mound.

Mika counted in his head. He had only reached ten when the guard flew out of the mound and sped across the cavern at far above the allowed speed within the cavern limits.

Another five counts and a great horn sounded through the cavern. Over and over it blasted until dragons in flight filled the entire cavern. They were streaming in from every tunnel and emerging from the mounds in the main cavern. The horn signalled an all-dragon meeting, and every dragon obeyed.

The horn finally fell silent and the chaos in the cavern settled as the dragons all headed towards where Mika still stood. They perched on every available spot and settled down to await the reason for the meeting.

When the cavern was silent, a dragon, much larger than all the others, emerged from the mound.

‘Humans have come through the pass. You all have one day to set up the fayre.’

A hum of conversation buzzed around the cavern.

‘Yes, I know they are early, but they are coming and we must be ready. Remember, the prize for the largest salt trade will be well worth winning. An upgrade to the living quarters of your choice; except my own.’

Dragons flew in every direction as soon as the leader returned to his home. He did not take part in the setup of the fayre. Soon Mika sat alone as dragons flew off hastily to prepare for the summer fayre.

Mika timed his takeoff, so that nobody noticed which way he went. He ignored the main tunnels where dragons were streaming out. Instead, he headed for a lesser-used one and then took a shortcut he had made some time ago. Tunnels had to be approved but nobody came back here near where Mika lived. He stopped off briefly at his living area to collect his goods to sell. Every dragon was expected to make things to trade with the humans. Some were better at it than others. Mika knew his were up with the best as he took a long time making them.

He reached the entrance at the same time as the first of the ice dragons and flew off to the plateau near the lake. Being first there was no real advantage but he could keep his distance from everyone easier.

He did not need to wait for the other dragons to set up their tents before he knew where to put his own. Every year the tents were placed in exactly the same spot.

Mika’s tent spot lined up with the track coming in from the west and with the trees beyond the lake.

Many dragons had already taken on human form for those tasks that a dragon’s hands, or magic, could not manage. It wasn’t their preferred form so there were more dragons than humans and everyone was getting in each other’s way.

Every human-dragon looked similar in that they all had white hair with streaks of blue and they were all pale-skinned. The dragons may have the ability to mimic the human form but the results were limited.

He marked out a square on the ground with a claw then Mika’s dragon form blurred. A second later he stood on the cold ground as a human. His human form was very different to the ice dragons. His skin was dark, and his eyes and hair were black and flecked with red. 

He built up an image in his mind of a tent, purple and yellow with a peaked roof, then snapped his fingers. When he was in dragon form he used a flick of his tail to draw on his magic.

Instantly a tent appeared on the lines he had drawn. It was exactly as he had pictured it and he had no reason to be surprised. Dragon magic worked exactly like that. Imagine it and a flick of a tail, or snap of human-dragon fingers, and it was there.

It wasn’t exactly an illusion as it was real to touch and was almost impossible to tell apart from the real thing. But it wasn’t real and the magic that created it would slowly fade away. Within three days the tent would vanish. The better the magic, the longer it lasted.

Mika didn’t waste too much magic on this tent though. It only needed to last two days. If he used too much on this one tent, then his magic would be low for a day or two. It took time for him to absorb magic from the air around him and he didn’t like to be unable to use magic for any length of time.

He lifted the tent flap and went inside to set his wares up on the table. As part of the ice clan he made what they made, which was glass bowls and vases and small ornaments made from glass. They used the sand from the beach not far away and he was as good as any of the older dragons. Ice flame could be either hot or cold, but the heat from their flame wasn’t anywhere near as hot as the fire dragons. Fire dragons could create a flame that was so hot it melted rock.

Being a fire dragon though, he was equally good at using his fire flame to create molten silver and fashion delicate jewellery that the humans loved so much. If he added a small egg shell fragment to the jewellery, it made it so much more appealing to the caravan of traders. He wasn’t sure why a dragon’s egg shell would even be desirable to humans, but if they bought it, then he would make it. There were very few fragments to use, and he had to sift through the sand in the hatching cave to find them.

This year he had special egg shells that nobody else did. Ice clan eggs were white with blue markings. Fire clan eggs were black with red swirls and patterns. The shells he had used were silver with streaks of green. 

Nobody ever looked closely at what Mika made and he didn’t want them to this year. They would notice the unusual shells and want to know where he got them.

‘Mika.’

A voice behind him made him turn, and he blocked the view of his table by standing in front. It was Rayn, the clan leader’s first born in human form, and he looked annoyed. Mika could see Rayn’s human shape was wavering slightly, and the nose kept fading away. Anger made it harder to stay in another form.

‘Father said to tell you to take this to the fire clan. And you are only to give it to Leader Andas,’ he said and threw a small rolled parchment at Mika’s feet. ‘Now.’

Rayn turned and walked off as he muttered angrily about being a mere delivery boy.

Mika picked up the scroll and saw it was sealed with the ice clan markings. Usually they got Mika to write any messages to the fire clan. Nobody enjoyed being in human form and few had learned how to write. He shrugged. At least it saved him the job of writing it. No doubt it was to tell the fire dragons to come early.

A quick glance at the height of the sun told him he had plenty of time to get to fire mountain and back before sunset. That was, as long as he didn’t get lost! The fire clan would only have until morning to follow him and set up their tents.
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2. Fire Dragons
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Mika flew over the quickly forming mini-village and it already looked like a small trading post. He was sure he remembered the way to the home of the fire clan, his own clan. It was further in from the coast, well inland and deep into the mountains.

The first time they had sent him to the fire clan with a message he got lost. It took several days before he finally stumbled upon the smoking mountain that was their home.

This time, he watched for a faint puff of smoke and adjusted his course. The smoke was deceiving as it drifted before rising above the rest of the mountains. He recognised several landmarks and knew he was on the right flight path.

Despite the urgency of his message, Mika’s approach towards the fire clan home was much slower than it had been this morning at the frozen lake. He glided in across the widest valley to allow the sentry to see him from as far off as possible. As the entrance drew closer, he could see a single dragon perched on the ledge.

‘Who approaches?’ came the traditional challenge.

Mika wondered why they bothered with such rituals. It was obvious who he was. Mika was the only fire dragon who did not live at the smoking mountain.

‘Mika of the fire clan. First son of Andas. Heir to the leader of the fire clan,’ Mika replied formally. He hovered a little way off from the ledge and waited for permission to land.

‘You cannot claim that right,’ the black and red dragon snapped back and a small flame slipped from his nostrils. ‘I, Peri, am heir to the leader of the fire clan.’

Mika almost skipped a wingbeat. That would mean Peri was his brother! He had only ever met unnamed guards and his father on the brief and infrequent visits to the smoking mountain. He had seen many of the dragons at the yearly fayre but they traded separately to the ice dragons and none of them ever came near him. 

As he caught his brother’s gaze he searched for the slightest glimmer of sibling connection. All he saw was a hardness and a mistrustful glare that showed his brother’s hatred. It was clear by his manner that he did not wish to renew family bonds and Mika dipped his head in acknowledgement and subservience.

‘I wish to speak with my father. I have a message for him,’ Mika said in a flat tone that did not portray his sadness.

‘Wait here,’ Peri said bluntly. He turned and flew into the cave entrance with a flick of his tail as he vanished.

A tail flick was the ultimate insult in the ice clan. It meant the dragon wished they could flick a magic charm at the other dragon. Such a thing was totally banned. Dragons could not use magic against each other, but a tail flick showed the desire to do so. Mika had no doubt it meant the same thing in the fire clan.

Mika’s wings were getting tired. It had taken several hours to reach the fire clan but Peri had not given permission for him to land. He retreated to a peak further back, hoping it wasn’t part of the fire clan territory, and settled down to wait. He needed to conserve his strength as he had a return flight ahead of him yet. 

A good ten minutes later Peri came back out and sat on the ledge. Mika’s eyesight was good enough to pick out the small scroll of red on the dragon’s forehead above his left eye. Peri sat and stared at Mika but made no sign he could approach. 

Mika sighed, he didn’t have time for games. He launched off the peak and glided towards the ledge. Again he stopped short and hovered, waiting. Still Peri said nothing and made no indication that he had even seen Mika.

Mika was tired of waiting. ‘I wish to...’

‘Yes, I know,’ Peri interrupted him and sent him a scowl that would make most dragons fly for their lives. ‘My father wishes to see you in the main cavern.’

‘He does?’ Mika said, almost as shocked as he had been to find out he had a brother. They had never invited him into the clan caves before.

‘Follow me,’ Peri snapped as a second, larger dragon emerged. Peri turned to the other dragon. ‘I won’t be long.’

A third dragon, obviously a female by her narrower snout and smaller wingspan, hovered just inside the entrance. She peered at Mika with undisguised interest and tipped her head as if surprised at what she saw. ‘You don’t look like an ice dragon.’

‘That’s enough, Amber. Father didn’t say we had to speak to him.’

Mika’s left eye ridge rose as he wondered if this was his sister, or even one of many sisters? How many sisters and brothers did he have?

‘I said follow me,’ Peri snapped and Mika realised that his brother had flown into the dark entrance. The heat that seeped out washed over him like a warm blanket. It was comforting and welcoming and so opposite to the ice caves in which he lived. He looked at his brother with a slight touch of jealousy. Growing up here would have been so much nicer. 

Mika inclined his head in greeting to Amber and followed Peri into the entrance.

The tunnels were narrow and Mika had to keep his wingspan tight. Unlike the ice tunnels, which often changed and moved, these were forged through the rock of the mountain. Changing them would be very difficult even though the fire dragons could melt rock. Leader Vros had often remarked that was one weakness of the fire dragons and was key to the ice dragons winning the dragon war. Mika had to agree that tunnels that could not be changed were indeed a weakness.

Soon they came to small caves and more tunnels leading off the main entrance. Dragons peered out and watched with interest. It seemed Mika’s arrival had already become common knowledge.

They flew on, now taking different tunnels, and Mika’s well-trained memory remembered them as he built a map in his mind. Failing to do this back in the ice caves would leave him flying in circles.

He gave a small snort of surprise when they flew back into the main tunnel. It wasn’t marked in any way as the main thoroughfare but Mika’s mind-map confirmed it. His brother had been trying to confuse him and make it seem a much bigger settlement than it really was.

Peri glanced back and seemed annoyed that Mika had seen through his ruse. He flicked his tail, almost catching Mika on the nose and doubled his speed. Amber was following them, but kept back half a turn so that her brother wouldn’t see her.

Mika was sure they were not allowed to go so fast within a clan home but he had no choice but to keep up. They passed more caves, larger and very deep. Stalactites and columns sectioned off the cave into living areas. It was hard to see much as they flew past so fast but it appeared that more than one family shared each cave.

After more twists and turns, and doubling back, Mika had a good idea of the layout of the mountain cave system. The only place they hadn’t been so far was the very centre. Even if he hadn’t had the ability to map the caves in his mind he would have been able to tell by the temperature. The closer they were to the centre of the cave system the warmer it became.

Finally, Peri turned towards the main cavern and Mika glided along behind him. 

If the small caves had been a little under-whelming, then the main cave was the opposite. The tunnel opened out to the centre of the volcano. High above them was the small opening where smoke drifted out into the sky. The living area at the base of the cone was twice as wide as the main cave back at the frozen lake and the walls that slowly curved upwards created a vaulted area where sounds echoed.

Mika could see caves had been hollowed out on the rocky walls and dragons peered down at the fast arrival of the three dragons. At the centre of the area lay a large bubbling lake of molten rock and the heat from it washed over Mika in waves of pure joy. 

‘Peri!’ A bellow brought the dragon to a screeching halt, and he hovered in place. Mika barely stopped but seconds later Amber flew straight into both of them and sent the three of them tumbling through the air.

‘Enough!’

Mika sank to the ground and backed off. He knew trouble when he heard it and he was just a visitor here. It wasn’t wise to upset a clan when you didn’t belong. He knew that. He didn’t belong anywhere.

Mika lowered his head to show his respect and waited.

‘What possessed my children to put on such a display?’

‘You told me to bring him here. I did,’ Peri replied in a sullen tone.

‘And you let all visitors see our entire clan layout?’ 

There was no reply from Peri.

‘You will take human form for an hour. Walk where you need to go.’

Mika dared a small peek at what was going on in front of him. He recognised his father straight away from the several other times he had seen him at the entrance to the caves. He was a large dragon, more red than black, and his tail swished in irritated little movements.

‘But Father,’ Peri argued.

‘Now,’ the clan leader ordered. ‘Amber, you are lucky not to share in your brother’s punishment but if I see you speeding through the tunnels again, you will get the same.’

‘Yes, Father,’ Amber responded and backed away until she was next to Mika.

Peri’s form slowly blurred and a few seconds later a human youth stood staring sullenly at his father. Mika recognised him from previous Fayres. He was dark-skinned, like all fire dragons in human form, but his black hair had streaks of red that were so vivid that they almost glowed.

Leader Andas finally turned to face Mika. ‘I hear you have a message for me.’

Mika bobbed his head in reply but didn’t look up. He just wanted to get any response and leave. He pulled the small paper scroll from the pouch on his chest and handed it to the large black and red dragon. ‘Here you go, Sir.’

‘Well, at least someone knows their manners,’ Andas muttered as he pulled the scroll open and read the contents. He looked at the scroll for much longer than it would take to read the short message, then his gaze flicked up to Mika again. Mika looked up to meet the long stare.

‘Do you know the contents of this message?’ Andas asked.

‘The humans are early,’ Mika replied. He wasn’t sure why such a message would cause the obvious concern in the clan leader’s eyes.

‘You didn’t read it?’ Andas rolled up the scroll and tucked it in his own pouch.

Mika shook his head. ‘The ice clan sealed it before they gave it to me.’

‘Well, then, it is up to me to let you know of its content.’ The clan leader looked around at the small gathering of dragons. ‘Clear the cave!’

Every dragon lifted off without question and flew off into the tunnels. Amber and Peri turned to leave as well but their father motioned for them to stay. After several minutes there were just the three dragons and Peri left in the cone.

‘There is a reason I invited you down to the heart of our clan. I had been expecting such a message, and it had nothing to do with the humans arriving early. Although that is also a concern and we must make plans to leave at once.’ Andas paused for a few seconds before turning to his younger two children. ‘Your brother, Mika, has been ordered to return to the fire clan.’

‘Return?’ Peri queried. ‘He has never lived here so how can he return?’

‘Quiet, Peri,’ Andas snapped. ‘Mika has spent fifteen years with the ice clan as prescribed by the order of the clan treaty. They do not wish him to remain there any longer.’

Mika wasn’t sure if he heard correctly. He didn’t know a return to the fire clan was even possible. The heat of the cavern was suddenly becoming far too hot. His vision went blurry and sounds seemed to fade into the distance.

‘Mika, are you unwell?’ Amber’s voice penetrated his daze.

Mika snapped back to alertness and took a deep breath to slow his rapidly beating heart. Did this mean he was welcome at his home clan? He looked for any sign of acceptance or even the slightest indication that it meant he was allowed to return.

‘That doesn’t mean we have to accept him,’ Peri muttered.

‘Yet we will,’ Andas said calmly but there was not even a hint of warmth nor fatherly affection in his voice. ‘My eldest son will return to the fire clan after the fayre.’

To Mika it sounded like the clan leader was accepting the fact rather than wanting him in the clan. He felt his heart sink a little as he caught the fierce gaze from Peri. Life in the fire clan wasn’t likely to be any better than his current situation; unwanted and alone in a crowded clan.

‘Well, I’m not sharing a cave with him,’ Peri said, folding his arms defiantly. 

‘May I leave now, Sir?’ Mika asked. He did not wish to remain where he wasn’t wanted. Perhaps he could talk to Vros and request that he be allowed to stay. He had made at least a comfortable home with the ice clan even if he wasn’t entirely accepted.

Leader Andas nodded. ‘Amber will have to show you the way since Peri isn’t able to fly at the moment.’

‘There’s no need,’ Mika replied. ‘I know the way.’

Peri looked a little embarrassed at Mika’s confidence. Mika backed away to a respectable distance to take off then decided he didn’t want to fly past all the dragons on the way out. He launched himself vertically with as much force as he could muster and shot upwards towards the small smoke outlet at the top of the cavern. 

The heat had given him strength he didn’t know he possessed and speed he had never experienced before. He heard a gasp from below as he shot out the top of the cavern and into the bright afternoon sky. The rush of warm air carried him higher as he spread his wings to catch the currents then tipped his wings and headed back to the frozen lake.
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3. Clanless
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The flight back to the ice caves didn’t take as long as the trip there even though Mika was tired. Adrenalin flowing through him had given him extra speed, and he flew into the plateau by the lake far too fast. What did he care for the ice cave rules now? They had only taken him in to prove to the fire clan they were more important and now they were sending him back.
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