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Chapter One

A New Plan
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“I still don’t like boats,” Rayn grumbled when the boat rocked on the waves as it changed direction.

Mika ignored the complaint and settled on the comfy bed. Humans might be handicapped in many ways, but they certainly knew how to make a comfortable bed.

Dragons relied on feathers or any other soft fibre available. Mika dug his elbow into the mattress and, wondering what it contained, was tempted to rip open a corner.

“It’s from a plant called cotton.” Tila leaned against the window to see the sea.

“Did you know what I was thinking?” Mika asked and wondered if it was another aspect of her new dragon self. He hoped she couldn’t read minds, as he often had thoughts best kept private.

“I don’t, but before I became fully human, I wondered the same thing.” Tila looked amused at his concerned expression.

“This is a bigger room than the last one,” Mika remarked and snuggled back into the bed.

“It’s called a cabin, and it cost a lot more than the other cabin,” Tila replied. “We are posing as wealthy merchants, so we need to look the part.”

Mika looked over at the crates that stood on one side of the large cabin. “And you’re sure they’ll want glass bowls and trinkets up at the Northern Gateway?”

Tila nodded. “Many traders buy such items.”

“We won’t be selling directly to them,” Rayn pointed out. “The whole point of this trip is to have bowls popping up everywhere and confuse Slade.”

“And if he’s busy keeping track of bowls, he won’t notice us,” Mika added. “We want him to believe there are no more dragons.”

“Will it take us long to get the memory charm?” Amber joined Tila at the small window.

“Well, we can’t just go up to him and ask,” Rayn pointed out. “He’s seen all of us in human form and most of us as dragons.”

Mika looked at Tila. Slade had not seen her dragon form. Could that be an advantage?

That part of their plan was still unformed, and it worried Mika. What if they couldn’t get Slade to tell them about the charm?

“We should be almost there. I think I see land,” Tila said and Mika joined the two girls at the window. He saw the land ahead rise above the waves before it vanished when the boat dipped down again.

“I still say we should have flown here,” Rayn muttered. “Will there be more boats?”

Tila grinned at Rayn. “No, we don’t need a boat to cross the strait, but we must join a caravan in Osten first.”

“These human clothes are tricky to get right.” Amber adjusted a large scarf on her shoulders.

“The heat is intense up here and that will keep you cool.” Tila laughed. “I forgot about you being fire dragons, so you’ll love it here.”

“Not all dragons like heat,” Rayn said in a short tone.

Mika knew Rayn disliked the motion of the boat, which affected his mood, and even Tila looked irritated by his snappy manner.

Thankfully, the boat docked a short time later and Rayn hurried ashore. He strode down the dock in his fine clothes and his arrogant expression helped him look the part of a wealthy merchant.

Mika noted that the ice dragon took shelter from the sun under a large tree close to the dock. He returned to the cabin with three deckhands. In dragon form, he would have carried their cargo all by himself, but as a human, he needed help.

“Take care with those!” Tila warned the deckhand, who picked up a crate. “They are worth more than you’ll earn in your entire life.”

The boy looked suitably worried and gripped it so tight that his knuckles were white.

“Where do you want them delivered to?” he asked.

“The Spitting Camel,” Tila replied. “You’ll get payment on safe delivery.”

Mika thought how lucky they were to have Tila along to help them. The knowledge she gained during her time with Oisin-the-human was invaluable to them now.

“I’ll take the bag,” Mika said and snatched up the carry sack from the bed before the deckhand reached it. He wasn’t letting their salt out of his sight.

Osten seemed a vibrant and busy city. Mika expected Osten to be like Aven, and Salt City that had so recently come to life. But it could not have been more different. The market place seemed to go on forever, with no residential area. Mika wanted to fly for a better view, but it was not possible.

Rayn rejoined them when they reached the large tree. He swayed as if he still stood on the boat.

Herds of goats bleated, traders called out to attract customers, and a vast array of smells assailed Mika’s senses. Unlike Aven, though, these seemed mostly pleasant.

He was used to human scent and here, more appealing ones masked them. Baked goods and spices were only part of it, and the surrounding land seemed to provide even more sensory pleasure. The breeze carried a heady mix of tantalising smells that Mika struggled to identify. Flowering bushes perhaps, or some exotic fruit, and it made his desire to fly even stronger.

“Up this way.” Tila waved them up a road as indistinct as any other. 

The others lagged as they stared at one unfamiliar sight after another.

“Rich merchants rarely stare around like tourists.” Tila dropped back and muttered.

“What’s a tourist?” Rayn asked.

“Someone who came here to buy, not sell.”

Tila’s response brought them all back to their current task. Mika straightened up and, although he still glanced around, he made sure he kept a disinterested expression. That haughty manner dissolved, however, when a strange animal came slowly towards them. Was it a cross between a horse and an oversized dog? It had an enormous lump on its back and it snorted and spat. It lumbered along with two large baskets strapped across the hump and stood almost as tall as a yearling dragon.

“What is that?” Amber stared at it.

Tila laughed. “It’s called a camel. We might need them for transport on this journey.”

Mika stared again at the swaying motion of the baskets. Rayn also looked unimpressed. “I’d rather walk than go anywhere on that.”

“You may soon miss the boat,” Tila added, and Rayn snorted in response.

The Spitting Camel turned out to be named more for the animals tied up outside the establishment than any other reason Mika could see.

A low growl behind him made Mika turn instinctively. He recognised that growl and only a dragon made it!

“Who did that?” Rayn snapped at them.

They all shrugged to deny it, and Mika looked out onto the crowded street. There were dozens of people nearby. Was one of them a dragon in disguise?

“It might be Oisin!” Tila suggested.

That was a logical assumption, and Mika scanned the crowds for the sea dragon’s human form. At least Oisin could do little to change his human appearance other than his clothes.

“I don’t see him,” Amber said. “You don’t think it’s Slade, do you?”

The thought that sent chills through Mika. None of them even knew what Slade looked like in human form! No, that wasn’t true. Tila had seen Slade when she was with Oisin and he watched Tila for any sign of recognition, but there was none.

“Whoever it was, they seem to be gone now,” Tila pointed out. The crowds were fast-moving and the possible-dragon had gone.

Mika’s back itched when they turned to enter The Spitting Camel. He hadn’t even considered running in to either dragon so soon. That was certainly not part of their poorly conceived plan.

Nobody spoke again until they reached rooms on the second floor, where the windows afforded a better view of the city layout.

One by one, they filed past the window and stared at the crowds pointlessly. All they saw was the top of human heads which were swathed in cloth.

“So, that was unexpected.” Rayn moved away from the window and settled into a chair. He gripped the arms of it to steady himself and looked miserable. “What do we do about it?”

Nobody spoke and a heavy silence fell on the room.

“We need to find out which one of them it is first,” Tila suggested. “If it’s Oisin, he’s just a nuisance, but if it’s Slade...”

She left the alternative hanging. They all knew it would throw their plans into chaos. Dragons didn’t use charms on one another, but Mika doubted the sun dragon prescribed to that rule and he might use his considerable magic on them. Mika clutched the carry bag containing the salt a little tighter, as the first thing Slade would do was steal their salt.

“The sooner we leave town, the better. If we’re lucky, the best of the caravans won’t have started on their winter trip.” The last of the crates arrived, and Tila paid the young lads. 

“Where do they go?” Mika’s gaze drifted to the window, expecting a dragon to pop up.

“Up across the northern loop, returning here by the start of next summer. Winter is the best time to go north, as it’s too hot to even go outside in summer.”

“Sounds good to me.” Mika sighed, and he remembered the heat in the fire clan lair. His human form, though, was feeling the current heat, and it was getting a little uncomfortable. “As long as I change form now and then.”

“So we just follow them?” Amber asked.

Tila shook her head. “They are the best for a reason, and invite only a select few to join. They visit the highest-paying customers and markets, so nothing but the highest quality products will get a merchant invited to join them.”

Mika looked over at the crates, and their plain exterior gave no hint of the goods inside. Mika himself had made half of their wares. Not that he needed to. The new-humans of Salt City made them almost as well. Simply put, Mika enjoyed creating the delicate and decorative bowls and cups.

“Will anyone still want them and is Slade still paying for them with magic?” Another part of their plan clicked into place in his mind. It was just a fragment, not an actual plan, so he kept it to himself.

“If Slade can’t get eggs, he might want shells,” Rayn suggested.

“And word spreads, so if something becomes highly prized by one buyer, then the other top buyers also want to own it. We will have more buyers than merchandise to sell,” Tila assured them. “We just need to slip out of town without Oisin seeing where we went.”

“Why are you so sure it’s Oisin?” Mika asked.

“Slade would have followed us in here,” Tila replied. “There is no dragon alive who can stop him from entering, or what he would do to us.”

Another shiver ran through Mika’s human body. She was right, but something didn’t fit.

Oisin was more likely to just follow them and try to outsmart them when they learned the charm. Why would he growl at them from the anonymity of a crowded street?

Tila left the room and came back with two burly men. Their bulky frames only just fitted through the doorway. She opened the top crate, took out a small bowl, and tucked it into a bag.

“Guard the stock with your lives,” Tila told them sternly, and she gripped the bag. “Do not leave this room until we return.”

She waved at the others to join her and they all headed down the stairs. The staircase was straight and led directly to the main door of The Spitting Camel. Mika silently noted that no dragon had been involved in building this establishment.

“Why do we need the bowls and trinkets guarded?” Mika asked quietly when they paused on the front porch, which had a large overhang. “I can fly back and make more in less than a day.”

“So everyone knows they’re expensive,” Rayn said in a mocking tone, as if Mika should have known.

“Rayn’s right,” Tila said and the ice-human-dragon looked pleased with himself. “But I’m more worried that Oisin will break in and work out what we’re doing if he sees the bowls. The less he knows, the safer we will be.”

A cry from out in the crowds drew their attention and Mika’s first thought was Oisin or Slade.

Instead, a woman shouted and pointed as a small animal raced off among the legs of the enormous crowd. It scampered along on two legs, then four. It dodged feet and legs, and its long, thin tail encircled a large paper bag.

“Oh yes,” Tila said and laughed. “I forgot to tell you to watch out for the monkeys. They’ll steal anything you’re not holding tightly.”

Mika doubled the grip he had on the carry bag that was slung over his shoulder. He had not wanted to leave their salt behind, even with two large humans guarding it.

He had never seen a monkey before and he tried to get a closer look. It ran fast and dodged back and forth so many times that it was hard to see. One thing he knew was that the woman wouldn’t get her parcel back. People stooped to catch the monkey, but all came up empty-handed and tumbled into each other, causing chaos.

Among that chaos, Mika spotted a small boy darting into the crowds and helping himself to the contents of their pockets. In the confusion, nobody even noticed him. Mika guessed the two were working together, and he watched the boy stuff his loot into a bag, then join in the attempts to catch the monkey.

“We’re heading across town to that tree.” Tila pointed to a tree in the distance.

It was easy to spot which one she meant, even though the city was full of trees. It was so large that it was visible from any point in the city.

As they made their way across the city, little changed around them. It did indeed look like the entire city was one huge marketplace. Mika knew even he would struggle to find his way back to the boarding house. The large tree in the centre of the city was the only reference point to use. 

Mika was not the only one to stare at anyone with pale skin and white hair, but there was no sign of Oisin by the time they reached the shade created by the immense tree. Mika had, however, seen the small boy and his monkey a dozen times. Either they moved around constantly or there was more than one young boy. Mika felt awed by the tree. An entire dragon clan could perch on the branches with their wings unfurled and still have room left over. The temperature beneath the leafy boughs was much cooler, which probably accounted for how crowded it was.

Many merchants crammed together with very little room left for customers to move past. Over by the trunk, there was a space. A small tent stood in the middle of it and a very tall man guarded the entrance. His clothing was loose, flowing and so bright that it seemed like a patch of sunlight had pierced the dense foliage.

Tila went up to the man. “We wish to see Ashayana,” she said respectfully and gave a small bow.

“Where is Oisin?” the man asked in a deep, fluid voice that sounded like he was singing. Clearly he knew Tila.

“I trade with new partners,” Tila indicated Mika and the others. “We trade goods so rare that Ashayana will want to see them.” She jiggled the bag she held but made no attempt to open it.

“And the thief? Is he with you?” The dark-skinned man nodded his head to the edge of the clearing.

They all turned to look. The young boy stood motionless amid the sea of moving people, watching them. The monkey at the boy’s feet leapt up and down, screeching at them.
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Chapter Two 

Thief!
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Tila shook her head. “I don’t know him.”

“Off with you, Pax!” The man waved his arm as if to shoo off a fly.

Pax stared back for a few seconds, looked briefly at Mika, then slipped into the crowd. The monkey continued screeching, then realised he was alone and scampered away.

“Watch that one,” the man said, but his tone was more in awe than angry. “Pax can steal the food from your hand without you even noticing.”

He pulled back the tent flap and waved them in.

It was even cooler inside the tent and a lot brighter than Mika had expected.

“Young Tila!” a voice called out, and it took Mika a couple of seconds to spot a brightly clad woman amid multi-coloured cushions, rugs, and hanging ornaments. A small wind chime tinkled as a breeze followed them in. “You’re no longer with Oisin.”

“Our interests became divided, Ashayana,” Tila responded with a nod. “Have you seen him lately?”

Mika felt relieved but also worried when the woman shook her head. Did that mean it was Slade watching them?

“We rarely trade fruit on the northern trail,” Ashayana said with a raised eyebrow and a look at the bag Tila carried. “What are you trading now?”

“Exquisite glass bowls and other items, and we are hoping to join your caravan this winter.” Tila did not offer the bag for inspection.

“We select our goods carefully and glass is very common up on the loop. There’s a lot of sand up there.” Ashayana did not sound harsh, just matter-of-fact.

Tila simply withdrew the bowl from the bag and placed it on the ground in front of the middle-aged woman. Even with no sunlight, it sparkled and glittered.

Ashayana leaned closer and looked at the small bowl from several angles. Then she looked up at Tila. “May I pick it up?”

Tila nodded, and the woman picked it up with the same reverence others had shown in the past.

“It is exquisite,” Ashayana said softly. “The design, the coloured glass embedded within. Who made it?”

She looked up and her attention turned to Mika when Tila indicated he made the bowl.

“Mika has been making bowls for the most discerning of customers for some time. The special... glass... within is only available in his work.”

Mika accepted the long, appraising stare without looking away.

“He is very young.” Ashayana looked a little doubtful.

“Which means he has a long future in trading ahead,” Tila remarked straight back.

Ashayana laughed and placed the bowl on the rug. “Do you have more?”

“Only a few,” Tila said with a quick shake. “They are very rare...”

Ashayana laughed again. “We leave on the dawn after the path opens. I assume you have a wagon, so be ready. We do not wait.”

Tila bowed low and backed up to the others.

“Do what I do,” she hissed to them.

Mika followed her lead, which comprised several steps back, then a bow, repeated until they had backed out of the tent.

“We left the bowl in the tent,” Rayn pointed out.

“It is the price to join.” Tila nodded at the guard and they headed for the crowded markets.

“Don’t look back. That human child is following us.” Mika glared when Ryan turned to look.

“He’s not trying to stay hidden. I think he wants us to notice him,” Rayn said grumpily.

Mika had to admit that the child was being very obvious and even making eye contact.

“Let’s talk to him,” Amber suggested. They stopped and let the crowd flow around them.

“He stopped too,” Tila pointed out.

“Now what?” Rayn looked annoyed. “He’s a human, so why are we bothered? He can’t harm us.”

The words were barely out of Rayn’s mouth when Mika felt something brush against his neck. “What was that?”

Mika looked at the humans closest to him but none were close enough to touch him. Then something darted away.

The monkey!

“Hey son,” a woman called out to him.

Mika looked over and saw her point at the monkey.

“He took your carry bag,” she said with a laugh and muttered and she turned away, “Tourists!”

Mika frowned. His fingers tightened on the strap that hung over his shoulder. What was the woman talking about? He still had their bag of salt?

“Mika, the bag!” Amber’s terrified squeak made him turn and his sister stared at him with very dragon-like eyes.

“Don’t worry, I’ve still got it.” Mika lifted the strap to show her he still had their precious salt. As he did so, he realised it was far too light. His breath stilled and the rest of the sentence died away. All he had in his hand was the strap of the green bag.

The monkey had taken their entire supply of salt! Mika rarely considered himself to be slow to react, but he simply stared at the strap in horror.

“Where did the monkey go?” Rayn was the first to scour the crowd.

“I don’t know!” Tila’s voice shook. Mika wondered if it was fear or anger as she grabbed his arm and shook him from his stupor.

“The child!” Mika turned to where the child had been and glimpsed his golden scarf vanishing into the crowd

“Follow him,” Amber leapt after the boy and Mika was worried that she would return to dragon form, then realised that was exactly what they needed.

“Can you cause a distraction?” Mika asked Tila, who was the only one left next to him. Rayn and Amber were pushing their way through the crowd in pursuit of the child.

“Why do you need a distraction?” Tila queried.

“I need to change form to follow him,” Mika pointed to the pressing crowds, “and I need space to take off.”

Tila grinned and raised one human eyebrow. “Snake! Snake!” she yelled in a terrified squeal.

The reaction of the crowd was immediate and chaotic. People ran in every direction except one; towards Tila. In a matter of seconds, Mika had all the space he needed. Nobody saw him blur out of sight as all eyes were hunting for the imaginary snake.

Another second and he was airborne and his keen eyesight spotted the darting, elusive child weaving his way through the crowd.

He remained high above the busy market and followed the erratic path the child took. Often the thief stole an apple or a few coins from a pocket, then backtracked and veered off on a tangent.

Rayn and Amber were heading sort of in the right direction, but were unlikely to catch up with him.

“I think he’s heading out to the ruins.”

Mika missed a wing-beat when he heard Tila’s voice next to him.

“What ruins?” Mika asked. He wasn’t worried that the humans below would hear him. The cacophony that rose from the crowd made it hard to hear even his own voice.

“Out beyond the city,” Tila replied.

Mika sharpened his eyesight and saw a jumble of old stones in the distance. “It doesn’t look like there is much left of whatever it was.”

“The city used to extend much further north, but a river dried up and the city shrank back towards the one remaining source of water. They took the buildings apart to reuse the materials.”

“You watch him and I’ll let the others know where to go.” Mika veered off without waiting for Tila’s response.

He circled back, and it took a minute to spot Amber and Rayn. They had changed direction and were heading west. Mika frowned as he couldn’t land, even if he changed form at the last minute.

He swept past them overhead several times, each time a little lower, and let the air ruffle the well-wrapped heads of those below. On the third pass, Amber looked up. Mika blurred a little into view and vanished again. It was so brief that a human would mistake it as a trick of the bright sun in their eyes. For Amber, though, Mika knew it would be enough. He turned back and saw his sister tugging Rayn and pointing in the direction Mika had flown.

There was no way either land-bound dragon could change back to dragon form in the crowd’s crush. Mika sped ahead to catch up with Tila.

The heat rising from the sun-scorched earth below rose like a wave of warm water. Now that the ground was not covered by humans, the sun soaked into the barren ground and jumbles of left-over building blocks.

Then it rose and lifted Mika on the warm updraft.

“Stop playing,” Tila reprimanded him, but there was humour in her tone.

Mika grinned as her voice was above him, which meant she too had ridden in the warm air.

“Where did he go?” Mika rose a little until he was level with the slight haze that showed Tila’s presence.

“Just up ahead. He went under that pile of stones and didn’t come out.”

Mika looked at the large slabs of stone. There might be just enough space for a human to hide beneath where they rested against each other.

“Maybe he’s just resting before he moves on?” Mika suggested. “It must be boiling for a human out here.”

“It’s hot for ice dragons too,” Tila muttered back. “Although I don’t like the cold either any longer.”

They hovered above the jumble of stones for a few minutes, but the boy did not emerge.

“We should land,” Mika suggested. “The others won’t know where to find us.”

They sank to the ground and blurred into human form before becoming visible. Mika tried to see if Amber and Rayn were coming but the heat rising from the hot ground made the air hazy.

“Do we wait or go in after the boy?” Tila asked.

“We should wait or they won’t know where we went,” Mika said, even though he did not want to wait. Every second that the salt was gone was terrifying, for without it he, Rayn and Amber would die.

The sound of wings above them announced the others. They touched down and appeared in human form.

“Where is he?” Rayn’s voice was almost a roar.

“Keep it down or we’ll scare him off before we can catch him!” Amber warned him.

“He went under those large slabs over there!” Mika pointed to the old rubble that looked a lot bigger now. They had looked much smaller from above.

“We won’t fit in dragon form,” Amber pointed out.

“So we should check for other exits in case he runs off when he sees us.” Rayn was already walking off to the far side with a purposeful stride.

“That’s an excellent idea,” Tila agreed. “I’ll come with you.”

A minute later Mika and Amber stood near the one entrance they knew of and waited for the others. He stared into the shadows, but it was impossible to see anything.

“What can you see?” Amber asked.

“Nothing,” Mika replied. Dragons may have excellent eyesight in both light and dark, but only one at a time. “The sunlight is too bright.”

“He’s probably frightened at seeing us out here.” Amber looked concerned.

A small noise from within had them peering harder into the blackness, but nobody emerged.

“It was probably just loose rubble,” Mika suggested.

“This is the only way in or out.” Tila and Rayn came back to the entrance.

“Remember, he is just a human child,” Tila reminded them when they stepped into the shadows.

“One who has stolen our life!” Rayn muttered.

It only took a few seconds for Mika’s eyes to adjust to the darkness and he sucked in a gasp of surprise when they did.

“Oh, my!” Amber remarked.

All four dragons stopped and stared. There was no sign of a young boy or a monkey. In fact, there was nothing!

The large slabs created a small space where a dozen humans could gather, but Pax was not there. Ahead of them was a large hole in the ground and steps led straight down into it.

“It’s common for buildings here to have underground rooms because they are cooler. I guess it was too hard to dig them up for the building materials.” Tila had already taken the first step down.

“It’s large enough that we could fly,” Rayn pointed out.

“And we are following a human. Do you want him to see you or do you want to use even more magic, staying invisible when we have no more salt?” Amber’s logic changed Rayn’s mind, and he meekly followed Tila down the steps.

The steps were wide and deep. Six humans could stand behind one another without tipping the first off the step and several dozen would fit along each one.

Mika noted that there were a lot of steps and the roof was getting higher as they progressed down, much higher.

“What would they have used such a space for?” Mika whispered to Tila.

“I do not know. There isn’t one like it in the new city.”

“Storage maybe?” Rayn suggested. They passed by a ledge that ran both sides of the steps yet had no apparent function. Layers of dust and small debris lay scattered on it and appeared
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