Chapter 25

29 September 2017, 21:12 DMT; Dawnmist Village

They’d managed to get a whole lot done in just a little over two days.

There were multiple tasks to accomplish, but if earth dragons were good at anything, it was organization.  The department was dealing with the revelation of the Chinese, and after two days, they’d had the time to thoroughly investigate the matter, which brought the chromatics and Prisma into it.  Prisma proved her invaluable nature to both Ferroth and the chromatic sages as acting as the intermediary, both taking the magical aspects of the problem to them and digging for all the information she could get, being her politely pushy self even to the sages, but it had produced results.  Thanks to the sages, they knew that the Shao Kai formula in the data Jenny got them worked on other dragons, because they’d produced some using Girk’s blood and tested it on a fire drake.  The fire drake gained all of an earth dragon’s immunities, and it had yet to wear off.  The sages speculated that it would remain potent for a good week before the magic faded, and they were also testing that duration by exposing the fire drake directly to earth dragon auras to see if their presence extended that duration.


They were doing that because of the little magical band they’d sent with Kell on his mission.  Being in direct physical contact with him had drastically increased its lifespan.  When they got it back and inspected it, it had only used a fraction of the stored magical energy into which it had been imparted, and had more or less fed off of Kell’s aura for most of its power.  That put the chromatic sages into a bit of a tizzy, since it hinted that temporary items would last an earth dragon nearly ten times longer than any other dragon, and maybe even longer if the item was specifically designed to draw magic from an earth dragon’s aura, almost like a magical leech.  Earth dragons more or less shunned magic because they couldn’t use it, so there was almost no research on how temporary magical items worked with or around earth dragons.  The department was the only group of earth dragons that used magical objects, but they only used hider amulets, which were all permanent devices.

While Kell and the department was working on the China problem, and the sages were working on the magical side of that problem, Jukra and Pikan were busy with the conference problem.  The temporary barracks for their incoming visitors were about halfway built, with them at a bit of a pause as they waited for some human furniture to be brought by the sky dragons.  Beds, chairs, that sort of thing, things that they couldn’t just carve out of stone and place in the rooms like desks and tables.  They didn’t want the humans to have to sit on stone chairs or sleep on stone slabs, so they’d arranged some beds and comfortable chairs to be brought in, as well as human foodstocks and some portable cooking stoves to cook it.  The sky dragons were supposed to pick them up from the exclusion zone up at Kilauea in about an hour, which hadn’t been disassembled yet, then bring them back.  Once the furniture was put into the rooms, the builders would put the roofs on the buildings and finish them.  The buildings would have power, water, and sewer lines, giving their human guests all the amenities they required.  And since the old Department Aerie was so far from the lowlands and the wifi nodes, they felt that the risk of hacking would be minimal…with some precautions.  Precautions such as lights illuminating the entire aerie so they’d see any humans trying to use a directional antenna.

They’d also be given some magical comforts.  The power run to the buildings wasn’t for lighting, it was for laptops and other devices so they could recharge them.  Lighting would be provided with driftlights, created to respond to English commands, and each room in the barracks would be provided with a spell locked to a crystal that would keep the room at a comfortable temperature, like a magical air conditioner, also designed to respond to English commands.  Those kinds of spells were limited by how large the room was they were controlling, which was why they used conventional electric freezers instead of magic to preserve the island’s food stores, but they were more than enough for the rooms they’d built.  And they’d already decided that the humans could take those magical trinkets back with them as gifts.


Prisma had made those objects with the help of Sella, since Sella spoke English, part of her job in the department to learn how to meld magic with technology.  This wasn’t melding magic with technology, but it was also part of her job to research how they might be able to sell magical trinkets to the humans for the supplies they needed, and that very much came under Prisma’s job description.


For Kell, the last two days had been busy.  He along with the other field agents had been working on the China data.  Kell had had to burn more than a few of his back doors into the Chinese network to dig up a few pieces of information, and they’d just finished all of it and presented the final report to the council that morning.  What the Chinese were after, their plans both before and after they got what they wanted from the dragons, and their overall plan to basically conquer most of the Middle East.


While they’d been doing that, several of the technicians in the department had been running around securing the network against the inevitable hack attempt from the Hunters.  They’d gotten most of it done, including arranging physical security at their most sensitive site locations in the form of fire dragons, and had even planted a few nasty surprises in case they tried anything.

And there were some preparations going on over in Kell and Kanna’s burrow.  They were very excited at the idea of Jenny coming back to visit, so Kanna had bartered some “human food” from the stores and was currently sitting in front of a freshly made firepit on the back edge of the beach, learning the intricacies of roasting meat over a fire.  Humans didn’t eat their meat raw the way earth dragons did, so Kanna wanted to be able to present a more proper meal for Jenny and her family…and she wasn’t doing all that good a job.  Granted, it was her first time ever trying to roast meat, so she deserved a little slack in that regard, but her attempts thus far had ended up with charred outsides and nearly raw insides.  Kell was watching her from the entrance of his burrow with some amusement, sitting up on her haunches and hunched over a fire, turning a large chunk of spitted pig over the fire as she read from the tablet strapped to her forearm that explained how open-fire roasting was done.  Kanna had spent a lot of barter to get those pigs, given how scarce meat was on the island right now, which just went to show how serious she was about being a proper host for Jenny.

“I’m almost expecting to hear her start cursing in English,” Kammi said from beside him, which made him laugh.  They were laying by the entrance of their burrow, so they were too far away from the fire for Kanna to easily hear them.  Kanna had dug the firepit on the edge of the beach about halfway between their two burrow entrances.  “Maybe we should go give her a paw.”


“That’s one trap you don’t want to step into, intended,” he warned.  “When it comes to her duties as Matron, we don’t step on Mother’s tail.  Especially when she has company.”


At least Kanna had a taste tester that wasn’t afraid of a little ash on her food.  Gressa sat sedately beside the firepit watching Kanna, her expression serious and her tail swishing slightly behind her.  Gressa had become quite the regular visitor to the farm over the last couple of days, first coming to ask some questions about the computer and the conference program of Kell, but she’d met Kanna, and the two of them had struck up the most bizarre friendship.  Kanna and Gressa were almost nothing alike, but something about Kanna just intrigued Gressa.  Perhaps it was her nurturing personality, perhaps it was her open and accepting demeanor, perhaps it was their shared affection for Jenny, but Gressa liked Kanna, and Kanna seemed to be fond of her in return.  It was a bit amusing to see them together, however, since Gressa was nearly three times Kanna’s size.  Kanna looked like a hatchling sitting near her.


Kell didn’t mind.  Gressa, he could handle.  She was smarter than most fire dragons and much more even-tempered, probably a byproduct of all her magical training, one of the few that thought with her brain instead of her fangs.

What Keth had minded was having Gressa’s two hatching tear up one of the corn tracts this morning.  She had brought her hatchlings to meet Kell’s siblings and Feno and Fia’s hatchlings, and the eight of them had gotten a little mischievous.


It was almost funny.  Two months ago, no fire dragon would have ever dreamed of bringing their hatchlings to an earth dragon farm.  Gressa wanted her hatchlings to understand earth dragons, to respect them beyond what they meant to magic the way Gressa had since the conference on Imakaii, so she had brought them down to the farm to see what earth dragons did and meet them face to face, including having the chance to play with some hatchlings about their own size…but not their age.  Zava and Kissar, her two hatchlings, were nearly fifteen years younger than his siblings, though they were nearly the same size.  It wasn’t all that surprising when one thought about it, since fire dragons were so much bigger than earth dragons.  They were back in their den under the care of Gressa’s mate, Hazzath, which had given Keth quite a bit of relief.  It took him, Feno, and Fia nearly an hour to repair the damage they did to the corn field.

The only thing more rambunctious than earth dragon hatchlings were fire dragon hatchlings.


In a way, Gressa’s interest in earth dragons was an example of the wholesale change in attitude among the dragons since learning the truth.  Now that the shock and disbelief was starting to wear off, the other dragons were getting curious about earth dragons, and Gressa wasn’t the only dragon that was starting to politely come visit farms and see what was going on.  It was almost like the revelation that earth dragons were indeed magical, just in a very different way from other dragons, had caused the others to see them with new eyes.  Fire dragons, sky dragons, and even a few chromatics—mainly the sages themselves—had started poking around earth dragon farms, learning about both farming and earth dragons without getting in the way.  The water dragons already understood earth dragons well enough to not feel the need to come learn about them, but a few of their elders were discreetly studying earth dragon auras to more fully understand how they worked.

At least now they knew what to look for.  Their auras were again completely hidden by the background magic permeating the island, undetectable except by skilled magicians that knew exactly what they were looking for.


Kell was fairly sure that earth dragons on other farms were taking all this newfound interest in stride, because that was how earth dragons rolled.  As long as their guests didn’t trample any fields, and maybe even made themselves useful, most farmers wouldn’t mind them hanging around asking questions.  If anything, earth dragons loved to gossip, so they certainly wouldn’t mind someone to talk to while they were tending the daily chores.  The farmer’s rumormill could move information around the island as efficiently and nearly as quickly as magic could, and that rumormill was never unhappy to get more into it.


Kell almost had to stifle a laugh when Kanna did in fact curse in English, and Gressa looked down at her with an amused expression.  “I just do not understand this,” she complained, motioning with her forearm.  “I’m following the instructions, but the meat is burning.”


“If you don’t mind a bit of advice from a dragon that intimately understands fire,” Gressa offered, trailing off.


“I’m not that proud, Gressa,” she admitted.  “What am I doing wrong?”


“If you want it to cook evenly inside and out, let the wood burn down, only add wood to keep the coals red hot and the flame low and steady, then let it cook for a while, turning it every so often.  Steady heat applied evenly over time is how you cook something from the inside out.”


“Ohhh, so that’s what this means.  I’m afraid I don’t read English as well as Keth does.  He spends so much time researching farming websites, he’s quite good at it.”

Kammi gave him a grin, and he pushed a bit at her shoulder, which made her laugh.


It was too nice a night to sit in the burrow and work.  The rainy season was in full swing, so this clear, dry late evening was a rare treat.  Usually they’d be dealing with intermittent storms and showers rolling across the island day and night, far more rain than the usual afternoon rains they got the rest of the year.  The rainy season would last for about two months or so, slowly tapering off to return to the usual weather pattern.  The rainy season was about the only climatic variation the island got, one of the reasons why it was chosen as their refuge over a thousand years ago.  When a small island had to support the population of an entire race, they had to make sure that it could produce food year round.  So, after a long day slaving over a computer terminal, both Kell and Kammi were relaxing on what a human would call their front porch, the flat area just outside the entrance to the burrow, and Kell was musing over how life was changing on the island, both for the earth dragons and for the others.

And their view of Kanna and Gressa was a big part of it.


Another big part of it was the bright light approaching the farm.  It was the unmistakable light of a chromatic, and sure enough, Prisma landed beside them near their burrow, ending the magical light allowing her to fly safely  the twilight dimness.  “What are you up to, fluffy?” Kammi asked cheekily, and laughed when Prisma threatened her with her plumaged tail.


“Matron Kanna invited me to sample cooked food,” she replied, looking down at them, her eyes shifting between glowing white and visible irises and pupils in the dimness.  “But I had much work to do.  I hope I am not late.”


“Nah, she’s still trying to figure out how to cook it without burning it,” she replied.


“I heard that, youngling!” Kanna barked from the firepit, which made Kammi laugh again.


“And what brought on this sudden desire to do so?  I was under the impression that earth dragons ate food as it was.”


“It’s for Jenny,” Kell answered.  “Humans don’t eat raw meat, so she’s learning how to roast meat so Jenny won’t feel weirded out when she comes to visit.”


“Ah.  I did not know that Jenny knew your parents so well,” she noted.


“She met them in person once, and Sire and Mother took an immediate liking to her,” Kell chuckled.  “She has that effect on dragons, I’ve noticed.  Everyone likes Jenny.”


“She’s the humans’ dragon whisperer,” Kammi laughed in agreement.


“What is this whisperer?”


“Sorry, human inside joke,” Kammi told her.  “Matron knows that chromatics like to cook their food, so no doubt why she invited you.”


“Some,” she replied easily.  “I find I prefer fish raw, but I like my other meat cooked  And I enjoy the stew of many different vegetables with beef added.”

“Beef stew,” Kammi supplied.  “How do you eat that without making a mess?”


“Practice,” she replied easily.


“Fluffies always were prissy,” Kammi noted to Kell, then yelped a tiny bit when the end of Prisma’s tail snapped like a whip and struck her across the top of the base of her own tail.


“That’s the only way you can keep her in line, Prisma,” Kell said approvingly.


“I’ve come to learn that over the last few days,” she agreed, which made Kammi burst out laughing.


They talked about the upcoming summit as Kanna continued to learn how to roast meat, and when Shii and the pod arrived from their fishing trip and hauled some of their catch up onto the beach, it nearly turned into a party.  The farmhands and their hatchlings joined them, giving the pod a chance to get to know the new hires, Prisma, and Gressa better, and Kanna tried her paw at cooking fish over the fire after she ran out of pig.  Her attempt with the last of the pig worked out fairly well, cooked on the inside and with only a slight burn on the outside.


It was a large enough gathering that they attracted outside attention, and they got crashed by a fairly important uninvited guest.  A bright ball of light heralded the arrival of Hinado, and he drifted down over the scene in curiosity.  “What are you doing flying at night, esteemed council member?” Kell asked, looking up at him.


“I just got back from Imakaii,” he answered.  “And that smells very intriguing.”


“Please, join us, esteemed council member,” Kanna offered, making a motion towards the food laid out on a tarp near the firepit.

“I would be rude to decline, Matron,” he said grandly, drifting down and putting his feet on the sand, folding back his sail-sized wings.


Since it was considered rude in dragon society to discuss anything important during a meal, Kell waited until Hinado finished eating before asking him about his trip.  “Are the humans on schedule?” he asked.


Hinado shook his head.  “That’s what I need to discuss with the council in the morning.  They want to come as soon as we’re ready to receive them, so I’ll need to talk with Ferroth to see if the department is ready.  The human President is ready to leave as soon as we tell him to come.”


“We’ll be done with our part of it tomorrow afternoon,” Kammi answered.  “Did the sky dragons bring that furniture?”


“They’ll be bringing it tomorrow,” Hinado answered.  “How long will it take the builders to finish once they have the furniture?’


“Maybe a day,” Kell speculated.  “All they have to do it put on the roofs.  They left them off because the doors they made are too small for us to use, so we have to put the furniture in through the open tops and then put the roofs on.”


“Ah, that explains that mystery,” Hinado noted.  “So, we could be finished in two days.”


“About that, as long as nothing goes wrong.”


“So we could receive the humans in three,” he noted.  “That works for me.  The sooner we get this conference done, the quicker we can get back to getting everything put back to normal.”

“At least the island won’t look like a disaster, with the last of the farms repaired,” Kammi chuckled.  “Is the council ready for the conference?”


Hinado nodded.  “We have our agenda ready to discuss with the humans, from the next shipment of supplies to our status in their United Nations.  We have a few other things to discuss, though, mainly dealing with the humans while they’re on the island.  What parts of it will be restricted, how much freedom we give them, and whatnot.  We’ve already decided to keep them well away from the northwest side of the island.  We can’t risk that they see the carrier.”


“That would be a good idea,” Kell agreed.  “So you’ll have their ship approach from the northeast?”


Hinado nodded.  “It’s more or less in line with Hawaii from that direction anyway,” he added.

“I do hope that you’ll be letting Jenny come visit us, esteemed council member?” Kanna asked in concern.


He smiled in her direction.  “Of course, Matron,” he assured her.  “We see your relationship with her as a good thing, so we won’t stand in the way of it.  The better the humans understand us, the less reason they have to fear us.  We’ve also been discussing allowing Jenny to move here as an emissary, her and her family.  It seems that she’s the one human that most dragons seem to favor, so if we’re going to have any human here to act as our contact with the human world, it would be her.”


“I think we should start planning to build a cottage for her family over on the knob,” Kanna declared, pointing past Kell’s burrow. “The knob” was a flat-topped ridge over by the north coastal tract that had just enough space to put a human house, connected to the lawn around Kell’s burrow by a 20 meter wide strip of buffer grass between the cove and the south coastal tract.  There was a  small, shallow valley between the bluff holding Kell and Kammi’s burrow and the knob, into which Keth had installed a concrete-lined drainage ditch with soil filters so excess water could run off the coastal tract and into the cove, and drain into it as clean water, not muddy water.  Keth didn’t farm the knob because its sides were just steep enough to cause water erosion when the land was tilled as the water rolled down the hillsides, so he kept it as a grassy bit of lawn that acted as a buffer of sorts between the rocky cliff behind the tor dropping into the cove and the tilled farmland of the tract on the inside of it, curving around the knob and ending about 20 meters from Kell’s burrow.  He’d long considered razing the knob to make it flat so he could farm the half hectare of land, but he’d never gotten around to it, mainly because the hatchlings liked to play there.  There was just enough room on that flat-topped knob for a fairly good-sized human house, and it would be very easy for them to outfit it with running water, power, and a septic tank.  Kell and Kammi could easily build such a thing.  For that matter, so could Keth and Kanna.

“They would need a host here, and a chaperone,” Hinado said easily.  “And who better than the earth dragons that she knows the best?”


“I’m in agreement with my lifemate,” Keth smiled.  “I would be happy to host Jenny and her family if they move here.”


“Then I’ll make sure the council knows that that’s all arranged, should we decide to do it,” Hinado declared.


“I doubt chief would object,” Kell mused.  “If a Hunter moves to the island, he’d want her under the direct supervision of someone in the department.”


“And we don’t mind babysitting her,” Kammi agreed.

“I would enjoy having Jenny here,” Gressa said.  “I came to like her very much when we were at Hawaii.  She is an exceptional human.”


“She is at that, Gressa,” Kell agreed.


“I think that the most wise would also find her presence here beneficial,” Prisma added.  “They have spoken to me about the humans, and show some curiosity about their abilities.  Having one here, within easy reach of them, would give them the opportunity to study her and her family’s magical capabilities.”


“Trejem said the same thing in council this morning,” Hinado nodded.  “No dragon on the council inherently objects to Jenny.  We were all most impressed by her when we met on Imakaii.  And with the news that there are dragons willing to host her, we very well may offer her a place here.”

And that, Kell reasoned, was the real reason Hinado had stopped by to talk to them…though he had certainly enjoyed the food. 


After their impromptu beach picnic, Kell was almost amused by Keth and Kanna’s sudden animation.  After cleaning up, they all but ran up onto the knob and started looking around, no doubt planning out how they could build a human house up on the flat spot.

“Didn’t they hear that they haven’t decided on that yet?” Kammi asked lightly.


“They will,” Kell predicted, to which Sella and Prisma nodded in agreement.  “They’ve been kicking around the idea of bringing Jenny to the island for a while, and the humans have been pushing for it, so they have someone here that can keep them apprised of what we’re up to.  And now is a good time, since we’ll have to coordinate with the Americans to get our resolutions through the U.N.  You know China and Russia are going to do everything in their power to block them.”

“Amen to that,” Kammi agreed.  “China because of what they want, Russia because the Americans are the ones backing the resolutions.”


“So, Jenny will be equal parts diplomat and spy,” Gressa mused.


“All diplomats are spies, Gressa,” Kell told her with a chuckle.


“I was not,” Gressa declared, a bit indignantly.


“Of course you were, Gressa,” Kammi grinned up at her.  “You may not have known it, but you were.”


“Hmph,” she snorted, a bit of flame flaring out of her nostrils.


30 September 2017, 16:16 DMT; Dawnmist Village

Kell almost had to laugh when he came home, bursting from the water of the cove and landing on the bluff near his burrow entrance in a steady, warm rain.

Keth and Kanna had been very busy while he was down in Sanctuary City.  They’d flattened the top of the knob and laid the foundation for a building, a human house, and from the look of it, a big one.  A large slate was left by the foundation showing the plans Keth had drawn up for the house, and Kell was quite surprised at both how complete they were, and how logical the plan was.   His plan was for a two story, four bedroom, four bathroom house situated firmly in the center of the flat area at the top of the knob, giving Davie quite a bit of flat, open lawn to play on…and on the plans, Keth had marked the flat area at the bottom of the tor on the north side, right at the edge of the north beach at the very end of the cove near the oyster beds, for Davie’s playground, which Kell supposed Keth intended to have removed from Imakaii and brought down here. Or, Kell could just build him another one, leaving the one at Imakaii for him to use when he visited there.  The plans showed a patio behind the house that overlooked the cove, large enough to accommodate Gressa, and balconies on the second floor coming out of the master bedroom and what Kell supposed was Davie’s room, which both overlooked the cove as well.  Keth had clearly consulted with a builder about human houses, or he’d looked up floorplans on the internet, because his plans included hollow walls for running wiring and pipes, and also included ducting for airflow through the house and windows that would open and close.  He’d clearly done his homework, which showed his enthusiasm for the idea of hosting Jenny if—no, when—she moved to the island.

Keth was making sure that she would have a house sitting here waiting for her.


But the earth dragon in him had added to the plans.  There were plans for two basement levels under the house, the house below to mirror the house above, that would give Jenny and her family a nearly obscene amount of room.  It included a tunnel that would run from the second sub-level out to the north beach, giving them direct access to what would be their own private beach.  The two sublevels were built like an earth dragon burrow, with large, open rooms, wide passages large enough to accommodate any earth drake, and an entry chamber big enough to hold Anthra.  A staircase connected the living room upstairs with the entry chamber underneath it, which gave Jenny access to the entry chamber that was too small for any dragon to use to get into the house.  There would be an entry ramp for dragons on the southeast side of the tor, allowing Jenny and Greg to welcome and entertain dragon guests in surroundings more normal for them.  Keth was building a human house above and an earth dragon burrow below. 


Of course, a dragon made house would be quite different from a human one.  There would be no wood in the house at all, the walls wouldn’t be wallboard, they’d be flat planes of rock whittled down to the size and shape required to mimic wallboard and bolted to the stone frame of the house using stone pegs and anchors.  The stone to build the house would be quarried from the burrow they’d build under it, which meant they’d have to dig out the burrow carefully, preserve the stone in large enough blocks and slabs to carve out the house sections and the pieces for Davie’s new playground.  Putting it all together would be an interesting challenge, and Kell found himself a bit eager to see what they could do with these plans, without any help from the builders.

Keth ambled up the tor and joined him as he studied the slate, his forepaws muddy from doing some farmwork.  “I see you couldn’t even wait for formal council approval,” Kell accused.


Keth gave him a gentle smile.  “It will take us some time to build, and I’d like it  to be ready before Jenny gets here, so she can stay in her own house while here,” he answered.  “Besides, if there’s a house sitting here waiting for Jenny, it might persuade the council to let her stay.”


“I have to say, Sire, this is a good plan,” he complemented, holding up the slate.  “It would take us a couple of days to build, at least if we do it ourselves.  The builders—“

“No.  We build it ourselves,” Keth insisted.  “I want this house to be made for Jenny and her family, by us.”


“I fully understand that sentiment, Sire,” Kell smiled as he nodded.  “Me and Kammi can pitch in after work, and I guess you and Mother will be working on it while the farmhands tend the tracts.”


“Yes,” he nodded.  “Kanna’s out with the pod quarrying some of that black rock from the shelf, which we want to use in the kitchen to give them nice counter tops.  I’m sure we can polish it to make it as smooth and shiny as granite.  And I was of a mind to put some art on the rock sheets we install on the inside, to give the walls some character.  Jenny did mention that she’s curious about earth dragon art.”


“I like that idea, Sire,” Kell nodded.  “We’ll have to arrange it with the humans to get them some appliances.  Stove, refrigerator, washer and dryer, dishwasher, you know, the basics.  Nice ones,” he mused.  “I’ll get online and order some.”


“How are we going to buy them?  We don’t have human money,” Keth protested.


“You leave that to me, Sire,” he said with a slightly malicious smile.  “They didn’t train me in hacking without teaching me how to get stuff for free over the internet.”


“I’d best not ask too many questions,” Keth said mildly, which made Kell laugh.


“There is one thing I’ll want to do, but I’ll need Prisma,” Kell mused.


“What is that?”


“We’ll need driftlights and comfort stones for Jenny’s family, and I’ll have her enchant a strong enough generator to run every appliance we’ll put in the house at the same time, which is one of the reasons she’s in the department,” he answered.  “That’ll handle the power problem.  I’ll have to give her access to the island’s internet, which means I’ll have to put her switch somewhere she can’t reach it and put some pretty strong firewalls on it to keep her from hacking the island.  Water…we can handle that without much trouble.  We can run a new pipe from the well over here.  Wiring and fiber…that shouldn’t be a problem.  We have tons of it now that they’re harvesting it off the carrier, on top of what the humans sold us.  But we’ll have to use a septic system for sewage, this tor is too far from the sewer line to make it feasible.  But, I see you saw that,” he said, tapping the slate.

Keth nodded.  “We’ll need some human toilets and pipes that fit them,” Keth supplied.


“We can manage that,” he assured him.  “Tell you what, Sire.  I’ll start on the burrow part of it while you finish up the chores.  I’ll put the stone over there so we can start shaping the pieces.  We’ll have to shape out the rest of the foundation stones and frame of the house first, then shape the wall slabs, furniture, decorations, and roof pieces.  I’m sure you already know how you’re going to do that, so we’ll let you handle the interior pieces while we handle the stuff behind the walls.”

“Sounds like a plan, youngling.  I do have a few things to finish up, then me and your mother can get to work on this.”


By sunset, the house was halfway built and the burrow beneath was fully excavated.  When Kell told Kammi what they were doing, she called in the other field agents, and the five of them managed to excavate the entire burrow in about five hours.  Even Kintel and Ferroth got in on the act, coming up to the farm to oversee things, but ending up digging their own passes and carrying stone slabs themselves.  They took the stone they carted out of the burrow and used it to shape stone posts, beams, and other equivalent pieces to a wooden frame house, then they started fitting them together, demonstrating the earth dragon genetic ability to build.  None of them had formal training in human carpentry—which the house would mimic in its design and appearance—but all of them had no problems shaping the frame pieces of the house and then fitting them together.  Jirran and Girk plundered enough fiber and electrical wiring from the department stores to wire up the house, and Kell pulled a few favors from Jukra to get enough piping to handle the water requirements for the house.  And while Kell didn’t steal the appliances and amenities they couldn’t duplicate he needed, like kitchen cabinets, windows, and the like, he did order them and went around Jenny, calling Arlen Kent and arranging to have them delivered to the exclusion zone so the sky dragons could bring them to the island.  Kent promised him they’d be there by morning, and it just took talking to Irago to arrange to have a flight of sky dragons to go get them.

By sunset, they were ready for the next step, which was starting to flesh out the inside.


Ferroth decided that the house was pretty important, and the field agents were mostly done with the important work anyway, so he had the field agents and Kintel back on the farm that morning.  Once the sky dragons arrived with the appliances and equipment Kell ordered, they helped Keth with the inside.  Keth was the one that shaped the wall slabs and interior stone pieces, the parts that would be seen, duplicating the architectural style of a southern plantation house.  Keth made the pieces, then the others put them in place.  And with eight earth dragons working on it, the house started taking shape very quickly.  They did have to call in one of Jukra’s builders to help with the plumbing, just making sure that what they built was correct and would last, and Fredda came over herself to check out the magic-infused generator that Prisma delivered to them a couple of hours before noon, a heavy duty generator enchanted by magic to spin the armature to produce electricity without need of gas, one with an English trigger word to turn off and on.   Prisma also delivered enough driftlights and comfort crystals to fill the house, also designed to respond to English commands, and also delivered the heating crystal for the hot water tank.  She hadn’t made that, Gressa had.  Keth had Gedra, one of Gev’s adult offspring, come over and put some art on the wall slabs, and Kell also did some doodling on a few pieces…though his pieces were nowhere near as good as Gedra’s.  She was a real earth dragon artist, where Kell was just an amateur.  They didn’t put art on every slab, but every room had one wall slab with some art on it, leaving the other three walls to be decorated however Jenny and Greg pleased.

The hardest part was the passage from the house to the burrow beneath.  The stairwell and passage were human-sized, and that meant that they couldn’t dig it out as they were.  It took two of them with hider amulets to dig out that passage, using the claws on their near-human forms to do the work, which took a whole lot longer for them to do.  It took Girk and Trekka nearly three hours to carve out that passage, which was basically just a staircase down from the kitchen to the main living chamber, with a door on each side.  They could have dug a that passage in about five minutes in their dragon forms.

At sunset, they carefully set the roof on top of the house and bolted it down, then the nine of them took a step back and admired the result.  The house was complete, inside and out and above and below, and everything worked.  The appliances were hooked up and operational, the generator was running, the house had water, and the house’s connection to the internet was up and running…and also heavily firewalled to keep Jenny out of the island intranet.  They even had the house connected to the island’s cable TV system. And since it was dragon made and made of stone, it would be able to handle about anything, even a cyclone.  The only thing it lacked was the personal touches, but Jenny could bring her own with her when she moved in.

“It looks pretty snazzy, Patron,” Kammi complemented as they looked at the front.  It had large windows and a columned front door, in the tradition of a southern plantation house, and the back had the balconies and patio he had put on the plans.


“It was fairly fun to build.  I’ve never done anything like that before,” Keth said mildly as they admired it.  “So many small pieces that we had to fit together like a puzzle.  And all the little cosmetic things we did were very challenging as well, like the molding, and the lines on the floor slabs to make them appear to be hardwood floors, and carving out the likeness of shingles on the roof slabs.”


“We do need to paint the outside,” Kell mused.  “Humans like to paint things.”


“I hope Jenny likes gray walls,” Kammi added.  “Because I don’t think she’ll paint the inside.  Having only three walls painted would look weird.”


“If she wants to paint over the art we put on the inside, that’s her prerogative,” Keth declared.  “It’s her house.  She can do with it what she wills.”


“We’ll just have to warn her to bring a drill capable of boring volcanic rock if she wants to hang anything on the walls,” Jirran chuckled.  “And if she wants carpeting, she’ll have to bring her own.”


“Probably, that floor is very hard for human feet,” Kell chuckled.

“All we have left is Davie’s playground,” Kanna declared, holding a slate with the plans Kell drew up.  “And it’s nearly as intricate as the house.”


Kell laughed.  “Hey, I can’t skimp on it.  If it’s not as nice as the one we built for him on Imakaii, he’ll be disappointed,” he protested.


“What is this diamond on the plan?” Kanna asked.


“That’s something Prisma and Irago’s going to make for Davie.  It’s a zero-gravity zone where Davie can float around.  Since it’s here, we can put some magic in the playground, give him something no other human has,” Kell grinned.  “Prisma and Irago are going to come down tomorrow morning before Prisma has to go to school and discuss a few other ideas.  Prisma wants to surround Davie with magic so it sparks his curiosity about it.  She says it’ll make his magical education easier.”

“Don’t get too involved, whelp.  Remember, they’ll be here in three days, and we’ll have a full task sheet tomorrow,” Ferroth warned.  “I put off today’s tasks so we could get this finished.”

“So, it’s official?” Keth asked.


Ferroth nodded.  “That’s what that messenger was bringing.  The council has everything set up,” he answered.  “We’ll be receiving the humans around noon in three days.  No doubt, Walker’s on his way to Hawaii right now.”

“Well, this is gonna be fun,” Kammi said eagerly.  “I think we can finish the playground in three days.”


“It’s not the playground we need to finish, whelp,” Ferroth warned.


3 October 2017, 11:37 DMT; 27 nautical miles north-northeast of Draconia

With a shuddering of the deck, Kell of the Earth Drakes landed on the deck of the carrier Gerald R. Ford, water streaming from his body and wings after being catapulted up onto the deck by Surral.  The water drake landed beside him a moment later.  The deck was cleared of all aircraft, with another carrier just behind it in the task force formation to provide the air cover, along with 33 other ships in the formation to serve as protection and support for the two carriers.  Two more water dragons landed on the carrier deck as seven other dragons descended from above, with a large cluster of visible sky dragons circling the fleet.  The two water dragons that landed behind Kell were Jussa and Essan, and the other dragons were the other members of the council and Prisma.  As the dragons settled themselves, they saw President Walker, his wife Julia, Arlen Kent, his assistant Ross, and Jenny come out of the conn tower and start towards them.  Behind them, the rest of the Hunters and Winters—now Major Winters—were exiting the conn tower as well, carrying three days’ worth of clothing and whatever personal effects they were bringing.

Everything was ready for the visit.  Their quarters were all done, the itinerary set, and what mattered to Kell and Kammi, the playground was also finished, which meant that Jenny’s house was ready and waiting for her.  And she’d be staying in it.  They’d had that fight with the council yesterday, requiring Kell and Kammi to go before the council themselves and give multiple assurances that the three humans being off the aerie and being able to move around wasn’t going to cause any problems.

An aircraft elevator rose to the side of the deck, and a fleet of ten electric-powered ATVs, basically oversized golf carts with all-terrain tires and more powerful engines, came into view.  Those were for the visitors to get around on their tour, since humans couldn’t keep up with dragons on the ground.  Sky dragons would carry them from point to point with the humans seated in them, set them down, and then they’d be able to keep up.  They were going to take them to several places on the island, including taking them down into Sanctuary City and on a diving expedition with the water dragons.  Surral’s breathing bubble spell would allow them to go under, but they’d have to be careful not to give them diving sickness.  Humans weren’t immune to pressure the way earth and water dragons were.

Kell leaned down a little when the first group reached them, and put a paw around Jenny when she hugged his neck and shoulders.  “Hello, Jenny,” he said in a warm voice.  “It’s good to see you.”


“It’s good to see you too, Kell,” she replied brightly.


“Where are Greg and Davie?”


“Back with them,” she smiled, pulling back enough to look him in the eye, then pointing back to the other group.  “So, you have everything ready?”

“Of course we do,” he replied, looking down at her.  “You’re looking a bit excited, Mister President.”

“I have good reason to be,” he laughed, his arm around Julia.  “You have no idea how excited I am to be here, Kell.  There’s a lot of work to do, but the chance to do it here, in the most exotic place on earth from our point of view, it’s a real treat.”


“We’ll try not to disappoint you too much,” Kell told him, then he remembered his manners and did what he was there to do, translate everything they just said to the others.  That included the rather formal greeting from the council, voiced by Jussa, once all twenty that were going arrived.  The twelve Hunters, Yancy, Winters, President and Misses Walker, Arlen, Ross, and Greg and Davie.  And that was it.  No Secret Service, no entourage.  Ross would be acting as President Walker’s main assistant, including carrying the “nuclear football” while they were there.  Ross was only going because Hinado had tested her two days ago on his visit and found she was a magician.


No non-magical human was going to set foot on the island.  That decision had already been made.


“The sky dragons are going to carry you and your things to the island,” Kell translated as Jussa continued.  “We’ve built you suitable quarters on the old department aerie, where you should have everything you need to be comfortable.  We’ve built you quarters that use both technology and magic, and Prisma of the chromatics will explain to you how that magic works,” Kell said, motioning towards the petite chromatic.  “One of the field agents awaits you on the aerie to provide translation, since Prisma doesn’t speak English.  After you settle in, you will be offered a tour of the island, including a visit to the underground city built by the earth dragons and a chance to go on an undersea expedition with the water dragons.  Tomorrow morning, we’ll begin our conference, focusing on the needs of the island and a discussion about your magical education.  After lunch, we will present to you your talismans and provide the chromatic sages the chance to talk to you and study your abilities a little.  The day after we’ll discuss the United Nations and other worldly affairs.  The day after, you will be given a chance to rest and relax.  You will be returned to this ship just before sunset.  Is that satisfactory?”

“Quite,” Walker replied, looking up at Jussa.


“There’s just one thing that’s changed from what you talked about yesterday with Hinado,” Kell said.  “Jenny, Greg, you’re going to be staying on the farm instead of up on the aerie,” he said, looking at them.  That made Jenny give him a huge, eager smile.  “Sire and mother arranged it.  We’ll be hosting you while you’re here, and we’ve organized something appropriate for you two and Davie.  It even has furniture,” he said lightly.


“I’m not complaining at all, Kell.  I’d much rather stay with you,” Jenny said enthusiastically.  “I get to see your family and the pod again!”


“Sire and Mother are looking forward to seeing you,” he answered.  “You’re going to meet our new farmhands and their hatchlings, too.  Sire needed way more help than what me and Kammi could give him.”


“I’d say we’re ready to go, then,” Walker declared.


A flight of sky dragons landed, and they bent to that task.  Some of them picked up the luggage carts and golf carts and soared off, then one by one, sky dragons picked up the humans and lifted them up into the air, hovering over the carrier until all of them were collected.  Hinado carried President Walker, and Faralla carried Julia, which was their honor as the sky dragons on the council to carry the most important of the guests.  Kell was a tiny bit irked when Irago put a paw on his back and picked him up, pulling him up with the humans, and the expression on his face made Jenny laugh.  “Still don’t like to be carried, do you Kell?” she said teasingly.


“No,” he replied in a voice that made her laugh harder.  “By the way.  Jenny, Irago, the sky dragon in the department.  Irago, Jenny,” he introduced.


“Nice to meet you, Irago,” Jenny said, speaking fairly decent draconic.  “How goes work?”


“I’m learning, Jenny,” he answered in his sober, mild voice.  “I hope to be off probation soon.”


She gave him a blank look, then nodded when Kell translated.  That went beyond Jenny’s draconic skills.


Juarez gave a bit of a whoop when the sky dragons started back for the island, flying very slow so as not to upset their human charges, Walker chatting with Jussa, who was flying along with them since the sky dragons were going slow enough for him to keep up.

When they got close to the island, Yancy voiced what more than a few of them were thinking.  “The spells must be up.  I don’t see anything, and we have to be close,” he declared.


“You won’t see the island until you set foot on it, that’s how the magic works,” Kell affirmed.  “So all of you don’t panic when the sky dragons set you down on nothing.  And don’t move when they set you down, you’ll be on an aerie.  You might run off the edge before you get your bearings.”


“I seem to recall that I could see the island my first time here, and I wasn’t standing on it,” Jenny realized.


“That’s because I was,” he answered.  “I’m an earth dragon, Jenny.  I literally am of the island, because I am of the earth.  Being on my back when my feet were on the aerie was the same as if you were standing on it yourself.”


“That’s an intriguing condition,” Julia called.  “It screams of magic.”


“Just because we don’t do magic, it doesn’t mean that we aren’t magical creatures, Julia,” Kell answered.  “The fact that we can’t be hurt by weapons forged from the earth makes that obvious.”


Geon gave him a slightly warning look, fearful he was drifting too close to the truth.


It was quickly forgotten as they approached the aerie.  The sky dragons did a good job very slowly and gently setting the humans down on the platform, well away from the edge, and they all blinked owlishly once their feet touched the stone and looked around in wonder. The extinct volcano behind them came into their view, as did the barracks the earth dragons had built, and they suddenly found themselves surrounded by hundreds of dragons of all races, who were hovering around the aerie watching, or on the slope behind the aerie.  Jenny rushed over to the side and looked down, and she was looking right towards Dawnmist.  “You repaired all the damage!” she declared.  Davie ambled up to the edge, and Jenny took hold of his hand and knelt down, pointing.  “That’s where Kell lives, baby bear,” she said, pointing towards Dawnmist.  “Down there, at the edge of the water.”


“We finished just a couple of weeks ago,” Geon told her as he stepped up to the edge along with her and her son.  “And have crops in.  Now we tend them and wait for the harvest.  And we could never have done it without the help of the other dragons, particularly the chromatics.  Their magic did in weeks what would have taken us months, maybe even years.”


Kell reared up and sat on his haunches and base of his tail, gaining a vertical base, then opened his wings to get their attention.  “There are six buildings, and five of them have four bedrooms and a common room,” he called.  “That’s more bedrooms than guests, so everyone’s getting a private room.  President Walker, Misses Walker, that building right there is yours and yours alone, something befitting your station.  Jenny, Greg, you’ll be coming down with me,” he called as Trekka and Jirran stepped up to take over translating.  He dropped down onto his paws and walked over to the edge along with Greg.  “Just show the sky dragons which luggage cart is yours, and they’ll bring it and you down.  I’m going to go ahead and warn them you’re coming.  I’ll meet you down there.”

“Alright.”


He vaulted off the aerie and opened his wings, arresting his fall, then turned towards the family farm.  It was a fairly easy glide down to the farm from the old department aerie, landing near the main burrow on the border grass between the burrow and the tracts, and his arrival caused his parents, the hatchlings, Shii’s entire pod, and Kammi to boil out of the burrow in anticipation.  Feno, Fia, Jarr, and Jenri came out behind them with the other hatchlings, arranging themselves to meet the humans—and looking decidedly nervous about it at that—and when Kell reached them, he turned and looked back up the mountainside.  It was quite a collection of dragons waiting to greet Jenny and her family, most of the dragons with which she’d interacted on a personal level since her first visit to the island.  And it said a great deal about her that she’d garnered so much affection from dragons like Kell’s parents, who had only met her once, as well as the respect of Shii and Surral. 

“Are they coming?” Keth asked.


“In a moment, Sire,” he replied.  “The sky dragons have to collect up their stuff and bring down a golf cart for them.”  He reared up on his hind legs and pointed.  “And there they are.”  Five sky dragons came down from the aerie, and as they got closer, Kell could see Jenny and Greg being carried, Greg holding onto Davie very tightly.  A chromatic sage was following them, which surprised Kell a little bit.  The sky dragons set them down very carefully along with their things, and Jenny gave a laugh and ran right up to them and threw her arms around Keth and Kanna in turn.


“I’m so happy to see you two!” she declared.

“We’re happy to see you too, dear,” Kanna answered, patting her back and nearly making her fall over.  They regarded Greg as he approached them, and when he set down Davie, the child fearlessly came right up to the assembled dragons.  “And this must be Davie!” she said, leaning her head down close enough for the boy to touch her snout.  He did so with a bright smile and a lot of curiosity.


“You’re not red,” he declared.


“Fire dragons are red, little one,” Kanna told him in a gentle, soft voice.  “We’re earth dragons.”

“It’s good to meet you in person, Greg,” Keth said, offering a claw towards Jenny’s husband.


“You sound much different over voice chat, Patron,” Greg laughed, shaking his claw.


Jenny greeted all the dragons she knew, including Kell’s younger siblings, then she was introduced to the farmhands and Shii and Surral’s younglings, with whom she’d never interacted.  Feno and Fia’s three females absolutely gawked at her, Fila looking about ready to run away, but she calmed down when Jenny leaned over and gave her a gentle, reassuring smile.  “You’re Fila, right?” she asked in draconic.  When the hatchling just nodded mutely, she knelt down and put her hand on her horn.  “It’s alright,” she soothed.  “How is working on a farm this big, Feno?” she asked him, and that impressed Kell.  She’d been working hard on her draconic.

“Challenging,” he replied, which Kell translated.  “But also rewarding.  Patron and Matron are as skilled and kind as everyone says, and I’ve already learned much in the short time I’ve been here.”

“Not fair!” Kitta complained, nearly knocking Jenny over.  “We worked so hard to learn English, and now you’re speaking our language!”


Jenny laughed, putting her hand on Kitta’s neck.” I’m a long way from being fluent in draconic, silly,” she told her in English.  “And look at this!” she added, taking hold of Kitta’s crystal horn.  “You look so different now!”


“Do you like it?”


“Actually, I do,” she replied.  “What happened to make them change like this?”


Kitta looked to Kell, who gave her an approving nod.  It was already decided that they could trust the humans with that knowledge.  “It turns out we have breath weapons,” Kitta answered, showing off her skills with English.  She really had worked very hard to learn the language while they were down in the city.  “When we first learn to use them, it makes our horns change.”

“How did you not know you had them?” Jenny asked in surprise.


“That’ll take a bit of explaining, which can wait til later,” Kammi injected.


“Well, what do they do?” Jenny asked.


“We’re earth dragons, duh, think about it,” Kammi grinned.


“Stop being a dork, Kammi,” Kell said, which caused some laughter.  “We found out that we can breathe a cone of superheated sand and glass particles with extreme pressure, like a supercharged sandblaster from hell.  If the heat doesn’t kill, then the scouring of the sand will.  We can also project out a stream of lava, which is even more destructive.  I don’t like saying we breathe that,” he said primly.  “We can’t really show either of them to you, not with you this close.  The heat would kill you, and Patron would kill us for scorching the front yard.”


“Wow, and I thought your spikes were impressive,” she grinned, putting an arm over Kitta’s neck and shoulders.


“Our spikes don’t cause collateral damage,” Kell answered.


Jenny walked past the gathered earth and water dragons, and deliberately approached the wizened old chromatic sage, who had stayed behind, staying at the edge of the group.  The aged female looked down at her soberly.  “No need to stay away,” she said in draconic.  “It’s an honor to meet you, most wise.”


The old female gave her a bit of a guarded smile, showing aged, worn teeth.  “We are most curious about you, Jenny Edwards,” she said, which Kell translated.  “I will be staying nearby while you are here to observe and study your magical abilities passively, but not to interfere.”


“I don’t mind,” she said with a nod, then she switched to English.  “And I’d like to have a long talk with you about magic.  Kell can only tell me so much.”

“That goes without saying.”


“Anyway, let us show you where you’ll be staying,” Kell called.

“We’re not staying in the burrow?” she asked in surprise.


“We made something for you guys,” Kammi grinned.  “I’m surprised you didn’t see it coming down off the aerie.”


“I wasn’t really paying much attention,” Jenny laughed.


“I was too busy keeping Davie from squirming out of my arms,” Greg added.


Davie squealed in laughter when Kammi swooped him up into her paws, then set him boldly on Keth’s back.  “Now you can keep up with us, Davie!” she declared.


“Now that’s something I’m definitely gonna do again,” Jenny declared, standing up.  Kell had to laugh when she came up to him and started climbing up his shoulder.  He leaned down and let her get in place at the base of his neck, and Kammi rather cheekily more or less forced Greg up onto her shoulders, mainly by dipping her snout under and between his feet from behind and bodily tossing him up and over her head.  Greg managed to land on her shoulders without falling off, and lucky for him, he didn’t land straddling her neck, which for a human male would have been a very painful experience.

Kell didn’t have to go more than five steps before he heard Jenny gasp.  “You built a house?” she blurted, since there weren’t a bunch of dragons blocking her view once Kell started moving.


“A fully functional house,” Kammi said grandly.  “It even has human toilets!”


“We’re pretty sure we got everything right,” Kell nodded, glancing back at Jenny out of the corner of his eye.  “Power, water, appliances, furniture, cabinets, that sort of thing.  Prisma threw in some magic too, to make it more interesting for you.  There are driftlights in every room that respond to English commands, that work on keywords.  You can turn them on and off, make them brighter or dimmer, and have them follow you around to provide light for you.  Just say ‘driftlight,’ then what you want it to do.  The blue crystals embedded in the floor of each room act like air conditioners.  They respond to English too, just tell it you want it warmer or colder and it’ll change the temperature in the room.  They have a keyword, just say ‘room temperature,’ then what you want it to do.  Both of them won’t respond to you until you touch them, though,” he warned.  “And they’ll seal to the first two humans that touch them so they only accept commands from those two people, so don’t let Davie touch them first or he’ll be one of the ones that can give them commands.  And I don’t think you want a five year old with that kind of power,” he said dryly, which made Jenny laugh. 

“The whole family worked on it,” Kanna told her.  “We wanted you to feel comfortable while you’re here.”


“The house has a few secrets and a few surprises,” Kell continued.  “You’ll have fun exploring it.”


The group followed Kell and Kammi along the coastline, past his burrow, then up the small tor.  He heard Jenny gasp as they approached the house.  “I thought you made it out of wood at first.  It’s made of stone!”


“The only wood in that house are the cabinets and furniture we had brought in,” Kell told her.  “The entire house is built of stone, shaped to resemble the way humans build wooden houses.  So don’t worry about damaging any wallboard,” he chuckled.  “Wood’s too valuable a commodity for us to build anything out of it.  There are only so many trees on the island, after all.”

“My lord, there’s a playground down there!” he heard Greg blurt.  “It’s even larger than the one at Imakaii!”


“Hey, Davie’s gotta have his own space,” Kell said lightly, looking down towards the impressively large playground built at the bottom of the tor on the far side of the burrows, occupying the grassy strip between the north beach and the north coastal tract.  Kell had built Davie another “castle,” this one even larger, and with more activities and equipment in its bailey.  All made out of stone, with a sand-filled “bailey” filled with sand dredged from an undersea bar not far from the cove, where the current that ended at the island collided with it.  There were large pockets of sand all along the southwestern side of the island, and there was a huge mass of it on an undersea shelf about 40 meters down and 60 meters off the coast of the cove.  “This one’s got a few extra surprises in it.  Prisma made a few magical modifications to the playground, like an area where Davie will float around, a zero-G area.  There’s another place where gravity is reversed, so he’ll be walking around on the ceiling.  And a few more magical surprises, but I’ll let you guys discover those yourself.  That makes it more fun,” he chuckled.

“Aww, that was so thoughtful of you, guys,” Jenny said gratefully as she and Greg got down..


“We enjoyed building it, Jenny,” Kanna answered her.  “It was actually fun.  I’ve never built anything like that before.”


“Ohhh, ohhh, can I go play, Mommy?  Please?” Davie said with unbridled glee, looking at the playground.


“Sure thing, sweetie, just stay on the playground while we put our things in the house,” Jenny answered.


“Younglings, take Davie down to the playground and keep him from wandering,” Keth ordered, looking at Kell’s younger siblings as Sella carefully set the young human on the ground..


“Oh no, if anyone’s gonna play on the castle, it’s gonna be me,” Kammi declared, picking a laughing Davie up and ambling down the hill on three legs, much to the amusement of quite a few dragons.  Kav, Kitta, and Konn all decided that playing on the playground was the better option, and followed after her.  And after an approving look from their parents, Kii, Jerral, Hura, and the three farmhand hatchlings chased after them.

“She really is just a big kid, isn’t she?’ Jenny asked Kell with a light look.


“Gaia help me, I think we’re gonna end up lifemates,” he sighed forlornly, which made Jenny burst out laughing.


The dragons all sat down and allowed Greg and Jenny to look around inside the house, and that turned into nearly half an hour…which made it a good thing that the hatchlings were all down on the playground enjoying themselves, keeping them entertained and out of trouble.  Kammi kept Davie very entertained down on the playground, proving that she was as good with human hatchlings as she was with dragon hatchlings.  More than once, they heard Jenny or Greg give exclamations of surprise or delight, and after a while, Jenny came out with an astonished look on her face.  “Kell, how did you build this?” she said in amazement.  “It’s astounding!”

“It took us a few days, and we had to have your government deliver us some of the stuff inside,” he replied mildly.  “We didn’t really have time to build everything ourselves, so we built most of it and had the appliances and cabinets and such brought in by sky dragons.”


“This isn’t as, well, as temporary as the buildings up on the aerie.”


“No, we built this to last, dear,” Kanna told her.  “When you move to the island to be the humans’ emissary to us, you’ll live here.  We already agreed to host you.”


“When?”


“It’s just a matter of time,” Kell shrugged.  “And we wanted you to have something here waiting for you when they finally make that decision.  Something yours.”


“So, do you like it, Jenny?” Keth asked.


“Like it?  I love it, Keth!” she gushed.  “Who did the art on the walls?”


“I did some of it, the simpler pieces, but the really good ones were done by Gedra.  She’s Gev’s daughter,” Kell answered.  “Gedra’s one of the better artists on the island.  She did some good work.”


“It’s incredible!” Jenny agreed.


Greg rushed out of the house, his expression amazed.  “There’s a gigantic basement under the house!”


“Not a basement, a burrow,” Kell corrected.  “We built you your own earth dragon-style burrow under the house, where you can receive earth dragon and smaller dragon visitors in surroundings we’re more used to.  It has two levels, and there’s a passage down there that leads to that beach, which Matriarch and Patriarch said you can use as you please,” he finished, pointing at the north beach.  “And we built the patio behind the house for dragons too big to fit in the entry chamber, like Gressa and Sessara.  You’ll be seeing a lot of both of them when you move here,” Kell chuckled.

“Good, I like them,” Jenny declared.

Jenny and Greg took about fifteen more minutes to move the rest of their stuff into the house, Kell distracting himself by carrying over the golf cart and setting it on a sheltered carport beside the house, complete with a covered outlet to charge it, and they collected up Davie and returned to the aerie to rejoin the others.  Kammi joined Kell as they were carried back up to the aerie by sky dragons, and they listened as Jenny and Greg gushed about the house they’d been given to the others…who looked a trifle jealous.  Even President Walker looked a little envious as they described the inside of it.

Once the humans were back together, the tour began.  They were loaded into their carts which were then picked up by sky dragons, and they were taken around the island.  They were first taken to a chromatic library, the Library of Rome, and Prisma explained how chromatics used it to advance their magical education as mystified chromatic library goers watched on from a respectful distance.  Prisma even explained the filing system, which amused Kell.  The librarian in Prisma showed itself as she got a bit too technical, but she acquitted herself by presenting all of them with copies of books meant to help them learn to read draconic, books sized for chromatics, which meant that Jenny had trouble carrying the gift she was given.  Luckily they didn’t have to carry them more than a moment, because sky dragons collected them up and flew them back to the aerie for them.


And Jenny certainly couldn’t let that opportunity pass.  “I notice that you don’t have any power here, or computers,” Jenny observed. 

“Chromatics don’t respond well to sweeping changes to our traditions, Jenny,” Prisma admitted, which made quite a few of the observing chromatics bristle a tiny bit.  “Computers are not magic, so we chromatics have a certain amount of distrust of them.  They are not how we do things…or at least most of us,” she said, offering her forearm, with the tablet strapped to it the way earth dragons used them.  “I have learned the use and value of the computer machines in my time working in the department, and I think that once my kin come to understand their usefulness, they will accept them.  I use the computers the earth dragons gave me to study magic, and it makes my studies much more comprehensive and organized.  The ability to call up on the computer screen any book in my private library and read it at my leisure is almost indescribably useful.  The thought of having every book we have all accessible from one device, able to be called forth with but a single command, that is almost a dream come true.”

When Prisma described it that way, Kell noticed, a few of the chromatics in the library looked more intrigued than offended at the insult to what they saw as ancient and sacred chromatic traditions and custom.

The next stop after the library was the active volcano, and they were given a tour of a fire dragon den.  It was Gressa’s den, and she showed a lot of trust to let the humans in to look around.  They met Hazzath and her hatchlings, and they were told a few stories about the ancient human artifacts in their den, brought to the island and held by Gressa and Hazzath’s families for generations.  She even proudly showed off an ancient sword that she proclaimed belonged to Saint George the Dragonslayer, and told quite the tale of her ancestor, who had been the one that had killed the renegade knight after Saint George invaded his den and tried to kill him.

Kell was a bit surprised.  He had no idea that Gressa descended from such a notable fire dragon family.


Their next stop was to the north side of the island—away from where the carrier was sitting—to let the humans see the lava flows that dominated that side of the island.  It was there that they were given a few more demonstrations in both dragon magic and breath weapons, and Kell was the one that showed off what the earth dragons could do.  They were impressed by the lava, but they were almost blown away when he used the sand attack to erode a small boulder to almost nothing in just a few seconds, showing just how damaging and destructive that attack really was.  All four field agents also showed off their spike throwing skills, demonstrating the range and deadly accuracy for which earth dragons were most well known among the other dragon races.  Girk was the most skilled spiker among them, and he proved it by hitting a moving target from nearly 150 meters away. 


After finishing up there, they rode their carts about half a kilometer to the east, and they visited a small earth dragon farm…the farm owned by Keth’s former farmhands, Har and Hikka.  The two of them were happy to show them around, show them how earth dragons organized their land and produced food, and allowed them to enter their burrow and look around.

Once they were done there, the humans got their first real taste of the truly exotic, when they were brought to Sungrass Village on the northeast corner of the island, and were met by a group of water dragons.  The group changed into swim suits in tents erected for them, and then they were taken out into the water to go on an undersea expedition.  It was there that the dragons escorting them got whittled down.  The council members were brought along—except the fire dragons, no way would they ever agree to an underwater jaunt—and Kell and Kammi came along with them to translate.  Kammi was no mud dragon, but she’d showed a lot of improvement since courting Kell, and naturally, Kell was almost as at home in the water as he was on land due to his family’s long relationship with Shii’s pod.  The humans were completely encapsulated in air bubbles by Surral, who had been called in to lead the expedition, and they were all given small crystals on pendants that would serve as magical radios, allowing anyone wearing them to speak to everyone else wearing them, as long as they stayed within 20 meters of each other.  They would be able to hear Kell and Kammi’s voices without them, but the water would distort it and make them hard to understand.  They were carried along by the escorting water dragons as they started down the undersea slope of the island, heading for a shelf known as the Crystal Forest.

“This is amazing!” Julia breathed as they started to descend.  “We’re not going to get the bends when we come back up, are we?”


“Patriarch Surral already took that into account, Misses Walker, you’ll be perfectly safe,” Kell assured her.  “He can’t take you too deep, but we’ll be going deep enough for you to see some things.”  The water dragons illuminated the water with bioluminescence as they went deeper and deeper, and the Crystal Forest ghosted into view in the murky dimness.  It was a flat, very shallow “bowl” in the side of the undersea mountain which formed the island that was filled with mud, but it had several large spires of pure quartz crystal jutting up through it.  “This is called the Crystal Forest,” Kell supplied, staying close enough so his pendant was within receiving range of them.  “We think those big crystals were expelled by the volcano, long enough ago for them to end up down here.  We’re not entirely sure.”


“They’re huge,” Walker mused, looking at the largest of them.  “What are they?”


“Quartz,” Kell answered.

They continued down the slope, going down to the very edge of Kell’s diving range without magical assistance, visiting something he’d always found really, really cool.  They reached another shelf much deeper down, so deep that the water was dark and chilly, which was much narrower than the one above, a narrow flat spot on the side of the slope.  But this one didn’t mud in it, it had an active vent from the volcano surrounded by giant tubeworms, their mud tubes rising some 30 meters from the shelf.  Large pale white crabs scuttled along the bases of the tubes.  “This is something that water dragons say usually they only see at the ocean bottom,” Kell explained.  “There’s an active volcanic vent here, and these tubes are from large worms that feed off the chemicals that come out the vent.  They say they’re fairly common around most deep undersea volcanic vents.”

“The water here is hot,” Julia remarked, putting a hand on the inside of her air bubble.


“It’s much hotter at the vent opening,” Kell said.  “The pressure prevents the water from boiling, so it’s around three hundred degrees Fahrenheit.  This is as close as they can bring you to the vent without hurting you.”


They ascended and went nearly a quarter of the way around the island, reaching what was known as the Waterfall.  It was a frozen cascade of obsidian, magma that was shock-cooled by water that caused it to turn to glass, and the obsidian was frozen in a waterfall shape that tumbled down an undersea cliff.  “Amazing,” Jenny breathed, looking at the formation.  “What is it?”


“Near as we can figure, this was a lava flow going down the cliff that was hit by a tsunami, which produced this large amount of obsidian,” Kell explained.  “During the Ice Age, this area was above water due to the lower sea level, so it formed here and then the seas rose and covered it.  Obsidian forms when fluid lava is cooled really, really fast, and here was a large amount of fluid lava that was cooled really fast,” he chuckled, motioning at the frozen waterfall of volcanic glass.  “I’ve always loved this thing.  I used to dive down here just to look at it.”

They were taken to one more sight to see deep underwater, and this one was nearly halfway down the slope, taking them over a kilometer down.  They entered an area of the ocean that Kell couldn’t reach without assistance, a place of dark, still cold.  “Dios mio, how far down are we?” Juarez asked as they continued to descend.


“Over a kilometer, maybe a kilometer and a half,” Kell answered.  “We can’t go much deeper, or the magic forming your bubbles will be overwhelmed by the pressure.”


“I can almost feel it,” Price said, looking up.  “The air in here is thicker.”


“The bubble’s being pressed in by the water,” Kell chuckled.  “I really shouldn’t mention that right now, if those bubbles failed, you would never know what happened.”


“Instant death,” Jenny breathed.


“More or less, yeah,” Kell nodded.  “But we’re here anyway, so it’s a moot point.”

Something came up out of the darkness below, and it was something that Kell had never seen before either, though he’d heard all about it from the water dragons.  The humans gasped when the shape of a skull emerged from the gloom, a skull the size of a two story house, the base of it embedded in the rock, causing it to extend out at an upward angle with its jaws frozen open.  It was long and narrow with a gigantic set of jaws, jaws so big that Kammi quite cheekily swam inside them and turned around to wave at them from the inside.  “Holy God, what is that thing?  A dragon?” Greg asked.

“It’s a fossil,” Kell answered.  “I’ve never seen it before, but Sella’s described it to me, and I think it’s from the plesiosaur family, a group of water-dwelling, air-breathing dinosaurs from the Mesozoic era.  I did a little research after Sella first told me about this, and near as I can tell, this skull is nearly twice as large as the largest known plesiosaur fossil.”


“This is an active volcano, the rock is much too young to hold a fossil like this.  How did it end up here?” Julia asked.  “It shouldn’t be here.”


“Well reasoned, Misses Walker,” Kell nodded.  “The honest answer is, we have no idea how it got here, or if there’s more of it in the rock behind the skull.  It might just be the skull, or the whole thing might be in there.  Either way, we honestly have no idea how something that should be buried deep underground in a Mesozoic-era sea bottom ended up here.  And it’s long been a point of argument between me and Sella,” he said lightly, looking over at her.  She narrowed her eyes in cool challenge.  “She thinks that some titanic disaster ejected the fossil from wherever it was and deposited it here.  My theory is that the fossil isn’t tens of millions of years old, and that it died here and settled on the slope while the island was forming, then got buried.  I think this thing died maybe a couple of million years ago, which means that some of the plesiosaurs survived all the way up to the Ice Age,” he proclaimed, which caused Sella to shake her head in disagreement.

“I’m not sure you have the evidence to back that up, Kell,” Walker chuckled.


“On the contrary, Mister President, the evidence supports my theory much more than Sella’s,” he countered.  “In this case, you have to go full Sherlock Holmes.  It’s not necessarily what you see that tells you, it’s the fact that you can eliminate nearly every other theory or explanation.  To paraphrase the old saying, once you eliminate all that is not possible, whatever remains, however improbable, is the truth.  There’s simply no other explanation for how it got here, other than it died here and got buried as the island formed.  I have no evidence that I’m right, but I can refute every other theory.”


“Now I can understand why Sella always looks so tired, arguing with you all the time, Kell,” Jenny said lightly, which made him laugh and Sella nod vigorously.


They came back up into the warmth and the light, and the water dragons took them to more “tourist” places to see.  They were taken to the reef just off the Scarred Rock and allowed to explore it, spending nearly two hours sightseeing among the coral and tropical fish that lived on the reef.  The water dragons showed off a tiny bit of their magic with Davie, making solid water slides and ramps for him to keep him entertained while the others explored the reef.  Sella also demonstrated water dragon breath weapons for them, at a safe distance, releasing a blast of steam, then making them all laugh when she did the same trick she’d often done for Kell, using her breath weapon like jet propulsion, sending her flying up and out of the water going backwards.  She arced through the air and dove smoothly back into the water some 30 meters away, then her head popped back up near the humans, which made them laugh and applaud.

“And that’s why water dragons never use that in the air,” Kell noted lightly.


“It must hit with the force of speeding semi,” Price reasoned.


“Trust me, it does,” Kell chuckled.


“She’s used it on you?” Wilson asked.


“Once, as an experiment,” he answered.  “I spent nearly a week recovering.  She damn near broke my neck,” he accused.


“You were the one who badgered me for days before I finally agreed,” Sella retorted calmly.  “How many times did I warn you, Kell?”


“Not enough,” he replied with a sly smile.


“Why on earth would you ask her to do something like that?” Jenny asked.

“Because earth dragon juveniles are too full of energy and not nearly full enough of common sense,” Kell answered honestly, which made all of them erupt in laughter.


After they were done at the reef, Surral led them back to the island, and took them up the main lava tube leading to Sanctuary City.  They emerged from it near the connecting tunnel, where their carts were waiting for them so they could ride up, as well as the council fire dragons and Gressa.  Hirrag had to wait in the side tunnel leading up to the surface, since he took up the entire passage and his tail was very much a danger to anyone behind him, human or dragon, so he would be behind them.  Their clothes were also waiting for them, along with some tents set up near the water’s edge so they could change out of their swim suits.  “Why the carts?” Petrovski asked after she came out of the tent, back in her street clothes.


“Because it’s about seven kilometers from here to the city, and it would exhaust you to walk that far,” he replied.  “That’s how long this lava tube is.  Amazingly enough, it’s almost perfectly straight the entire way up.”

Anthra and Geon took over the group, and they gave Walker and the other humans a fairly comprehensive tour of Sanctuary City.  They showed them all the major features of the city, from the high rise to the industrial sections to the main room where the fiber came in, and everything in between…though not all of the council members could go with them.  The city was built so Anthra could just barely fit down the passages leading to public areas, which meant that the fire dragons, Jussa, Trejem, and Faralla had no hope of fitting in them.  Even for Essan and Hinado, it was a tight fit.  They showed them some of the abandoned burrows, showing how they did them differently when burrowing them out of rock, the power plant, the storage silos where some of the food was still being held.

“Amazing that it’s so elegant, given how fast it was made,” Jenny mused as they walked down a long passage leading back to the main gallery.  “There’s even some art on some of the walls.”

“Trust me, it didn’t look half this pretty when we first dug it out,” Geon said dryly.  “We came back after it was first done and cleaned it up, mainly to give everyone something to do.  Nothing is more dangerous than a bored earth dragon,” Geon noted, which made Kell and Kammi laugh.  “Besides, seeing something done only halfway is something that drives us earth dragons absolutely insane.  We can’t stand shoddy work, even if it’s not our own.  You have no idea how hard it was to keep the diggers from completing things as they dug them out.  The concept of just dig the tunnel, we’ll do the finishing touches later is alien to them.”


“The art is the result of said boredom,” Kammi supplied.  “You gotta understand, this whole city is like a blank canvas, none of the public passages have any rules about what you can do to them.  Earth dragons were doodling on the walls just for something to do, at least until Anthra and Geon got everything organized and kept everyone busy.”


“I’ve noticed that English was one of those things,” Jenny said.


“English classes were part of the busy work,” Kammi nodded.  “A few of them got pretty far in the time they had.”


“I noticed.  Kitta sounded almost conversational,” she agreed.


“She had a whole burrow full of fluent speakers to practice with,” Kell chuckled.


“So, living down here is what made your horns change?” Jenny asked.


“Sort of,” Kell replied.  “I’ll explain all that later, Jenny.”


“I’d prefer you explain it now, Kell,” Julia said with great interest.  “I get the feeling that Jenny hears more than we do, because she’s down there with your family.”


Kell gave Julia a slightly amused look.  “It gets a little involved,” he said as all the council members gave him fleeting warning looks.  They already knew what they could say and not say, but the explanation tread rather closely to the secret of the earth dragons.  “The first thing you have to know is that while we were down here, we found out we have breath weapons.”


“Ah yes, that.  And how did you not know you had them before?” Jenny pressed.


“Easy.  Because to use them, we have to eat a lot of rock and stone.  You saw us use them, Jenny, the lava and sand we breathe out has to come from somewhere.  It’s mass, not energy.  Well, we haven’t eaten rock in that quantity for thousands of years,” he explained.  “No rock, no breath weapon.  Near as we can guess, we forgot we had them because for generation after generation after generation, we never used them.  We couldn’t.  So, parents stopped telling children about them, and eventually we forgot about them.”

“When we came down here,” Kammi continued, “we started eating rock again to stretch out our food reserves.  And when we ate enough rock to fuel them…boom.”


“Our horns change the first time we use our breath weapons,” Kell continued.  “We’re still not quite sure why.  We’ve worked out that we have to be a certain age before we can use them, which is why the younglings all have crystal horns, but hatchlings don’t.  So, if you see an earth dragon with crystal horns, you know that he or she has learned how to use their breath weapon.”


“A visible warning,” Julia mused.  “Like the warning markings on some dangerous animals that warn predators not to mess with them.”


“Thank you so much for comparing us to poisonous bugs,” Kammi said gratingly, which made Kell laugh.


“Hey, you’re the one that once told me that earth dragons are nothing but really big bees, Kammi,” Jenny replied lightly.


“Bees are cool,” Kammi defended airily.


And that more or less ended the tour.  The humans were taken back up to the aerie after getting back to the surface, except for Jenny, Greg, and Davie, who only had to walk maybe 400 meters from the Dawnmist entry tunnel on the farm to their new house.  They didn’t stay there long, however.  As the rest of the humans handled the food delivered to them however they pleased, Jenny’s family was invited out to the beach for a large dinner and social gathering.  It was the chance for those that knew Jenny to meet Greg, and also a chance for Davie to run around in almost constant excitement, while Kanna showed off her brand new cooking skills by roasting a large side of beef over the fire.  The meal was attended by more than just the family and the pod, however.  Gressa and her mate were in attendance with their hatchlings, the farmhands were invited—they were family while they worked for Keth—and Prisma and Irago were  also invited to the party, Prisma because everyone liked her and Irago so he could get some direct interaction with humans in a more relaxed environment.  As the sun lowered below the horizon, they roasted beef and tuna from Surral’s catch, then just enjoyed a nice and rare rain-free evening, watching a thunderstorm drift by just south.

And everyone had a pretty good time.  Greg seemed completely at ease among dragons he barely knew, but it was Jenny that was making the rounds.  She spent quite a while talking with every single dragon there, even the farmhands, and spent quite a while practicing her draconic with the hatchlings, who didn’t speak very good English…except for Kitta.  Davie remembered Gressa’s hatchlings from Hawaii, and the three of them banged around near the water before the other hatchlings started getting involved, turning into quite a little game involving the young of three dragon species.  Irago found himself a little under siege, first from Jenny, and then from Keth and Kanna, who were quite interested in the young sky dragon that had come to work in the department.


And what was normal for Kell and Jenny, they were a lot more honest with each other than their respective governments might like.  Kell got a bit more indepth in the recent turmoil on the island after the meal, as the full moon added to the magical light that Prisma made over the beach to illuminate the party, but also the very fast and radical change in outlook the other dragons had towards the earth dragons.  Kell couldn’t reveal the truth, but his explanation vaguely touched upon it while still sounding quite plausible.  “It was the breath weapons that changed everything,” he told Jenny as he laid near the fire with Jenny sitting with her back against his side, right behind his left foreleg and directly under his wingjoint.  Because of where she was, Kell had his wing slightly open and raised to both give her room and shelter her in case it started raining.  “When the others found out we had breath weapons, they started thinking about us differently.  That made them realize that even though we can’t cast spells, we do have our own magic.  It just works differently than theirs does.”


“Everything about earth dragons works differently than the others,” Jenny supplied as Greg surfaced in the cove, laughing as Ralla swam in tight circles around him.  Greg and Ralla had really hit it off.


“Well, yeah, but this was something they could see,” he continued.  “The fact that we can’t be hurt by the earth should have tipped them off that we have magic.  But there’s more, like what happened with Julia.  That’s what the sages are studying now, what else we can do that’s not active spellcasting, that’s a magically-charged biological or autonomic process.  I’m not sure, but I think they’re going to talk to your group about that tomorrow.”


“What are they going to say?”


“I have no idea.  The sages are very secretive,” he answered.  “And not even the department can find out what they’re planning.  Hell, we don’t even know what they’ve discovered so far,” he grunted.  “Prisma’s supposed to keep us up to date on that kind of thing, acting as our liaison between the chromatics and the department, but if the sages tell her not to say anything, she won’t.  So, that’s the main reason the other dragons are so protective over us now.  Since they’ve discovered that yes, we do indeed have our own form of magic, it made them realize that we’re real dragons.  Real dragons that they still see as disadvantaged and helpless, and thus we have the overprotective mother hens,” he grunted, nudging his snout in Gressa’s direction.  “Though, to be fair to Gressa, she’s here because of you.  She really likes you.”


“I’m glad, because I really like her.  And she seems to really like Kanna,” Jenny noted.


“I know, it’s the weirdest thing,” Kell agreed.  “I’d never have thought Mother would have anything to do with a fire dragon, but she seems genuinely fond of Gressa.”


“Why not?”


“You’ve met her, Jenny.  Think about it.”


Jenny was silent a moment.  “She’s sheltered,” she realized.  “She’d have trouble relating to other dragons, at least those not a water dragon.  She’d treat them like an earth dragon, and that would rub the other dragons the wrong way, as well as put her off when the other dragon doesn’t act the way she expects them to.”

“Bingo.  She understands water dragons because of the pod, she’s known them all her life.  She’s the daughter of a farmhand that used to work for my grandsire.  Mother was actually born on this farm, in the same brood chamber that hatched Sire and his brothers, and she and Sire mated when they were both very young.  So, when the farmhand earned enough barter to buy her own farm, Mother remained behind.  It’s all she’s ever known, and part of that life experience has been Shii and the pod,” he explained.  “So she’s known the water dragons all her life.  But she doesn’t know the other dragons very well.  In a way, we earth dragons are even more sheltered than the others, because they interact with each other, but my own family excluded, earth dragons almost never interact with other dragons.  But even my own family didn’t, not really, outside of the water dragons.  But I have to admit, this whole thing has really put some edges on Mother’s spikes.  When we were forced underground, she was nearly as fearful as a human, her entire life had just been put on its back and everything was uncertain.  But at the end of it, right before we came back out, she was nearly as tough as a department drake.  And that courage is what I think started her friendship with Gressa.  Mother was willing to go outside her comfort zone, and, well, Gressa is Gressa.  If there’s any fire dragon that I think could be Mother’s friend, it’s her.  She’s very even-tempered for a fire dragon, on top of being pretty damn smart.”

“Brilliant.  Just calling her smart is an insult,” Jenny corrected.


“I’ll give you that,” he agreed.  “And in a way, Gressa is an example of how attitudes on the island are changing concerning you humans.  I can’t stress enough how good of an impression you’ve left on the island, Jenny.  I don’t know a single dragon that’s interacted with you that doesn’t like you.  You’re the perfect liaison between our world and the human world.  That’s why we built your house,” he chuckled.  “Even chief can’t deny that you’re gonna end up living here, so we went ahead and bowed to the inevitable.  Chief even had a paw in building it, him and the other field agents.”


“I love that house, Kell,” she said emphatically.  “If I do move here, when I leave, you’re finding some way of pulling it up and shipping it back to the states.”


Kell had to laugh.  “It is your house, you can do what you want with it,” he told her.

Jenny was quiet a moment.  “You know, that explains a whole lot,” she mused.  “About your mother, I mean.  She’s never lived anywhere else?”


“Outside of us being down in the city, no.  This farm is her entire world, Jenny, both hers and Sire’s.  They were born here, and they’ll die here.  This farm is their home, their passion, and in many ways, their entire world.  So, it’s a bit of a surprise to see them stepping out of the boundaries of the world they made for themselves and seeing what’s on the other side.”

“Even earth dragons can change,” Jenny noted lightly.


“When you drag us kicking and screaming, yes,” he agreed dryly, which made her laugh.  “And speaking of change, you’re getting your talisman tomorrow.  Ready for it?”


“Eager,” she replied.  “And not just because it means I can cast spells.  That talisman is very special to me, Kell, because it represents my new life.  Not as a magician, but my life with you.  With the dragons.  I feel…like this is where I was meant to be,” she told him.  “I can’t explain it, but it just feels so right to me to be with you, around you, to learn from you and learn about you.  I know it sounds a bit arrogant, but I want to be standing there the day that the world welcomes the dragons back into it, to know that I helped bring it about.  This island may be your home, Kell, but I feel that the world has been less without the dragons being in it.  We humans drove you away, and I want to help heal that old wound and make you feel entirely comfortable coming back into the world.  This world belongs to you as much as it does us, Kell, and you have the right to be a part of it.”


“Too late, we’ve stolen you.  You belong to us now,” Kell told her, which made her laugh again.

“So that house is my gilded cage?” she teased.


“Yup.  The trap so Mother can talk you to death,” he agreed, and Jenny laughed even harder when Kanna immediately turned her cool gaze in their direction.


“I get the feeling that most of the rest of my life is going to be spent more with dragons than with humans,” she agreed wryly.  “But you know what?  I’m entirely alright with that idea.  In fact, it appeals to me.  Now I just hope that Greg and Davie don’t feel constrained by that decision.”


“Greg?  Probably not, he seems honestly interested in magic.  Davie…I’m not sure,” Kell said.  “His fascination with us now may turn into angsty rejection when he hits his teen years.  Human teens are temperamental,” he noted.


“Not my son.  He’ll go straight from ten to twenty,” Jenny declared, which made Kell laugh. 


“I don’t think it works that way.”


“I’m sure the chromatics will find a spell that makes it work that way,” she predicted in reply.


Sella padded up to them and sat on her haunches.  “Are you about done hogging her, Kell?” she asked.


“I’m doing no such thing.  She’s welcome to get up and leave any time she wants,” he protested.  Sella laughed when Kell dipped his wing and pressed the leading edge gently against Jenny’s torso, which kept her from getting up.  “See?  She’s here completely of her own free will.”


“Ribs, Kell, ribs!” Jenny wheezed.


“Well, let her up.  Me and Ralla are going to take them out on a moonlight fishing trip,” Sella told him.  “Patriarch’s beacon sang of tuna just north of the Endless Deep.  That’s close enough to take them, let them see a pod in action.  And we have to get there before some other pod hears of it.”


“I’d love to go!” Jenny said eagerly, pushing against Kell’s wing.


“Not just you, I want a piece of that catch,” Kell declared, standing up right after her.  “Kammi!  Kammi, we’re going out!  Tuna near the Endless Deep!” he shouted.


“Awesome!  Be there in a few!” she shouted in reply from where she and the hatchlings were playing with Davie.


“And this is the advantage of being the only earth dragon that can fish,” Jenny chuckled.


“Damn right it is,” Kell agreed.  “I can catch my own tuna.  Besides, Kammi needs more experience open sea fishing.  If she can’t hold her own, the pod will chase her off.”


“Yes we will,” Sella agreed, which made Jenny laugh.


“Irago, you mind doing a little babysitting?” Kell called.  “Jenny and Greg are going with the water dragons, but Davie may not be ready for a trip like that.  Mind carrying him along over us?”


“I don’t mind, Kell,” Irago answered from where he was sitting by the firepit, talking with Gressa and Prisma.


Surral stormed the beach, already in fishing mode.  “Hatchlings, we’re going out!” he boomed.  “Let’s move, there are tuna close to the island, and we have to reach them first!  There were other beacons set!”

“Beacon?” Jenny asked, after Kell translated his words

“A spell Patriarch places in strategic places, it warns him when a sizable number of desired fish pass close to it,” Sella explained.  “It’s an old trick used by most pods.  Patriarch isn’t the only one that had a beacon set there, so we have to move quickly if we want to get a good catch.”


Under Surral’s commanding presence, they were organized and on their way out of the cove in five minutes.  The entire pod swam along with Kell and Kammi as they turned southwest, and Greg, Jenny, and Davie were in a large bubble being carried along with them.  Irago and Prisma were flying overhead, guided by the bioluminescence of the water dragons.  And unlike the humans, neither Kell nor Kammi had a breathing bubble.  They didn’t need them, and he wasn’t about to let Kammi learn any way but the natural way.  Davie seemed much less enthusiastic about being in the bubble with it being dark, since they couldn’t see very much but the ghostly light of the water dragons, but he didn’t get overly fidgety or fussy, content to be held in Jenny’s arms as she and Greg sat sedately on the bottom of the bubble holding them.

They didn’t have to wait long to see much more.  It only took them about half an hour to get to the tuna, and as luck would have it, they got there first.  And it was a huge school, hundreds of them.  Prisma and Irago helped them out at that point by pulling the humans out of the water and giving them an aerial vantage point, Prisma cast a spell that allowed them to see in the darkness as if it were bright as day—the same spell permanently enchanted into the goggles Irago had worn during the attack on the Chinese—and from that aerial vantage point, they got to see a water dragon pod fish.  And Surral made sure to do it the hard way, teaching his hatchlings how to fish without using magic, where the entire pod worked as a unit to gather the fish into a tight ball near the surface, and then kept them there long enough to show Jenny and Greg how it was done.  Kammi didn’t do that badly at all, demonstrating that she’d gained competency in the basics of fish herding, playing her part in the unit by preventing the fish from getting past her.  Had they all not just had a big meal, they would have taken turns attacking the ball to eat what couldn’t get out of their way.  But, since they were all more than content, Surral then showed the humans how the water dragons used their magic, by turning the water surrounding the tuna into a net, a solid barrier the fish couldn’t cross, and then they started hauling them back towards the island.

Kell explained everything they’d just done when he surfaced, when they started back, as Prisma held Jenny, Greg, and Davie aloft using her floating magic and carried them just over the snared tuna.  “They never take an entire school, only half,” Kell told them.  “The water dragons herd the fish into a ball to make them easier to manage, and then use magic to net them, turning the water solid around the edges to keep the fish from swimming through.  That’s why they get them as compact as possible, to make it as easy as they can when it comes time to net them.  The more water they have to affect, the more tiring it is.  They can use magic to help ball the fish, but Surral doesn’t believe in that.  If any hatchling of his didn’t know how to fish without using magic at all, Patriarch would disown them.”


“So, the fish are in an invisible net of water,” Greg surmised.


“Yup,” Kell nodded, then submerged a quick second to go under a small rogue wave.  “Patriarch already declared that the school has been fished, so the other pods won’t go after what’s left.  They never take more than half of any school, so the fish left behind can reproduce.”


“That’s just smart management,” Jenny nodded.  “So, you get a portion of the catch?”


“Yeah, we’ll get maybe twenty, ten for each of us, if I counted right,” Kell chuckled.  “Just about every earth dragon I know loves tuna, so it’s always worth it to go along when they’re tuna fishing.  It’s really good barter.  Plus, we don’t have to pay Patriarch’s outrageous demands for his catch when we barter with him,” he added slyly, which made Surral laugh.


“It’s how I get you out here, Kell,” Surral replied easily.  “If it’s too expensive to barter, you’ll come fish it yourself.”


“True enough,” Kell agreed as Kammi translated that for Jenny and Greg.

“So, this is what it means to be the mud dragon,” Jenny noted with a smile.


“The only thing I can’t do is go deep for giant squid,” Kell said confidently.  “Patriarch trained me well.  And now we have to train up Kammi,” he added, glancing back at her.


“I’ll be better than you, Kell,” she declared.

“Good luck with that,” he snorted in reply.


After getting the catch back to the island, Greg and Jenny dried off and relaxed on the beach while Surral divvied up the spoils, giving Kell and Kammi their cut and penning the rest in at the south end of the cove, keeping them alive until they could separate out the tithe.  They spent the rest of the night just sitting and talking, letting Greg and Jenny get to know Irago and Prisma, at least until the demands of tomorrow broke up their party.  It was going to be a long day tomorrow.


After walking Greg, Jenny, and Davie up to the house, Kell and Kammi started back for their burrow.  “I enjoyed that,” she told him as they went the short distance back to their burrow.  “I think I’m really gonna like having Jenny around all the time.”


“Me too,” Kell agreed.  “I get the feeling that she won’t be going back with the others.”

“You think?”


“Yeah,” he nodded.  “The sages seem really interested in the humans, and having a couple here will make it easy for them to study them.”


“Lab rats,” Kammi chuckled.


“More or less.  Given she’s got two strong voices on the council for her, Sessara and Hinado, there’s a good chance the council lets her stay.”


“Works for me,” Kammi said spryly as they reached the burrow entrance.  “Something tells me that tomorrow’s gonna be eventful.”


“How so?”


“Dunno.  Just have that feeling,” she answered.
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Everything was prepared.


Kell and Ferroth looked over the tent where the council would be holding talks with the humans and nodded in approval.  Several department drakes had set everything up, using a large circus-style pavilion tent big enough to hold all the members of the council along with a long table carved out of basalt for the humans, which was elevated to make it easier for the larger dragons on the council like Hirrag and Jussa. The platform was set up so the smallest council dragons, Geon and Essan, were more or less eye to eye with the humans when they sat on small podiums brought in for them.  With the human table on a raised platform, they wouldn’t have to crane their necks quite so much.  Another platform was to the side that would hold the official translator, which would be Jirran, who was the best English speaker in the department.  A platform behind Jirran’s podium would hold the other field agents, Sella, Irago, and Prisma, so each race of dragon would have an English speaker present—or at least the dragon among them that knew the most English.  Gressa was too big to fit on that platform, so she and one sage from each of the dragon races would be sitting opposing the translator’s platform, forming a square of sorts under the tent.  The earth dragons had sent Jengo to be their sage, which really wasn’t much of a stretch.  He was the oldest and wisest of all the earth dragons.

The tent was necessary.  A steady rain was pattering on the roof of the tent.   While dragons didn’t much care about rain, or being wet in general, humans would find sitting around all day being rained on to be very uncomfortable, so the tent was mainly for their benefit.  Department drakes had run power lines out for the humans’ laptops and tablet chargers, and several powerful driftlights hovered near the roof of the tent to provide plenty of lighting.


“It looks good, chief,” Kell surmised as Kintel scurried past them.


“Yeah,” he agreed, looking over at the platform holding the table and chairs.  “They have the wifi scramblers set up, Kintel?”


“Just finished, chief.  The humans’ laptops won’t get any signals, but it won’t interfere with the President’s satellite phone.”


“I hate that he brought it,” Ferroth growled.  “But, if something happens, Walker needs to have a comm line back to his office.”


“At least he abided by the rules and only brought the one,” Kell noted, glancing to the side when motion caught his attention.  Several chromatic sages landed just outside the tent, then one of them scurried in.  It was that female sage that Kell had seen several times.


“There you are,” she said, advancing up to them, dwarfing both Kell and Ferroth.


“Who are you looking for, most wise?” Ferroth asked.


“Kell.  We must talk,” she prompted, motioning towards the other sages with her wing.


“Uh, sure,” he said, glancing at Ferroth, who gave a slight nod.  He followed her out, and was a bit surprised when the members of the council landed around the edge of the tent, the sky dragons carrying the earth dragons.  They all but surrounded him, and aside from Geon, Kell looked like a hatchling among the much larger dragons.  “This must be a serious talk,” he noted, looking towards Anthra.


“We’ve made a decision, Kell, and it involves you,” she answered, then she looked to Jussa.


“We’ve discussed what happened with the human, Julia Walker,” Jussa said.  “And it’s been decided that we’re going to proceed with the experiment that the chromatic sages proposed.”


“What’s that?”


“We want to find out how many humans it takes to allow an earth dragon to fly,” the female sage answered.  “Naturally, we need the humans, but it also means that we need an earth dragon.  You.”


“Me?” Kell protested.


“You, Kell,” Anthra answered.


“Why me, esteemed council member?” he called.


“Three reasons.  One, you know how to keep a secret, and this will be a secret,” she stressed.  “Until we know more about how this works, we keep this experiment secret.  Only the council, the sages, and Chief Ferroth will know about this.  Second, simply put, Kell, if the experiment works, you’re the only earth dragon that could actually do it.  Think about it.  We earth dragons don’t use our wings, so they’re not very strong.  But you do.  You probably have the most developed wing muscles of all the earth dragons, because of how strong a swimmer you are.  The sages are already certain that if this works, it’ll be similar to the water dragons, that your wings will have to provide a large amount of the lift to get you into the air.  So, young one, you’re the only one of us that could fly if you were given the ability to do so.

“Third, because you deserve this honor, Kell,” she continued.  “You’ve been out in front of every other dragon since all of this began.  You’ve been an integral and key reason why we’ve gotten where we are, and I for one think that your dedication and service to the earth dragons, the council, and to the dragons as a whole should be rewarded.  You have done much for us, young one, and so it is our turn to do for you.  So, Kell, you will be the one to find out if earth dragons can fly,” she declared with a proud smile.

He was absolutely scattered.  It was every earth dragon’s dream to be able to fly, but to actually get the chance to do it?  He was speechless, and the expression on his face made both Anthra and Geon chuckle.


“There’s no guarantee it will work, Kell of the Earth Drakes,” the female sage warned.  “There are only so many humans here, and they may not be enough.  The President and the other older human, Kent, they appear in public to the humans, so they can’t do it.  The child, we won’t allow him to do it.  We have no idea if it will cause him to suddenly grow the way it causes the older humans to revert to a younger state, so we won’t risk it.  And they also have to agree to it.  Each of them must allow themselves to bond to you, and as you pointed out with the first one, the human Julia, they may not want what that process entails.  But we are going to try with the humans we have and see if they’re enough.  And whether they are or they aren’t, we’ll study both you and the humans to see how bonding humans to you affects both you and them.  We suspect that the extended lifespan may not be the only effect for them, and there may be other effects for you.  This is something completely unknown to us, so there is no telling what might happen.”

Kell thought furiously, but his thoughts were disjointed.  They were actually going to do it, see if an earth dragon could fly…and he had to admit, part of their reasoning for selecting him was sound.  Most earth dragons never used their wings, not even for gliding all that much, but Kell did.  His wings were exceptionally strong from all the swimming he did, using them in the water the way water dragons did.  He and the dragons in his family, and maybe Kammi, they were the only ones that had the wing strength to actually fly if the experiment worked.


But still…how was this going to change things?  If it worked, how was he going to manage being the only earth dragon that could fly, of being so drastically and completely separated from the others by this secret, by this ability?  How would he feel walking among the others, talking to them, knowing a secret like this?  This wasn’t department secrets.  This was something that could change the entirety of earth dragon society…a secret that could tear them apart.


Such a heavy burden…that alone may put too much weight on him to allow him to fly.


In the end, though, there wasn’t much of a choice.  The council wanted this done, and they chose him to do it.  If he said no, they’d choose someone else…and given he fully understood just what this meant, the incredible danger it posed to basic earth dragon society, he wasn’t going to take the chance that that other dragon may reveal that secret.  Until they knew more, until the sages had time to figure this out, this had to stay secret.  As in so secret that not even Kammi would know about this.


“I’ll do it,” he finally said, his voice heavy and without emotion.  “But on one condition.”


“What is that, Kell?”


“That if this doesn’t work, then the sages destroy their notes, and not a single word of this is ever spoken again,” he said, his voice powerful and determined.  “The humans aren’t the only ones that have the potential to let obsession drive them to madness.  For the good of all earth dragons, we destroy all documents and swear all who participated in it to secrecy if the experiment fails.”


“I’ll agree to that,” Anthra nodded.

“So will I,” Geon added.


“Then it will be as you say, Anthra, Geon,” Jussa said, looking down at Kell.  “This is a matter of vital importance to all dragons, to protect magic itself, but you know your dragons.  If the experiment fails, then all traces of it will be purged from our histories.”


He wasn’t sure how they expected him to do much of anything after that.  He barely remembered what they talked about in the morning conference, sitting behind Jirran and trying to wrap his mind around what was coming, all but ignoring the conference.  If it worked…he wasn’t sure if he wanted it to work.  How would the earth dragons react?  Would there be celebration?  Condescension?  Would dragons like Gev, who had dreamed of flying his entire life, go to extremes in order to fulfill that long desire?  And if it did work, how exactly would it?  How many humans would it take to get an earth dragon off the ground?  Two?  Five?  Ten?  Maybe seventeen?  Maybe even more?  What if there weren’t enough human magicians in the entire world to give all earth dragons flight…then what?  Anthra and Geon weren’t stupid, but they also weren’t the ultimate authority in earth dragon society.  They couldn’t just declare that since all earth dragons couldn’t fly, then none would.  In that respect, earth dragons really had no central authority.  Earth dragons more or less governed themselves, relying on tradition, custom, and common sense to guide them.  Well, none of those applied to this.  Tradition and custom wouldn’t know what to do with this, and common sense would go right out the window when it came to something like flight.


He wasn’t joking when he said that this could destroy earth dragon society.  It had that potential.


And here he was, right in the middle of it.  He was going to be the one they used as a test subject, and he would be looking at days and days of being examined under a magnifying glass by the sages.  On a personal level, though, it was almost a dream come true.  There wasn’t an earth dragon alive that didn’t dream of being able to fly, and some never let that youngling dream go, dragons like Gev.  He himself had suffered flight envy fairly strongly as a youngling, which had probably fueled his prejudice against magic as he grew.

Yet…if it worked, then what?  He’d be able to fly, but he’d never be able to do it.  They had to keep it a secret, and him flying around, even out in the middle of nowhere, wouldn’t go unnoticed, not when the sky dragons could see everything and the water dragons took notice of what went on over their ocean.  He’d be given this incredible gift, then told to put it in a box and stick it on a shelf in his storeroom, never to take it out again.  It would be the ultimate in discipline and restraint to sit on something like that, even for him.


He’d better keep it a secret.  The stability of earth dragon society could very well hinge on it.


After lunch, a lunch he barely remembered, he tuned back in to witness something of a ceremony.  The sages brought out the boxes holding the talismans after they reconvened, and one by one, the humans were presented with them.  President Walker was the first to receive his talisman, and his eyes just lit up when he saw it.  The talismans were supposedly based on the human, so at a fundamental level, the talisman represented who they were, the very essence of what they were.  The shape, the gems, the arrangement, the metals that made it up, they all described the very soul of the magician, so it was, in a way, allowing the President to see his true self as he gazed upon that talisman.  “The talismans are magically hardened to prevent them from being damaged,” the sage explained through Jirran’s translation as Walker put it over his head, his hands trembling a little bit.  “Guard well these talismans, magicians,” she warned in a powerful voice, and Jirran was careful to mirror the warning in her voice.  “Without it, you cannot use your full magical potential, and they are not easy to make.  I would suggest in the strongest possible terms that you never take them off.”

“Couldn’t you cast a spell on it so we can’t lose it?” Walker asked.


“We cannot.  You can,” she answered.  “Only the owner of a talisman may lock permanent spells into it, such as spells that would allow only its owner to take it off.  So until you have the ability to cast those spells, President, you must protect your talisman most vigilantly.”


“I understand,” he said, holding it up and looking at it.  “It’s gorgeous.  Who made it?”


“The leader of the builders did, Mister President.  An earth drake named Jukra,” Kell answered.


Walker smiled in his direction.  “His workmanship is exquisite,” he complemented.  “I’ve never seen a piece of jewelry so perfect, and perfect for me.”


Kammi had to speak up as Julia was called forth.  “I made yours, Julia,” she declared.  “Hope you like it.”


“I’m sure I will, Kammi,” she replied graciously.  When the sage took it out of the box, Julia’s eyes widened, and she took in her breath.  “It’s…it’s absolutely amazing,” she said, taking it from the sage that towered over her with trembling hands.  “I’ve never seen anything so lovely.”


“I’m glad you like it,” Kammi said casually.


And so it went, one by one, as each human received their talismans, and each one had a similar reaction to Walker and Julia, though some were more subdued than others, like Wilson and Price.  When it was Jenny’s turn, she looked over at the field agents.  “I’d better be impressed, Kell,” she warned with a smile.


“You will be once I arm the bomb inside it,” he answered, which made her laugh.  But her laugh turned into a gasp when she saw it for the first time, and there were actual tears in her eyes as she put it on over her head.  “Oh, Kell…I, I just can’t even,” she told him, holding it up and looking at it.


Davie’s reaction was the most curious.  When the sage took the talisman out of the box, the child almost froze.  He stood unmoving and stared at the talisman, transfixed, until Jenny snapped him out of it with a gentle nudge.  They’d been warned that the owner had to be the first one to touch it outside of a dragon, so the sage had to hook the chain on a clawtip and present it to the boy.  “Take it, baby bear,” Jenny had to prompt, because he was again all but hypnotized by the talisman.  Once he reached out and snatched it away from the sage, almost greedily, Jenny knelt down and helped him put it on.


“Okay, that’s just weird,” Kammi voiced what all the field agents were thinking.  “What, did the sages put a spell on them or something?”


“You don’t understand, youngling,” the sage told her.  “These talismans represent the true self of who these magicians are, and that holds power.  It’s as if they got a look at their own souls,” she explained.  “What writings we have on the matter state that the presentation of a talisman is nearly a religious experience for humans.”

“That’s a pretty good description of how it felt to me,” Jenny said before Jirran translated, showing off her skills with the draconic language as she gazed at her talisman, running her finger along the inlays on the face of it.  “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.  I just  got it, but it…it’s like it’s a part of me.”


“In a way, it is,” the sage confirmed after Jirran translated.  “It represents who you are, and knowing who you are will help you focus your ability to channel magic.”


“Speaking of magic, this means that we’ll be able to cast spells, right?” Price asked, holding up his talisman.


“With study and dedication, yes,” the sage affirmed once she heard the translation.  “Eventually.”

“I’m never taking this off,” Petrovski breathed, clutching her talisman in her hand.


After giving the humans a little bit to adjust to the talismans, the council made the field agents and other dragons in attendance a bit sulky by effectively evicting them.  Kell remained behind under the auspices of acting as a translator for this ultra-secret meeting, one attended by the humans, the council, four of the chromatic sages, Ferroth, and Kell.  When the others were gone and the sages outside the tent confirmed it, Jussa looked down at the humans with a grave expression.  “I apologize for the theatrics,” he said, and Kell began to translate.  “But what we’re about to discuss must be held in the strictest confidence.  I would ask that you never discuss this outside of this group,” he told them.


“I’ll make sure of that, esteemed council member,” Walker answered confidently.


“Very good,” Jussa nodded, then he glanced at Kell before continuing.  “What happened to Julia Walker has piqued the curiosity of the sages,” he began.  “And they wish to further study the effect, both on you and on the earth dragon involved.  For that reason, it has been decided to offer the same gift Julia Walker received to all of you, under the condition that you do not ask to break the bond it forms with the earth dragon until after the sages complete their research on the matter.  That could take a few years,” he warned.  “So you must each ask yourself if you are willing to accept an extended lifespan and a change in your appearance, and to accept the fact that this change will require you to maintain secrecy about how it happened.. I’m sure that each of you have families, and that means that you must lie to them,” he noted as they all looked suddenly quite excited.  “Secretary Kent, Mister President, we fully understand that your role as politicians, who stay in the public eye, would make accepting this gift impossible, but the offer will stand.  Once you leave your roles as public servants, the gift will still be here if you so wish it.  It is our gift to you for all you have done for us so far, and in the future.”


“The chance to be young again?  YES!” Petrovski literally shouted, which made more than a few of them laugh.


“If anything, the extended lifespan the gift imparts upon you will give you the time required to master magic,” one of the sages told them.  “And in the case of that one, it will give him a new lease on life,” she added, pointing in Yancy’s direction.

“The chance to be a young man again?  I’d jump on that,” Yancy said, grinning a little.  “Maybe if my wife Lorraine was still alive, I’d have said no, but there’s nothing holding me back now.”

“Is there any here that doesn’t want this gift?” Jussa asked.  After a few moments of silence, he nodded.  “Alright, then.  We have selected Kell to be the earth dragon.  We will have you grab one of his spikes, one by one, over the course of several hours,” Jussa explained.  “After each one, the sages will examine both the human and Kell to look for any new changes beyond what we already know.  So, this process will take  a little time.  There are sixteen of you not counting Julia Walker, after all.”

Kell stepped up to the gathered humans, his expression sober, even a little fatalistic.  He brought his tail around his body and held it up at about their chest height.  “Jenny,” he said in a soft voice, and she stepped up to him with a huge smile.  “I guess you get to take your pick,” he added, looking down at the spikes on his tail.

“Thank you, Kell,” she said, patting the tip of his tail.  “Both for this, and for being the dragon that gives it to me.  I wouldn’t want anyone else.”


“We’re friends, Jenny,” he smiled down at her as she boldly reached through the spikes and grabbed his center spike, the middle one in the center row.  She winced a bit as she took a firm grip on it and slid her hand down, which caused its sharp edges to bite deeply into her hand.  And just as it had with Julia, the spike flushed pink, turned blood red, and then released off its anchor of its own volition.  Jenny pulled it out and kept hold of it, almost cradling it against her torso.


“I’m keeping this,” she declared.


“We let Julia keep hers,” Kell shrugged.


“Remember that the effect will take some time to sink in,” one of the sages called.


“I remember that,” Julia said, touching her face absently.  “It happened to me while I was sleeping.”


“Go with the sage, Jenny, she’ll look you over and heal your hand,” Kell said as one of the four sages in the tent stepped up and gave Jenny an expectant look.


Kell and Jenny were pulled to opposite sides of the tent and checked by the sages, which for Kell had a lot more import.  “I can sense the tether,” one of the sages said in a low tone.  “The process has begun.”


“The magic of the bond is already settling into him,” the other told the gathered council members, speaking quietly because Jenny had shown quite an aptitude for draconic.  “It’s about the same strength as it was when he was bonded to Julia.”

“That might mean that the increase in his weight-nullifying magic is a constant,” the first sage speculated.  “If so, we may be able to mathematically calculate how many humans it will take.”


“We’ll need more data before we can make that prediction,” the second warned.


After about fifteen more minutes of inspection, the sages had Kell pick another human.  Naturally, he picked Greg.  And after another inspection, he was sent back again, and selected Yancy.


And again, and again, and again, the sages kept sending Kell back to bind the magicians to him, until he had bonded all sixteen of the humans to him.  As the sages inspected him, Jussa, Hinado, and Faralla hovered near them.  “Almost,” the sage said.  “As it stands now, he could almost fly.  I think it will take one more.  That would mean that he would have to bind a human for each of the spikes in his tail.  Seventeen,” the sage declared.


“Well, we have a problem.  We’re out of humans we can use,” Kell observed.  “Kent and the President can’t, and Davie is off limits because he’s a child.”


“Julia,” Hinado said.  “We have Julia.”


“She’d have to agree to it,” Kell reminded him.


“The main reason she broke the bond the first time was because of her lifemate,” Jussa noted.  “Since we’re offering the gift to him once he leaves his post, she may not object to it.  Besides, it will give the sages a chance to see if re-bonding a human operates any differently.”


“True,” one of the sages nodded.  “We can do naught but ask.”

Kell and the sage stepped away from the others and up to the humans.  “The sages want one more,” Kell said.  “Julia, you’re the last possible choice.  Are you willing to do it again?  They promised that you can break the bond once they finish their research, but it may take a few years.”


“It’s not an issue now, Kell,” she said with a radiant smile.  “As long as you give me your solemn vow that you’ll give this to Jack once he leaves office, I’ll do it.  I can’t think of any better gift than the chance to spend the next two hundred years with the man I love.”


“Julia,” Walker said thickly, and Kent patted him on the shoulder.


When Kell translated that, Jussa too looked a bit misty-eyed.  Love, devotion, and loyalty were very much parts of water dragon culture, nearly as much as they were part of earth dragon culture.  “That vow is given, Julia,” Jussa declared.  “As leader of the council, I give you this promise.  This gift awaits President Walker whenever he wishes to receive it.  It is his for the asking.”


Without a word, Julia offered her hand.  Kell brought his tail around, now only holding one spike, and she took hold of it and pushed her hand down.  Her expression didn’t change at all when the spike cut into her, and the spike flushed red and then released.


Kell was a bit surprised at all the attention everyone was suddenly giving him.  “What?” he asked.


“Kell, your horns are glowing,” Jussa told him.  “The cores of them are radiating light, and it’s bleeding through the crystal.”


“That’s definitely a visible indication that something changed,” a sage said, rushing over to him and nearly bowling Julia out of the way.


“Kell’s getting something out of this, isn’t he?” Julia asked.


“Yes,” the sage answered when Kell translated.  “The nature of this magic is give and take, Julia Walker.  As Kell gives to you, so you give back to Kell, each gift equal to the other.  This is part of what we wished to study.  We know what humans get out of the bond, we wanted to learn what an earth dragon gains from it.  And it seems that for an earth dragon, nothing is gained until he has bonded multiple humans to himself.  The combined gifts of all seventeen of you are having a visible effect on him.”  The sage touched his horn, running a clawed finger down its ridged length.  “Do you feel any differently, young earth drake?”

“Not at all,” Kell replied as the sage bent down and peered at his crystal horns.  “I don’t feel anything, different or otherwise.  I feel just like I did before we started the experiment.”


The two sages continued to inspect him, growing to four after they finished with Julia and found nothing different about her, that her re-bonding to him had been no different, and everyone in the tent watched the four sages all but hold Kell down and inspect every centimeter of him, focusing most of their attention on his horns and spikeless tail.  About half an hour into it, they told him that the faint magical light glowing from his horns faded out, and then disappeared entirely, leaving him exactly as he was before they began…well, almost.  He still had no spikes in his tail, but if what happened with Julia was any indication, those would grow back naturally.


After nearly an hour, the sages finally finished their initial examinations, and they called for a break from the discussions.  The humans were taken back to the aerie for a meal and to rest—except Jenny, Greg, and Davie, they took their cart back to the house—and once they were gone, the sages had Hinado carry Kell to the Library of Eternity.  He was put on the same table they’d had him on the first time as the entire complement of chromatic sages gave him an indepth and exhaustive examination, as the council sat back against the far wall…and for Hirrag, that was quite a tight squeeze.  He’d barely managed to get in through the door.


“It seems that seventeen is the magic number,” the wizened female sage that seemed to have a fondness for Prisma declared, her voice bright and excited.  “Kell should have the ability to fly now.  The magic nullifying the great weight he carries for his breath weapon has become empowered, to the point where it should offset most of his natural weight.  It will still take quite a lot of strength of wing for him to get off the ground, but he has the theoretical ability to do so.”


“Then why don’t I feel any, well, any lighter?” Kell asked.


“That’s not how it works, Kell,” Faralla told him.  “I feel my full weight even when I hover over the ground, I still feel the pull of gravity.  I don’t feel weightless at all.”


“In a way, that’s a very good thing, else we’d lose our sense of direction when flying when our visibility is restricted,” Hinado added.  “If we couldn’t feel which way is down, we’d have no way of knowing if we were ascending, descending, or flying level.”

“That’s a fair point,” Kell nodded.


“There’s one easy way to find out if you’re right, honored sages,” Essan called.  “Kell, flap your wings, and don’t hold back.  If the sages are right, that should be enough to get you into the air.”


“It could before, at least a little,” Kell answered.  “A good wingbeat just as we jump can add a good ten dram to our distance.”


“Well, in this case, it should just keep sending you up,” Essan said.  “Go ahead and try.”


Kell looked to the sages, and they nodded and backed up to give him room.  He took in a deep breath, not sure what was about to happen, and opened his wings and raised them.  He almost reflexively jumped up when his wings snapped down, an old earth dragon habit, then he pulled them up and beat them down again, then again, then once again.  He was concentrating so hard on that, that he didn’t realize that he wasn’t descending, that each wingbeat sent him higher and higher into the air, until the reality of his situation struck him very pointedly when his wingtips struck the ceiling, disrupting their rhythm and shattering his concentration.  He crashed back to the table, and his weight broke the legs, dumping him unceremoniously to the floor.


“What just happened?” he asked as he sorted himself out, standing on the crumbled ruins of the stone table.  “I felt something hit my wings.”


“That was the ceiling, young one,” Anthra said, giving him the biggest grin he’d ever seen on a dragon.  “The sages were right, Kell.  You were flying!  The experiment worked!”


“Then seventeen is the number,” the female sage declared.  “It takes seventeen humans to empower an earth dragon to fly.  One for each spike in their tails.  That is quite…logical,” she mused.


He just gave them a dumb look.  He was…flying?  As in actually defying gravity flying?


“Now, the question is, where do we dig up nearly fifty thousand human magicians,” Essan said seriously.  “That’s how many it would take to empower all of us.”

“We will find them,” Jussa declared.  “For the protection of all dragons everywhere, to protect magic itself, we will find them.”


Kell barely registered that, for the simple declaration of the sage had rocked his life to its foundations. He could fly.  He was an earth dragon that could fly.  It was the fulfillment of a dream held by earth dragons for centuries, for millennia, and in him, that dream was realized.  He…he didn’t know how he was supposed to feel.  There was a youngling joy in the prospect of it, of dreams of soaring through the sky that were now within his grasp, but then, when he looked at Geon and Anthra, the reality of it hit him.  He was now different from every other earth dragon…and that feeling did not sit well with him, not one bit.  The earth dragons had always been united by their perceived disability compared to the other dragons, but now there was a threat to the unity, a threat embodied in Kell himself.

He tuned back in when he heard Jussa speak.  “It seems that Gaia is clever beyond words,” he said dryly.  “By making the humans vital to the earth dragons, she makes them vital to us.  No doubt to prevent our two races from killing each other as we grew and developed, making us symbiotically dependent on each other.  But if Prisma’s histories are correct, we were so protective over the earth dragons that we never gave them the chance to discover Gaia’s gift.  We kept the humans away from them, and by result never allowed our ancestors to discover this.  All this time, the earth dragons had within their grasp the ability to fly, and in our fear, our cowardice, we kept it away from them,” he sighed.  “Even in the past, we were taking much more from those that give so much of themselves to us.  Who knows how history might have gone had we discovered this millennia ago.  We may very well have not ended up on this island.”


“Recriminations of the actions of our ancestors is a futile exercise, Jussa,” Trejem declared.  “We simply did not know then.  But we know now, and I agree with you.  We must find enough human magicians to empower every single earth dragon, both for their protection and the protection of magic itself.  And to grant them what is their right as dragons, the ability to fly.”


“The humans aren’t going to like our decision,” Geon blurted.  “The Americans don’t want magic getting out until they have a chance to learn how to counter it, in case their enemies get access to it.  And given everything they’ve done for us, we do owe them some consideration.”


“We are the ones that control which humans gain access to magic,” Trejem stated.  “We simply ensure that no one that would misuse Gaia’s gift gets access to it, either against us or against the humans.  Given how many humans there are, I’m sure we can find fifty thousand of them that we can trust.  And they don’t all have to be from America.  In fact, they should not be.  Gaia decreed long ago that it is the duty of chromatics to spread the use of magic through the world, to both dragons and the humans that are blessed with Gaia’s gift, and this newest revelation only makes that decree make that much more sense.  It is our duty to find the humans the earth dragons need.  We didn’t recognize borders between human kingdoms then, and we should not now. However, we will exercise judgment in our task this time, choosing only those humans that we know to be loyal to our cause.”


“It seems that Prisma’s historical research is proving to be more and more important with each passing day,” one of the sages said.  “Truly a remarkable young female, and more than worthy of her name.”


“We should set her to continuing that research,” another sage agreed.


“We’ll have a plan ready to present to the council for the search for human magicians as soon as the sages have it ready, Jussa,” Trejem declared, to which most of the sages nodded.  “We can set it into motion once we know we have the cooperation of the humans in the matter.”


“That won’t come until we have assurances from them,” Anthra told them.  “At the very least, recognition of our sovereignty from the human United Nations and the guarantee of the same basic rights humans afford to one another.  Without them, any dragon out searching for human magicians would be at great risk.”


“They will be anyway, but at least with recognition from human law, the risk is reduced,” Kell injected, his life-changing revelation momentarily forgotten as they got into matters in which he was well educated.  “There will always be crazies out there, but the important part is to have legal protection from crazy governments.  We’ll need the cooperation of a nation’s government to search for magicians inside their territory.  And having a good supply of that salve the Chinese were after may be a good idea.  No dragon should go out there that at least isn’t as bulletproof as an earth dragon.”

“The exact process of it will be fleshed out later,” Trejem said with a nod towards Kell.  “But the sages can draw up a basic plan that we can adapt to whatever conditions are presented.”


“Easily,” one of the sages agreed.


“I think we should take a break to consider these new developments,” Jussa said.  “And give Kell some time to process everything that’s happened.  No doubt, this is bordering on traumatizing for him.”


“Just a little bit,” Kell agreed without humor.  “Just the philosophical ramifications alone already have my brain spinning.”


“In what way?” Sessara asked curiously.


“Mainly the fact that I’m now different from all the other earth dragons, and that difference has to be kept a secret,” he replied.  “Oh, and that difference is also the culmination of a dream that just about every earth dragon has had in his life, which also happens to be a dream that I can’t actually use, else the secrecy of this is gone.  So, I’ve been given something every earth dragon dreams about that I can’t use, not for a long time.”

“I’m surprised he’s not bouncing off the walls even more than Kammi usually does  He’s not joking that it’s the dream of many earth dragons to receive the gift Kell has,” Geon said.  “It’s most of the reason we chose him.  We knew he could keep his head about this, and treat it with the gravity it deserves.”


“That department training serves us well, in more than one way,” Anthra smiled down at him.  “Kell has the discipline to handle this burden.”


“We should take him out to one of the western islands and teach him to fly,” Faralla noted to Hinado.


“No,” Kell said forcefully.  “If you teach me, I’ll just want to do it.  It’s best for all of us if I have no idea how to do it.  It’ll remove a lot of the temptation.  Perhaps the threat of me plowing my face three dram deep into the ground will keep me from getting any bright ideas.”


Anthra had to chuckle at that.  “I think Kell’s right,” she agreed.


“I’m almost at the point of asking the sages to come up some way to stop me from flying at all, some device they can put on me that un-empowers me except when they’re actively studying it,” he said.


“I can think of no such spell we could use, but if you give us some time to do some research, we may come up with something,” one of the sages answered.


“I think it would be a good idea, most wise,” Kell answered.  “If I’m prevented from doing it at all, it prevents any sort of accidental revelation.”


“We’ll look into the matter, young earth drake,” the sage assured him, a lot of respect in his voice.

They ended the meeting, and Hinado carried Kell back to the farm.  When he arrived, he laid down on the knoll and looked out into the cove, past it, his mind working in unsettling spurts, like the gears of a broken machine trying to turn.  There was so much to think about, his mind couldn’t process it all.  There was how this would change his life, his relationship with his family, with Kammi, his friends…then there was how this would change the entirety of earth dragon society once they revealed this to the general populace.


And the biggest sticking point, he could see, was the magnitude of the problem.  It was going to take seventeen humans per earth dragon to empower them, and with a population of nearly three thousand, that was about fifty thousand humans.  How were they going to manage that?  Who would get to go first?  How would the decision of the order by which earth dragons received that gift affect earth dragon society?  And the most basic question of all…would the earth dragons even stay on the island if they had the means to leave it?


He saw Feno come out of the family burrow, and that farmhand represented all of his fears.  There was no higher aspiration of any earth dragon than to own his own farm, but there was only so much land on the island.  What would the farmhands do when they were empowered with the ability to fly, and could theoretically go search for their own farm?  Would they rebel if the council decreed that they weren’t allowed to do it?  It could fracture what was now a very delicate political situation on the island.  The dragons were just now starting to come back together after the events that sent the earth dragons underground, and this could wreck that, completely wreck it.  Farmhands trapped into a life of working for another may not want to continue that when they had the means to achieve their dream by simply flying to another island.

But, there were no other islands close to theirs that could support farming.  A few of the larger ones west of the island might be able to support a single earth dragon with a modest farm of maybe a hectare, but it would have no stable source of fresh water.  There were no streams on those islands for irrigation, the islands weren’t large enough to have fresh water aquifers underground, leaving the dragon at the mercy of the rains.  There were a few islands south of theirs, but those were windswept rocks or coral atolls, not suitable for farming.  There wasn’t enough land nearby for everyone who wanted their own farm.  Would fights break out over that land?   Would it cause irreparable harm to earth dragon relations with one another?


So many questions.  So many ways things could go wrong in a hurry.  It was all going to depend on how careful the council was in revealing this, then keeping control once that secret was out.


He…he had a bad feeling about this.  He should be overjoyed that he’d been given something incredible, something precious to an earth dragon, but all he felt was…dread.  And the more he thought about it, the stronger that feeling became.  He felt like he was carrying around an armed nuclear bomb, a bomb that might to off at any second.  And much like what had happened with him being revealed by the humans and them going underground, he had this terrible feeling that, if things did go south, it would be his fault.  He was the one given this gift, and in a way, it would make him the object of the anger and jealousy of earth dragons that would either be very unhappy about this, or unhappy they weren’t the ones selected.  Here he was, right in the middle of everything going wrong once again.

Sometimes he felt like he was jinxed.


Maybe he was overreacting.  Maybe he was underestimating the strength and resilience of his kin.  Maybe he was overestimating the impact that this would have on earth dragon society.  He prayed to Gaia that that was exactly what he was doing. 

But it didn’t make him feel any less like things were about to go to hell in a handbasket, and quickly.


And that scared him to death.
