Chapter 17

27 August 2017, 20:13 PDT; Exclusion Zone, Mount Kilauea

Everything was ready.

They were meeting for the final conference before President Walker arrived, which would be at precisely 9:00 tomorrow morning, and he would spend ten hours at the various sites on the mountain dealing with the dragons.  He would tour the food preparation area, the security command post down the mountain a little bit, the press area just beside it where some 79 different networks or news organizations from all over the globe had more or less set up permanent shop.  He would have a brief press conference down there at 10:00, and then he and the two pool journalism teams would be escorted up and into the exclusion zone.  The only outsider so far that had been allowed inside was a sociologist from UC Berkeley, who had spent some three days interviewing the dragons and learning about their culture, but they’d also sworn him to partial secrecy in that he could only release his report based on fire dragon society, and nothing about anything he saw on the volcano, and that included not being allowed to take any pictures.  It would be the first real chance for the public at large to see more than just Sessara up close via the cameras, and what was more, now they knew that they’d be seeing more than just the “red dragons.”  They’d let it be known that all five dragon races had arrived to confer with the President.

The conference would be the important part for the dragons.  Jussa, who had quietly assumed command of their impromptu council, had several proposals he wanted to put on the table to try to bargain both assurances that their autonomy and sovereignty would be honored, and bartered agreements to procure raw materials unavailable on the island…and not just for the earth dragons.  True, Jussa mainly was interested in what they’d need to rebuild both their factories and their farms, from steel to wiring to pipes all the way to seed and livestock and farm-grade topsoil and good old fashioned dirt to fill in the erosion that had taken place after the fires.  First, though, they had to arrange to get food from the humans.  Inventories showed that if the earth dragons came out, their stored food wouldn’t be enough to feed everyone before they got the farms producing again.  The department had quite a bit of gold and silver stockpiled, and it was with that that the dragon would buy food from America, to cover the shortfall and keep anyone from starving.


One thing Jussa wanted to arrange that had nothing to do with food or barter was the Appomattox, mainly so the water dragons could get it and its nuclear material out of their ocean.  They would raise the Appomattox, the earth dragons would go in and make sure the fuel rods were safe, then they’d drag it somewhere and let the Navy take it over.

Jussa had other ideas as well.  He wanted a region of ocean proclaimed sovereign water dragon territory, since the ocean was where they lived, and the island would be smack dab in the middle of that sovereign sea.  He wanted some territory set aside for hunting for all the flying dragons, a game preserve of sorts somewhere in South America, but wanted America to help them organize it.  He also wanted America to use their power in the U.N. to have the dragons declared a sentient species, and their island and the ocean surrounding it a sovereign state, the nation of Draconia.  That official U.N. recognition would give them at least some protection against nations that might try to plunder their island, using the fact that it was legally unowned territory as justification.


And for the chromatics, he wanted the U.N. to declare magic to be a legal and lawful practice, where a magician couldn’t be arrested and prosecuted for simply being a magician.  The U.N. certainly couldn’t back up a declaration like that, each nation could ignore a resolution like that if it pleased, but it would set the stage to prevent persecution based on magical grounds.


Kell was somewhat amused when Jenny told them which reporters had won the lottery draw and were coming in as pool reporters…Gaia had a dark sense of humor.  The somewhat notorious Gloria Brenner from Fox News had won the first slot.  She was a right-wing zealot who had not-so-secret ambitions of replacing Bill O’Reilly when he retired from his TV show at the end of the year.  She had a bad habit of making up facts for her reports and being both combative and downright snarky during interviews, grooming herself for the role of talk show host, but since she was blond, pretty, and had large breasts, Fox News suspended their journalistic integrity where she was concerned.  Besides, her antics made for good ratings, and Fox News was about ratings over little things like professional integrity or factual and unbiased reporting.  The second reporter was Ahmad Al-Benja Raouf from Al Jazeera, whom Jirran told them was a moderate as Al Jazeera rated their reporters, more of a journalist than a propagandist who had done war correspondence on top of a damning investigative report on Afghanistan’s governmental corruption that got him nominated for a Pulitzer.  Putting a conservative firebreather side by side with an Al Jazeera correspondent…that was going to give the Secret Service some gray hair.

Walker would arrive in the exclusion zone after the press conference, get a tour, have a few photo ops, eat lunch in the big tent, then they’d sit down and talk business.  No matter if they made any agreements or not, the President would be leaving at exactly 7:00pm, conduct another press conference down at the media center, then go home…and Gaia, would he have serious business back there.  The Chinese were going to carry through their threat, so Walker was going to be just one of a bunch of world leaders howling in protest as the stock markets took a nosedive.  Of course, Walker was going to announce the departure of the dragons at the evening press conference, making it sound like the dragons had declared their intent to leave during their conference.  Walker would be leaving tomorrow, but the rest of the dragons would be gone two days after him, time Sessara needed to get everything organized.

What to do about Jenny, her family, and the Hunters was still a matter of debate.  When he was there, Hinado had forwarded the idea of taking them back to the island and sticking them in Sanctuary City for the time being, but he was disabused of that notion fairly quickly by about everyone else.  But Hinado wasn’t the only dragon fully intent on teaching them magic.  Sessara and Gressa were quite serious about it as well, mainly because several of the humans had considerable potential.  Jenny, her son Davie and husband Greg, Hutch, Price, and Michaels all had the potential to be powerful magicians, and most of the rest of them would be respectable.  Only Wilson demonstrated minimal potential. Jussa was of a mind to keep the Hunters on Hawaii to continue their education with Hinado, and when Jenny told them about the original idea of the private island with the CIA safe house, that had Jussa’s interest.  He rather liked the idea of an island well away from cameras where Hinado and any other dragon could come and go as they pleased.

But that also opened the other debate, which had taken place over by the lava pools not long ago.  The Americans were starting to get comfortable with the idea that the dragons were dealing almost exclusively with them.  Geon had said it best when he told Hinado that the dragons had to engage the entire world, not just the Americans.  The simple fact of the matter was, they couldn’t let the American hospitality shade or flavor their overall stance on certain issues, and one of them was that they couldn’t only trade with the Americans.  Yes, they would have to work through the Americans in that they would be receiving those supplies through Hawaii, the closest major port to the island, and also a means by which the dragons could restrict movement through their territorial waters as much as possible.  The Americans might be the broker, the cargo shipping company through which the dragons dealt, but they couldn’t limit themselves to just the Americans.  That was going to create a delicate dance as the Americans sought to limit the dragons to only the Americans, but Geon was confident that they could manage it.


Price was right that magic would get out…because the dragons would be the ones spreading it.  Hinado had a grand vision of teaching magic all over the world, getting humanity not just acclimated to magic, but so comfortable with it that it became part of human daily life, and that would give the dragons a very secure place within it as the teachers.  Hinado believed that the reason the relationship with humanity failed the last time was that magic became compartmentalized and transformed into a class of social standing against which other social classes rebelled.  The human magicians of old were the elites of human society, and over time, Hinado believed from sky dragon history, the teaching of magic was restricted more and more to only the upper classes of human society.  The average peasant was denied magical training unless he or she was truly gifted.  It was a flaw Hinado admitted that the sky dragons had repeated in China, teaching only a very select few about magic, and then seeing that very select few transform into an elite segment of society.  Hinado’s vision was to train anyone capable of using magic in the art, to all but open an academy of magic on the island and allow anyone with magical aptitude to come and study.

Needless to say, Hinado’s idea wasn’t all that enthusiastically embraced by the others.  Everyone agreed that it was in the interest of magic itself to train humans in its use, that Gaia had decreed that the knowledge of magic be shared with all who could use it, that it was the solemn duty and responsibility of any magically adept being to learn about magic and know how to use it in ways pleasing to Gaia.  It was that edict that had led the chromatics to start training humans in magic in the first place, spreading magical knowledge across the world.  But Geon and Jussa saw a more limited interpretation of that decree that gave the dragons selectivity and control, so as not to train people in magic who would then turn around and use that magic against the dragons…after all, that would not be pleasing to Gaia.  Jussa wanted to be very careful about who they trained in magic, but even Jussa agreed that training Jenny and the Hunters was necessary.  He didn’t like that they were agents of the American government, but they were a good start, and they would be good students.  All of them were intelligent and disciplined, and using magic required both traits.


But, the Chinese were a serious problem, one that Kell pondered after the meeting, as the sun set and he laid on a ridge of rock with the bubbling lava behind him, a place where the humans couldn’t come…a place where he was surrounded by somewhat curious fire dragons.  Jussa and Hirrag had spread the truth among the females, and many of them just sat or stood and stared at him, almost not believing it, but none of them could deny that their magic had returned to full strength since the earth dragons came among them.  The Chinese had always been something of an amusing annoyance to the department. There wasn’t much in China for them, since they too stole most of their technology from others, but the Chinese were very good at computers, very good at hacking, and had patience and determination.  Since they’d found the ghost system that was the earth dragon gateway into the internet, they’d been implacable in their resolve to crack that system and see what was inside it, a fact that forced the earth dragons to go to China over and over to break it up.  And that included four separate occasions where a Chinese hacker had learned too much and had to be killed.  Kell was the one mainly responsible for China since he spoke the best Mandarin, and that unpleasant duty had fallen upon him.  Teaching the Chinese magic didn’t seem like a bad idea, but the way they wanted to go about it…well, that wasn’t going to work.  If the Chinese wanted to learn magic, they had to do it on dragon terms, not their own.  If they were sitting on a long-lost sky dragon library, or perhaps the original library of the Shao Kai, then they’d have to be dispossessed of those books before any agreements could be made to train Chinese magicians, if only to save the magicians from themselves.  Trying to use magic beyond one’s ability could be fatal to humans, they didn’t have the raw power or constitution that dragons did.

In this, the dragons did have an advantage.  Prisma had explained the fundamentals of magic from a human perspective, and that was that human magicians were dependent on an external fetish of sorts.  She called it a talisman, and without one, a human was barely half as powerful as they could be.  A human magician without a talisman could still do magic, but it would be absolutely nowhere near the kind of magic they could do with one.  The talisman focused their magical powers in ways that made them only slightly less powerful than dragons, but the key to the talismans was that they could only be crafted by a magician…and right now, the only magicians around were the dragons, well, and the earth dragons, and it would be earth dragons that would be required to make the talismans for the humans.  The art of talisman making had been more or less discontinued by the dragons in the thousand years they’d been separate from humanity, and Prisma told him that right now, an earth dragon would really be the only one with the skill to craft such a device.  Using the fact that only the dragons could supply the talismans human magicians would need, it would allow the dragons to control just who got access to magic, and how much access they had.


But, the Chinese had gone way way way beyond being an annoyance, they’d found out just hours ago.  Ferroth had sicced the department on China, and their sifting through the intelligence networks and using their back doors, they were getting back some rather disturbing news.  Much as they’d once feared, China had made the connection that because the dragons weren’t recognized by any national or international law, and their island was not officially the territory of any recognized nation, then the dragons were ripe for conquering, and conquering them with no real legal repercussions.  The U.N. couldn’t do a damn thing about it if the Chinese steamed an invasion force towards the island.  The Chinese more than any other nation had immediately understood the way magic could change things, thanks to their legends and the books they had that they could read, and they wanted complete and absolute control over that magic.

And that meant that they had to have complete and absolute control of the dragons.


Their plan was a two pronged attack to intentionally rile up the Americans and cause internal turmoil and dissent by causing economic upheaval, let it spread to other nations and cause them to blame American for their problems, and while everyone was trying to get their financial houses in order, invade the island before anyone could do anything about it.  They wanted the dragons and the magic they represented under Chinese control, and they were willing to risk a war over it.  The communiqués they’d intercepted made it clear that they didn’t want to get into a war with America, but they would if they had to.  They considered the island and the dragons a prize so valuable it was worth the risk…and besides, the Americans were in no real position to engage in a protracted war, not after over 15 years of fighting terrorism all over the globe, fighting in Afghanistan, fighting in Iraq, fighting in Yemen.  The Chinese were willing to gamble that the Americans would shy away from the threat of war due to the war weariness of its population and the weakened forces of its military.  And they weren’t worried about their post-confrontation reputation, either.  The rest of the world could just go right ahead and hate them as long as the Chinese had magic and the rest of the world didn’t.

Clearly, something had to be done.  And what had to be done wasn’t going to make anyone very happy.


Sessara landed beside him on the ridge, folding back her wings.  Being a fire drake meant that she was more than three times Kell’s size, larger than Anthra, who was the largest earth dragon alive.  She looked down at him curiously as she sat on her haunches, her tail drifting down until the tip of it submerged into the lava below.  “It seems that the earth dragons have changed more than just cosmetically,” she noted.  “I’ve never seen an earth dragon lounge this long in temperatures like this.  I thought you weren’t immune to fire.”


“We’re not, but we tolerate it better than the others,” he shrugged.  “What do you want, Sessara?”


She looked slightly amused.  “I would know what you’re thinking,” she replied.  “You’ve been sitting here since the conference ended.”


“Me?  Why me?”


“Because I’ve come to learn in this time on this island, among the humans, that experience can be more important than age in some respects,” she replied simply.  “And you have a great deal of experience, Kell.  I would value your opinion because it has much weight behind it.”


“Really,” he drawled, looking up at her.  “And what you learned today doesn’t have anything to do with it?”


She gave a raspy chuckle.  “I am a little curious.  How do the earth dragons see it?  Was it much of a surprise?”


“Sort of, but it doesn’t really change anything for us,” he shrugged.  “I mean, it’s passive.  It’s nothing we can change or control.”


“I disagree, you’ve demonstrated quite a bit of control over it the last few months, even without knowing what you were controlling,” she noted.  “And you are wrong, young one.  It will change everything.  The other dragons must change how they see you.  It has already changed how I see you.  Much as the ancient times that young chromatic described, I find in myself an almost compulsive need to stay close to you.  Were you to come to harm, magic itself might be damaged.  The times you risked your life out there in the human world—“ she said with a shudder.  “And to think that my kind used to go down to your lowlands to harass you for sport.  What were we thinking?”


“Puts an entirely different spin on things, doesn’t it?” Kell said with a dark chuckle.  “I guess the earth dragons will get what they wanted all along, to just be left alone.   But I do see some arguments coming.”


“How so?”


“I’m a field agent, Sessara.  What we know now doesn’t change that or any of us who do this job.  We’ll still be out there risking our lives, because that’s what we do.  The department and the island as a whole will need us more than ever now that the humans know about us.”

“Yes, that will incite an argument,” she said with a light look.  “You are far too valuable, too precious, to risk yourselves that way.  I read an old fire dragon book once, written before we came to the island, that described the dragon races as being a single entity.  The fire dragons, the book explained, were the muscles and bones of the body, the strength and the resilience, the anchor of all.  The chromatics were the mind, the thinkers.  The water dragons were the conscious, the will of restraint.  The sky dragons were the joy, the free spirits.  And the book described the earth dragons as the soul of the body.  I never understood that reference, until now.  You are the soul of our kind, young Kell, and you are far, far too valuable to us and to the world to risk your lives.  It doesn’t mean that you have to stop working in the department, it doesn’t mean that we fire dragons want to run your lives now, but it does mean that you cannot risk your life needlessly.  I will leave you be until I feel that you are in danger, then I will put my paw in as I see fit.”

“Well, I guess that’s a starting point,” Kell mused.


“You will find that we fire dragons can be determined, young one, to the point of madness,” she warned lightly, patting him on the back with her large forepaw.


Kammi flickered into view among the lights of the zone and the ruddy red of the lava, vaulting over a lava flow and coming up to the base of the ridge.  “Enough brooding, intended,” she told him.


“I’m not brooding,” he protested.  “I’m just thinking.”


“Well, come back to the burrow, we’re doing the same thing, we’re just not brooding,” she replied, which made Sessara chuckle.


“Go ahead, young one,” Sessara urged, swishing her lava-covered tail up and batting him lightly on the hindquarters.  “I’m sure you’ll be in much better company with your intended than with me.”

28 August 2017, 09:02 PDT; Exclusion Zone, Mount Kilauea

Kell could only wonder how he got roped into this one.


As the stairs on Marine One lowered in the open area just off the media center, Kell found himself to be the focus of most of the cameras as he sat sedately on his haunches beside Jenny.  It could be because he spoke English, or it could be that he was small enough to move around among humans without posing too much of a risk or threat…or it could be that President Walker knew him, but for whatever reason, the dragons had decided they needed someone to observe the parts of the President’s visit outside the exclusion zone, and Geon had put Kell to the task not an hour ago.


Actually, it made much more sense.  Kell, being a field agent, knew exactly what he should or should not say while surrounded by cameras, part of his extensive field agent training, and he wouldn’t get camera shy or freeze under the pressure.  Geon could depend on Kell to discuss things like magic or dragon customs without giving away what the humans didn’t need to know.  And Kell knew exactly what the dragons were willing to reveal about magic and about themselves, thanks to all the conferences they’d held the day before.  Every dragon knew those limits, but Geon could depend on the field agents to not vary from those boundaries one step.


But Gaia, did the fire dragons disapprove of that.  Sessara almost took Kell by the scruff of the neck and carried him off when she found out that the earth dragons were sending one of their own by himself right into the middle of all the humans.  Kell found it almost shocking and maddening that the fire dragons would change their attitude so quickly, but Jirran felt that it was a simple over-reaction to finding out the truth so soon.  Once the idea of it sank in, Sessara wouldn’t be quite so overprotective.

“You’re supposed to at least stand up, you know,” Jenny said in a hushed tone to him.


“When I see him on the stairs, I will,” he replied lightly, nudging her with an elbow.


He stood when Walker and his wife, Julia, appeared in the chopper’s doorway and waved, and Jenny saluted sharply along with most of the uniformed service members as he started down.  Secretary of State Arlen Kent, Jenny, and General Steele stepped out once he started away from the chopper, whose engines were powering down and both Marines and Secret Service surrounded Marine One to protect it.  Jenny saluted again when face to face with Walker and his wife, and Kent shook his hand.  “Glad to see you finally made it, Mister President,” Arlen said as Walker shook Steele’s hand.

“Wouldn’t miss this for the world, Arlen,” he replied with a smile as Jenny shook hands with Julia Walker.  After they shook hands for the cameras, Walker and his wife came right over to Kell.  “It’s good to see you face to face, Kell,” he said as Kell offered a single clawed finger to him, then chuckled and took it, shaking it.


“You too, Mister President,” he replied.  “Welcome to Hawaii.”


“I’m supposed to say that to you, you know.”


“You just got here, we’ve been here,” Kell shrugged.  “Misses Walker,” he said as Julia almost elbowed her husband out of the way and shook his extended finger.


“I have quite a few things to discuss with you, Kell,” she told him sincerely.


“We’ll do our best to answer your questions,” he told her as the cameras flashed from the news gallery.  “The other dragons are waiting up in the exclusion zone.  I was sent down here because I won’t trample anyone.”


“Sometimes being small is an advantage,” Jenny noted lightly.


“Small in relative terms,” he said dryly, which made her chuckle.


There were a few issues with his size, however.  Though he was only a foot taller than the humans on the average at the shoulder, the fact that he was very close to 24 feet long from nose to tail, a little over seven meters, made him entering the command building that had once been a USGS research center prohibitive.  He would barely fit in the hallways, but the first corner he reached would be his undoing.  Just getting in the front door might either cost him a few scales or the building its doorframe.  So, when Kent and Steele ushered the President into the building, Kell sat on his haunches outside with several camera crews deciding to keep their cameras on him rather than the President.  Two Secret Service agents stood with Kell, flanking him almost protectively, and they passed the time in sedate silence as the President toured the nerve center of the operation for the humans.  Steele and Kent had completely taken over the building, but the building wasn’t very big, so they weren’t in there long.  After about twenty minutes, the procession came back out with the cameras following, and Kell rejoined them as they toured the food staging area.  “Food from all over the islands as well as the mainland is gathered up here and prepared for our dragon guests,” Steele declared, motioning at the tented area.

“And what to dragons like to eat, General?” Walker asked.


“Just about anything,” he replied.  “They have a preference for meat, raw vegetables, cheese, and bread, but they’ll eat about anything we will.  Each adult dragon eats about fifteen times as much as the average person, but given how large some of them are, that’s not really much of a surprise.  Meals are gathered here on flatbeds, and then driven up to the exclusion zone three times a day.”

“I was curious, Kell, do different dragons have different tastes?” Julia asked.


“If you mean by species, yes,” he answered.  “Earth dragons favor vegetables over meat, but eat meat occasionally.  Fire and sky dragons prefer meat over vegetables, and water dragons prefer fish over anything.  Chromatics aren’t picky.”


“And what do you like best?”


“Potatoes, radishes, pumpkins, and onions,” he answered.  “Earth dragons prefer hearty vegetables that most humans find bland.  Most earth dragons favor potatoes and onions over most other foods.”


“Who grows the vegetables in your home?”


“We do,” he answered easily.  “Earth dragons are farmers, Misses Walker.  We are of the earth, and to work the earth to produce food is a basic part of who and what we are.”


“So, there’s a deeper meaning to calling you an earth dragon.”


“That holds true for any of us,” he told her.

After that, Steele took them over to the press area and showed both the President and the press a map of the exclusion zone.  He described the various areas and, to Kell’s surprise, even showed the layout of the various small dens that Kell and Kammi had dug for the hatchlings, then described the average day of a fire dragon to the press for the first time.  “After breakfast, most of the fire dragons enjoy watching television,” he said.  “They’ve become quite the fans of American football while here,” he chuckled.  “We have three projection TVs set up near the main command tent for the dragons, where they watch both sports and instructional shows to help them learn English.”


“How many dragons up there speak English?” Walker asked curiously.


“Seven,” Kell answered for Steele.  “At least enough to follow a conversation.”


“A couple of the fire dragons have shown amazing aptitude for English, and have learned at a truly phenomenal rate,” Steele disclosed.  “After lunch, the females organize sports and challenges for their young, where the young dragons compete against one another in events such as wrestling, racing, tests of intelligence and skill, those kinds of things.  The whole reason they’re here is for these challenges, which they can only do at an active volcano.  After all, events such as lava swimming don’t work if there’s no lava.”


“That’s almost laughable, General,” Walker chuckled.  “Lava swimming.”


“I’ve seen them do it, Mister President.  Fire and heat don’t hurt them at all.  I guess that’s why they’re called fire dragons.  After the afternoon challenges, they eat dinner and spend the rest of the afternoon in leisure.  They watch TV, practice English with the guards, debate among themselves, whatever they want to do.  At sunset, they gather together for a council of sorts to discuss the events of the day, then afterwards they go to sleep.”

“Do they actually breathe fire, General?” Julia asked.


“The fire dragons do, ma’am,” he replied with a nod.  “They’ve demonstrated for us.  It’s quite impressive.”


“And what do the other dragons do?”


“Sky dragons breathe lightning,” Kell answered as both he and Jenny looked to him.  “They can also breathe out a cloud of chilled air that induces condensation, and that takes on the proportion and appearance of a cloud once it spreads out, or fog if they’re on the ground.  Water dragons can breathe either a blast of pressurized steam or a jet of scalding water.  Chromatics project out a cone of pure heat radiance, coherent light that burns like a laser.”


“And what do earth dragons do?”


“Earth dragons have no magic,” he replied stonily.  “But we do have these,” he added, raising a paw and showing her his long, curved, wicked-looking black claws.


“And the tail,” Jenny chuckled.


“And the tail,” he agreed, bringing his spike-studded tail around to present to the First Lady.  “This is all we’ve ever needed.”


“Well, it certainly looks intimidating,” Walker chuckled.  “Those things look sharp.”


“You’ll feel it if I hit you with it,” Kell said mildly as he swished his tail back carefully, since he was surrounded by humans.

“Like a stegosaurus,” Julia mused.  “A spiked tail used for defense.”


“Defense being the critical word,” Kell noted.  “Earth dragon morals teach us to never attack first, that the instigation of violence without justified cause is the lowest form of cowardice and dishonor.  So long as you treat us with a non-violent paw, you never need fear us.”

“And that’s earth dragon morality,” she noted.


“The other dragons feel differently than we do,” Kell nodded.  “Each race of dragon has its own code of ethics and mores.  Some are more aggressive than others, but all dragons believe in the simple tenets of honor and courtesy.  Even the fire dragons, the most aggressive of all, are easy to get along with if you understand them.  Treat them with respect, honor their strength without kowtowing to them, and they are very approachable.”


“They’ve been nothing but excellent guests,” Steele nodded.

“Though all dragons are dragons, there are differences beyond our looks,” Kell told them.  “The five races each have their own societies, their own cultures, even their own histories.  Just because you may understand the earth dragons, that doesn’t mean that you’ll understand the water dragons.  They are very different from us, just as the fire dragons are different form the chromatics, who are different from the sky dragons.”


“That almost sounds like humanity,” Walker noted.  “Each country has its own culture, its own history, its own identity.”


“It’s a good parallel,” Kell nodded.  “Before we came together on the island, we lived separately.  Living together can be challenging at times, since the dragons don’t see things the same way, but we work out our differences over time.”


Jenny couldn’t help but give him a sidelong smile.


“I must ask, Kell, where did you learn English?”


“From your radio and TV,” he answered, fully expecting a question like that, and ready with an explanation.  “Sesame Street is far more useful than you might believe.”


“Seriously?  You learned from television?”


He nodded.  “It started when we first started seeing your airplanes in the sky,” he told her, looking at her evenly.  “We had no idea what they were, and they terrified quite a few of us.  That was when it was decided that we should find out what was going on, what had caused things to change so drastically that birds made of iron were flying in the sky.”  He glanced at Walker, then at Jenny.  “They sent a few of us out into your world to see how it had changed.  Sky dragons flew over your lands and were amazed at how you had grown and expanded.  Water dragons started bringing back ships that had sunk, on the bottom of the sea, and we studied them, studied how things changed from wooden galleons all the way up to battleships sunk during that terrible war that raged through the Pacific some eighty years ago.  And from time to time, they would send out an earth dragon like me, someone very small and easy to hide, to study humans from much closer, close enough to hear them speak.  Well, we learned about television on those excursions, stole a few of them, then learned how to make them run.  And that’s why I’m here with you now instead of a council member.  I know more about humans and your customs than the other dragons.  In a way, I’ve been trained for this day, when the dragons might have to speak to the humans.”

“Fascinating,” Julia breathed.  Of course, she knew the real truth, given she was the First Lady, but Kell’s explanation of how dragons learned English and weren’t mystified by human technology were at least plausible.  “So, it’s possible that you might be the Loch Ness Monster?” she asked lightly.


“Actually, yes,” he replied evenly.  “But I’ve never been to Loch Ness.  I was once spotted by humans swimming in a lake in Canada, and a legend grew over a monster in the lake.  That particular legend, I hate to say, was me.”

“Well spun,” Jenny whispered in draconic as Steele talked again.


“Thank you,” he replied close to her ear.  “And where did you learn that word?”


She flashed him a grin.  “TV,” she replied.


Kell chuckled helplessly.


Walker toured the rest of the command and media area, though most of the cameras were following Kell around rather than the President.  Kell did take a back seat to the President when he held his first press conference after the tour, as he stood at a podium with his seal on it and answered questions about what he hoped to talk about, and Kell was a bit surprised to hear that the reporters had already got wind of the looming showdown.  “Do you have any comment about the rumors that the Chinese are preparing to levy sanctions against the United States?” a British reporter asked.

“Oh, yes, I certainly have a comment about that,” Walker said, gripping the podium.  “The Chinese have accused us of intentionally blocking access to the fire dragons to all other governments.  Well, I’m here to state right here, right now, that we didn’t make that decision.  It was the fire dragons that asked us to make sure they were completely sequestered.  Outside of four officials and the assigned guards of the perimeter fence, nobody has had any access to the dragons up on that peak.  Not me, not the British, not the Russians, not the Indians, nobody.  The dragons made it very clear to us when they asked us to use the volcano that their primary goal in all things is to be left alone, and let me tell you, it has been the exercise of ultimate discipline on my part to honor their wishes.  Just like everyone else, I have so many questions that I’d like to ask that it’s not funny.  Well, the dragons have given us this one day to let us in to see a little piece of their world, and I’ll have only slightly more access than the pool reporters that will be going with us.”


“President Walker speaks the truth,” Kell interrupted from the side.  “The dragons asked for complete isolation, and the Americans were gracious enough to grant that request.  Don’t blame them for them blocking access to us.  They only do what we’ve asked them to do.”


That laid the foundation of what Kell knew was coming, at least from the Americans.  He sat back down and lowered his head close to Jenny, whispering with her as President Walker continued to answer questions, and then Walker and the two pool reporters and their cameramen entered an SUV with the President’s Secret Service escort.  Arlen Kent, General Steele, and Jenny climbed into a Hum-V behind it, and Kell bounded up to walk beside the SUV holding Walker, ambling along and easily keeping up with the slow-moving vehicle.  “Kell, might I introduce Gloria Brenner from Fox News and Ahmad Al-Benja Raouf from Al-Jazeera,” Walker said from the open window, something a President almost never got to enjoy.  But, since the entire area was heavily secured, the SUV in which he was riding was one of the military trucks that Jenny and Kent had been using to drive back and forth to the peak.


“I should remind both of you of a few rules,” Kell told them as he walked with the SUV.  “First, don’t pester the fire dragons.  If they don’t want to talk to you, let them walk away.  Second, there are only seven dragons up there that speak English with enough capacity to talk to you.  Third, you’d better watch yourself around the fire dragon younglings.  They can be very enthusiastic, they’re very playful, and the average youngling up there is the size of a Clydesdale horse.  Some are much bigger.  They won’t mean to hurt you, but you know how kids can be.”  He glanced at Walker.  “Understand that in dragon society, the home is a hallowed place whose sanctity is never violated.  Since our dens don’t have doors, every dragon species has deeply ingrained customs about not entering the private den of another dragon.  You won’t be able to get to the fire dragon dens without dying of heat stroke, but there are two dens in the area that you can reach.  One is a small metal building set up near the main meeting tent, which is where the chromatic is sleeping, and the other is a burrow dug in a corner of the grounds, which is where the earth dragons are sleeping.  Do not enter either of them without permission.  If you want to look inside, we’ll let you, but it is the highest of affronts to enter the private den of a dragon uninvited.  Outside of that, just be polite, and you’ll be treated with respect.”

“So, you’ll let us look inside the burrow?” Raouf asked.


Kell nodded.  “Not that there’s anything in there, but if you want to see what a temporary earth dragon burrow looks like, we’ll let you look around.  And I doubt that Prisma will care if you look in her building.  There’s nothing in it either.  The only reason they even set it up is because most dragons don’t feel comfortable sleeping outside in the open.  It’s just a roof over her head to give her the feel that she’s in a den.”


“Easy enough to remember,” Raouf nodded.


The council members were waiting for them just inside the gates.  They stood in a line near where the food trucks were parked, looking quite odd to Kell to see them lined up like that, the massive Hirrag and large Hinado, Jussa, and Sessara dwarfing Geon…to see them like that reinforced again just how small the earth drakes were compared to the rest of the dragons.  Prisma stood to the side with the field agents, reminding him that she was quite petite as chromatics measured things; but then again, she hadn’t even finished growing yet.  Sella was also there, having come up while Kell was down at the command center, standing between Kammi and Prisma.  The fire dragons were watching from a discreet distance, gathered up together in a throng, with Gressa walking over to the council dragons.  The Secret Service, Hunters, and screened members of the Army guards roamed the fence with assault weapons prominently displayed.  An agent opened the door for Walker and his wife, helping them out, and the reporters exited the SUV on the other side, the cameramen already shouldering their cameras and panning around.


“On behalf of the five races of dragons, we welcome the leader of the nation of America, his lifemate, and the two chosen historians into our company,” Sessara proclaimed in fairly decent English, nodding her head regally.  No doubt she’d practiced that line.  The earth dragons, Prisma, and Gressa then closed in with the council members as Walker approached, then stood in front of Geon.

“I’m honored to be given this chance to tour the peak and speak to you,” he answered, offering his hand to Geon.  The earth drake gave him an amused look and reached out a single claw, which Walker grasped and shook like it was a hand.  “You are Geon of the earth dragons, yes?”


“I am,” he nodded in accented English.


Walker went down the line, being introduced to the members of the council one by one, getting more and more towered over with every dragon he met, until he stood in front of Hirrag and had to crane his neck to look up at the huge fire wyrm.  Hirrag was the size of a small house, so his glowing red eyes were some five meters over Walker’s head.  Walker was a fairly tall man, but he only came up to halfway up Hirrag’s upper foreleg.  After the introductions, Walker and Julia were put in an ATV to ride beside the dragons as Sessara led them in a short tour of the exclusion zone, with the reporters in a second ATV and the cameras swinging in every direction, from the tents to the projector screens to the fire dragons padding at a distance to the ATVs, curious but keeping their distance.  After the half hour tour, Walker and the reporters were brought into the conference tent they’d raised, where Walker, Kent, Steele, and Jenny would sit at a table facing the large open area where the dragons would sit.  A large lunch was on the table waiting for them and the reporters, who would be allowed to observe part of the conference, but then would be given leave to wander the peak while Walker talked about the important things.  Brenner and Raouf peppered them with questions as they ate, but the cameramen were getting footage of the dragons eating.

After lunch, the conference began.  Kell listened in only half-heartedly as Walker talked about general goodwill and things like that, and the dragons professed a guarded interest in opening discreet communications with the human world.  It was with the reporters in attendance that Jussa put on the table the request for the Americans to use their access to the U.N. to have the dragons declared a sentient species and their territory officially recognized as a sovereign nation under international law…but instead of claiming a landmass or island as home territory, Jussa instead claimed ocean as sovereign territory.  “We are water dragons, that area of ocean is our home,” he explained when Walker gave him a surprised look.  “As much as the land of America is your home, where you live, work, play, and where you harvest your food, the ocean is our home.  We don’t require a large territory to support us, but like any sovereign nation, we would require that our borders be respected,” Sella said as Jussa spoke in draconic beside her.

“Well, you do have something of a point,” Walker said with a sober nod.  “And I don’t think it would be too difficult to introduce the proper resolutions before the assembly.  Just how much territory do you intend to claim?”

“Not much, an area roughly circular that is approximately two hundred kilometers in diameter,” she replied for Jussa.  “It is an area that is rarely used by humans as it is.  There are no major shipping lanes through that area, so it would cause minimal problems for your people.”


“Well, that’s something we can work out,” he promised.


Clever, clever Jussa.


They debated that for nearly two hours, working out the specifics of the resolution, then Jussa brought up the ideas of a game preserve somewhere in South America where a nation like Chile or Peru or Brazil would grant sky dragons the right to hunt.  After discussing that idea for a while, they took a break.  The reporters were more or less kicked out to be allowed to roam freely, and much to their annoyance, Jirran and Kammi were sent out to translate for them, and Gressa, Kell, and Sella were set to translate for all the council members.  Walker took a drink of water, then fixed Jussa with a dry look.  “That was pretty damn sneaky, dropping that on me in front of the reporters,” he declared.


Jussa chuckled after Sella translated.  “You should have expected it,” Sella replied for him.  “Now, on to important matters,” she said, looking right at Jenny.  “We would have all the magicians moved to that island that Jenny once told us about, the private one,” Sella relayed.  “That way we can come and go without attracting attention.  We’ll train them in magic, and they can also serve as the primary point of contact between us.”


“I was going to suggest that very thing,” Walker nodded as Julia scribbled on a pad beside him, taking notes for herself.  “As soon as we close down shop here, the Hunters will be moving to Imakaii, and we’ll set up both their training and a little diplomatic outpost where you can communicate with us.  Now, Arlen mentioned that you had interest in opening trade?”


“There are some things that we need,” Geon said in English.  “And there’s no other way to get them.  Instead of getting them the way we usually do, we thought instead to barter for those things.”


“Well, what do you have to offer?” Walker asked.


“Gold,” Geon answered.  “Gold salvaged from shipwrecks, as well as silver.  At first, we’ll buy what we need with those things, which have value to your people.  Once we’ve used up what gold and silver we have, we’ll discuss what we can trade in exchange for the materials we need.  We have little, but I think we can find something of interest to you.”

“So, you’re opening the vaults,” Jenny mused to Kell.


“It does no good just sitting there,” Kell shrugged.  “It’s why the water dragons scavenged it in the first place.”


“What do you need?”


“Kell,” Geon said, then he looked to Kell.


“We have a list, things we need to repair or replace what was destroyed during the riots,” Kell supplied.  “But one thing we’re going to need immediately is food.  There’s almost nothing left for the dragons on the island, and what we have stored underground won’t be enough to hold all of us over until we get the farms repaired and producing again.  The farms are totally destroyed, and it’s going to take months just to get them to where we can plant crops.”

“That is our greatest need right now,” Hinado said, and Sella translated for him.  “We will buy food from you, and once that need is met, we’ll barter for what the earth dragons need to rebuild what was lost.”


“I’m sure we can arrange that,” Walker nodded after hearing the translation.  “You can get together with Arlen after I leave and work out exactly how much you think you need, and he can negotiate a fair price.  You can also give us that list of what else you want to get, and we can hammer out an agreement for it.”


“Now, on to a matter that is of importance to both of us,” Jussa said.  “There is one of your submarines laying on the bottom of the ocean near some of our fishing grounds.”


“It’s the Appomattox,” Kell supplied.  “The water dragons found it a couple of months ago.”


“You found it?  Where is it?” Walker asked quickly.


“It’s inside our claimed territory,” Sella said.  “The ship is more or less intact, laying on an abyssal plain.  We would wish to raise it so that you can reclaim it, and also to get that nuclear reactor out of the sea.  The reactor is intact, but it is only a matter of time before the water causes it to breach.”


“I’ll need to talk to the Joint Chiefs about it, and naval specialists, to find out the easiest and safest way for you to move it and us to remove the nuclear material,” Walker answered.  “But we can get it all arranged, Jussa.  Give us a few days, and we’ll have a place and time for you.”

“That’s acceptable,” Jussa nodded.


They went back to the trade, as Walker felt out exactly how far the dragons were willing to go, as well as getting that detailed list of what the earth dragons needed to rebuild their farms and their factories.  They then discussed Jussa’s proposals to have the U.N. recognize the dragons and also accede to their claim of territory in more detail.  Then, they started to discuss China.


“They’re dead set on this,” Walker told them as he related a very heated exchange he’d had with Chinese President Deng Fao Xu.  “The sanctions go into effect in four days unless we literally open up the exclusion zone to Chinese diplomats.  There’s an entire platoon of them at the base of the volcano, and they try to argue their way past the first checkpoint at least twice a day.”


“Well, they’ll get their wings pinned back when you announce that we’re leaving,” Hinado said.


“It’s gone far beyond that, Hinado,” Kell supplied.  “Chief’s had the department rifling through the Chinese intelligence network since Yancy shared what he had with me.  The intelligence we’ve gathered on them makes it clear that they’re in this to the end.  They’re marshalling their military forces, and they’re planning an attack.”


“We’ve gotten the same intel,” Walker nodded.  “But an attack on who?”

“Us,” Kell replied.  “Why do you think Jussa was so intent on having the U.N. recognize us?  The Chinese Politbureau realized what we already knew, and that’s that there’s no legal ramification for invading our island.  It’s not owned by any nation, and we have no real status in your law.  They believe they can simply annex the island and forcibly make us Chinese citizens.  The real thing they’re after, though, is magic.  They believe that if they control the dragons, they’ll control magic.  And they’d have us to teach them magic…and if we refuse, then they have the books on magic we think they possess, part of either an abandoned sky dragon library or books on magic the Chinese magicians left behind.  They’d only need to learn draconic, learn magic on their own, and use their control over us to prevent the dragons from teaching anyone else.”


“That seems a somewhat hard thing to do, since dragons can fly,” Julia noted.  “How could China hold you on the island when you can just fly away?”

“Not all of us can fly, and we will not abandon the earth dragons,” Jussa declared.  “The island must be defended, because the earth dragons have no way to escape.”


“Well, one option is to move the earth dragons somewhere not quite so vulnerable,” Jenny offered, giving Kell a slight look.


“Good luck with that, Jenny,” Kell snorted.  “We won’t run from the Chinese right into your arms, so you can do the same thing they intend to do.”


She flushed slightly.  “We wouldn’t make you do anything!”


“Right,” Kell drawled.  “You just worry about the Chinese turning the global economy on its ear and you let us worry about the rest of it.”


“What do you intend to do?” Walker asked.


“The Chinese will learn quickly that their boats are at our mercy, and the skies are the domain of the sky dragons,” Jussa replied after hearing the question from Sella.  “They will never get a single soldier on our island, and we can do such a thing without harming a single human if we so wish.  And once we restore the magic that cloaks the island from sight, they will have no idea where to send what ships they have left that still work.”


“Since you’ve kept just what we can do quiet, the Chinese have no idea what they’re about to get into,” Kell said with dark amusement. “Even if they did manage to land an invading force, they’d find themselves up against a whole lot of very angry earth dragons.  Nothing that stands on the ground is safe from us.”

“We could support—“


“No,” Geon interrupted the President.  “If you get in war with China, it could ruin the entire world.”


“Geon’s right,” Steele said delicately.  “If we got into a war with China, it would be World War Three, Mister President.  It would drag almost every nation on earth into the war on one side or the other.  It might even turn nuclear.”


“You let us worry about protecting our territory,” Hinado said calmly.  “You worry about the human side of it.”


“The Chinese are trying to intimidate you into doing nothing about their plans,” Kell said.  “They’re willing to threaten war if you get in their way, and they think you’ll blink.  If you don’t blink, they feel that there’s too much ocean between you and them, and your citizens and your military are too exhausted from fighting three wars against terrorism to be a major threat.  They don’t want a war, but they’ll start one to get what they want, take as much as they can, like Taiwan, and then sue for peace the instant it looks like the American people are turning against the war and keep everything they’ve taken.  They see it as a reasonable risk.”

“We wish to be recognized as a sovereign state,” Hirrag finally spoke, which Gressa translated.  “Allow us to prove that we need no help to enforce our borders.”


“Well…alright.  I don’t like it, but if that’s the way you want to do it, then that’s the way we’ll do it.  But, I am going to put all Pacific forces on high alert, just in case you need our assistance,” he told them.  “That, and we have treaties with Taiwan, Japan, and Korea that we have to honor.”

“Just have a fleet of tugboats kept ready, Mister President,” Sella said on her own.  “Water dragon tactics against ships are to break their propellers and their rudders.  When they cannot move themselves and cannot steer even if they can, they are no longer any threat to us.”


Walker laughed, and Steele nodded professionally as he mulled that over.  “So we might have to go get them.  And we’ll have a bunch of Chinese ships to inspect before they get their own tugs over here to tow them home.”


“What you do with them isn’t our concern,” Hinado said.  “The sky dragons will deal with any Chinese planes that violate our airspace.  We can’t be as gentle as the water dragons can be, but we will turn back or bring down any plane that tries to enter the area we’ve claimed as sovereign territory.  We can protect what is ours, Mister President, and that leaves you to worry about the financial moves.”

“And we can help you there,” Geon spoke up.  “The department has its claws into quite a few Chinese computer networks.  The department will share information with Yancy and the Hunters, who can pass it along so you have an advantage.  In this, our interests will coincide, so cooperation is in order.”


“How much penetration?” Jenny asked, looking at Kell.


“Enough to scare the crap out of them when we start to move,” Kell answered, which made all five humans laugh.  “The Chinese have been hacking and plundering any computer they could crack for nearly thirty years.  It’s about time for them to get a taste of their own medicine.”


“Well, I’m not going to stop you,” Walker chuckled.  “I just ask that you restrain unleashing the overt chaos unless war is officially declared.  That kind of thing is an act of war, and they’ll blame us when it starts to happen.  Nobody outside this little slice of volcano and the White House know exactly what the department is and what it can do.”


“You’d better be ready for it on your side as well,” Kell warned.  “They already have hackers trying to break into things like your power grid.  If you enter war with China, half of it will be fought over the internet.”


“That’s her department,” Walker said, pointing at Jenny.

“It used to be, Mister President.  You have me doing something else now,” she chuckled.  “But we can help when we’re not busy with our other project.  The four eggheads on the team will have internet access on the island, won’t we?”

“Of course,” Walker replied with a light look.  “The island is actually quite luxurious, I’m told.  It was built to hide people who had certain…expectations.”

“Well, at least I’ll be in a pampered prison.”

“You’re too important not to pamper, Colonel,” Walker chuckled.  “And I think this is a good time to stop for a break.  The reporters are probably getting antsy out there, I’d like a coffee and a run to the nearest bathroom, and I hear you have a gift for me?”


“We’ll have to go get it,” Geon said, glancing at Kell.


The President went to the portable bathroom the military had set up by the front gate, but Julia Walker followed Kell and Geon as they headed towards the lava pools, her guards hurrying behind her.  “I have a few questions I wanted to ask you, Kell,” she said in a gentle but insistent voice.


“Well, ask before you have to turn back, Misses Walker,” he answered.


“Why are the earth dragons so different from all the other dragons?” she asked.  “And it’s not just the fact that you don’t use magic.  There’s something fundamentally different about you.  The other dragons all have similarities, but not you.”

Geon and Kell looked at her and her determined expression, and both of them chuckled.  “You are a very clever human, Misses Walker,” Geon told her.  “Yes, the earth dragons, very different from other dragons.  I think we’ll leave it there.”


“Well, we can be a little more forthcoming, Geon,” Kell said.  “The earth dragons are descended from a different ancestor than the other dragons,” he told her.  “They’re all related because the four other races descended from a common origin.  Well, before the other dragons came to be, there was their ancestor dragon race, and us.  They changed over time.  We didn’t.  We’re like the sharks in your ocean.  Nature found something that worked, and here we are, still the same after all this time.”


“Ohhhh, alright,” she said.  “That does answer many of my questions.  But I do have other questions.  Like this,” she said, reaching up and touching the base of Kell’s horn.  “What caused this change?”

“It turned out this was how our elders looked before, before,” Geon answered, reaching the limits of his English.


“We’ve all been living underground long enough for us to revert, to use a term,” Kell added.

“What could cause a change this dramatic?”


“An increase in minerals in our diet,” Kell said lightly.


“You can eat rock?”


They both nodded.  “It doesn’t feed us like food, but it does fill an empty belly,” Geon told her easily.


“Hmmmm,” she pondered, running her hand along his horn as they walked.  “And that caused your horns to ossify?”


“What does that word mean?”


“Turn to stone, in a way,” Kell answered.  “You have quite a vocabulary, Misses Walker.”

“I’d hope my doctorate would have taught me something,” she said with a light smile.


Kell chuckled.  “English?”


“Education,” she answered.  “And I read a lot of mystery novels.”

“Uh oh, we’d better run, Geon,” Kell noted slyly.  “I feel an interrogation coming.”


“Just answer a couple more questions,” she said, grasping his horn and stopping.  Kell turned his head to the side and stopped rather than drag the First Lady around on her low heels, which wouldn’t look very friendly.  She walked down the length of his body and reached down, then tugged on one of the clear crystal spikes in his tail, one of the half-grown ones near the tip.  “I take it these changed colors for the same reason?”


“More or less,” Kell answered, lifting the tip of his tail so she wasn’t leaning over.


“But it comes back to the original question I had, Kell.  You’re the only species on this entire planet I’ve ever heard of that can grow mineral crystals like these out of their bodies.  Most advanced life can produce certain mineral compounds, but not in a purely crystalline form to this degree.  “My question is, how can a nonmagical race of dragon grow something so unnatural?”


“Unnatural for you, not for us,” Kell said simply.


Luckily for him, a distraction flitted down and landed beside them.  Julia looked at Prisma with open curiosity as she folded her wings and looked down at Kell with a slightly amused expression.  “Misses Walker, you remember Prisma,” Kell said as the chromatic craned her neck down to get her head closer to Julia’s face.  She gave a slight gasp and recoiled, however, when her hand shifted on Kell’s spike and its sharp edge cut into her hand.  She looked at her hand, which had a neat, nearly incision-like cut across the palm, and a handkerchief was being wrapped around it by one of her agent guards before it could even really start to bleed.

Prisma’s attention, however, wasn’t on her hand, it was on Kell’s tail.  Julia’s blood oozed down the edge of his spike, then it was absorbed into the crystal.  The spike seemed to flush pink, then it turned blood red with unnatural speed, shuddered, then his tail released its anchors on the spike of its own volition.  It chimed to the ground, leaving the First Lady to gawk at it.


“Curious,” Prisma mused, picking up the spike and regarding it with her glowing eyes.  “A most curious reaction.”


“That’s a new one for us, too,” Geon said in draconic.


“Not entirely shocking, since your spikes are composed of elements of your blood.  It seems that your spikes are, well, compatible with human blood,” the chromatic noted, then she presented the spike to Julia.  “For you.”


“What happened to it?  Why did it turn red?” she asked, taking the spike, which was about half a meter long, ending in a nasty point on one end but with a more rounded base.

“We’re discussing that at the moment,” Kell answered in English.


“I would think to have Hinado inspect this human, Kell,” Prisma told him.  “I suspect she has magical aptitude.”


“He can do that, but he’ll have to touch her,” Kell answered, then switched to English.  “We’d like you to meet Hinado, Misses Walker.  Maybe he can shed some light on it.”


“The sky dragon?  Certainly,” she replied as the agent tied the kerchief around her hand.


“This might need stitches, ma’am,” he noted.


“Prisma, can you do anything about that cut?” Geon asked.


“I know a little healing magic, but not much,” she replied, rearing up to sit on the base of her tail.  The move made her suddenly as tall as a one story house, and she scrunched her lithe body down so her forepaws were within reach of the First Lady.  “Healing magic is usually taught after academy, but my father has a natural talent for it,” she explained as she gestured with a single finger, and the kerchief untied itself.  “My own talents lie in other directions, but he taught me how to heal minor cuts and hurts before I entered academy.”  She brought a forepaw up and licked one finger, then she leaned down and touched it to Julia’s hand.  The bloody cut seemed to shudder under her finger, and when she lifted it, the cut was gone.  The First Lady cleaned the blood off her palm, then regarded her healed hand with surprise and excitement.  “I had no idea you could do that,” she gasped.

“Healing is highly advanced magic,” Prisma said after Geon translated for her.


“What are dragons capable of healing?” she asked quickly.


“You’d be better served discussing it with the water dragons, Misses Walker,” Kell told her.  “Only water dragons and chromatics can heal, and at least you have one water dragon around that speaks English.”


“Really?  Why is that?”


“Certain dragons have talents in certain magicks,” Prisma explained after hearing the translation, and Kell translated back.  “Water dragons have natural talents in magic that protects and defends, and healing magic is by its very nature protective.  Chromatics have no singular focus on their magic, so only water dragons and chromatics have enough magical connection to the magic required to heal to bring it about.”


“So, sky dragons and fire dragons can’t heal?”


“No.  But water dragons can’t do things that sky dragons can do, who can’t do things that fire dragons can do, who can’t do things that water dragons can do.  Chromatics can do anything, but chromatics have individual talents in differing fields of magic.  My own talent is with floating magic, and my father’s talent was in healing magic.  But, when it comes to specific magic tied to a dragon’s natural aptitude, even we chromatics cannot match the power and expertise of other dragons in their natural field.  When you need the strongest magic in an area of aptitude for another dragon, that dragon is best for the task.”


“That answers many questions I had,” Julia said with a smile.  “Thank you,” she added, flexing her fingers.


Prisma nodded with a gentle expression and dropped back down to all fours.


“Can I keep this?” she asked Kell, holding out the half-grown tail spike, now blood red.

“Only so long as you keep it,” he answered.  “If I find out it’s in some CIA lab somewhere, you and me are going to have words.”

“Heaven forbid,” she chuckled softly.


“We should wrap it so it doesn’t cut you again, ma’am,” one of her guards proposed.


Julia followed the three of them to the lava pools, getting as close as she could without burning herself, then she laughed richly when Kell and Geon brought the statue of President Walker out, him sitting at his desk.  “He’ll be thrilled,” she told them.  “It’s very good.  Who made it?”


“I did,” Kell answered.  “It’s not the best, but it’s good enough.”


“I know just where Jack will put it,” she smiled.


They presented the statue to President Walker by the conference tent, as he spoke with the other dragons and the reporters were there to cover it.  He laughed delightedly as Geon and Kell carried the statue over and set it down gently, and then went over and leaned on the desk and looked at his basalt self with bright eyes.  “Amazing!  You made this?”


“We thought you might like it, Mister President,” Jirran said lightly.  “Kell made it yesterday.”


“You made this, Kell?  It’s amazing!”


“It’s passable,” he said modestly.


“You could make quite a lot of money as an artist, Kell,” Julia told him as she joined her husband by the stone sculpture.  “Some art collectors would pay millions for something they could say was made by a dragon.”


“That’s an interesting concept,” Geon noted.


Prisma went over and reared up, then whispered close to Hinado’s ear.  He gave her a surprised look and glanced at Julia Walker, then nodded and stepped closer and brought his long neck into play to bring his head close to the President and First Lady.  He let her brush up against the side of his head, flinched a little when she realized he was that close, then smiled and patted him on the side of his long muzzle.  “It does look lifelike,” he noted, which Gressa translated.  He looked at Prisma and gave a single slight nod.


Julia Walker was a magician.

They continued the conference, but now they had the reporters watching on, so they discussed far less important matters.  It was there that the fire dragons announced that they’d be leaving, doing it for the benefit of the reporters, and they trotted several young fire dragons in to meet the President who had “won” the various competitions.  Walker discussed means by which the dragons could keep in contact with humanity, but the dragons were quite firm about such things.  “We understand that humans are curious about us, but we feel that the human world simply isn’t ready for us yet,” Jussa said through Sella.  “Yes, we feel that there must be communication, but we also feel that things must be taken slowly and carefully.  This is new and unexplored territory for both our species, and it must be done the right way.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be sure about things, esteemed council member,” Walker answered.


“We also do not wish to interact with the human world until your United Nations confers upon us the protections and legal rights they afford other sentient beings on this world,” Jussa continued.  “For there to be any expansion of communications between you and us, we must be sure that your laws grant us the same protections it grants humans, and your nations respect and honor the boundaries of our territory, as they would any other nation.”


“Again, not unreasonable,” Walker stated with a nod.  “I’ll have our people in the United Nations introduce the resolutions as quickly as possible.”

Then, something happened that Kell thought would never happen.  Over the vociferous objections of the Secret Service, Hinado took both Jack and Julia Walker up into the air, a single touch conferring into them his floating magic, and he zoomed around the peak with the two humans stuck on the ends of his fingers by magical adhesion, which prevented a banking move from sending them hurtling to a grisly death.  He flew them around for about five minutes, then set them down gently as they both panted a little.  “I’m so glad I didn’t wear a dress,” Julia remarked, which made Jack burst out into laughter.


They had nearly an hour before the second press conference, which was spent with the President and First Lady more or less mingling with the dragons, meeting the fire dragon females, learning just how much fire dragons loved football as Kell translated a heated debate over the 53 man roster that the L.A. Dragons had finally reached, discussing which cuts were wise and which players should have been cut.  Sessara demonstrated fire dragon breath to them, unleashing a hellish inferno, a tightly compact cone of pure fire that rotated about itself, then expanded as it moved away from her, until it was nearly ten meters wide at its end terminus, some forty meters away.  The humans were highly impressed by that, but all of them, even the reporters, quieted down and watched when Jussa had Prisma demonstrate magic to them, showing them what the dragons felt were harmless tricks.  She floated the statue of President Walker across the zone, putting it on a flatbed truck.  She created shimmering lights, she produced fire from her forepaws, then she froze a thrown bucket of water in midair, the ice crumbling into irregular shapes when it hit the ground.  As she did so, Sella explained the basic rules of magic to President Walker, Julia, and the reporters, explaining what could and could not be done.

“So, there won’t be a sudden glut of gold on the international markets to coincide with a shortage of lead?” Walker asked lightly.


“No, Mister President, that is simply an old legend,” Sella answered.


“I’m more interested in the concept of life,” Julia said, looking up at Sella.  “Magic can’t kill?”


“Not directly.  That is not allowed,” she answered.  “There is no spell or magic that causes the instant death of a living thing, nor can it transform what is alive into something that is dead.  There is no turning a living thing to stone, nor is there an avada kedavra,” she said whimsically, which made Julia laugh.  “Magic can kill indirectly, however.  What the magic creates may itself be lethal, such as fire.  Magic cannot take life, nor can it bestow it.  There is no turning rocks into birds, just as there is no turning birds into rocks.”

“But you could change one living thing into another?”


“Within boundaries,” she replied.  “If you changed me into a human, I would still weigh what I do now.  The magic can’t alter mass.”


“Interesting,” Walker noted, looking up at her.  “That magic can’t just ignore physics.”


“Quite the contrary, most forms of magical energy are subject to physical law,” she replied as Kell and Kammi padded over with Hirrag hovering close to them.  “Magic is part of nature, therefore it is bound by the same laws that nature is, at least mostly.  There are exceptions.  Part of being a magician is knowing when your magic is subject to physics, and when it is not.”


“Very interesting,” Walker said, tapping his chin.  “But why can’t you turn someone into stone?  Wouldn’t it go back to being alive after the spell wears off?”

Sella smiled slightly.  “It delves into things that your Christian religion would find heretical, Mister President.”


“Well, you have my permission to attempt to rock my theological foundation, Sella.”


“Very well,” she said, sitting on her haunches.  “All living things have a soul.  From a bacteria, to a fly, to a snake, to a dog, to a human, to a dragon, even to the planet itself.  A living thing has a soul, the spark of life, which is tied to its living body.  Separate the body from the soul, and the body ceases to live, which  would happen if you changed a living thing into stone,” she said evenly, looking at the President.  “If you theoretically could change a living thing to stone, you have rendered the body incapable of housing its soul, and thus, its life instantly ends.  But magic will not permit such a thing,” she said.  “Magic is the energy of life, and as such, the direct taking of life is forbidden.”

“Yes, that’s going to cause something of a row among religious circles,” Walker said blandly.  “That dragons believe that everything has a soul.”

“I warned you, Mister President,” she said with a slight smile.  “We dragons believe in what you could call evolutionary reincarnation, somewhat similar to Buddhist beliefs, that souls return to life over and over, learning from each life, gaining wisdom, evolving.  A soul moves up through the ranks of life as it grows, until it reaches its pinnacle, human or dragon.  A soul may regress back to a prior form of life if it so wishes to experience something it feels it didn’t the first time around, but the vast majority of souls return as either equivalent life, or the next rung on the ladder if they have gained enough wisdom to move up.”

“So dragons believe that even things like trees have souls?” Julia asked.


“Anything that lives has a soul,” Sella answered.  “The soul is the life force itself.  Without the soul, there is no life. Simple forms of life have very simple souls, unaware, unevolved.  They are more a collection of instincts and impulses than rational beings.  But over time, they may gain those things, and when they do, they return as higher forms of life.”

“That’s a very strange concept, if you don’t mind my saying,” Julia noted.

“It is the simplest of things, Misses Walker,” Sella said calmly, giving her a kindly look.


“Simple as it may be, it’s still going to cause quite a bit of debate, in more than one religion,” Walker noted dryly.  “And it makes me wonder why there are still microbes after billions of years.”

“Because of two things, Mister President.  For one, there are not just a set number of souls on this world.  Life demands procreation, and souls are born from the life energy of Gaia just as your children are born of your females, which begin their journey at the bottom of the ladder, as a single cell organism.  For another, not every soul evolves.  Some are just not capable of it.  There are microbes in this world that have souls that have existed as such for billions of years, because they are simply not capable of higher awareness, no matter how much time they are given to grow.  Just as humans have varying degrees of intelligence and wisdom, so do the souls of all things as well.  Humans and dragons represent the most elite of all souls, those who have evolved to such a degree that they have achieved self awareness and sentience, souls that can reason, can think.  We are also among the oldest souls on this world,” she added, looking at Prisma.  “We have had far more time to evolve than other souls.”


“Can magic affect a soul?” Julia asked.


Sella shook her head.  “Souls are immune to such things, because they are not real.”


“But—“


“It is one of the contradictions of magic,” she explained patiently.  “Magic can only affect what is real.  It cannot affect emotions or thoughts or feelings, because those are not tangible things.  A soul is itself intangible in scope.  Though it exists, it exists in an altered state that physical forces cannot affect.  Though it is a real thing, to magic, it is not real, therefore it cannot be affected.  That is why magic that would instantly kill won’t work.  The magic can’t evict the soul to render the body dead, or change it into something non-living.  The magic can’t affect the soul, and the anchors the soul has to the body causes the spell to fail.”


“That is a very curious thing,” Julia mused, looking at her husband.  “So, magic can’t make me fall in love with someone?”


Sella shook her head.  “Nor can it hear your thoughts, nor make you sad or angry or happy.  Those are thoughts and emotions, which are not real in the respect that they are tangible.  But, magic can make you see and hear that which is not there, or send a chill up your spine, or show you an image that might induce fear indirectly.  Magic can affect the senses, but it cannot affect the mind.”

“That’s a very narrow distinction,” Gloria Brenner injected.


“It is, and there is some leeway in both directions, in a limited manner,” Sella agreed, looking over at her and her cameraman.  “For example, the image magic might show to someone could make them angry, or frightened, because it is an emotional response to what their senses are telling them is there.  It’s an indirect use of magic to accomplish that which is impossible with a direct use of magic.  The rules of magic are strict, but a practiced magician knows where those rules can be bent.”


Prisma performed several other minor tricks, the most amusing of which was turning Julia’s hair green, as Kell caught up a little with Kammi.  “What did the reporters do while we were in conference?”


“Run around mostly,” she replied in a low tone.  “Take some footage, and a few dragons gave them interviews.  Then they filmed a bunch of hatchlings playing tail soccer.”


“What is that?”


“A game they made up while they were here.  Smacking around a steel ball with their tails.  They have rules and everything,” she chuckled.  “The Syrian’s pretty sharp, he asked a bunch of questions I didn’t want to answer.”


“Like?”


“Like how every adult fire dragon around would take a lurching step forward every time Raouf touched me,” she replied with a grunt.  “He asked why they’re so defensive.  I told him it’s because we’re tiny compared to other dragons, as small as their hatchlings, and it brings out their maternal instincts.”


“Clever,” Kell chuckled.  “So, he knows the earth dragons are the runts?”


“We live underground, being as big as Hirrag would make that a bit tricky,” she replied easily.  “And I told him that too.  It’s not protected information.”


“Nope.”


“Then he grilled me about things I really didn’t think anyone would ever ask, like why we’re camouflaged.”


“What?”


“Seriously.  He said we wouldn’t have natural camouflage markings unless we had a reason to hide from something, then he tried to find out just why we have camouflage markings.  Like I’d know?  We’ve always been like this…well, most of us,” she chuckled.  “Trekka and your mother certainly don’t have camouflage markings.”


“Weird that he’d ask about that.”


“He’s sharp.  He asked what kind of light sourcing we use in our underground burrows, since he saw no lamps in there when we let them look around.”


“Well, he was a war correspondent, I guess he’s trained himself to be observant.  That’s something of a requirement to live in a warzone.  Did the fire dragons get a similar grilling?”

“As much as he could, since I was translating,” she chuckled.


Eventually, however, they finally reached the end of the visit.  At exactly 7:00pm, Walker said goodbye to the dragons, got back in the SUV with the other humans, and they filed out.  He would conduct another press conference down at the press center, answering questions about his visit, but their part of the official visit was complete.  Almost as soon as the gates were closed, Hirrag turned around and started telling everyone to get ready to leave the morning after next…except for the earth dragons.  They were returning as soon as it got dark, and Sella had already left to get her parents to come up to the exclusion zone.


“Well, that was nervous and enlightening,” Geon noted as he came up to Kell and Kammi, Jirran just behind him.  “The humans let a few things slip.”


“And I’m sure we did too,” Jirran replied.  “Are we going back now?”


“As soon as it gets dark,” Geon nodded.  “Hirrag doesn’t want us out in the open any longer than necessary.  The fluffies know we’re here.”


“How?”


“Magic, I’d wager,” he shrugged.  “But Jussa got a very nasty magical message from the council chromatic about two hours ago.  If not for Hinado, this place would probably be crawling with sky dragons, but he told them any sky dragon that dared overfly the island wouldn’t be going back in one piece.”


“Wow.  Glad the humans didn’t see that,” Kammi mused.


“You and me both,” Geon agreed.  “So, as soon as it gets dark, Surral and Shii will be taking the four of us back.  Prisma’s going with us, she’s in just as much danger as we are if the chromatics catch up to her.  From what I heard, they don’t just want her dragged in front of their elders, the council chromatic wants her dead.”


“Woah,” Kell breathed.


“No chromatic has ever defied the elders, and they don’t want her setting any precedents,” Geon grunted.


“Will she be safe going back by herself?” Kammi asked.  “I mean, last time we had a bunch of water dragons and Hinado with us.”


“The water dragons will be there,” Kell told her.  “I seriously doubt that they’ll send us back with only Surral and Shii.  We should be alright.”


“Well, let’s get ready to go, if only so we can be out from underfoot while the fire dragons get ready,” Geon said.


The Hunters took notice of the earth dragons moving off as a group, and the tall female Petrovski and Michaels hurried over to them.  “Well, it’s all over.  Are you guys staying tonight?” she asked.

Geon shook his head.  “We have much to do,” he replied in accented English.  “We need to get home.”


“Yancy already told us what happened in the conference,” Michaels told them as they approached the burrow.  “We’re going to be moved to that island as soon as the fire dragons go back.  From there, while we wait for things to get set up so we can be trained, we’ll be playing defense against the Chinese.  They promised us trunk access,” he said, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.

“Work, pft, you should see the pool,” Petrovski scoffed.


“They showed us pictures of the island, and wow,” Michaels laughed.  “Big swanky mansion, huge pool, private beach, servants, even a full eighteen hole golf course that takes up the rest of the island.”


“Sounds nice,” Kammi said.  “Guess you’ll get to see Petrovski in a bikini.”


“They’ve seen more than what a bikini shows,” she snorted, which made Michaels grin and chuckle.  “I’m not afraid to show off what God gave me.”


“We have only one locker room, and Olivia wasn’t afraid to come out from the partition separating her and Jenny’s showers,” he chuckled.


“Why Petrovski, you bad girl,” Kammi noted.


“I have six brothers and I grew up in a small house,” she laughed.  “Modesty wasn’t always possible, for them or me and my mother.”


“Now, if only I knew what it was like to wear clothes.”


“You’re already wearing a full suit of body armor,” Michaels quipped, patting her scaled shoulder, just in front of her wingjoint.


“And don’t you forget it,” she said slyly.  “Any news on the Chinese while we were busy?”

“Nothing really,” Petrovski replied.  “Derringer is already en route to the island to start setting it up for us, along with Price.  Keeping him away from you,” she chuckled.  “The two of us leave in the morning to help, and the rest of the Hunters will follow after the fire dragons leave.”

“Damn, I had so many plans for him,” Kammi growled, which made them laugh.


“And that’s why he’s been redeployed, to save him from your tender mercy, Kammi,” Michaels drawled.


“Her mercy has way too many sharp pointy ends to be tender,” Jirran drawled, which made her grin impishly at him.  “We’ll have to set up some contacts with you when you settle in.  If the Chinese make any moves, we’ll need to be able to share information.”

“We’ll work something out while we try to hack each other’s networks,” Petrovski grinned, which made Kell chuckle.


Shii and Surral landed somewhat awkwardly about twenty meters in front of them, stretching their wings out a little before folding them back, and Kell nuzzled each of them fondly when he reached them.  “Matriarch, Patriarch, is everything ready?” he asked in English.


“We’ll be leaving as soon as it’s fully dark,” Shii replied.  “Are the earth dragons prepared?”


“We ready to go, Shii,” Geon answered.


“Petrovski, Michaels, might I present Matriarch Shii and Patriarch Surral, leaders of the pod of water dragons that live beside my farm,” Kell introduced, nudging his muzzle to them in turn.  “They’re very old friends of my family.”


“He is our mud dragon,” Shii said affectionately, nudging Kell with her shoulder, then putting a paw up and over his shoulders.  Since she was well over a meter higher at the shoulder than him, it wasn’t hard for her to do.  “Did the conference go well?”


“It seemed to,” Kell answered as Surral seemed to stare at Petrovski a little bit.  “Jussa represented our cause very well.”


“As he should, since he’s on the council,” Shii sniffed.

“Not much time,” Surral noted, looking at the sky.  “We need Prisma.”


“I’ll go get her,” Kammi said, then she turned and bounded towards where the other dragons were clustered around Hirrag.


About half an hour later, the earth dragons, Prisma, and their water dragon escorts were gathered by the western fence, with the members of the council and two fire dragons.  Hirrag was giving the fire dragons orders, for they would be flying higher overhead with Hinado on the way back, using Prisma and the gibbous moon to navigate, flying a slow patrol to protect the earth and water dragons from aerial attack.  Hirrag had been quite serious about protecting the earth dragons, and just because they were returning to safety didn’t mean he wouldn’t make sure they got there even when they were supposedly in a safe place.  Jenny rode up to them on an ATV and climbed off, then gave Kell a last fond hug.  “Well, he announced it to the world, guys.  Everyone knows that the dragons are leaving the morning after next.”


“Good, that should give the Chinese some pause,” Kell said.


“And our U.N. resolutions?”


“Will be introduced to the General Assembly as soon as they’re written and you approve them,” she answered.


“That will be the department’s burden,” Shii noted, looking at Kell, Kammi, and Jirran.


“We already have channels open,” Jirran answered.  “The President and Secretary Kent have an email account they can use to get the files to us.”


“That’s usually all we need, you know,” Jenny said with a slight smile.


“Maybe against idiots,” Jirran retorted, which made Kammi snicker.


“It was good to see you guys again,” Jenny told them, patting Kammi on the shoulder.  “Will you come visit at Imakaii?”


“I think I can manage it, at least once we get things settled back home,” Kell answered.  “If they let me, anyway,” he chuckled, looking at the two fire dragons.


“Yes, I noticed that,” Jenny said, glancing at the fire dragons.  “What’s going on?”


“It’s not something we can explain here and now,” Jirran answered.  “Let’s just say that the chromatics aren’t going quietly.”

“Yes, that’s what waits for us at home,” Geon grunted.  “The chromatics are only thing standing in the way of a treaty.”


“I’m not entirely surprised,” Jenny said, glancing impulsively at Prisma, who didn’t understand a word of what was being said.  “But they may change their mind when Sessara and the females return.”


“Good luck with that,” Kell snorted.  “They see capitulating to our demands to be akin to surrendering their rulership on top of being the ultimate humiliation, and they’ll fight to the bitter end.  You know how they are.”


“All too well,” Jenny nodded.  “At least all but one, anyway,” she said, smiling in Prisma’s direction.


“Yes, we rather like our pet chromatic,” Kammi chuckled.  “Who’d’ve thought that a fluffy could be cool?”


“It’s dark enough,” Surral said in draconic.  “We need to be on our way.”


“Alright, Patriarch,” Jenny said in accented draconic.  “It was good to see you again.”


“And you, Jenny,” he replied with a kind smile.  “You must come to the island soon.”


“I would love to very much,” she answered immediately.


“The winds are favorable for the earth drakes to glide down,” Hinado said, his head high and looking up.  “It should save us all time.”


“I love being a living hang glider,” Kammi quipped, stretching out her wings.  “We can take off from that knob to the south.”


“Alright, I’ll let you guys get out of here,” Jenny said, patting Jirran.  “Be careful on the way home.”


“We will.  Gaia embrace you, Jenny,” Jirran replied, patting her on the shoulder with a single finger.


Jenny said farewell to each of them in turn, and then the five earth drakes jumped the fence, got a running start, and vaulted out over a steep drop-off on the south side of the fenced compound.  Kell’s wings caught the upward thermals blowing in from the ocean, then he banked gently to the west with Hinado hovering protectively over them.  The other drakes followed him down, where instead of landing on the shore, he glided directly out over the ocean, over a sailboat heading for port, and the saw a cluster of water dragons looking up at him.  He flared his wings out to stall a little, then folded them and dove smoothly into the water, then surfaced in the middle of the ten water dragons, eight drakes and two wyrms.  One of the drakes was Ralla, to whom he swam over.  “How did it go?” Ralla asked.


“Fairly well,” he answered.  “What’s going on back home?”


“Nothing good,” he replied.  “I just arrived to bring word, there was too much to send by magical message.  The chromatics found one of the air vents down into your city.”


“So that’s what they were looking for!” Kell said, slapping his wings on the water a little.  “What happened after that?”


“The earth dragons blocked it off from their side to keep the chromatics from sending anything down.  But they won’t find any other air vents.  Most of them are diffused fissures all through the caldera, according to Jukra, and the main air vent is actually the water tube, a lot of air comes in with the stream that pours down the tube.  There are only two real vents that the chromatics can find and exploit, and Jukra blocked them both.”

“Well, that’s good.  What else is going on?”


“There’s chaos among the chromatics right now,” he answered.


“You mean more than usual?”


“I mean they’re on the verge of fighting each other,” Ralla answered, and Kammi surfaced beside them.  “There’s a rift in the upper levels of chromatic society right now.  The council is dealing with a renegade chromatic elder that is openly defying them.  He was once on their council of ruling dragons, but resigned.  Well, he’s back, and he’s rallying the chromatics to sack the council chromatic and the rest of the ruling council, claiming that they’re acting against the best interests of all dragon kind…which is true.  The sages won’t take sides in either direction, so there’s no real guidance.”

“Holy Gaia,” Kell breathed, as Kammi gaped and Prisma hovered just over the water’s surface.


“Why won’t the sages intervene?” she asked.  “They wouldn’t permit that kind of infighting!”


“We don’t know, but they won’t support either side,” Ralla answered.  “The council chromatic has most of the older chromatics on his side, but this rebel has virtually all the younger chromatics backing him.  It seems that he teaches in their academy, and used his position to sway the youngers to his side.”


“It’s him?” Prisma gasped.  “Our professor?”


“I would guess so,” Ralla answered as Geon and Jirran joined them.  “He’s calling for the council chromatic and the council to step down, and in return, they’re trying to silence him.  Word is that the chromatics loyal to the council have orders to kill him on sight.”


“That doesn’t seem like it’s much of a match, if it’s the older chromatics against the younger ones,” Kammi noted.  “I mean, the older chromatics know a lot more magic, and since the four of us came out, didn’t it recharge them?”


“Not that much,” Prisma replied.  “You four coming out really only extended the time before magic fades.  The only ones who benefit from your being outside are dragons who are physically close to you.”


“Like us,” Shii said as she landed lightly in the water.


“Magic won’t restore to full strength until some nine days after all earth dragons come out from underground,” Prisma relayed.  “I had leisure to calculate the time before the conference, after conferring with Elder Hinado.”


“Well, I guess that gives the youngers more of a chance to overthrow their elders,” Kammi noted lightly.  “If the magic of the elders is weakened, it puts them on a more level playing field.”


“It’s not a good thing, Kammi,” Geon said grimly.  “If the chromatics are engaged in an internal power struggle, there’s no guarantee that they’ll accept our demands, and we will not come out until all dragons agree to them.  In reality, this dispute only helps the chromatics against accepting the agreement.”

“Just so,” Hinado agreed as he floated down near the water.  “With the chromatics divided, it stalls the peace process.  And we can’t afford that right now, not with the threat of the Chinese trying to invade the island.”


“We’ll have to move on without the chromatics for now,” Prisma sighed.  “Honored Jussa seemed quite competent in role of leader.  We should simply name him the new leader of the council of dragons and eject the chromatics until such time that they are united in common leadership, be whoever that is.  If anything, that will further infuriate the council chromatic, being removed from his own council, and give my revered teacher more of a chance to wrest power away from him.”


“I know that couldn’t be easy for you to say,” Kammi said compassionately, looking at Prisma’s grim expression.


“They are my people,” she said with stoicism.


“We can discuss this while we move,” Surral declared.  “We have to get the earth dragons back underground before sunrise.”


“True.  Farann, Dorrag, stay about a thousand dram up.  I’ll be higher up keeping watch.  Remember, the chromatics know the earth dragons are outside, so keep a high vigil, they may have scouts out looking for us to return,” he told the two circling fire dragons, then he shot high up into the sky with a single beat of his wings.

“Gather in so I can form the aura current,” Surral declared.


“I’ll assist, Patriarch.  This current needs be very fast,” one of the wyrms offered.  “We have to get back quickly if the chromatics know they are out.”


“I welcome your help, Vessall,” he replied immediately.


“On any hint of attack or trouble, I want all four of you to dive as deep as you can, do not worry about staying in the aura current at that point,” Shii ordered of the earth drakes.  “The water dragons will come to you quickly to grant you a breathing bubble.”


“We are in your care, Matriarch,” Geon told her.  “You heard her, younglings.  If you even think something is out of place, you dive.”


“No problem, esteemed council member,” Jirran replied.  “Matriarch chose us because she knows we can swim.”


“She chose you for that purpose, not me,” Geon chuckled.


“Let us finish forming our shielding so they can’t be scried,” the other water wyrm called.


“Alright.  As soon as we feel the scrying shields set, we’ll enact the current,” Vessall answered.
