Chapter 9


11 June 2017, 19:32 DMT; Lonely Rock, 41 miles southeast of Draconia

It had been over a thousand years since they’d called a council of this kind.


Every single fire dragon was in attendance, all 3,531 of them, elders, adults, juveniles, hatchlings, even 37 eggs carefully collected and carried away in slings, each dragon weighed down with shoulder satchels and sling packs with everything they owned that they didn’t want to lose…which was more shiny useless trinkets than actually useful tools.  Fire dragons were covetous as a rule, greedy for territory and greedy for the trappings that strength brought them, who considered their shiny gemstones and their treasures more important than their tools.  The island made it possible for them to all attend the council, for it was a tiny island that was dominated by an extinct volcano, and the shallow caldera allowed the elders to meet in the middle while the other dragons stood or sat along the rim and down the shallow sides


Hirrag and Sessara, the council members, sat on large boulders set for them in the middle of the caldera, the place of honor for the strongest of their kind.  They had won their council seats through trials of strength, defeating all challengers for the honor to be the highest-ranking fire dragons in their society.

Society…what had happened to it? Sessara pondered as she looked around at the elders gathered around their places of honor, the oldest and most powerful drakes and wyrms.  There had been a time when the fire dragons were mighty and proud, and had cultivated themselves both physically and culturally. They had read philosophy, had enjoyed music, had reaped the rewards of the tribute of food and coin and art from the humans who lived under their protection.  A fire dragon defended her territory ferociously, and so long as the humans within their territory submitted, paid them a tribute, they were defended along with the territory.  No bandit or thief would dare enter a fire dragon’s domain, and while they demanded much of their human thralls, they were free to live in peace and security.  No human needed to lock his door when he lived within the domain of a fire dragon.  Those were the stories that her ancestors had passed down over the years since they had come to the island…and had lost themselves to the chromatics.


That much was abundantly clear, even to a dim fire dragon like her.  They had allowed the chromatics to do their thinking for them, and it had damaged them.  They hadn’t had to think for themselves, and in a way, it stung at her fire dragon pride that she had allowed herself to be ruled by someone weaker than she.  The council chromatic was no match for Sessara in combat, and he knew it, so he relied on trickery and deceit, manipulation, deceiving the fire dragons into doing what he wanted…and tricking them into losing a part of themselves in the bargain.  The fire dragons were proud no longer.  They had gone so long without thinking for themselves, that now, when it mattered most, they had failed to do just that.  It had taken the generosity of their water dragon cousins to lead them to this place and share their catches with them, calming fears and filling bellies, which brought them to this moment.


“We have failed you, my brothers and sisters,” Sessara declared with simple dignity, but emotion in her voice.  “The chromatics have broken the sacred covenant, and in our arrogance, we failed to understand what they were doing.  We even unwittingly aided them in their deceit.  We, who believed we were the strongest of all dragons, allowed the chromatic to trick us.  For this shame, I will stand down as the fire drake of the council when, or if, it ever reforms, and allow a more worthy drake to take my place.  Such is my responsibility for failing my sacred obligations as a council member.”

“As will I,” Hirrag nodded.  “But until such time as the council reforms, we will continue to lead the dragons through this time of crisis.  A change of leadership now would do harm to our cause.  Is there any who challenge this viewpoint?” he asked in a booming voice.  When no fire dragon answered, he nodded.  “Then so be it.  We are here to decide on our next course of action.  Since this impacts every fire dragon, it is only fair and just that every fire dragon be present to listen to the debate.  There are too many of us for all to speak, but there will be time when we will come among you and listen to your concerns and your ideas.  This is the time that any idea may be brought forward to consider its worth,” he declared, looking at the dragons along the rim of the caldera.


“Clearly, our two most pressing concerns are food and shelter,” Hirrag boomed.  “Our water dragon cousins are graciously helping feed us, so food is not as much a concern as shelter.  Simply put, we have nowhere to go.  We have hatchlings to care for, eggs to tend, and the threat of the sky dragons to our young demands that we have proper shelter.  We adult dragons can handle staying outside in the elements, but our younglings need the shelter of a den, someplace too hot for a sky dragon to attempt to snatch our hatchlings.  Our eggs will fail to hatch strong dragons without a volcano’s heat to incubate them,” he grunted.  “But the conundrum is this; in order to find the shelter of a volcano, we may have to abandon the sea, and the generosity of the water dragons.  We may have to sacrifice our available food for shelter.”


“There’s only one place we can go,” one of the elder wyrms stated.  “The volcano to the north.  It’s the only one like ours, that is constantly erupting.  It’s the only place we can take our young so they will be safe.”


“But that volcano is squarely within human lands, and humans have access to it,” Sessara noted.


“This is a time of crisis, esteemed council member,” another elder said simply.  “And we fire dragons should have no fear of the humans.  We will take the volcano, and we will defend it!” he declared, which caused roars and stamping feet to echo off the walls as the fire dragons approved.

“And it’s close to the water, and the water dragons,” another called.  “It solves both our problems.”


“But it causes many others,” Hirrag declared.  “The humans are much like what you have seen on the TV,  my elders,” he warned.  “They are very clever now, and posses weapons that can do us harm.  Taking the volcano may not be easy if they decide to retaliate in force.  There are millions and millions and millions of them, my friend.  They can overwhelm us the way a hive of mite ants can overwhelm a single wood bee.  But, you are right about us needing that volcano,” he grunted.  “It is the only place we can take our young where the sky dragons can’t reach them.  Right now, our young must receive priority in all decisions.”


“So, the question is, how do we take the volcano without rousting the nest of humans that dwell around it?” an elder wyrm asked.


“We are fire dragons,” an elder drake declared adamantly.  “We are the strong, and the strong have right to take from the weak!”


“This is not a wise fight to pick, Furraa,” Sessara declared bluntly.  “For too long we’ve let the chromatics think for us.  This is not a time to think with our fangs.  The humans would be formidable foes if we fight them.  We will lose fire dragons, and right now, we can’t afford that…and I don’t think it needs come to that.  The human that the council summoned to the island seemed quite amenable.  I see no reason why we can’t talk to the humans.”

“Ask favors from the weak?” one elder gasped as the others gave Sessara a hard look.


“One human is weak.  An army of humans is strong,” she said simply.  “The code makes it acceptable to negotiate with a foe of unknown strength if a fight needs be avoided, and there is no telling how many humans they will send against us if we invade their island and take the volcano by force.  I was thinking of this for a while, and have something of an idea.  I was thinking that we could make a deal with the humans.  They allow us to stay on the volcano and offer up a tribute of food, and in return, we defend the island and its humans from all threats, as we did in olden times.  We can fashion dens for our younglings, incubation chambers for our eggs where it’s hot, and wait until we may return to the island.  Something tells me that we won’t be exiled from the island for long,” she mused, looking at Hirrag, who nodded.  “We need only stay on the human island for a short time.  The chromatics and sky dragons will have their paws full dealing with the earth dragons.  They may be small and weak, but they are very cunning,” she said, to which Hirrag nodded with a growling chuckle.  “We all underestimated them.  I could only see what they couldn’t do, and it blinded me to the things that they can do, things they’ve already used against the chromatics to bind their wings.  I think the earth dragons will beat them, and when they do, we can go home.”

“It has some potential,” an elder drake noted, looking at his fellows. “But we must talk about this some more.”

“As we should, Groll.  This is a problem that requires us to think, not to act.  And it has been too long since we have thought for ourselves, so we must carefully consider this idea before we make any decisions.  And any other idea that anyone might have that may work.”


“An idea, esteemed council member?” an elder wyrm called.


“Speak,” Hirrag shouted back.


“Why do we have to leave the island?  It is the chromatics and sky dragons that have done wrong, not us!  If anyone is to suffer for breaking vows, it should be them!  I say we return to the island, then we just separate ourselves from them until such time that they repent!”


“It has possibilities, mighty elder, but what do we do about food?” Sessara asked.  “The water dragons won’t return to the island.  They’ve made that clear.  And unlike the others, we can’t fish the sea, not with all that water,” she said with a shudder.  “If we fell in, we’d never get back out!”


“We eat here,” he answered.  “We ask the water dragons to bring their catches here, and we leave fire dragons here to defend the island against the sky dragons.  They may be fast, but they are no match for us if they must fight, and they know it.”


“The idea has potential,” an elder drake noted.  “And I agree with the mighty elder.  We are not the ones who have done wrong, so we should not be the ones to suffer.”


“What you overlook are the chromatics,” Hirrag grunted.  “They will be furious at our defiance, and you know how they are.  Any fire dragon on the island would be a target for vengeful chromatics, and I wouldn’t put it below them to attack our hatchlings, or even our eggs.  I would feel much safer removing our eggs and hatchlings to that other volcano, where the sky dragons and chromatics can’t reach them.”


“Then perhaps a combination of both ideas might be the best course of action,” Groll offered.  “A plan to remove our youngest and those in need of protection away from the island, while the strongest of us return and defend what is ours.”


“Even if we must fight?”


“It is they who have done wrong.  I would see such a fight as merely dispensing Gaia’s justice for breaking the covenant,” he said simply.  “But I doubt they’d have the courage to meet us in a contest of honor.  Not even the chromatics and their magic are a match for the strength of the fire dragons.”


That earned roars of approval, and even Sessara had to agree with the reasoning behind it.  They should return to the island, make it clear that they wouldn’t be driven from their volcano, but they also had to protect the hatchlings and the eggs.  Hirrag was right; she would not put it past the chromatics to destroy their eggs in petty revenge.  They were very spiteful creatures.  “It does have promise, but it’s not something we can decide quickly or rashly,” she declared, remembering what Jussa said to her.  “Let’s debate this idea before we make any decisions.  I’m sure that all of us together can bring about the wisdom to do the right thing, as long as we take our time.  There is no hurry.  Our eggs will be fine for now, and this island is safe enough.  Let’s take the time to do the right thing, not rush into an unwise decision.”


“Wisely spoken, esteemed council member,” Groll agreed.  “We do have time before we must act.  We should make the most of it.”

12 June 2017, 08:01 DMT; Sanctuary City

It was almost like old times.  All the field agents were reunited with Shale’s return from the surface, him helping the factory drakes.  Shale—Trekka now, since there weren’t any field missions anymore—was the oldest of all the field agents, and the largest…and he would have been looking at retirement within the next two years anyway.  He’d been preparing to retire and move into the department as a supervisor before all this happened, but that didn’t mean that he was one hell of a good computer programmer and very smart.  Trekka was also one of the most striking earth drakes, because his body was literally just two colors, black and brown, and he had no patches or lines.  His back, wings, and upper flanks were black, and the rest of him was brown, with a defined if jagged line of distinction that ran down his sides.  Unlike most earth dragons, his belly was brown, not tan.  That line was even on his neck and face, with his eyes and top of his snout black, and right at the corners of his maw, the line between brown and black started.  Trekka was the third best of the field agents when it came to computers behind Kell and Kammi, but in other aspects of being a field agent, he was better than them.  When they needed something hacked and they needed their best, they sent Kell.  When they needed something stolen and they needed their best, they sent Trekka.  He was called the black shadow by most in the department, almost like a ninja from the human stories and TV, able to sneak through formidable defenses and steal what he was after without leaving any trace of who did it.  It was that sneakiness they felt might be needed up top, so he’d been assigned to the factory workers bringing the last of the gear down.  If anyone could have entered the factories under the noses of the other dragons and stolen equipment without detection, it was Trekka.

The four of them and Girk, who was trying to ingratiate himself into the ranks of the field agents by virtue that he had been one for all of a couple of weeks, sat in a line in Ferroth’s new office, listening to their boss grumble and bluster at Kintel.  They were waiting for their assignments for the day, and Kammi couldn’t help but yawn.

“Am I keeping you awake, whelp?” Ferroth asked.


“Yep, you are, chief,” she replied cheekily.


“Gaia forbid I inconvenience you in any way,” he drawled, which made Kintel chuckle.  “What’s on the agenda?”


“More of the same,” Kintel replied, holding out a piece of slate and looking at it.  “We have some lines to run to some freshly dug burrows, and that’s it as far as our work goes.  Anthra already finished the plans for storing the food the invasion teams brought back, so we don’t have to worry about that.  We do have an update on the transmitter.”


“Any ideas about where we can put the dish?”


“Sella already placed it, and tied it into the datalines we have running out.  We just need to hook it up to a radio and see what we get.”

“Trekka, Girk, get that done,” Ferroth ordered.  “The transceiver’s in the server room.  Run it through server four on rack one and fire up the radio control program, don’t directly connect it to the dish.”


“Sure thing, chief,” Trekka nodded, and the two of them filed out. 


“That’s it for us, at least as far as department work goes,” Kintel announced.  “Everything else is just the daily inspections.”


“Jirran, you handle the PMI’s on today’s list,” Ferroth ordered.  “Kell, Kammi, you two handle running those new datalines.  Kintel, you’re today’s mobile repair tech.  We’ll set Varda as today’s board operator, and we’ll send the other drakes out to finish the connectivity tests on the lines we haven’t activated yet.  I know all of you want to start working on your own burrows, so as soon as you finish, you’re done for today.”


“Thanks, chief,” Jirran said with a grateful smile.


“I’m not the only one that can’t stand those little rooms,” Ferroth grunted, which made Kammi nod vigorously.  “Now that we’ve got everything more or less installed and in place, there won’t be as much work for us.  If we can get that satcom running we can get some work done keeping an eye on the humans, but that’ll be when we get the power back on.  And to be honest, unless Fredda asks for us, we’ll leave her alone.  That way we can do a little work for ourselves.”

“Sounds good to me,” Jirran said.  “I’ve already marked the tunnel wall where I’m going to dig out my burrow.”


“Smart move.  You moving back in with your family, Kell?”


“May as well,” he replied.  “Right now, we need to stay together.  We’re even picking this one up,” he said, nudging Kammi.  “We need a maid, you know.”


“Oh, funny, funny,” she retorted, which made them laugh.  “I’ll have you know that your parents asked me.  Clearly, they like me more than they do you, since they kicked you out!”


“Don’t start the fight until after you’re out of the office,” Ferroth warned, which made Jirran burst out laughing.


It only took about three hours to lay the new lines to several excavated burrows, working alongside one of the power drakes who was doing the same thing with the power lines, and after they were done, they returned to the burrow.  The others were out working, but Kell tracked Keth down, working on a tunneling gang, and talked about what he wanted done at the burrow, then he returned and the two of them got to work.  Kammi was moving a little slowly, still a bit sore from the day before, but what they were doing wasn’t all that demanding.  Keth had drawn up plans for the new burrow on a piece of flat rock in their sleeping chamber, and they used that as their guide.  Keth actually had quite a vision for the burrow, intending to dig out a ten chamber burrow where each of the hatchlings got their own sleeping chamber, and they had a large storage chamber for their possessions.  As requested by the engineering dragons, they were setting the waste rock out in the tunnel rather than trying to dispose of it themselves, and there was quite a bit of it by the time Kanna returned from her work.  She was surprised to see a new chamber almost fully dug out, Kell and Kammi bantering with each other as they clawed away the hard, sturdy igneous rock.  “So, this is what being a department drake is about, eh?” she noted.


Kell laughed.  “Chief let us off early so we could start on our burrows,” he told her.  “I think it’s his gentle hint that the civil management drakes want the rooms we’re using in the high rise back.”

“Gaia knows, we could use the storage space,” Kammi agreed.  “Patron told us where to dig, Matron, so if we’re digging in the wrong place, blame him.”


Kanna chuckled.  “No, you’re in the right place,” she assured them.


Jirran brought them the news as he came to visit after taking a break on his own burrow.  “They got the radio working,” he told them.  “We haven’t called the humans yet, but at least now we can.”


“Did they set it up for full satcom uplink?”


“They should have, why?”


“Because it makes it easier for us to let them know we’re at least back in touch,” he replied.  “Kammi, do me a favor and bring me my laptop.”


Kell opened it on the floor and sat down, the other drakes gathering around as he typed a series of text commands.  “Yeah, it’s up,” he noted, then he brought up his sat-hack utility.  It took him about three minutes to hack an uplink, and then he used his other utility to call Jenny’s cell phone.


“You know, we should have told chief we were doing this,” Kammi noted lightly.


“Surprise can be good for the circulation,” Kell murmured, which made Jirran chuckle.  He saw the call get picked up by an icon on his monitor, and then he heard Jenny’s voice.  “Hello?”


“Welcome from the grave,” Kell said dryly.


“Kell!  It’s so good to hear from you!” she gushed.  “Wait, how are you calling me?”


“Emergency power and a satellite dish,” he replied.  “We just wanted to let you know that we have at least partial communications back.  We can’t run this all the time, but if there’s an emergency of some kind, we can call you and let you know.”


“Well, that’s good.  Can we call you?”


“Not yet,” he replied.  “I told you, we can’t run the uplink all the time.  Eventually, you will, though.”


“That’s good to hear.  I just got out of a meeting,” she said, then she paused a moment.  “They’re already making all my plans for me.”

“What kind of plans?” Kammi asked.


“Who’s that?”


“Jenny, Kammi.  Kammi, Jenny,” Kell introduced.  “You know her as Jasper.”


“Ohhhhh, okay.  You owe us a new SUV, Jasper.”


She laughed.  “That was your fault, not mine,” she retorted lightly.


“Onyx is here too,” Kell noted.


“Hey Jenny.  Did Hatch’s hair ever grow back?”


She laughed.  “Yes, and is he ever pissed off at you,” she replied.


“It’s good to hear from you, Jenny,” Kanna called.


“Matron Kanna!  It’s so good to talk to you again!” she said happily.  “I hope everything went okay for you and the hatchlings?”


“Well enough.  We’re settling in here in our new burrow.  It’s going to take a lot of work, but it’s going to work out.”


“That’s very good to hear.  Anyway, I have to go home and tell Greg that we’re moving,” she sighed.


“Moving?  Where?”


“Hawaii,” she replied.  “Honolulu at first, but then I’ll be placed on a tiny little island about in the middle of the chain.  It’s about forty miles from the nearest fishing village.  The CIA has a safehouse there, a little mansion with all the amenities for hiding important people that expect a little luxury.  I got a new assignment that will completely detach me and my family from all of humanity in a mansion on an island five hundred miles from Honolulu.  And it’ll be all mine…whoopee,” she drawled.


“Why are they moving you?”


“Magic,” she replied.  “Whether I want to learn it or not, I just got volunteered to undergo magical training by the President himself,” she grunted.  “He’s the CIC, how can I say no?”


“So, what does that have to do with anything?” Jirran asked.


“Well, their plan is to move me out to that island out in the middle of the oceanic boondocks and entice Hinado into coming to teach me, you know, somewhere where he’ll feel comfortable.  They’re willing to bow to any conditions he demands.  There won’t even be anyone else on the island but me, Greg, and Davie.  Just the three of us, with visits by seaplane three times a week so they can deliver groceries and supplies.  Their ultimate plan is to move me to your island and have me be the ambassador from the human race, but they want me to start learning magic as fast as I can, so that’s where things stand.”


“So, you learn magic, then go back and try to teach other humans magic,” Kammi surmised.


“That’s what they’re hoping for,” she agreed.  “Be honest, guys.  Would Hinado go for an idea like that?”

“He may,” Kell speculated.  “Hinado’s always been something of a wild card, and he’d be a competent teacher.  You’ll have to deal with the language barrier until he learns English or you learn draconic, though.  There’s no magic that can translate languages, for some reason.”


“It’s because they’re based on thought, and magic can’t affect thought,” she replied.  “Well, your translation program will help with the language problem.  Olivia—Petrovski, she came up with a nifty little translation app for an Iphone based on your program.  You speak English into the phone, and it translates it into dragon.”


“Clever, Jenny, clever,” Kammi said appreciatively.


“It’s not entirely working right yet, at least we don’t think so,” she laughed.  “But give her a couple of weeks, and she’ll get it right.  I’ll have to resign from the Hunters,” she said wistfully.  “All those years I studied computers, and now I have to start all over again.”


“Nothing says you can’t study both,” Kammi told her.


“Yes, there is,” she replied.  “I know magic may be easier for the dragons, but I read that book, and shit,” she breathed, which made Kammi grin.  “It’ll be the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life!”

“That’s why I’m so glad we didn’t have to waste twenty years of our childhood in magic school,” Jirran chuckled.


“Oh, by the way, we may as well get you up to date on the island shenanigans, Jenny,” Kell noted.  “The water dragons withdrew from the island yesterday.”


“You said they were gonna.”


“Yes, but so did the fire dragons,” Kell told her.


“What?”


“It seems that the chromatic admitted to their faces that he broke the vows of the covenant, the oaths the dragons took when they formed the council,” he told her.  “I was a bit surprised when I heard about it last night myself, but it seems that the fire dragons finally found their backbones and defied the chromatic.  I guess being lied to was a bit too much for them.”


“So, should I warn the President about an incoming invasion of homeless fire dragons?”


“I think it would be a good thing to pass along,” he agreed.  “Right now, the fire dragons are meeting on a nearby uninhabited island, holding a council on what to do next.  Odds are, they’ll turn right back around and return to the island.  It’s not in a fire dragon’s nature to run from a fight, and they’ll want to defend their dens after what the sky dragons did to ours.  I’m not sure if they’ve thought through how they’re going to eat, since the chromatics won’t share the food they have with them, but fire dragons aren’t exactly known for forward thinking or problem solving.”


“Oh dear, is there going to be fighting?”


“That’ll depend on the chromatics,” Jirran answered.  “As long as the chromatics don’t push the fire dragons, the fire dragons won’t attack.  In their eyes, they want to keep their distance from the sky dragons and chromatics, because they believe that Gaia will lower the boom on them for breaking the covenant.  The fire dragons might try to take the food, though, and if that happens, there might be a confrontation.  I hope not,” he grunted.  “As things stand right now, we can all return to the island with a wary truce.  But if the fire dragons and the chromatics start fighting, it may permanently destroy the peace.  The chromatics would never forget the insult, and their spite would turn it into an eternal feud with the fire dragons.”

“Well, I’ll warn the President,” Jenny said.  “What about the sky dragons?”


“They won’t tangle with the fire dragons unless they have no other choice,” Kell answered.  “Sky dragons may be fast in the air, but their lightning actually does about nothing to a fire dragon.  Much as we are highly resistant to fire dragon breath, the fire dragons are highly resistant to sky dragon breath.  The only way they could fight would be with magic or with fangs and claws, and the fire dragons outmatch them in those areas.”

“So, it’d just be the chromatics against the fire dragons?”


“Yeah, and chromatics aren’t exactly geared for fighting,” Kammi answered.


“And the water dragons are gone?”


“Most of them.  A couple dozen are staying close to the island in case we need them,” Kell answered.   The satcom icon started to flash red.  “We’re out of time, Jenny, they’re killing the uplink,” he said.  “Someone will call back soon to keep you up to date.”

“I’m not the one you should be calling,” she chuckled.


“If I’m making the call, it’ll be to you,” Kell retorted.  “And we gotta go.  Good luck.”


“You too.”


He killed the call about a second before he lost the uplink, the satellite going out of range.  “Alright, break’s over,” he declared.  “Let’s get back to work.”

12 June 2017, 19:12 EDT; The White House

Jenny hung up the phone and leaned back in the chair in the employee dining room, pondering this turn of events.  If the fires and chromatics got into a war, it could very well permanently shatter the island.  Kell was right in that the chromatics had the petty spitefulness required to turn any fighting between them into an enduring, eternal feud, and with them at odds, it would prevent the dragons from coming back together after the earth dragons starved the chromatics into submission.


She just had to hope that the fire dragons knew what they were doing.


She got up and went back upstairs after asking to see President Walker, and came in while he was eating in their residence dining room with his wife.  “Sorry to disturb your dinner, Mister President,” she said, “but Kell just called me.”


“How?”


“A portable generator and a satellite dish,” she answered.  “They’ve rigged up some emergency power, and they were testing their satcom system by calling me.”


“So that’s why that water dragon asked for that SEAL comm unit,” he mused.


“Just about.  He gave me some news we need to know.”


“I’m listening,” he said, putting down his fork.


“The water dragons left the island yesterday,” she began.  “And in a bit of a surprise, the fire dragons did as well.  Kell said that the chromatic admitted to their faces that he’d been lying to them, and they were angry enough to withdraw from the council.  He said that right now, the fire dragons are all on a nearby island, debating what to do next.  What it means for us, sir, is we’d better consider the possibility that the dragons reveal themselves to the general population.  If they don’t return to their island, I know where they’re going to go.”


“Where?”


“Kilauea,” she answered.  “It’s the only other actively erupting volcano in the Pacific right now, and that’s where fire dragons prefer to live.  There’s a very good chance that they might take over the volcano.  And that volcano is smack dab in the middle of one of the most populated islands in the chain,” she reminded him.  “There’s no earthly way they’ll move in and not be noticed.”

“You’re sure?”


“Sure enough to advise you to start up the contingency plans for public exposure,” she told him.  “If they have nowhere to go, no food, no dens, it only stands to reason that they’ll head for the one place they think they can get both food and shelter, the kind of shelter they prefer.  If I were you, sir, I’d put a contact team on that volcano and start the contingency plan.”


“I’ll give it some serious thought, Major,” he nodded.


Julia gave her a curious look.  “I had a question, Major,” she prompted.

“Yes, ma’am?”


“I read that book on magic, and a couple of things crossed my mind.  Why don’t the dragons just make food with their magic?”


“They can’t,” she replied.  “Magic can’t create anything alive.  Food may not be alive, but it was alive.  It’d be more specific to say that magic can’t create anything organic.  They might be able to change a tree into a giant potato and eat that, but they can’t create food out of nothing, and they can’t change rocks into food either.  Magic can’t create anything organic, and it can’t change anything organic into something that’s not.  That’s why the earth dragons have always farmed.  The only way dragons can get food is the same way we do.  Farm it, buy it, or steal it.”


“Ohhh, okay.  That does make a sort of sense,” she noted.  “But that does open up my other question to a different interpretation. Let me find the notes I made about it.”


Jenny wasn’t surprised that Julia Walker had read that highly classified book.  She was a very smart lady, and the President considered her to be one of his closer advisors.  She knew almost everything that went on in the White House.


“Then I guess there’s a slight change in plans,” Walker decided.  “Major, I’ll make arrangements for you and Kent to be near the volcano for the next couple of weeks. I also want your Hunter team to be on hand, just in case.  They know you, you know them, so they can keep you safe.  I’ll tell Yancy to get them ready for deployment.”


“That’s kind of you, sir.  I really don’t want to resign from the Hunters.”


“Well, you have other duties now, Major, but that doesn’t mean I can’t find ways to keep them close,” he smiled.


Julia Walker was rifling through a small steno notebook, then she tapped it.  “Here’s the other thing I was curious about,” she said.  “According to the rules of magic, magic can’t change something living into something dead…something organic into something inorganic.”


“Well, yes.”


She was quiet for a long moment, looking at her steno pad.  “And the earth dragons don’t use magic.  Very, very interesting,” she breathed, tapping the end of her pen against her chin.  “There’s something there.  Some kind of mystery, or connection.”

“How do you mean?”


“From what I just heard, earth dragons shouldn’t be possible,” she told them evenly.  “I mean, their tail spikes are a complete impossibility.  There’s no process in all of biology that would allow a complex animal like a dragon grow crystals like that out of its body.  Maybe some forms of microbes could do it, form basic crystals on a molecular level, but not something that highly evolved producing crystals that large and complex, not from a purely biological standpoint.  But, what you just said means that it’s also an impossibility through magic,” she noted.  “You just said that magic can’t change something alive into something dead, and I don’t think those crystals are or were living things,” she pondered.  “You said that they have the consistency of diamond?”


“As hard as,” she replied.  “I saw Kell drive one three feet into a volcano, so it had to be way harder than the rock it split.”


“So, it comes back to the mystery of just how they grow the spikes,” she mused.


“Well, their color leads me to believe that it has something to do with their blood.  Maybe they’re made from elements in their blood, and they just pick up the color when red blood cells get trapped in the lattice.  That or they’ve got pure iron interlaced into them, which is also possible.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t answer my question,” she said in a low tone.  “There’s something…different about the earth dragons.  I can’t quite put my finger on what it is, but there’s something about them in all the material I’ve read that just prickles at me like nettles.  They’re nothing like any other form of life on this planet, as different from us as they are the other dragons.  They are…unique.  That has a significance…I just can’t figure it out yet.  I need more information.  Jenny, be a dear and learn everything you can about earth dragons for me, will you?” she asked lightly.


Jenny laughed.  “I’ll get right on it, ma’am,” she replied.  “Well, I’d best be on the way home, sir.  I have to break the bad news to Greg.”


“I’m sure he won’t mind moving to Hawaii all that much, Major,” Walker chuckled.


“He will when he finds out where you’re ultimately putting us,” she remarked.


“Maybe, but he’s a trooper, Major, you said so yourself.  He’ll do it for love of country…and being treated to all the trappings of the idle rich for a few years.  I’m sure he’ll cope,” he said dryly.


“Only during football season,” Jenny replied, which made Walker laugh.


15 June 2017, 17:41 DMT; Sanctuary City

Jirran was right in the civil management team wanting them out of the high rise.


Actually, it was a city-wide campaign to get drakes into their own burrows and out of public areas.  In the three days since calling Jenny, Kell and Kammi had had more and more time to work on the burrow, while the rest of the family focused on helping the city as a whole by burrowing out new tunnels, new chambers.  Kanna was still working on the waste rock team, but Keth was now working with the drilling team, using power drills to burrow out pipes directly through the solid rock, just running the water through the holes and bolting external pipes to the walls.  The basalt through which they burrowed was impermeable to water, so it precluded the need to run pipes through the holes they drilled, just used the holes themselves.  Jukra would have much preferred to use steel piping to further reinforce those drilled holes, but that was one thing in which they were in short supply.  Steel was a scarce resource for them right now, so they had to make due without it.  They intended to go back and pipe out the holes when they had the pipes to do it, but until then, what they were doing would work.

It wasn’t as easy as just setting up a drill, though.  Since they were so deep underground, any hole had to be carefully planned out after geological surveys of the area would ensure that even something as small as a water pipe hole wouldn’t cause a collapse.  Kell and Kammi’s digging out of the burrow was similarly planned, using certain techniques that would keep the walls strong, and vaulting and arching the ceiling so it could bear the tremendous weight of the rock above without collapsing.  While other dragons learned about magic, earth dragons learned about digging, construction, and subterranean architecture, so what they were doing in their burrow was simply common knowledge through all earth dragon society.  Any adult earth dragon could dig out a stable burrow, even when they were so deeply underground.


Kell and Kammi had both moved into the burrow.  They’d dug out their own rooms, each of them digging a spacious sleeping room with a small workshop off of it.  An earth dragon could dig fairly fast, and if he or she had several hours of time, it wasn’t that hard to dig out a room a day…or even two rooms a day if they weren’t that large.  They didn’t do all the work alone, though.  When the family returned from their shifts, they put in some time on the digging themselves.  They’d moved all their things into their rooms, and had dug out three more of the six chambers on Keth’s blueprint.

What they were doing was going on everywhere.  Dragons that had yet to get a burrow were digging out their own, and combined with the continued expansion of the city, it put the water dragons that had stayed to help them in a bit of a surly mood.  They had to dispose of all that waste rock, and it was the water dragons that were carting it out into the deep water and dumping it in a continuous cycle that lasted during the night hours, when the sky dragons couldn’t see what they were doing.  Sella made sure to smack him at least once every time she saw him.  But it did start moving camping dragons out of the main cavern, as they dug out enough to move into their own burrows, then continued to expand them as they were doing, making them not just roomy, but comfortable.  Most dragons grumbled at not having proper earth to form a sleeping mound, sleeping on crushed-up waste rock, rendered into a nearly sand-like fine gravel, which made the sleeping mounds soft and comfortable, but it just wasn’t the same.  Rock sand didn’t have the same smell, the same feel, as the natural earth.  But, aside from those little cosmetic annoyances, the burrows were expanding, the city was nearly complete, and things were looking promising.  Within maybe two weeks, they’d be done with the planned excavations, leaving only the personal burrows to be dug, and the work would shift from building they city to making it thrive.


All those earth dragons wouldn’t have much to do once the digging was finished, but Anthra and Geon weren’t going to let everyone just lay around and be lazy.  For one, every dragon had to attend English classes, which would be taught by the department…and they’d have more than just earth dragons there.  Most of the water dragons wanted to attend those classes, understanding that being able to speak at least one human language might be very useful if they encountered ships at sea.  All dragons would also have a job, rotating through the possible occupations in a two week on, two week off system that made everyone work, but also bowed to the reality that there were far more dragons than there were jobs.  Drakes like Kell and Kammi already had jobs and would work every day, but others would be on gangs that would inspect every tunnel for cracks and possible damage, for example.  Antha and Geon were more or less inventing busy work for drakes to undertake just so they had something to do, since earth dragons were not used to having nothing to do.  They needed work if only to keep up morale.  The builders and the tunnelers and the power drakes would have apprentices to learn the basics of their specializations, forming reserves of dragons that could be called up to respond to emergencies.  Some drakes would be helping build the factories underground, and once they were finished, they’d be working in them.


Anthra had even contacted Keth about teaching other drakes their family specialty, underwater excavation.  Keth wasn’t sure he wanted to train other drakes in their family art, since those drakes may steal their jobs once things went back to normal, but the cistern had proved that only having three drakes with that kind of specialized knowledge was not a very good thing.  Keth’s family had always been the go-to drakes when it concerned underwater digging, and despite his concern, they still would be.  For one, most dragons didn’t have their conditioning.  Keth and Kanna could hold their breath nearly five times longer than the average earth drake, and that meant that even if some other drake had his expertise, they simply couldn’t do the work as fast as he could.  Keth and Kanna had gotten back into trim in that regard, able to stay under four or five minutes at time and still do heavy work, but even they bowed to Kell’s superiority in that regard.  Thanks to his deep friendship with Sella and daily need to hold his breath for long periods of time when he went swimming with her, Kell had taken training himself for holding his breath to the extreme.

And Kammi was now starting it.  He’d caught her holding her breath while digging a few times earlier, trying to toughen up…and at least it was safer to practice up here, where she could just exhale and not drown.  It was how he did it when he was a hatchling, after Sella, Ralla, and Kii started to tease him about not being able to stay down very long.


Kammi finished up the last part of the far corner as Kell scored an arch in the wall that would be a short tunnel leading to what would be their storage chamber, but their next project was the small sleeping chambers for the hatchlings.  They were very excited about it and a little nervous at the same time, since they all currently still slept on the same sleeping mound, sleeping as a clutch, which earth dragons did.  But they were old enough now to sleep alone, a sign of their maturation.


These things had very specific timing based on earth dragon culture, based on the growth of the hatchlings.  Kitta had just started to bud her eighth spike, and that was the sign that it was time for the hatchlings to get their own rooms.  When they budded their ninth spike, which would be in about ten years, they’d start their digging training…though the hatchlings already knew a great deal about digging, as most earth dragon hatchlings did.  The parents started teaching them long before they took formal classes.  The last seven spikes all budded fairly quickly after that, about one a year, until they budded their seventeenth and final spike and would be considered juveniles, which was when earth dragons entered what humans would call pubescent growth spurts, growing and becoming sexually mature.  About fifteen years after that, they’d be considered adults.


He sometimes wondered if Jenny would be shocked to know that the hatchlings were around twenty years old as humans counted it.  They’d be considered adults around the age of 50.  Kell hadn’t been officially released until he was 52, but that was more due to an overprotective mother than anything else.  He’d spent six years training to be a field agent, and had been doing field missions for six years.  He wasn’t finished growing yet, drakes didn’t actually stop growing until they were about 80, but what he’d grow until then would be negligible, just topping out.  He’d grow maybe a half a foot higher, maybe a foot longer, and that would be it.  Kell would be a very small drake all his life…but among earth drakes, that wasn’t seen as a disadvantage or a social stigma.  Earth dragons saw the value of small dragons among them, because they were a subterranean species.  Smaller drakes had an easier time of it in confined spaces.


But at least he wasn’t going to be the smallest.  That would probably be Kammi.  She was a very petite little drake, and she was only a couple of years younger than him.  She’d finished most of her growing.


Kammi.  He’d found himself glancing over at her from time to time.  She was an obnoxious little thing, cheeky and irritating, but she’d always been a good friend of his, a drake mature enough to discuss the intricacies of doing a Linux install but still young enough to play like a hatchling.  But…she was, well,  growing on him.  He couldn’t quite explain it.  He’d gotten so used to her being around, it was weird when she wasn’t. She’d always been a good friend, but he’d never…missed her before.

Kell finished scoring the wall and helped her sweep up the smaller bits of debris, some of which they’d crush to add to sleeping mounds, using their tails to gather it all up.  “Where are the others, they’re usually back by now,” Kell fretted.


“Lazy, lazy, trying to get others in to finish up the work,” she teased.


He whacked her with his tail, sending a plume of dust, which made her laugh.  “Sella and Ralla are supposed to be coming to eat dinner with us.  They’re bringing tuna.”


“Then I’m glad I’ve already moved in,” she grinned.


“We’re not giving you any.  It’s only for drakes that matter,” he replied airily.


“I’ll just take yours, since you’re too wussy to stop it,” she taunted.


“Oho, who’s the little fire drake now,” he replied, which made her laugh.


Kitta and Kav bounded into the room they’d just finished, looking around.  Kitta’s newest tail spike had grown nearly ten centimeters since that morning, and Kav was glaring jealously at it.  “Wow, you finished already,” Kitta proclaimed.


“We’ve had almost all day to work on it, little sister,” Kell answered.  “How was your day?”


“I learned how to arch a ceiling today,” she said proudly.  “Are you going start teaching us English today?”


“Well, I guess we could, after dinner,” Kammi answered for him.


“What about you, Kav?”


“I spent all day running around, delivering messages.  But, I know my way around really well now,” he said.  “And I have a message for you, big brother.  Ferroth is joining us for dinner.”


“He heard about the tuna,” Kammi mused, which made Kell laugh.


“Probably,” he agreed.


Konn bounded in a moment later, just in front of Kanna.  She looked a little dusty, from hauling waste rock, her monotone hide and scales duller than usual.  “Mother,” Kell nodded.  “We’ll start on the hatchlings’ new sleeping chambers tomorrow.”


“Good, good, they need them,” she said, patting Kitta on the head, which made her beam.  “My little hatchlings are growing up so fast!”


“When will our spikes grow in?” Konn asked, a bit jealously.


“Well, it usually took me nearly three weeks to get my new spike after my brothers got theirs,” Kell mused, trying to sound neutral as Kanna’s eyes tightened.  Even after so many years, she could hardly bear to talk about her lost children.  And since his younger siblings were almost the age that Kib and Kou had been when they died, it probably made it even worse for her.  “Just be patient, it’ll grow soon.”


“Good, because Kitta’s been an arrogant little jerk since she budded,” Konn declared, which made Kitta gasp.


“You take that back!” she demanded.


“Nuh-uh,” he replied, and then he was fending her off as she slammed into him, the two of them rolling around on the floor.  Kanna let them scrap, since it was their business, and they weren’t really all that serious about fighting anyway.


Earth drake hatchlings were very rambunctious.


Sella and Ralla arrived with yoke baskets filled with tuna, both of them moving a little fast.  “We had a pack of drakes following us,” Ralla laughed as he hunkered down to set the baskets down, then back out from under the yoke bar.  “They could smell the tuna, I suppose.”

“We made sure to tell them that we’re simply paying back a debt we incurred before the evacuation,” Sella said lightly.  “And you should be ready to be very popular for the next couple of days, Kanna.”


She smiled.  “Most likely.”


Ferroth arrived along with Keth, the two of them talking, and he was more than happy to take a place at the serving table, a low affair that let them sit and use their forepaws that Kell had built just the day before.  Kell could tell that he had something on his mind, but the age-old tradition of not discussing matters of importance while eating stayed him.  When they were done, however, he put his elbows on the table and looked around at them.  “What I’m about to say doesn’t leave this burrow,” he told them, which caused everyone to fall silent.  “The fire dragons have made their decisions about what they’re going to do.”


“And?” Kammi asked eagerly.


“They’re splitting up,” he replied.  “Most of them are returning to the island to hold their territory, which will make things very stressed up there.  The water dragons agreed to help feed them, secretly, so there won’t be any warfare over the stockpiles of food.”


“What are the others going to do?”


“Tomorrow, fifty adult fire dragons are flying to Mount Kilauea, Hawaii, with all their younglings, hatchlings, and eggs,” he replied grimly, which caused a round of gasps.


“Kilauea?  That’s right smack in the middle of most of the population of Hawaii!” Kell protested.


“They know.  They want the volcano to protect their hatchlings from any sky dragon reprisals.  So, a group of fifty fire dragons are herding their younglings and carrying their eggs to the volcano.  It’ll take them most of tomorrow to fly up there.  Needless to say, this is going to cause any number of potential disasters.  A couple score hungry fire dragons in unfamiliar territory, surrounded by trigger happy humans?  It’ll be a nightmare.

“Or at least it could be,” he said.  “Kell, Anthra and Geon have asked me to ask you to do something equal parts important and insane.”


“They want me to go up there?” he asked, almost in disbelief.  “With the entire sky dragon population after my head, they want me to go outside?” he demanded.


“Absolutely not!” Kanna stated adamantly.  “They’ll attack him the instant he comes out of the water!”


“Which would you rather have, whelp?  Your personal safety, or the fire dragons rampaging across the big island?” he asked pointedly.  “You don’t think Anthra and Geon understand the danger it poses for you?  They do.  But the simple fact of the matter, Kell, is that you’re the only one that can do it.  Sure, there’s some hundred and six earth dragons that speak English, but none of them can swim the way you can.  We thought about sending Jirran, but if the sky dragons attack, you’re the only earth drake that stands any chance at all of surviving if you get separated from your water dragon guide.  You’re the only earth dragon that can make the swim to Hawaii.  Gaia’s toenails, whelp, you’re the only one that could find it.   Most earth dragons don’t know how to navigate, since they don’t need to.  The simple truth is, you’re the only one we have.  We need someone to beat the fire dragons there and arrange things so the humans let them have their space, barter some agreements.


“We know it’s asking a lot of you, whelp.  You’re the ones the sky dragons are after.  But you can save a lot of humans and a lot of fire dragons if you can be there to prevent a war.”


Kanna looked furious, Keth looked unhappy, and Sella and Ralla looked a bit shocked, but Kell ignored them all.  As much as it would be dangerous, he couldn’t deny Anthra and Geon’s logic.  There was the chance that the earth dragon that went would get separated from the water dragon guiding him, either by sky dragon attack, a storm, or just bad luck.  If that happened, most earth dragons would drown long before they got back to dry land…and they were right that Kell could find the islands by swimming.

“Anthra wanted me to ask you to do this, Kell.  They’re not going to order you.”


Kell was silent a long moment.  “How long would I be there?”


“Just long enough to make the arrangements,” he replied.  “Your human friend, Jenny, she’s already on Hawaii.  If you show up, she’ll be in front of you in ten minutes.  Just get there, translate, make an agreement between the fire dragons and the humans, then come back.  We talked to Surral, and he agreed to take you.”


“Us.  He’ll take us,” Kammi declared, giving Ferroth a hard look.  “This is way too dangerous for just Kell. He’ll need another earth dragon there to watch his back.”


“There’s a reason we feel Kell’s the only one that can do this, whelp,” Ferroth said bluntly, staring at her.  “You wouldn’t survive the swim.  Kell’s the only dragon on this island not a water dragon that can even make the swim.  You’d drown somewhere out in the open ocean, Kammi, and you know it.  Surral will be there, and his defensive magic will be just as much use to Kell as you would be.”


“I can’t believe you’re considering this, young one!” Kanna protested, looking at him with her heart in her eyes.  “It’s suicidal!  The sky dragons will attack you, even there!”


“Anthra and Geon are right, mother,” he sighed.  “I’m the only one that speaks English that can make the swim.”


“Sella speaks English, and the sky dragons aren’t trying to kill her!” Kanna declared, looking at Sella.


“And Sella doesn’t have the extensive experience dealing with humans face to face that a field agent has,” Ferroth pointed out.  “She’d be just fine if she only had to deal with Jenny, but Jenny won’t be the only human she’ll have to deal with.”

“Fine, then four of us go,” Sella stated calmly.  “Patriarch can guide Kell, and I’ll take Kammi.  I can carry her all the way to Hawaii.”


“And if she somehow gets separated from you?  Are you willing to accept that responsibility, Sella?” Ferroth asked pointedly.  “Her life will be in your paws.  If she gets stranded out in the open ocean, she’ll die.”


“There will be two water dragons with her, I’m absolutely positive she’ll make it,” Sella said simply.  “And I agree with her in this matter.  Kell cannot go alone.  He cannot go with only Patriarch either, since he doesn’t speak complete English.  And four pairs of eyes are much better than one.”


“We’ll keep Kell safe, Matron, don’t you worry,” Kammi said in a gentle voice to Kanna, who looked about ready to flip the table over and tackle Kell to the floor to keep him from leaving. “I’ll protect him.”

“As will I.  He is my deepest, dearest, oldest friend,” Sella said with an eloquent nod towards Kanna.  “If he needs me, I will be there for him.”


“Not just you, sister,” Ralla declared.  “I’ll go too.  I speak passingly decent English.”


“We can’t have an entourage.  Kell will be safe enough once he’s on the island.  It’s just getting him there and getting him back that will be dangerous,” Ferroth declared.


“Well, it’s the five of us or no deal,” Kammi told Ferroth with surprising vehemence.  “If you say no, I’ll lock Kell in the back room of the burrow and I’ll whip his tail if he tries to get out.”


“You and me both!” Kanna agreed vociferously.


“Why are you so twisted up about this, whelp?”


“Because you’ve either made Kell or asked Kell to do all your dirty work, and it’s not fair,” she retorted.  “He’s the one you sent to make contact.  He’s the one Anthra and Geon laid out like bait on a platter for the council, and now he’s the one you want to risk his neck when the entire sky dragon population wants to tear his head off.  It’s about time someone stood up for him, since he’s too much of a wuss to stand up for himself.”


“Doing what has to be done isn’t being a wuss,” Kell told her, a bit surprised at how serious she was.  “But, if you’re that serious, then alright.  Ferroth, tell Anthra and Geon that I’ll do it.  We’ll swim there, make arrangements, then swim back.  The five of us,” he said, looking at his water drake friends and nodding.


“Alright then.  We’ll make this up to you, Kell, I promise,” Ferroth told him.  “We do understand that you’ve done most of the digging ever since all this started, but it’s your fault for being so damn dependable,” he grunted.  “You need to leave as soon as you can.  It’s going to be a very long swim since you’ll have Kammi with you, and you only have about twenty-six hours before the fire dragons arrive.  That will barely give you enough time to get to the island.”

“No it won’t, but we do need to get there as early as we can,” Kell said, standing up.  “Call Jenny and warn her that we’re coming and that the fire dragons are coming, and where they’re going.  The humans have to be ready for when they show up in the sky.  Sella, go find Patriarch and have him meet us at the lava tube in about an hour.  We’ll leave then.”


“Alright,” she nodded, standing up and filing out. Ralla followed her.  Ferroth gave Keth and Kanna a glance, then he too left the burrow.  Kell immediately went over to Kanna and reared up on his hind legs, putting his forepaws on her shoulders.  “I’ll be alright, mother,” he told her gently.  “I’ll have the pod with me, and once we’re on land, Kammi will watch my back for me.  We won’t be there long, and despite what chief thinks, it won’t be all that dangerous to swim there.  We won’t even surface until we’re a hundred kilometers from the island.  Remember, Ralla and Surral know how to do that air bubble thing, we’ll never be where the sky dragons can see us.”


“But it’s insane, my youngling, them asking you to do something so dangerous!” she protested.


“I know, but think of the consequences if I don’t.  We need the humans, mother.  If we need more food, they’re the only ones that can bring enough of it to us to hold out.  If the fire dragons destroy the relationship we’ve made with them, we may face the prospect of either returning to the surface as slaves or starving to death down in these tunnels.  And I don’t want to see either thing happen to you or the hatchlings.  I’m doing this to protect us as much as the fire dragons, or the humans for that matter.”


She looked stricken, then reared up on her back legs herself, putting her head over his, and nuzzled him so hard he almost fell over backwards.  “I hate your logic!” she said, which made Kammi laugh despite herself.  “If you must do this, my dear youngling, then go swiftly and be careful!  Oh, please be careful!”

“I will, I promise,” he told her.


“There is such a thing as being too willing to be the sacrificial lamb, my youngling,” Keth said sternly as they shared a nuzzle.  “But do be careful, and come back to us well and whole.”


“That’s the plan, sire,” he replied.  He got gang tackled by the hatchlings, Kammi made her rounds with his parents and siblings, and then he and Kammi left the burrow.  “And what possessed you to volunteer for something this crazy?” he asked her once they were in the tunnel, heading for the department so he could gather what he’d need for the trip.


“Just what I said.  You don’t have to do this alone.  This is way too dangerous for one drake, so here I am.”


“Even though you’ll never make it to Hawaii if we somehow get separated from the pod.”


“Now you just made this a challenge,” she told him in a surprisingly serious voice.


Anthra and Geon were at the department when they arrived, and they apologized about fifty times as Kell gathered up a shoulder satchel.  “We tried to think of anyone else we could send, Kell, but the dangers just disqualified everyone else,” Geon apologized.  “We didn’t want this to turn into a suicide mission.”

“It won’t be,” Kammi told them.  “If you’d have thought it through, you’d realize that any of the field drakes could have performed the mission.  But you didn’t.”


“Whelp,” Ferroth warned.


“No, she has right to rebuke us,” Anthra sighed.  “We did think that the field agents could perform the mission, Kammi, but the risk of you drowning out in the open sea should disaster befall you made it prohibitively dangerous.  Kell is the only one among us that can make the swim unaided.  He’s the only one for whom it wouldn’t be a death sentence.”


“Yeah, until some sky dragon hunting for dolphins sees him surface, then he’d be a dead drake,” she said harshly.


“Right now, young one, that is a danger to any earth dragon the sky dragons see,” Geon said bluntly.  “Our sole reasoning was that if any earth drake was put in that position, alone and stranded in the open ocean with sky dragons hunting him, Kell would have the best chance to escape.  He can swim for kilometers underwater before having to surface, something none of the rest of you can manage.  We did think this through carefully, young one.  And we picked the drake we felt had the best chance to survive if things went wrong.”


“Well, I don’t have to like it, so I’m going with him,” she told them.  “He’ll need a pair of eyes watching the sky once he’s up on land and exposed to the air, and I’m going to be the one protecting him.”


“But think of the danger, Kammi.  If you get lost—“


“It will be more dangerous for him if I’m not there,” she cut Anthra off.  “We’ll have three water dragons with us to help us get there and back.  I think they can do the job.”


“She already threatened to lock Kell in a room if we don’t say yes, so just go with it,” Ferroth told them.


“My, you’re that serious about this, Kammi?” Anthra asked.


“Yes,” she declared resolutely.


Kell and Kammi gathered up what they thought they might need and put them in the sealed, watertight shoulder bags, then received a final briefing from Ferroth.  “Alright, here’s Hawaii,” he said, pointing at a map. “And here we are,” he pointed, indicating their island, which laid south-southeast of the island chain.  “It’s going to be a very long and tiring swim—“


“No it won’t.  We’ll have Surral with us, so I expect to get there in about twelve hours.”


“Twelve?  That’s it?” Kammi asked.


“About that,” Kell nodded.  “You don’t know what water dragons can do in the water, Kammi.  Trust me.”


“Once you’re there, make your way immediately to the volcano,” he told them, changing to a close-up of Hawaii and tapping the volcano with a clawtip.  “Your best approach is here, along these lava flows left over from the major eruption they had last year.  You’ll be in the open, but you’ll have the lowest chance of encountering any humans.  Most of those lava flows are still too hot for the humans to tolerate them, but they’re more than within earth dragon tolerance.”


“Just have Jenny meet us at a beach somewhere,” Kammi countered.


“I would if I could get hold of her,” he grunted.  “We have no communications right now. Shii’s checking to make sure the sky dragons didn’t find the dish.  If we get Jenny before you arrive, I’ll just tell her where you intend to make landfall and she’ll meet you there.  If she’s not there, then make contact with Jenny on your way to the volcano using a tablet.  There are wifi points you can detour and reach here, here, here, here, and here,” he tapped, hitting villages and individual businesses not far from the lava flows.  “If Jenny’s not there to meet you, go for one of those nodes and try to get in touch with her. Once you do get in touch with her, follow her instructions if they make sense, but if you feel they’ll put you in too much danger, then head for the volcano and be there for when the fire dragons start to arrive.


“First and foremost, whelps, I want you to be safe.  Try to minimize contact with civilian humans as much as possible, there’s no telling how they’re going to react to you.  When you’re on the island, you keep one eye on where you’re going and the other in the sky, and stay alert.  Remember that it’ll be daylight when you get there, and a sky dragon cruising over the islands may take a shot at you.  And don’t dawdle.  You go there, you make contact with Jenny, you negotiate a treaty to let the fire dragons stay there with their eggs and young, then you come back.  I don’t want you there for more than two hours after the fire dragons arrive.  You’re not there to be their live-in translator, you’re there to prevent any violence, and that’s it.  Don’t let the fire dragons hold you there, and don’t let the humans talk you into staying either.  Understand?”


“Perfectly, chief,” Kell said as Kammi nodded.


“Good.  Kammi, you do what the water dragons tell you to do when you’re in the water, no matter how silly you think it might be.  That is their domain, and in their domain, you bow to their wisdom without your usual backtalk.  Understand?”


She gave him a slightly hard look, but nodded.


“Kell, it’s your head they want the most, so you do everything you can to keep it on your neck.  Always keep your own personal safety as your main priority at all times.  If you come back with so much as a scratch, I think Kanna might spike me.”


“She will,” Kell said without humor.


“Then save us both and maintain constant vigilance,” he stated.  “Stay under cover whenever possible, and when the fire dragons arrive, don’t take any crap from them.  You tell them exactly why you’re there and what you’re doing on their behalf, and make it clear to them that their peaceful settlement of the volcano is earth dragon doing.  Make it clear that they owe us.”

“They’re gonna love that,” Kell chuckled darkly.


“They won’t mind so much when they find out that their younglings and eggs will be safe,” he grunted.  “They won’t bring them back to the island because they’re afraid that the chromatics might try to kill their young and destroy their eggs in revenge for defying them.”


“That’s not unreasonable,” Kammi agreed.  “They would do it.  They’re as cowardly as they are petty.”


“Alright, that’s everything.  Remember, safety, safety, safety,” he said intensely.  “In the water and on the land, surrounded by humans and dealing with the fire dragons, always think safety first.  I don’t want to see either of you get hurt.”


“We don’t either,” Kammi noted, getting a little of her swagger back.


“Make double sure each of you are carrying at least two wireless devices, just in case,” he told them.  “And good luck out there, agents.  Do the department proud.”


“This isn’t for the department,” Kell said as he stood back up.


“Let’s get this sideshow going, Kell,” Kammi declared.  “I want to get there and back as fast as we can without either of us having to throw a single spike.”


“Amen.”


 15 June 2017; 19:00 DMT; Sanctuary City

Surral met them at the water’s edge along the long lava tube, looking quite serious, very much unlike him.  He nuzzled Kell fondly when he got there, and patted him on the shoulder.  “Alright, you know what to expect, Kell.  Did you explain things to her?”

“Not yet,” he replied.


“We’re going to be using an aura current,” he told her.  “It’s a form of water dragon magic that we use to travel long distances in the water.  In effect, we’ll be moving the water around us, which will let us swim far faster than usual.  This isn’t something we normally do unless there’s a great need for it, young one.  It’s very demanding, and only elder water dragons have enough skill to create one or maintain it for long.  When we get there, I’m going to be exhausted,” he warned.  “I’ll have to rest, and that means that I’ll be little use to you.  But, with the younglings along with us, they’ll be available in case you need the help of a water dragon.”

“They can’t go up on the volcano, Patriarch,” Kammi pointed out.  “It’ll be far too hot.”


“True, but if there’s a need for them, they’ll be there,” he nodded.  “We’ll have to swim out a good distance before I can use the aura current, and besides, we can’t surface until it gets dark anyway.  Ralla, you’re responsible for Kammi,” he declared.  “I’ll take care of Kell.  Sella, you keep us hidden from magical scrying.”  He looked at Kammi.  “Young one, it is your own life at stake here, so understand this.  You cannot stray more than fifty dram from Ralla at any time.  He’ll be the one to make sure he stays close to you, but you must understand that in case something happens.  If anything does happen, you grab hold of Ralla’s tail and you do not let go for any reason.  Do you understand?”


“I understand, Patriarch.”


“Alright.  It says much for your courage that you’re willing to do this, Kammi.  Keth and Kanna were very wise to bring you into their burrow,” he declared, which made Kammi smile brightly.  “Are we all ready?”


Everyone nodded.


“Remember the visors, Kell?”


“Right here,” he said, patting his second shoulder satchel.


“Alright, let’s go.  Hold your breath until I get the bubble formed, Kell, then you can breathe normally,” he cautioned.

The bubble did make it a little hard to see, since its boundary distorted his thermographic vision, but when Surral illuminated the tunnel with his bioluminescent glow, it actually made seeing underwater in the light sharper.  The bubble did slightly distort the edges of his vision, but straight ahead was clear and sharp.  Surral led them down the tube, Kammi holding onto Ralla’s tail, then he had them stop just at the entrance.  He ventured out into the open, the swirling, shifting sunlight filtering in from the waves above cascading over his sleek gray body as he looked up, then he motioned for Kell to follow.  Surral darted towards the cove mouth quickly, and with a broad sweep of his wings, Kell followed.  Two hasty, nervous wingbeats got him to the cove mouth, and he almost sighed in relief when he reached the downslope just past the cove, taking them deeper and deeper with ever wingbeat.  The bubble contracted around his head as they descended, and a few times it got hard to breathe, but Surral adjusted the bubble as they went down nearly a hundred meters, very deep, deep enough to plunge them into darkness before Surral turned them northwest and ventured out into the open water, just the faintest of dim radiance above, and with the bioluminescent glow of the three water dragons their only points of reference.


Kell glanced back at Kammi and Ralla, Sella over them using her magic to hide them from scrying, and he saw the look of both trepidation and wonder on Kammi’s face. There was a strange, alluring appeal to swimming in the open water, to have nothing above, nothing below, to feel like she was flying and have unlimited potential and possibility in whichever direction she chose to go.  There was a great sense of freedom that came with the ocean, a feeling that Kell suspected many sailors felt when they looked out from the deck of their ship and saw nothing but ocean all the way to the horizon.  The water around them was very dark but clear, in the shadowy depths to hide their silhouettes from any sky dragons above, and it was like flying through an endless twilight on a moonless night.  There was just enough light coming from above to make the water over them lighter than the water below, but there was no light around them but the glow of their water dragon guides, letting their thermographic vision kick in and show them nothing but cold water.

Kell followed Surral as he made a minor correction.  All dragons could navigate by magnetic sensing, for all dragons had magnetic material in glands in their snouts, like an internal compass.  Many birds also had the same thing, so it wasn’t entirely unheard of in nature, but earth dragons really didn’t have much use for it since they rarely went anywhere.  Many earth dragons ignored that sense, or if they had to use it, didn’t know how to “read” what their magnetic glands were telling them.  But Kell used it often enough to be competent using it as his compass, which would allow him to navigate.  By sensing the magnetic lines of force and comparing it to the direction he knew they were supposed to go, he knew that Surral was pointing them almost right at the big island.  It was easier with a map, but Kell didn’t need a map to navigate, and neither did Surral.  Surral knew exactly where he was and where he was going, so he didn’t need any help getting there.


After well over an hour in the dark of the depths, Surral nosed up and started to ascend gradually, and Kell followed.  When the darkness didn’t abate, he knew that it was either dark or twilight.  When he broached the surface, he saw that it was indeed dark, the stars a bright carpet of twinkling white against the black sky, and no moon to dim them.  “Alright, gather in,” Surral called.  “Kell, give Kammi her visor.  Kammi, grab hold of Ralla’s tail, and don’t let go,” he warned.  “I’m going to form the aura current, and you can’t fall out of it.  These things cannot be turned, and it takes a lot of effort to start them, so don’t make us have to come back for you.”


“I won’t,” she promised, taking hold of Ralla’s fluked tail.

“You know what to do, young friend,” Surral said as he closed his eyes and began.


He’d ridden in aura currents before, since Shii and Surral both were capable of making them, and he couldn’t deny that it was fun.  The water got warm and then would shudder and lunge forward, but it wouldn’t carry anyone.  He had to actively swim to stay in the aura current, and if he didn’t constantly swim forward, he’d fall out of it.  It didn’t matter how fast or slow he tried to swim, as long as he maintained constant forward momentum, the aura current would carry him, holding him in place relative to the others.  For everyone but Surral, it would be a very lazy, leisurely swim that would actually propel them at nearly 100 knots.  But for Surral, it would be long hours of taxing effort to maintain the aura current, and the faster he tried to make it, the more demanding it would be.


“What’s the visor for?” Kammi asked, having a bit of an issue trying to get the elastic band up and over her backswept horns so it would encircle her head..


“The wind,” Sella warned to Kammi.  “It will be like a howling gale in your face, friend Kammi.  Only the water moves, not the air over it.  Stay as low to the water as you can.”


“Oh, okay.  I’ll remember,” she nodded, hunkering down so only the top of her head was out of the water.


“I’ll do what I can to try to mitigate that, but there’s only so much I can do,” Surral said in a voice of intense concentration.  “Alright, get ready.”


When he felt the water turn suddenly warm, he pushed off with his wings, as did the others.  The aura current formed around them, a faint shimmer of magical light in a roughly oval patch centered around Ralla, and then it surged forward.  The wind picked up in his face as he lowered down into the water, until it was a constant roar of wind that would be assaulting his eyes if he hadn’t brought the visor.  The water dragons all submerged, leaving them to dog-paddle within the aura current, their heads and horns the only things above water so they could breathe.

Kell watched the rotation of the stars over the hours of wind rushing over his ear canals, counting the hours.  Surral was a strong water drake, and he managed to hold the aura current for nearly three hours before he had to stop and rest.  Kell and Kammi treaded water as Surral just hung in the water under them, looking all but dead as he saved all his energy.  Surral rested for nearly an hour, time Kell and Kammi spent discussing their orders, then he resurfaced and reformed the aura current.  Kell could tell that they weren’t going as fast, but still at a pretty fair clip given the wind in his face, Surral reining in a little speed so he could hold the current longer.


After two more stops to rest, Surral got them to Hawaii just as the false dawn painted the eastern sky.  The big island loomed into view against that faint light, a wavering, ominous shadow, and Surral ended the aura current when they were about three kilometers out.  “I have to rest now,” he panted.  “Young ones, take over.  I’ll be right here.”

“Rest well, Patriarch,” Sella replied.


“Thanks for getting us here so fast, Patriarch,” Kell added.  “You must be wiped out.”


“You have no idea,” he panted.  “I’m going to go down to the bottom and sleep for a while.  Be careful, my young ones.”


“We will,” Kammi assured him, and Surral slipped under the waves without a reply.


“We need to go that way,” Kell declared, pointing towards the west side of the island.  “There are some lava flows that extend all the way into the ocean.  That’s our landing point.”


“And let’s hope that Jenny is there waiting for us,” Kammi grunted as she turned her nose towards the west edge of the island.


The sun rose as they circled the island, searching for the black scars of the lava flows, and they found them about half an hour after sunrise, a series of twisting black paths that extended up the slope of the island, heading for the distant volcano.  The lava flows had traveled dozens of kilometers on their long journey from the volcano to the sea, irregular black scars of frozen rock, frozen in mid-wave or eddy, giving the tops of them a texture like a roiling stream flash-frozen in an instant.  The water around those flows was slightly but noticeably warmer than the other water, hinting that the lava still hadn’t completely cooled, and the water turned much more acidic as they neared the shore.  “You two just hang back where the water isn’t toxic,” Kell told them.  “You can’t go on the volcano anyway, it’d kill you.  Just stay hidden and stay safe and let us handle it from here.”


“We’ll keep a watch for sky dragons,” Sella told him.  “Be careful, my dear friend.”


“Like the chief said, getting here was the most dangerous part,” Kell assured her.  “Just get some rest, and we’ll be back as soon as we can.”


Kell and Kammi climbed out of the acidic water onto a black, ropy lava flow, and he could feel the heat of it under his paws.  There was still lava deep down inside it, enough to make the parts of it not lapped by the waves too hot for a human to stand without heat-retardant suits.  The black rock upon which they stood had to be nearly 90 degrees Celsius, hot enough to burn a human’s feet right through his shoes.

“Warm,” Kammi noted, patting the rock under her foot.


“The lava hasn’t hardened down inside yet, so let’s not get cocky.  We weigh too much to stomp around on these half-cooled flows, I don’t think either of us would enjoy swimming in lava very much.”


“No doubt there.  And no Jenny,” she fretted.  “I guess the chief didn’t get through to her.”


“That or she’s at a different lava flow.  There’s probably more than one.”


It turned out that the latter was indeed the case.  As they made their way inland, up the gentle slope leading from the ocean and towards the closest known wifi point at a Starbucks in a village about two miles away, they skirted the edges of the flows in case they hadn’t cooled enough for the upper crust to support their weight.  They saw no humans, as the lava flow had cut through an area of heavy forest, at least until a helicopter’s blades thudded the air.  It got louder, and Kammi pointed it out, one of the smaller models, a two-seater, something small enough to land just about anywhere.  It was a military craft, and it came to a hover about fifty feet from them and a hundred feet up.  Kell could clearly see Jenny in the copilot’s seat, wearing a combat camouflage uniform, waving madly at them through the large bubble canopy.  Kammi laughed and reared up on her hind legs and snapped out her wings, flapping them in a display, then the helicopter very slowly started over them.  They followed as best they could through the heavy forest, knocking a few trees over, until they came to a clearing holding a house, and a fairly nice one.  The little chopper landed in the yard, and Jenny was climbing down almost before the skids were on the ground.  She ran up to them with a big smile, then threw herself against Kell’s shoulder and chest, giving him as much of a hug as she could.  “It’s so good to see you!” she shouted over the noise of the chopper.  “What the hell are you doing coming out here, Kell?  It’s dangerous!”

“True, but it was come out or leave you holding the bag,” he replied as the chopper started to power down, the noise abating.


“What happened to your tail, Kell?” she asked, looking at his spikes.


“Oh, I grew a shanker,” he chuckled, bringing it around so she could see the clear crystal spike in the middle.  “It’s just what you see, an off-color one, it happens every so often.  Jenny, this is Kammi.  Kammi, you know our favorite Hunter.”


“Do I,” she laughed, almost knocking Jenny down by poking her snout against her chest.  “It’s nice to finally talk to you, and not sneak around you,” she grinned.


“What are you two doing here?” she demanded.  “I get an email telling me to be out on these lava flows to meet a pair of earth drakes.  An email of all things!  Why didn’t you call my phone?”


“We’ve been having problems with our satellite system,” Kell told her.  “I think the email was all the chief could manage.  I’m just glad he got through to you.  Did he tell you what’s going on?”


She nodded.  “He said we may see fire dragons over the island as early as this afternoon.  I sorta figured that they’d want the volcano here when you told me what happened.  I mean, where else would they go?” she asked.  “They like volcanoes, and this one is the only one around right now that’s erupting.”


“You’re pretty clever, for a human,” Kammi grinned.  “But that’s not why they’re here.”


“Fire dragons can den anywhere, but they won’t keep their younglings or eggs anywhere but a volcano if they can help it,” Kell told her.  “Especially their eggs.  They have this old myth that fire dragon eggs incubated in lava makes a stronger fire dragon.  There’s no proof of it, but it’s what they believe, and that’s good enough for them.”


“I hope you’ve been preparing the humans for seeing the fire dragons,” Kammi noted as the chopper pilot climbed out of his machine, gawking at them.


“What are the fire dragons going to do when they get here?” Jenny asked.


“From what chief told us, just take some territory right around the caldera,” Kammi replied.  “They’ll want some rocky expanses close to the lava where they can house their hatchlings, someplace very hot so the heat is enough of a deterrent to keep anything and everything away from them, and a sheltered area of either stagnant or slow-moving lava for their eggs.”

“No, what do they intend to do?  They have to know this is human territory.”


“We’re not exactly sure,” Kell answered.  “That’s why they sent me and Kammi.  We’re here to barter a reasonable outcome for both sides in this, Jenny.  The fire dragons just want someplace safe for their vulnerable ones until they can go back to the island.”


“Not all the fire dragons are coming, only fifty,” Kammi added.


“That much the email told me,” Jenny nodded.  “But fifty is still a hell of a lot.”


“I just hope nobody shoots at them as they come in.”


“Nobody will.  We went public two days ago,” she told him, looking up at him soberly.  “The President himself held the press conference.  We acknowledged that that picture of you was in fact real, categorically denied most of what happened in D.C., told everyone that you can talk, and revealed that we’d been in secret negotiations with the dragons for some time.  It’s all a bunch of lies, but what President Walker made sure to do was to play down any scary factor from the dragons.  I told him that with the chaos on the island, going public would save someone’s life in the very near future.  If it wasn’t this fire dragon migration, it would have been some rancher seeing a sky dragon snatch up one of his cattle, or some dragon raiding a supermarket looking for food.  Right now, the President is telling the world that we made a deal with the dragons to let them migrate to the volcano here for a little while, and once they’re done doing their dragon things, they’ll fly back to their own home.”

“Dragon things,” Kammi laughed.  “But that’s actually pretty clever.”


“The fact that none of them speak English makes sure nobody can debunk our bald-faced lies,” she said blandly, which made Kell laugh.


“Are you handling the inevitable press blitz?” he asked.  “You know, how much do you really know and when did you know it, why were you lying, conspiracy theories ad nauseum?”


She grinned.  “We’re dealing,” she replied.  “We were ready for the fire dragons without you here, thanks to that software.  Olivia modified it to serve as a real-time translation program.  Speak English into the computer mike, it translates it to written draconic on a monitor, and in the other direction, we managed to get the computer to speak in English.  We didn’t have the pronunciation syntaxes to create an artificial dragon-speaking voice,” she fretted.  “We were going to use that to make contact with the fire dragons, and work out a deal with them.”


“You are so clever!” Kammi gushed.  “That’s brilliant!”


“Guess you didn’t need us after all,” Kell noted.


“We won’t say no to your help,” she replied seriously.

“We need to get up onto the volcano, Jenny, it’s sufficient cover from sky dragons,” Kell told her.  “We’ll go using the lava—“


“No, we can get you up there,” Jenny said.  “Colonel Gray has a truck coming, we’ll drive you up.”


“I’m not about to ride inside a semi trailer, Jenny,” Kell told her.


“Well, didn’t you bring hider amulets?” she pressed.


He shook his head.  “They were in the department, and honestly, none of us thought they’d be any use where we are now.  So, no hider amulets.”


“I never thought of that, though,” Kammi mused.  “Maybe we shoulda thought to take a couple from the department before they emptied it out.”


“And I thought earth dragons were smart,” Jenny teased lightly.


“Don’t get cocky when you’re a potential meal, human,” Kammi retorted, which made Jenny laugh brightly.


“Alright, let me think,” Jenny said.  “Does being on the volcano matter that much, or just needing cover?”


“Cover,” Kell said.  “If the sky dragons see us here, they’ll attack, Jenny.”


“We’ll need to go up there eventually, though, to explain things when the fire dragons arrive,” Kammi added.  “So it might be best to just make the arrangements up there.”


“Hmm.  Okay, let’s go ahead and do that, then.  Let me call Arlen and arrange something,” she said, digging her phone from her uniform pocket.  Kell looked down at her, and noticed for the first time that the oak leaves on her uniform were black, not gold.  “Lieutenant Colonel, eh?” he said, poking a claw on her insignia in the top middle of her chest.


She laughed.  “Being your friend has done all kinds of things for my career,” she winked as she put the phone to her ear.


Kell pondered what she said as she talked to Kent.  The humans had gone public, and now the population as a whole knew about the dragons.  He wasn’t sure how to feel about that.  It was going to happen anyway, because the fire dragons had rather rashly decided to try to claim Kilauea, but they were fire dragons.  They probably thought it was a great idea.  He wondered how the humans had taken it.  Was it with fear?  Curiosity?  Disgust and loathing?  Did ancient religious or cultural sects remember the dragons, and were either sharpening their knives or preparing a warm welcome for them?  There was no way to tell, and with their satellite communications on the blink back on the island, they couldn’t monitor human media to gauge reaction.  They hadn’t even known until that moment.  How would the humans react to seeing fifty fire dragons herding their young across the Hawaiian sky?  Would they be left alone up in the caldera?  Probably…no they would, he’d make sure of that.

But, in a way, this was necessary.  It was time for the dragons to at least reveal themselves to the world.  They would still remain separate from the humans, but it was only a matter of time before humans and dragonkind had interacted…and it was best for it to happen on the dragons’ terms.  They had started with the government, proving to them that the dragons were intelligent and formidable, and they had forced the government to reveal the dragons to the population in a manner that made them friendly, not dangerous.  And that had been what it was all about, reinforcing amicable if distant relations with humanity.

Jenny lowered her phone.  “Alright, Kent’s going to make some arrangements,” she told them.  “They’re setting up a command center by a geological survey research building near the top of the volcano.  They’re gonna set up a camouflage cover you and Kammi can hide under while we talk.  The best thing to do is for you two to do what you had in mind, climb the volcano along the lava flows here.  We have MP units out clearing civilians away from the flows, what few there are since this area is still pretty hot.  We’ll fly over you and guide you to where Kent’s setting things up.”


“Sounds good,” Kammi nodded.


Jenny got back in the little chopper and it took off, and Kell and Kammi started up along the edges of the lava flows.  “So, they went public,” Kammi noted.  “I wonder how the humans reacted.”

“I was wondering the same thing,” Kell said, looking back at her.  “It’s going to complicate things.  I can just see the swarms of humans along the edges of the volcano, wanting to see the fire dragons, and how that will unsettle them.”


“We’ll have to warn Jenny about that,” Kammi nodded.  “And we better make sure they have some big TVs somewhere close.  Just put on some football, and that should get the fire dragons in a happy mood.”


Kell laughed.  “True enough.”


It took them about an hour to traverse the miles from the shore to the slopes of the volcano, then start up.  The top of the volcano was actually very high, thousands of feet up, but the slope was gentle up to the top on that side.  Jenny’s chopper stayed more or less overhead as they neared the thin smoking peak, but then veered off to the right as they reached a ridgeline, where the lava flow had buried a road.  The two of them climbed down to the road and padded along it, both of them keeping an eye overhead for both the chopper and for sky dragons, then came around a bend and saw a building, the sign making it clear it was a U.S.G.S. research outpost, and there were about fifty soldiers there with a dozen or so vehicles.  A group were erecting a camo net lean-to of sorts in the parking lot of the small outpost building, and Kell spotted Secretary of State Arlen Kent nearby, talking to a general and pointing at a map.  Most of the humans stopped what they were doing and stared as the two earth drakes padded up to the parking lot, then Kent’s barking orders got them back to work.  Kent hurried over as the chopper maneuvered to land, then offered his hand.  “Kell, it’s good to see you again,” he said.  Kell chuckled and extended a clawtip, and Kent took it and shook like he was any human.

“You’re looking well, Mister Secretary.  Nice little operation here.”


“The military is always good at doing things fast,” he replied.  “And who is this?”


“This is Kammi, one of the other field agents, Mister Secretary.  Kammi, this is the Secretary of State, Arlen Kent.”


“Nice to meet you, Mister Secretary,” she said, shaking his hand with her claw as well.  “It’s good to see that nobody’s running screaming in panic.”


Kent laughed.  “These men have been thoroughly briefed,” he assured them.  “Now, let’s get you under cover, then we can talk about what’s coming.  The email we received wasn’t all that informative,” he said.  “What exactly’s going on?”


“Simply put, the fire dragons are bringing their hatchlings and eggs here because they feel it’s the safest place for them right now,” Kell replied as they walked towards the netted cover.  “There’s fifty adults with them to protect them, and the rest of the fire dragons are back on our island, defending the volcano from any incursions by the sky dragons or chromatics.  I don’t have any updated info on what’s going on up on the surface, but there’s no doubt that things are tense up there.  The fire dragons won’t give up their territory without a fight, but they also don’t want their hatchlings and eggs in the middle of it.  So, they’re bringing their vulnerable here, where the heat of the volcano will drive away anyone that might threaten their eggs or young.”


“Alright, that makes much more sense now,” Kent nodded as they reached the general to whom he’d been talking.  Kell, Kammi, this is General Larry Steele, the officer in charge of this operation.”


The general gave them slightly nervous looks.  “It’s an honor to meet you,” he said.


“Kell, we have a map of the volcano set up, so show us what’s going to happen.”


They went under the netting and to a large table, then Kell and Kammi sat on their haunches and reared up, putting their forepaws on the tabletop.  On the table was a large map and several aerial pictures of the caldera.  “Alright, the fire dragons will want the caldera and any lava flows or pools very close to it,” he explained, tapping the map with a clawtip.  “They’ll want to put their young in a place where the heat will kill anything that tries to get close to them.  I’d say around here,” he said, tapping a place right by the caldera, where two lava flows oozed out of the jagged rim.  “With all that lava around, it’d have to be two or three hundred degrees right here, minimum.  The fire dragons will be skittish being in human territory, so cordoning off enough area so they can’t see any humans would be the wise thing to do.  Jenny said you had contingency plans for feeding any fire dragons that might use the scions.  Are you still planning to feed them?”


Kent nodded.  “We have supplies en route.  We’ll take care of them while they’re here, to keep them from foraging around on the island.”


“You might want to include a few big TVs and set them up where it’s cool enough for them to work,” Kammi added.  “Fire dragons love football like nothing else.  You show them football, and they’ll be docile as kittens.”


“Dragons watch TV?” General Steele asked in surprise.


“Oh yes, and fire dragons are sports fanatics,” Kell replied, glancing at the man.  “Football, baseball, any ball sport, hockey, MMA, professional wrestling, anywhere two teams or two individuals battle over territory or a prize of some kind, fire dragons adore those kinds of sports.  They resonate with basic fire dragon mentality, a test of strength, but they love football the best.”


“Who’d have thunk it,” Steele chuckled.  “We can cordon off the caldera along this perimeter,” he stated, tracing a finger along the topographical map.  “That’s relatively flat area, and it gives us control of the roads leading to the top.  We can set up an entertainment area here, close to this USGS equipment shack, and run off the shack’s power, which was where were going to put the conference area.  Standard TVs may not be the best thing, but we can set up a couple of projectors and hook them up to satellite TV.  This service road can be our primary supply line, bringing food up for the, uh, dragons, and since you know it’s gonna happen, we’ll set up a media control point right here, about a mile from the perimeter,” he said, tapping a flat, open area on the map further down that road.  “There are already news choppers in the air.  Somehow, word leaked out that we’re expecting dragons to appear over Hawaii today or tomorrow, and the media is looking for them.”

“You’d better warn them not to approach those dragons in flight,” Kammi said.  “The fire dragons will have their eggs and young with them, they’ll blast those choppers out of the sky.  They’ll see them as a threat to their young.”


“That’s a good idea.  General, I think grounding everything but commercial airline flights out of the international airport is in order.”


“They won’t like it, but I can send down the order,” he grunted, rubbing his chin. “All in all, this should be an easy operation.  If the dragons stay where it’s too hot, the volcano will keep any overzealous reporters away much better than we can.”


“That’s exactly why the fire dragons are coming here,” Kell said, opening his water satchel and pulling out his tablet.  He set the tablet down, which was the size of a small chalkboard for a human, and checked to see if the island’s satcom system was working or not.  When he got a response, he quickly started tapping on the draconic keyboard as Steele and Kent watched.  “The satcom is back up, at least for the moment,” he said.  “I’m sending back an email telling them I’m here, and asking for any info they have.”


Jenny ran up into the covered conference area and settled herself comfortably between Kell and Kammi.  “Alright, what did I miss?” she asked.


“Not much, friend Jenny,” Kammi replied.  “We were discussing where the fire dragons intend to go and what the humans can do to make them more comfortable.”


“The big thing is we keep the people as far from the fire dragons as we can,” Jenny said.

“We should be able to set up a sufficient perimeter, Colonel,” Steele assured her, then he went over his initial plans again for her benefit.

Kell got an email back.  “Ferroth has news,” he said, reading the draconic.  “The fire dragons returned to the island just a couple of hours ago, and the rest of them are on the way here.  There’s a very tense cease fire down there right now,” he read.  “The sky dragons and chromatics won’t initiate any fights, and the fire dragons are just holding the volcano and not venturing away from it.”


“How long would it take a fire dragon to fly here, Kell?” Jenny asked.


“About nine hours,” he replied.  “No, more like eleven, they’ll have their hatchlings with them, and they can’t fly very fast.”


“Can they make it safely?” Kent asked.  “That’s a long way for a baby to fly.”

“Easily, fire dragons are actually very strong fliers,” he replied.


“It’s a bit after nine now,” Kent said, looking at his watch.  “General, can we get everything ready by eight?”


“Easily, Mister Secretary.”


“What else did the chief say?” Kammi asked, looking down that tablet.


“Only to get our tails back as fast as possible,” he replied.  “We really should get Sella and Ralla up here,” he grunted.  “This isn’t too close to the volcano, they should be alright.”


“They’re here?” Jenny asked.


“In the water just off the lava flows,” he replied.  “Water dragons don’t tolerate heat very well, so we didn’t want them to be with us up by the lava.”


“I can go get them,” Kammi offered.


“No, we stay together,” Kell replied.


“I can go get them,” Jenny replied.  “Sella knows me.  Think she’ll see me from the shore?”


“She will,” he nodded.  “but are you ready for people seeing two water dragons flying over the island?”


“Oh…that’s right,” she mused.  “General?  Are we ready?”


“I’ll have them block off the volcano access roads right now, that should hold us,” he replied.


“Alright, then, let me go track down my chopper pilot,” she said, hurrying from the table.


It took Jenny about half an hour to return with Sella and Ralla.  The two water dragons landed heavily in the parking lot just beside their covered area, and Sella padded over to them.  “Mister Secretary,” she said with a nod, speaking loudly over the sound of the chopper, in the act of landing.


“It’s good to see you again, Sella.  Have you been well?”


“Very well, thank you.  What news, friend Kell?”


“The fire dragons are on the way,” he told her.  “Chief got an email out.”


“Good, good.  Mister Secretary, my brother Ralla,” she introduced as he reached the table.


“Nice meeting you,” Ralla said in much poorer English.


“Who is this?” Sella asked, looking at Steele.


“Major General Larry Steele, commander of the operation to keep the civilians away from the other dragons,” he answered, in a surprisingly steady tone given he’d never seen a dragon face to face before, and now four of them were staring him in the face.


“Very good, very good.  What plans did you make?”


Jenny again returned, and Steele went over everything one more time. Kell’s tablet beeped as Steele went over the map to plan out the fencing, and another email popped up on the screen.  “Chief says the chromatics are trying to parlay with the fire dragons,” he told them.  “That won’t go anywhere.  I wonder how he’s getting this info,” he mused.

“It’s the chief, Kell,” Kammi chuckled.


“True enough,” he agreed.  “That drake knows everything going on about everything.”


After they finalized the plans, the humans rushed out to carry them out.  Kell kept them under the camo netting, talking with Jenny and Kent as aides kept them constantly updated as to the progress of the preparations.  After about five hours, though, Kell and Kammi left the covered area to look over the caldera, going where Sella and Ralla couldn’t safely go…or the humans for that matter, studying the lava-blasted mountaintop, walking in temperature that would kill an unprotected human.  “Yeah, they’ll put their hatchlings right here,” Kammi said, looking around the little island-like area between the caldera and a lava flow that curled around and went downhill, creating a very hot area surrounded by lava on three sides and with the caldera rim backing it up.  They’d had to jump an open lava flow to get there, which Kell felt over his belly.  The air over the lava was hot enough to ignite flammables.  “Good protection on all sides, room to do a little digging and get the hatchlings under cover in case it rains.  As long as the volcano doesn’t have a major eruption, they should be just fine.”


“Yeah, this is a good area,” Kell agreed.  “That’s where they’re putting the conference center,” he pointed towards the distant USGS equipment shack.  “Feel like doing a little digging?”


“We’re gonna dig out a den for them?  For fire dragons?” she scoffed.


“For their young, yes,” he replied.  “Remember, the more secure they feel, the more amenable they’ll be.”


“We’ll have to be careful, this ground isn’t entirely stable,” she noted.


“We don’t have to make it deep or very big.  Just a couple of shallow overhangs so the hatchlings can get out of the open.”


It took them about two hours to finish the project, digging out a shallow, wide nook in the base of the caldera with supporting pillars of rock lining the entrance to give it strength.  It wouldn’t be a viable den for more than a few months, the instability of the volcano would eventually either collapse the den or fill it in with lava, but for the short term, it would do well enough.  As they did their work, soldiers milled around in the distance, setting up two lines of fencing with about five meters of distance between them to keep the curious well away, and Kent appeared over at the shack, overseeing the erection of a sturdy tent where he could talk to the fire dragons.  They were also setting up a projector and screen so the fire dragons could watch TV.  Kell and Kammi went over to the shack, Kell shaking a bit of molten lava from the spikes of his tail before it could drip down onto his hide and scorch him.  An earth dragon could resist fire dragon breath, but while that breath may be thousands of degrees, it was brief, only a few seconds of exposure maximum.  However, great heat applied consistently over time, like the sustained heat of clinging, sticky molten lava, could burn them, the heat working through their tough, resistant hides and getting at the vulnerable flesh beneath.  Kell could survive being dunked in lava, but only so long as he got out of it before it cooked him.  Kammi had stuck her forepaw in the lava and pulled a glop of it out, and carried it over to the conference area shifting it from paw to paw like a hot potato, often rearing up and waddling on her back legs, which never failed to look utterly silly and undignified.  No dragon was really built to walk on two legs, and when they did, it looked clumsy and somewhat ridiculous.  “Here, a present for you, Mister Secretary,” she grinned, dropping the cooling glob of lava on the black stone ground.  “Right out of the volcano!”

“That had to hurt,” Steele mused, looking at the smoking dollop.


“Not really,” Kammi winked.  “Earth dragons are tough, General.”


“Stop being a dork, Kammi,” Kell told her, which made Kent laugh.  “We dug out some dens for the hatchlings, so that should make the fire dragons happy.”


“We have a visual on them now, Kell,” Kent told him.  “They’re about four hundred miles from Hawaii, flying at about a hundred miles an hour.  They’ll be here around seven thirty or so.”


“We should send one of those other dragons out to tell them where to land,” Steele noted.  “That way we can put them inside the protected area immediately, keep them safely away from the civilians.”


“That’s actually a good idea,” Kell agreed.  “When they get close enough, Sella or Ralla can do it.  Did you warn the soldiers about fire dragon peculiarities?”


“Jenny explained what to expect, and we briefed everyone,” Kent answered.  “Basically, they’ll stay on the other side of the inner fence, with only two officers here at the conference center with the translation computer, in case the fire dragons need anything.  That way they can ask for it.”


“Sounds good.  Looks like as soon as we explain things to the fire dragons, we can head home, Kammi,” Kell noted.  “I think the Secretary here has everything under control.”


“Yeah, really good job, Arlen,” Kammi nodded.  “You humans know your shit.”


Steele gave her a slightly surprised look, and Kell chuckled.  “We know all the English words, General, even the dirty ones,” he said lightly.


“That’s just not a word I expected to hear around this particular table,” Steele chuckled.


“Well, Kammi never really grew up, so she has control issues,” Kell teased.


“Lick my tail, Kell!” she retorted, which made him laugh.  She sat down and picked up the glob of lava.  “Here, tell you what, let me make you a lava dog,” she said with a toothy smile at Kent.  “It’s something like a balloon animal.”


“See, she’s still just a child at heart,” Kell noted, which earned him a thump from the underside of her tail.


Kammi’s forepaws were very nimble, and she drew out the cooling lava like putty, working quickly to get it in shape before it hardened, sculpting it into the shape of a fat, rounded dog-like shape, almost like a balloon animal.  She finished by shaving off the excess with her claws, then set it on the table, where it immediately blackened the tabletop and started to hiss. “And there you go,” she said grandly.  “I’d let it cool down some before you pick it up,” she winked.  “Just dump some water on it, that’ll take care of it.”


“Interesting.  And that didn’t burn your hands?”


“Nope,” she replied, holding up her tan-scaled paw palms.  “Like I said, General, we’re tough,” she smiled.


Kell did pick it up off the table and set it on the ground, however, when licks of flame appeared around the legs.  “Don’t put those things on wood, goof,” he told her, smothering the little licks of flame with his paw.


Jenny joined them after they got word to Sella and Ralla, and they had little to do but wait.  Kell and Kammi sat on their haunches beside the tent they’d erected, which was too small for them to get underneath.  The tent was just for the computer and the large display monitor that would display draconic writing, laying it on the table after they got it set up, but Kell and Kammi did program a draconic keyboard for them.  The monitor was one of those “wonder-wall” touch screen monitors, 72” wide, the kind the military put in war college planning tables so the officers could interact with computer graphics. With the draconic keyboard programmed into the computer, it would let fire dragons type out words in case the translation program had any issues…which was possible since Jenny and Petrovski had tampered with the code.


“Sella and Ralla just took off, they’re going to make contact with the fire dragons,” Kent announced, listening to a cell phone.


“Then it won’t be long before they’re here,” Kell noted.  “Water dragons aren’t very good fliers, so the fire dragons have to be close for them to make the attempt.”


“Alright, let’s clear out the containment area!” Steele boomed.  “All non-essential personnel withdraw behind the perimeter fence!”


“There’s also several dozen reporters demanding to be let up here,” Kent chuckled, continuing to listen. “The press knows you’re here, Kell.  They know there are dragons up here.”


“Well, they’ll never see us leave,” he shrugged.  “But they’ll get good footage of the fire dragons arriving,” he added, turning south and peering into the distance.

About twenty minutes later, the fire dragons appeared.  They were just tiny specks in the distance at first, but as they flew in from the southeast, the individual dragons became apparent, then their wings, then he could make out their red scaled hides.  They soared in over the island, no doubt paralyzing all traffic down there, and it was also clear that Sella and Ralla had reached them, because they came straight for the fenced area.  Kell saw that it was Sessara leading them, the first dragon to land, with some thirty or so drakes and twenty wyrms, all females, herding about eighty hatchlings.  Many females were carrying eggs in mesh slings hooked to their bellies, those females landing with exceptional care.  Sessara ambled towards them as more and more fire dragons landed, folding her wings back as Kell, Kammi, Kent and Jenny moved to meet her.  “I was very glad to hear that the others thought to come ahead of us,” she told Kell, nodding to him  “Sella said you made a deal with the humans on our behalf?”


“The humans will keep all other humans on the other side of that fence,” Kell said, pointing.  “We dug some burrows for your hatchlings near the caldera, in a protected place so hot that nothing else will survive trying to reach it.  They also agreed to bring you food and water for as long as you’re here, so you won’t have to forage.  They even brought a TV for you to watch, and they have a machine here they can use to speak to you, using written language.  They have software that will translate English into draconic and back, so you’ll be able to negotiate further with them if it’s necessary.  The humans greet you as honored guests, esteemed council member,” Kell told her.


“Very good, very good,” she nodded, sitting on her haunches, flexing her wings a little.  Kent gaped up at her a little, since she was more than twice the size of Kell and Kammi, not much smaller than Hinado.  “Tell the humans we are, appreciative, they agreed to give us a place to keep our young safe.  That says much of them.  And it says much of your own courage that you would brave coming out where the sky dragons can get you to act as our emissary, Kell.  For gallant bravery in the face of great danger, you have the respect of the fire dragons, nearly as much as you earned when you stood up to Ivaiya and battled her with honor,” she declared.  “Now, were is the food?  We are all hungry.”


“They have it stockpiled over there,” he said, pointing at a series of boxes and crates.  “They can get more, just tell them when you need it.”


Sessara looked at the large pile of food, and grunted.  “Well, that’s good for one meal,” she noted.  “The food is there, everyone!  Eat your fill!” she shouted, pointing at the crates.  There was almost a stampede over to the crates, and more than a little hissing and pushing as the wyrms and drakes shouldered each other to eat.  “Introduce us, Kell.”

“Mister Secretary, Jenny, this is Sessara, the fire drake on the council,” Kell said in English.


“I thought she looked familiar!” Jenny proclaimed, nodding to her.  “Peace, Sessara,” she said in badly accented dragon.  That made Sessara’s glowing red eyes widen a little, then she hissed out a chortle.  Jenny took a few bold steps out towards her, no doubt remembering how scary she looked up on that council podium.  “Welcome you to human lands,” she continued, mangling the grammar.  “Peace between us.”


“She’s certainly trying,” Sessara noted dryly.  “Tell her the fire dragons accept their offer of tribute and the agreement made by you.  We will stay here, by the caldera, and do our best not to upset the humans on the island.  And I’d like to talk to this one,” she said, pointing at Jenny.  “I have many questions, and I know she is brave enough to answer them.”


“She’ll be happy to answer them,” Kell replied, then he switched to English.  “The fire dragons agree to the deal.   They’ll stay inside the fence so long as you bring them food.  And she wants to have some discussions with you,” he continued.  “Especially you, Jenny.  She seems to be rather fond of you.”


“Oh joy,” Jenny said in a weak voice, looking up at the burly, fierce drake.


“Sessara, this is the highest ranking diplomat from the human leader, Secretary of State Kent,” Kell introduced.  “He is the human in charge.  If you have any problems, this is the human you see.”


“I will remember,” she nodded.  “Greetings from the fire dragons, Secretary,” she said, which Kell quietly translated.  “Kell says you are in command here?”


“I am, esteemed council member,” he replied, which Kammi translated back.  “If you have any problems, there will be humans here at this tent that can summon me at any time.  This machine here,” he motioned, “will allow us to use written language to communicate back and forth.  It will be a little slow, but it will allow us to speak to each other, and hopefully learn from each other.  We have many questions, if you would be so kind as to spare us time to speak with us.”


“I would,” she nodded.  “For I too have many questions.” She looked to Kell.  “You said they have TV?”


“Right there,” he pointed.  “And they’ll have football.”


“You just made this drake happy,” she laughed.  “It’s offseason, but there’s always the classic games, and of course preseason is coming!  I must know if the L.A. Dragons managed to sign Weathers or not!”


“She’s talking about football,” Kammi chuckled to the humans.


“Tell her I’m a Giants fan, myself,” Kent said.


When Kell translated that, Sessara grinned down at him, almost making him take a step back.  “Then we will have common ground to speak,” she chuckled.  “Any human that likes football is a human we fire dragons can talk to!”


“You’ll get them right in your pocket if you put up some L.A. Dragon logo flags and pennants,” Kammi noted lightly.  “That’s the official team of the entire dragon race, for obvious reasons.”


“Tell her we can bring those very things if it pleases her,” Kent chuckled.


When Kell told her that, she laughed.  “Yes, yes it would!  And can this computer machine display the football news from the ESPN web-site?” she asked.  “Anthra and Geon would always display that place for us on the computer on the aerie.  There is much news we’ve missed since the power was knocked out!  Days of possible free agent signings, injury updates, coaching changes!  It’s been torture not knowing what’s going on!”


“I’m sure they could set that up for you, Sessara,” Kell said without translating.  “It wouldn’t be very difficult.”


“Just tune that TV to ESPN and you’ll make them happy, Arlen,” Kammi told him, pointing at the projector screen.  “You have a subtitle program installed on it?”


“I can set that up in ten minutes,” Jenny assured her.


“Show me this machine, so I might know it works,” Sessara said, looking at the monitor.  Jenny sat behind the keyboard and made the draconic board appear, and as she typed, a line of English appeared in a text box, with a line of draconic underneath it that translated, appearing a few seconds later.  Sessara read it and nodded with a smile.  “So, just touch the letters and they appear?” she asked Kell.


“Yes, esteemed council member,” he replied.  “Separate the words with this key, which puts spaces between the letters.  It’ll type out draconic, then the computer will translate it into English for the human soldiers that will be here to see to your needs.  Or Jenny, or Secretary Kent, if they’re here.  This way you won’t have much of a language barrier.  It won’t be all that fast, and sometimes the translation won’t be exactly right, but at least it’s something.”


“Very good, very good,” she nodded, looking down at him.  “So, I won’t take offense if the computer machine shows something insulting.  It might be the machine making a mistake.”


“That would be wise,” he agreed.  “The last thing the humans want to do is offend you, Sessara.”


“They have done much for us.  I am well pleased with them and their capitulation to our strength,” she said arrogantly.  “But you are not safe here, young earth drake.  You should return to your hidden place, out of reach of the sky dragons and the chromatics.  The council chromatic wants you in the worst way,” she warned.  “He holds you personally responsible for the collapse of his scheme.”


“I’m just glad the fire dragons turned against him,” he grunted.


“We may be many things your kind don’t like, Kell, but we are not oathbreakers,” she said simply.  “The chromatics will suffer Gaia’s wrath for their deceit, and we wanted no part of that punishment.  Now, you, make sure he returns to your hiding place, right now,” she said, pointing at Kammi.  “He must be back underground before sunrise.”


“I’ll see to it, esteemed council member,” Kammi assured her.


“Sessara’s kicking me out, Jenny, Arlen,” Kell told them.  “She said I have to be back underground before sunrise, and she’s actually right.  She understands how this works, so if you have any issues, you can talk directly to her.”


“Good, Kell, good.  And yes, you get back to safety, I’d be devastated if something happened to you,” Kent told him.  “We’ll take over from here.  We appreciate everything you’ve done, both on behalf of your kind and for the humans, but if you’re in danger, we don’t want you here,” he said with a gentle smile.  “Jenny, tell her that we’d like to know if they need anything else.  We can bring anything they require.”

“Alright,” she replied, typing without looking down.  “It was good to see you again, Kell.  Drop me an email or give me a call when you iron out your connection problem.”


“I will, friend, I promise,” he nodded, then switched to draconic.  “They’ll take over from here, Sessara.   They want to make sure you have everything your dragons need.  If you need anything, you let them know, and they’ll get it for you.”


“I see, I see it working,” she nodded, looking at the touchscreen monitor laying on the table, then rearing up, sticking her head under the tent, and tentatively tapping out her reply.  She’d never typed before, so she was understandably very slow.  “Get yourself to safety, young earth drake.  I’ll make contact with Jussa, and he can relay any information you need to know.”


“We appreciate that, Sessara,” Kell replied.  “It’ll make us sleep better knowing that your young are safe.”


She gave him a momentary look of appreciation, then her gruff fire dragon mentality returned.  “I gave you an order.  Why is it not carried out?” she demanded.


“We’re going,” he chuckled.  “Let’s go, Kammi.  It’s a long way back to the island.”


“I hope Patriarch’s rested up for the trip back,” she nodded.


“Me too, cause that’ll be a very long swim if he’s not,” Kell said absently as the two of them turned for the lava flow that would lead them back to the ocean.


“Will you need an escort down, Kell?” Kent called.


“We’ll be fine, Arlen,” Kell called back over shoulder.  “It’s turning dark, and nobody’s going to see us in the dark.  Not even the sky dragons,” he chuckled.
