Chapter 28

16 October 2017, 06:17 DMT; Dawnmist Village

He was almost getting used to this…but it still made him almost feel like a duck with fifty shotguns pointed at it.


Banking slightly to adjust his course, and managing to do it without crashing because he was gliding more than flying, Kell looked down to see the earth dragons on the four farms northwest of his family farm getting going.  The pre-dawn and dawn chores were done, so now the earth drakes were outside near their burrows and doing the exercises the fire and sky dragons had taught them, exercising their wings before going out into the fields to get the day’s work started.  And even from a hundred meters up, he could see how stiffly their wings were moving.


Simply put, the earth dragons were in misery right now, because of the exercise.  They were undergoing swimming training with the water dragons in the afternoon, and after that, they recovered while sitting in classroom instruction, learning the physics of flight from the sky dragons that they could put into practice when they were empowered.  After the instruction, they did exercises with the sky and fire dragons coaching them, strengthening and stretching out their wing muscles, as well as learning how to control them with much more precision.


Earth dragons didn’t really use their wings.  Yes, they knew how to move them, and used them for gliding and a few very limited applications where the membranes wouldn’t be damaged, but the vast majority of the time, an earth dragon’s wings were folded above and to the sides of their back.  And since they didn’t use them very often, most earth dragons had wings that had virtually no physical strength and had almost no flexibility and limited range of motion.  However, Kell’s wings, and the wings of his family members, had much more strength and flexibility because of his swimming.  They were much stronger than just about any other earth dragon’s wings, but they were also more flexible and had a much greater range of motion.  So, the earth dragons weren’t just wearing down their wing muscles, they were stretching them as well, and that combination was very, very unpleasant. 

They’d only been at it for about six days, but in those six days, they’d come to learn true exhaustion.  The water dragons wore them out, the sky dragons made them feel like their wings were going to be ripped off, and then they woke up and started it all again with the new morning exercises they were taught that were designed mainly to stretch the muscles, getting their wings limber.  Just about every village was filled with moaning and complaining drakes and wyrms, but there was absolutely no shirking of the exercises.  No matter how awful they felt when they woke up in the morning, they came out and started the exercises without too much complaining, but an awful lot of groaning and growling.

Not even his own family escaped it.  His parents, Kammi, and his siblings had much stronger wings than other earth dragons due to their swimming, but after six days, the training and the exercises were starting to break them down.  Last night, after a long swimming session with Shii and Surral, Keth’s wings were very nearly dragging in the sand when he came up the beach. They weren’t swimming for fun now, so it was a lot more strenuous.  Kell felt that they didn’t have to strengthen them much more to get to where they could at least get into the air, but they wouldn’t get very far.  For that matter, Kell’s own wings weren’t fully conditioned yet, so he had work of his own to do to get to where he could fly long distances without his wings feeling like they were about to fall off.  Kell had the strength, but what he lacked was the stamina, and that was what his own exercises were designed to address.

Kell had been doing his own exercise over the week, which wore him out nearly as much due to the fact that his exercises were meant to increase his stamina, and that meant he had to fly himself to exhaustion every day.  He’d been pulled out of the department so he could spend his daylight hours both learning how to fly and mastering his magic, and he’d made real progress on both fronts.  He spent most of the mornings with the sages, practicing using his plant-affecting magic and allowing them to study it and him, and then spent his afternoons before the earth dragons started their exercises practicing flying with the sky dragons, increasing both his skill and his stamina, and he felt rather honored that Hinado and Faralla were continuing to teach him.  Both of them were clearly invested in the idea of teaching an earth drake how to fly, and intended to train him until he was proficient. 


Usually, he’d be just arriving at the Library of Eternity to begin his training, but today had been a bit different.  The sages had been preparing the materials to create a new scion the last few days, and they’d been having Kell imbue the plant and animal familiars with his magic to lessen the impact on the dragons when they cast the spell.  Today, he’d already finished what they needed him to do, he’d had to do it at night for some reason that was based on magical rules he didn’t know.  He’d been at the library for nearly four hours before dawn, imbuing about fifty different plants and several pieces of wood with earth dragon magic, which the sages said was the most favorable time for him to perform the magic to create a maximum effect in the familiars.  And while he was there, the sages went ahead and did their daily examinations, doing them as he imbued the familiars.  With Kell’s help, the sages said, the creation of a new scion wasn’t going to be nearly as draining on the chromatic and sky dragons that would perform the spell. 

That was something new that they’d learned.  An earth dragon’s aura did have an effect on animals, humans, and possibly even other dragons, but as of yet they didn’t understand exactly what it did or how it worked.  But the one way they did understand how it worked was that Kell could imbue animal-based familiars like fur, bones, teeth, and blood with magic, which empowered their magical properties.


That was how earth dragon magic worked at its core, the sages believed.  Yes, they could do some things like make plants grow, but what it did at a fundamental level was infuse and imbue other objects and other creatures, causing magical effects.  They gave of themselves to allow others to prosper or gain a boon, which was a fundamental part of earth dragon identity long before they knew about their magic.  They already knew what that infusion did to plants, but the sages were still studying to understand what it did to animals…at least animals not human magicians.  They already knew how it affected them.  It was entirely possible that Kell’s effect on animals was something that wouldn’t show up for months, or even years, of constant exposure, but the sages were anything if not patient.  Their long lifespans made them see a five year study as no time at all.  Five years to a dragon that might live to be 600 was a blink of the eyes.

Kell was a bit startled to learn that.  The chromatics usually kept their ages a closely guarded secret, but the sages had decided to share that secret with him.  All of the sages were 400 years old or older, the average age was around 500, and the oldest was 628.  The oldest chromatic in their history had lived to an astounding 833 years.  Four sages’ parents had lived before the time that the dragons came to the island.  They were just hatchlings at the time, but they were alive, and had told the sages stories of the exodus to the island and the struggles the dragons endured learning how to live together in the first years.  It certainly hadn’t been a smooth and orderly transition, the sage told him, filled with rivalries, fighting over dens and territory, and clashes of culture that put the dragons at each other’s throats.

The chromatic sages made Jengo look like a young adult by comparison.


That was a sobering thought.  There were first generation chromatics on the island, where Jengo was the fifth generation, and Kell was the eighth generation of his family of earth dragons that had been born on the island.  And there were earth dragons on the island who were maybe the tenth or eleventh generations of their line that had been born on the island.  The island was all the earth dragons had known for generations, where there were chromatics who had parents who had lived before the time of the island.  Talk about a difference in perspective…the island was the entire world for the earth dragons, where the chromatics remembered a time when the entire world was open to them.

Dipping a wing and both turning and descending, Kell came in over the south hill tracts and lined up to land beside Keth and Kanna’s burrow.  He’d gotten much better at that kind of maneuver, because since he was so used to gliding, he’d been constantly overshooting his target.  He filled his wings with air just as he neared the ground, and with a surprisingly deft maneuver for one who hadn’t been flying very long, he managed to execute a very professional-looking landing, his back feet coming down first, then dropping down to all fours.  His family, Kammi, and the farmhands were already out of the burrow, down by the beach going through the exercises they were taught, and they weren’t alone.  Jenny and Greg were both there, in workout clothes and doing what almost looked like yoga, while Davie played in the sand not far from them..  The pair had promised to exercise with the family in a show of support, and also because they needed to exercise to do magic.  They’d been told that their magic would put stress on their bodies, so they had to be physically fit in order to channel the energies to cast spells.

The exercises the earth dragons were doing in the morning were mainly stretches, so his family was moving their wings in ways to stretch out the muscles, going far beyond the usual range of motion that earth dragons usually did with their wings.  Because of the need to protect the membranes, earth dragons didn’t use their wings except in very specific ways, and most of those ways involved using the “arms” extending out from their backs.  One of their carts was designed with a pull bar that went in front of the wings, for example, and the user of the cart pulled it along using his wings as the anchor point.  About all most earth dragons did with their wings was flap them to fan air or point at things, and the fact that they were landbound meant that earth dragons rarely if ever swept their wings down past their own feet.  Flying required them to move them a whole lot more than that, and that was what his family was out here addressing…though not nearly as miserably as other earth dragon farms.  Because all of them were proficient swimmers, his family and Kammi had far more flexibility in their wings because they did use them much more, so the exercises they were doing weren’t nearly as hard on them as they were on other earth dragons, like their farmhands.  “Morning,” he called as he walked up to them.  “You’re at it earlier than usual.”


“We’re almost done,” Keth answered.


“You okay over there, Fia?” Kell asked the grimacing earth drake.


“I’ll be okay,” she replied.  “This hurts is all.”


“It’s not so bad, Mother,” Feno piped up.


“You’re younger than I am, hatchling,” she retorted shortly as she raised her wings over her back until they touched, and held them there.


“How did the swimming go last night?”


“The water dragons took us out to an undersea mountain!” Fai said excitedly.  “There were different colored bands of rocks at the top, it was so pretty!”


“Wow, all the way out to the painted mountain?  Impressive,” Kell said.  “That’s a long way to go for a drake still learning how to swim.”

“Swimming is fun, we’ve been doing it with your brothers and sister since we moved here,” Fila told him.


“Guess I’ve been too busy to notice,” he chuckled.


“It was definitely a workout for some of us,” Jenri noted.  “I wasn’t sure I was going to make it back.”


“They won’t let you drown, Jenri,” Kell told her.  “Granted, the teasing for weeks afterward may make you wish they did, but they’ll make sure you get home.”


“They only do that to you, intended,” Kammi chided him.  “The best way to counter a jerk is by being a jerk, after all.”


The three farmhand hatchlings all giggled, then they broke into laughter when Kell raised his tail threateningly in their direction.  “Why you three, I oughta,” he teased, which made them laugh harder.  The hatchlings certainly weren’t intimidated by him anymore.  The three of them were just as energetic as his hatchling siblings, full of life and adventure, and it showed more and more as they got used to living on a new farm and got to know the drakes around them.  And all three of Feno and Fia’s hatchlings adored Jenny.


Almost as if mentioning the water dragons summoned them, Surral burst from the water just off the beach and landed in the surf.  He shook the water off his wings before folding them as he advanced up to them.  “Patriarch,” Kell said fondly, advancing up to greet him at the waterline.  “What brings you by so early?”


“You do,” he replied.  “You said that you have the morning off, and there’s a school of shimmerscales west of here.”


“Shimmerscales?  Go, intended, go! Those things are delicious!” Kammi blurted behind him.


“Sounds great to me, Patriarch, I could use a break after the last week,” he replied earnestly.  “I’ve been poked and prodded so much, I’m surprised I still have any scales left.”


“Have to make sure they aren’t ruining you after I spent years training you,” Surral said with a toothy grin, which made Kell laugh.


“I haven’t forgotten how to swim,” he challenged.


“Time to prove it, whelp,” he said, turning around meaningfully.


Minutes later, Kell was exerting himself in the way he was used to, and that was using his wings to propel him through the water.  He and Surral caught up to the rest of the pod, which was already on the move, and he slipped into their formation with practiced ease.  As usual, Surral used no magic to assist him, so he had no breathing bubble…but he didn’t need one.  Despite all the flying training, Kell was still the strongest swimmer among the dragons that wasn’t a water dragon, and he could still hold his breath more than long enough to drown virtually every other non-water dragon on the island.


But, the ability to fly did add a new dimension to fishing with the pod, he supposed.  Instead of just lifting his head up out of the water to breathe, he instead launched into the air and flew just over the surface for a moment from time to time, practicing his flying even when on a fishing expedition.


But, once they reached the shimmerscales, it was a welcome return to the simple joys of life that Kell had started to miss since all this insanity started.  Kell had worked with the pod more than long enough to know exactly what to do even if they couldn’t communicate with him the way they could with each other, working as a unit to tighten the school of shimmerscales into a ball so they could be divided and harvested.


But things were definitely different in one small but important way.  One of the perks of fishing was being able to eat as many as they wanted without having to worry about a tithe, and the first time he darted after a straggler…he couldn’t do it.  He couldn’t bring himself to kill the fish, even though he’d most definitely eat the fish.  Just not alive.  It was almost a paradox, since he didn’t feel any sort of connection to the fish, yet the idea of killing one caused him to pause, literally with his jaws open and the fish inside the boundaries of his teeth.


He couldn’t do it.  He just couldn’t do it.  He had felt life in the core of his soul, and he couldn’t bring himself to take it.  He would eat the fish, but after it was already dead, and it wouldn’t die by his own fangs.  Someone else would have to do it for him.


Though, he found that when he had his aura fully tamped down, suppressed it as much as he could, he didn’t have nearly the same amount of empathy for other living things, almost to the point where he’d been before he’d become empowered.  He wasn’t connecting to them, so he didn’t have the same emotional complications that would come with the thought of them suffering harm due to his actions.  He knew the fish they were catching would die, but that didn’t bother him…so long as he didn’t have to be the one to do it.  He could march a condemned man to the gallows, but he wouldn’t pull the lever that would drop him.

So, the fishing expedition was educational, because it taught him that his empathy towards others was dependent on his aura…or that his aura was dependent on his empathy towards others, at least up to a point.  If he didn’t connect to something, he didn’t have the same regard for it…and that made sense.  He had to distance himself emotionally from everything around him to suppress his aura, and that allowed him to treat other living things not as part of himself, but as dinner.  However, he still couldn’t bring himself to kill, not even the fish, because he knew what life felt like, and he was not going to end it.  He did also understand that if he imbued those fish with his aura, his attitude would be entirely different.  They would become part of him, connected to him through his magic, and he wouldn’t want to do them any harm.  So, the key to fishing was to minimize his aura so he didn’t feel any empathy towards his future dinner, and so long as he didn’t have to kill them himself, he was more than happy to condemn them to the dinner plate.  Much like many humans could be loving and compassionate towards their pets yet also hunt and kill other animals for food, or even for pure sport, he had to compartmentalize his empathy to discern friend from food.  It was all about who and what he allowed to be affected by his aura.

It took them about an hour to tighten the school down to a ball and then split it, so half of the shimmerscales could survive to reproduce, and Shii and Surral netted the remainder in a ball of solid water as the hatchlings, Kell, Sella, and Ralla harried the freed fish to make them go on their way, chasing them from the ball to break the school impulse that would make them try to stay together.  Just after they finished, Sella got his attention and pointed up.  He looked up to see the shadow of a dragon over the water, the size of the wings making it clear it was a sky dragon.  He swam up to the surface and poked his head out to see a sky wyrm that he didn’t know hovering just over the water.  “What is it?” he asked the female.

“You are being called to speak before the council, earth drake,” she answered.


“Oh, okay,” he replied.  “At least they waited until we were done, we were about to come home,” he added with a chuckle.


“It took me a while to find you,” the wyrm said with a wry smile.  “I forgot that you are the only earth drake on the island that spends so much time out in the open water.”


“I gotta be me,” he said lightly as Surral surfaced.  “Council is calling me, Patriarch,” he told him.  “Afraid I have to go.”


“Well, I suppose you helped enough to get your share,” he said with a grin.


“You just try and steal my portion of the catch, Patriarch, my spikes still work just fine,” he threatened, which made him laugh.  Kell turned his nose down and descended with a snap of his wings, then arced up and executed a water takeoff, erupting from the water and ascending more than high enough to open his wings and snap them down, holding his altitude as he gained forward speed.  A week of constant practice had increased his skill significantly, but he still flew with very visible awkwardness.  The difference was, he didn’t feel like he was on the edge of crashing any time he turned anymore, as long as he turned very slowly and very carefully.  He was starting to gain proficiency with turning, and could now fly in a straight line relatively well.  As the sky dragons had said, flying seemed less and less difficult as he gained skill in it.  He wouldn’t be doing any aerobatics anytime soon, but at least he could now fly in a straight line without feeling like he was going to lose control at any moment.  The sky wyrm didn’t help, she took up a parallel course several meters above and to the left of him and allowed him to make his way back to the island on his own.  “I still almost can’t believe my eyes,” she remarked as they leveled out about 300 meters above the surface, high enough for him to feel comfortable that he could recover before he hit the water if he lost control.

“Believe me, it’s just as weird for me to do it as it is for you to see it,” he answered her.  “I think it’s going to take me years to get to where I don’t feel like I’m in danger of breaking my muzzle every time I get into the air.  I’d be swimming back if it was anyone but the council that called me back.”


She had to chuckle.  “Flying isn’t easy.”


“I’m appreciating the truth of that statement more and more with each passing day,” he agreed.  “I used to dream of being able to fly when I was a hatchling.  None of those dreams involved the actual work required to do it, or maybe I’d have been dreaming of something else.”


She laughed brightly.


It only took them about half an hour to return to the island, and since they came in from the west, Kell had to fly over the majority of the extinct southern volcano to reach Council Aerie.  And as he looked down, he saw quite a few earth drakes working the farms that had been converted from ranches on the western coast just south of the Darkwood looking up at him.  Even from that distance, there was no doubt just who it was flying, since earth dragons looked nothing like any other dragon.  Even his silhouette from a distance was unique compared to any other dragon in the air.  The wyrm did intervene as they approached the aerie, getting over him and putting her paw on his back, mainly because he asked her to do so.  Trying to make a controlled landing on an aerie with so many dragons on it was a recipe for disaster, so he wasn’t even going to risk crashing into a council member.  There were nearly thirty dragons on the aerie, the council members and their staffs, and Jenny was also present, sitting in a rather comfy-looking chair sitting between Anthra and Essan’s podiums.  The sky wyrm set him down on the edge of the aerie, and he advanced up to the edge of the ring, advancing to stand just beside Jenny’s chair.  “I answer the summons of the council,” he called politely.

“Which was over an hour ago,” Jussa said dryly.


“I was out fishing, esteemed council member.  It took the sky wyrm a while to find me,” he apologized.


“Any luck?” Jenny asked in draconic with a smile.


“We don’t come back without a catch, Jenny.  Patriarch would murder us all for sheer incompetence,” he replied in English in a voice that made her laugh.  A couple of the council did as well, proving that they’d been very diligent in their English lessons.


“You’re here now, so we can focus on the matter at hand,” Jussa declared in draconic, a slight smile on his muzzle showing a hint of a fang.


It turned out that they’d summoned him to give a report, discussing his progress with the sages learning to control his aura and his progress in flight training, and Jenny was there so she could answer questions about any possible effect the bond between him and the humans had on her.  And since Jenny was there, they couldn’t be completely truthful about things.  The sages still weren’t entirely sure that an extended lifespan was the only boon the humans received, so Jenny was answering questions from the council about it.  Several of the sages were also there to provide testimony on their findings.  The council members asked quite a few questions, some of them far too technical for him to answer them, which the sages often had to answer for him.  He may know more about magic than most earth dragons, but that just meant that he was the smartest of the ignorant.  He didn’t know how his magic worked, he just knew how to control it without really understanding what he was controlling.

But, the sages were quite happy to give something of an overly optimistic, glowing report in his opinion, reporting his progress in learning how to control and focus his aura to produce additional effects and again speculating on just how his aura would affect animals.  They knew it had an effect, they just hadn’t figured out what it was yet.  He couldn’t make animals grow, not even baby animals, his aura didn’t cause them to become young again, didn’t make them healthy or otherwise heal them, didn’t imbue them with magically augmented physical traits or magical powers.  It just seemed to just imbue them, and then…nothing.  The only thing they’d figured out so far was that Kell could imbue animal-based familiars and greatly enhance the effect they had on magic.

And that was also part of why he was summoned.  “When will Kell begin the process to prepare the familiars for the magic,?” Jussa asked.


“He’s already done so, esteemed council member,” the sage answered.  “He’s been working on them for four days now, and has managed to imbue most of the familiars we had stored we will use for the scion.   We’re at the point now where we’re waiting for the sky dragons to bring in the perishable familiars, and he imbues what they bring in the next morning, just before his training session.  Actually, it’s more accurate to say that his work is the first exercise in his training session,” he corrected himself.


After about another hour or so of answering questions about both his progress and his flight training, the council seemed to be satisfied.  They dismissed both Kell and Jenny, since it was time for her own lessons, and Irago carried her down to her house with Kell escorting...and the only reason he could was because it was gliding more than flying.  He landed in a mad flapping of wings just off her patio, the large paved area where she could entertain dragons behind the house, then advanced up as Irago gently set her down.  “Thank you, Irago,” she said in draconic.  “How goes your lessons?”


“I’ve learned a lot of English,” he answered in English.  “Still not too good.”


“I think he’s going to make it in the department,” Kell chuckled as a much larger dragon circled over them in a descent, then landed.  It was Gressa, folding back her wings as she advanced up onto the patio.  “Gressa,” he greeted.


“Kell, Irago,” she returned with a nod of her head.  “Are you ready, Jenny?”


“Just about, Gressa,” she answered as Irago drifted over to hover just beside the fire drake.

“So, she’s been doing her lessons from here?” Irago asked.


“It’s easier for all of us,” Jenny answered as she walked over to a table holding a computer, with a camera mounted on the side of the house.  That was so the Hunters could see Gressa and Irago, whom it seemed was going to sit in on the lesson as well.  The fire drake sat behind Jenny’s table as she sat and took hold of the mouse, and since he didn’t have anything to do at the moment, Kell padded around the large fire drake and sat down behind and beside Jenny, lowering his head down close to hers so they could see him from her webcam.  She started the conference program, and the briefing room at the resort in Imakaii appeared on her monitor and a large TV mounted at the base off the balcony so Gressa could see them without craning her head down.  They were all there, and Kell again had to marvel a bit at how much Wilson and Yancy had changed.

“Are you sitting in, Kell?” Yancy asked.


“Just stopping by to say hello,” he replied.  “Gressa will probably bite me if I try to hijack her lesson.”  They all laughed when the fire drake reached her foreleg out and tapped him on the top of his head with one of her long, wicked claws.  “And she’ll definitely bite me if I stop her from getting started,” he added with a chuckle.  “I have a bunch of my own lessons to do today, so I may as well take some initiative and go practice.”

“We heard,” Olivia said.  “Jenny said that you can fly now.”


“Yup, but I’m terrible at it,” he replied.  “That’s part of what I get out of the bond, what you guys gave to me.  I’ve done my magic practice today, so I’ll go out over the deep water and practice flying for a while.”


“They’ve kicked you out of the department, eh?” Michaels asked.


“Not exactly, but what I’m doing now takes precedence.  I fully intend to go back once I finish with all this,” he chuckled in reply.  “But that won’t be for a while.  Once I master my magic and flight, I’ll be responsible for teaching others.”


“Jenny told us about that too.  It sounds like a good plan,” Juarez said.  “We’ve been wondering how crowded it’s going to get here.”


“It won’t.  The others won’t be sent there, they’ll just be hidden by the government until we can figure out how to train them,” Kell answered.


“Good, we like our swanky little private island,” Olivia smiled.


“You are such a primadonna,” Kell accused.  “And I’ll leave you guys to it before Gressa roasts me for taking up her time.”


Kell retreated back to the farm, and instead of spending his time practicing flight, he instead practiced his growing magic by magically enlarging the harvested food that was part of the tithe, which was sorely needed right now.  They’d managed to bring in some tomatoes already, and he spent the time Jenny and Gressa were in their lesson making them as large as possible without them falling apart or all but exploding when they were picked up, where they got so heavy that they couldn’t support their own weight.  They’d learned that he could only affect living plants, so he could only affect the crops that were recently harvested.  The crops were still alive for a while after being taken off the vine or out of the field, and it was in that window that Kell could affect them.  He was able to get quite a few of them enlarged since he didn’t have to do it one at a time, was able to affect entire piles of them at once, which would help increase the allotments and keep dragons from going hungry…and that made him feel good about himself.


Oddly, though, his aura could affect dead plant and animal parts, but he couldn’t make them grow, he could only imbue them with magic.

Over at Jenny’s house, Gressa and Irago were replaced by Hinado, and no doubt he started their lesson in magic for the day.  Kell finished enlarging all the harvested tomatoes, then ended up being called back to the Library of Eternity, where he spent the rest of the morning imbuing some familiars that the sky dragons had just brought in to create a new scion.  After lunch, Faralla claimed him, and he spent the rest of the afternoon practicing flight out over the open water south of the island, well out of sight of the other earth dragons.

As Faralla shadowed him as he practiced flying, he revealed a little more about the council’s plan, which surprised Kell a little bit.  “Tomorrow, we’re going to be drawing the first token,” he mentioned as Kell leveled out a good five hundred meters over the water.  The sky wyrm was flying over him, and when Kell looked up in surprise, he had a good look at Faralla’s face.


“Already?”


“The sages requested it,” he answered.  “They want to see if breaking the bond Julia made with you and reestablishing it had any effect on you by binding the two pilots to the next earth dragon immediately.”


“I hadn’t considered that,” Kell mused.  “So they think that my magic may have been affected?”


“It’s entirely possible, and worth investigation,” he nodded.  “It’s possible the next earth dragon’s magic will work differently, or not.  Either way, it’s good to know, for both you and us.”


“Are they going to do it publicly?”


“Yes, and Anthra and Geon are going to have your village leaders spread that at your evening village meetings,” he answered.  “The sage will draw the token tomorrow at sunrise at the allotment area.”


“There’s going to be a crowd,” Kell predicted.


“Good, we want the earth dragons to know for a fact that things are being done fairly,” he said.  “The sages have no idea which earth dragon has which number, the list is locked in Ferroth’s office down in your underground city, and they’d have no real reason to cheat anyway.  So, that means that tomorrow, you’re going to be starting your training of another earth dragon,” he warned.


“There’s not much I can do until he’s empowered, outside of trying to explain what to expect, and how it feels.”


“The sages believe that will help,” Faralla told him.  “That dragon will also be observing your training sessions, so he has a head start.”

“I guess that won’t be so bad,” Kell mused wobbling dangerously in the air as he made a turn, but managing to correct before he lost control.  “Now stop distracting me.”


Faralla chuckled.  “We’re going for distance today, Kell, to build up your stamina.  Calculate a navigation arc for three hundred draman due south and put us on course.”


The flight kept him out almost all day, to the point where it was sunset when he came in low and fast just outside the cove, dove into the water, and then swam the rest of the way.  He burst out of the water and landed on the knoll just outside his burrow entrance, shaking the water off his wings before folding them as he advanced towards the entrance.  He didn’t expect Kammi to be home, she was most likely still out swimming with the pod, but he was only stopping in to pick up his tablet before heading across the small valley to Jenny’s house.  As usual for her at this time of the day, she was entertaining guests, and one of them was almost always Gressa, Prisma, and after they finished their exercises, a drake from his farm.  She almost always had a couple of other dragons on or around her patio, exercising her open door policy where any dragon who was curious was more than welcome to stop by and chat, to get to her know her and let her get to know them.  And so far, there wasn’t a single dragon that left her house that didn’t have a good impression of her.  She was truly a dragon magnet, possessed of a personality and charm that made just about every dragon that met her like her almost immediately.  Greg was getting used to the idea, and Davie had the utter fearlessness of a child, who had spent more than enough time with the fire dragons at the volcano to feel completely comfortable around any dragon…and Jenny and Greg’s comfort exposing their child to dragons so much bigger than the boy afforded them a great deal of respect.  Tonight, she had Gressa, Prisma, and a sky drake Kell knew from the team that attacked the Chinese fleet named Karana hanging out on her patio.  Karana was a fairly young sky drake, but from what Kell had learned during the trip over there, she was a very strong magician, much like Sessara, who had an affinity for weather magic.  Even fire wyrms were afraid of Sessara because of her magic, which made up for her smaller size when she came up against them in fire dragons’ eternal squabbling.


Hirrag shared that distinction.  Most dragons didn’t consider his magical skills given his sheer size, but Hirrag was actually a very strong and very skilled magician.

“Kell!” Davie said happily ambling over to him as he came up onto the patio.

“Hey Davie, how you doing today?” he asked, picking up the child and setting him on top of his head.  Davie took hold of his horns and laughed when Kell bounced him a few times.


“I’m okay,” he answered.  “How you?” he asked in draconic.


“I’m doing fine,” he answered in draconic.  As fast as Jenny was picking up draconic, Davie was the true star…but then again, human children his age seemed to learn languages very fast, according to what Kell had read.  “How was class, Prisma?”


“Boring,” she replied, rolling her eyes a little bit.  “It was the later part of the day that was much more interesting.  I’ve perfected a spell for imbuing a generator so it turns at the proper speed without damaging it, which can be suspended so the generator can be turned off without canceling the spell,” she announced.  “I’ve prepared an experimental generator to present to the department for testing.”


“That sounds like you’re doing what we hired you to do,” Kell noted lightly.


“Much like how a driftlight can be turned dark without ending  the spell?” Karana asked curiously.


She nodded.  “That was the model of my alteration.  I’ve locked the first such spell to a crystal and installed it in a generator, and if it works the way I hope, it can be turned on and off with a simple command without damaging the machinery.  I’ll be presenting it to Chief Ferroth tomorrow.”


“The department hired the right chromatic,” Jenny told her in draconic, which made her preen a bit.


“I still can’t get over how much draconic you speak now, Jenny,” Kell noted.


“I seem to learn it more easy,” she replied.


“You sound almost conversational.  It may only take you a couple of months to become fluent,” Kell said in English.  “How have your English lessons been going, Prisma?”


“Well,” she replied in English.  “It’s not that hard.”


“You’re giving me a complex, Prisma,” Greg complained, which made Kell chuckle.


“Chromatics are more or less bred to learn things, Greg, so don’t ever compare yourself to them,” Kell told him.


“I need to learn that language.  I’m being left out,” Karana complained.


“Well, you have a teacher right there,” Kell noted, pointing at Jenny.


“As if I don’t have enough to do already?” Jenny protested in English.


Kell had to laugh.  “Things are going to be interesting around here until you two master draconic,” he told Jenny and Greg, then he switched to draconic to address the other dragons.  “Speaking of interesting, I found out today that they’re drawing for the first earth dragon tomorrow morning.”


“We heard,” Gressa nodded.  “Sessara told us earlier.  She left not long before you arrived.”


“She said the earth dragon will bind the two pilots,” Jenny added in English, then translated for Greg.

“That’s what Faralla told me.  He said the sages want to see if things are different for that earth dragon, given I had Julia’s bond, broke it, then rebonded her.”


“A sound theory worth investigation,” Prisma mused.  “There’s no telling if the process would be different for other earth dragons, since how they become bonded is different from how you did, Kell.”


“I hope they’re doing the drawing in public,” Karana noted.


“Faralla said they are.  Sunrise at the allotment area on top of the volcano,” Kell affirmed.  “The earth dragon village leaders are supposed to spread that at the meetings tonight after they finish their exercises.  Whoever wins is going to sit in during my training sessions with the sages so he can start learning.”

“It’s a good sign,” Gressa said.  “Every dragon I know wants the earth dragons to be empowered quickly.”


“Why for?” Jenny asked.


“Protection,” she answered.  “The earth dragons’ greatest weakness is that they can’t fly as they are now.  We would feel much more secure in their safety if they had the ability to fly away from potential danger.  And it is their right as dragons to be granted the magic—“ she cut herself off.  “It’s their right to enjoy the same magical gifts we have.”


 “I’ll feel a lot less self-conscious when there are others,” Kell said, moving the conversation along before Jenny got too curious about Gressa’s near mistake.  But he could understand how it happened…just about every dragon that knew Jenny was so comfortable around her that they often forgot that there were things they couldn’t tell her.  “Careful, Davie, don’t cut yourself,” he warned as Davie dug his fingers into the ridges on Kell’s horns.  His horns had no nerves in them, but he could feel the child’s fingers moving along them from the vibrations he could feel in the base of his horn.  “The ridges on my horns can be sharp.”

“I’m okay,” he assured him.


“With luck, there will be other empowered earth dragons very soon,” Prisma noted.  “I’ve heard that the sky dragons are already searching for more human magicians, and once we create the scion, they may have the humans located and ready to empower the lucky first earth dragon the next day.”


“I’m not worried about this side of it, I’m worried about the other side,” Jenny said soberly.  “There’s no telling how those humans are going to act after they find out.  After this happens,” she said, motioning at herself.  “They’ll have to keep it a secret, but something like this isn’t exactly easy to keep quiet for most people.  I mean, most humans don’t have the discipline of the Hunters.”


“I think your people will surprise you, Jenny,” Karana said after hearing Kell’s translation.


“I hope they do,” she nodded up at the sky drake before Kell could translate. “Then again, the first time they see this, I think they’ll do anything you say just to learn more,” she said, taking hold of her talisman and looking down at it. She then ran a finger along is edge, which she tended to do.  Even now, days after getting her talisman, she was still nearly mystified by it.  And she never, ever took it off.  “I can’t explain to you how I feel when I look at this.  It’s like…like I can feel the magic,” she mused.  “But only my own talisman.”


“That’s to be expected,” Prisma told her.  “That talisman represents who you are as both a magician and a sentient being, a representation of your very soul.  It should move you to see it with your eyes.”


“That’s certainly how it feels sometimes,” Greg agreed after hearing Kell’s translation, looking at his own talisman.  “Yesterday I nearly had a panic attack when I didn’t feel it against my chest.”

“Did it fall off?” Kell asked.


“It got swung around behind my neck while I was taking a nap,” he answered.  “They told us to guard them with our lives until we learned the magic to make sure we couldn’t lose them, and believe me, we’re doing just that.”


Another dragon swooped down over the house and landed just off the patio, and Kell was a bit surprised to see it was Trejem, the chromatic council member.  The large chromatic advanced up onto the patio and came to a stop beside Prisma, who bowed her head to him respectfully.  “Esteemed council member,” Jenny said in draconic.


“Good evening, Jenny,” he said in a pleasant voice.  He reached into a satchel hanging off his shoulder and presented a book in her direction.  “This is the book I want you to study, as soon as you can use your clever machine to translate it.  It should complement the primer you’re already studying very well.”


“I eager to do so,” she replied in draconic as Prisma floated the book over to her.  It was so large that if she stood it up on the deck, the book would extend up to her ribcage.


“Getting involved, esteemed council member?” Kell asked curiously.


He looked over at him.  “I’ve been studying the history of the human betrayal of the dragons, and I’ve come to learn that the humans turned against their own magicians as well as the dragons, and that the human magicians tried to defend us.  If humans could be on our side then, they can be on our side now,” he said simply.  “I have my misgivings about humanity as a whole, but I also must follow the mandate Gaia laid before us to spread the knowledge of magic to all who carry her gift.”

“Artfully spoken, esteemed council member,” Prisma said respectfully.


“So, are the chromatics going to get involved with the Hunters?” Kell asked curiously.


“We’re still discussing it.  But we will be aiding in the education of Jenny and her family,” he said, looking towards Jenny and Greg with a warm expression.  “They were willing to leave their world and join ours, and we will honor that commitment by helping to train them.”


“That’s good to hear,” Jenny said in draconic.  “Education would not complete without chromatics.”


“I do believe I understand what you mean, Jenny,” he said easily, then he spread his iridescent, rainbow-colored wings, the colors shimmering as his wings moved as the light refracted off the multitude of tiny, supple scales that covered the membranes of his wings.  Kell had always admired chromatics for the beauty of their wings.  “Now, I hate to be rude, but I’m late for a prior appointment.  Have a pleasant evening, all of you.”  And with that, he used his magic to lift his large body up off the patio, using floating magic the same way Prisma and sky dragons often did, then he ascended in the direction of the Library of Eternity.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Gressa noted to Kell, looking down at him.  “The chromatics are getting involved.”


“I’m glad to see it,” Prisma said, looking up where her council member had flown off.  “Jenny is right.  She can’t be properly trained in magic if the chromatics don’t aid in her education.  As skilled as Hinado is, he simply can’t do some of the magic that Jenny can learn.”

“That’s something I was curious about,” Karana said, looking down at the petite chromatic.  “Do humans have the same restrictions as dragons?  Do they have an innate racial field of magic?”


“Humans are like chromatics,” she answered.  “They have no racial focus to their magic, but individual humans have inclinations that will make them stronger in some forms of magic and weaker in others.  Humans can theoretically learn almost any spell, at least when taken as a whole, but like us, they aren’t as strong in a field of magic inherent to another race of dragon.  It depends entirely on the individual human what magic they can learn, and some, like Jenny and Greg, are capable of using nearly any school of magic.  That will make human magicians quite versatile.”


“At least once we learn,” Jenny said ruefully in English as she and Greg wrestled the huge book onto a patio table, then Greg opened it to display the title page.  “Greg, honey, be a dear and go fetch the tablet.  As big as this book is, it’s gonna take us a couple of hours to convert it to a file.”

“Is that one of the books in your library, Prisma?” Kell asked.  “If so, you already have a file.”


She shook her head.  “I fear not, Kell.”


“Oh well, looks like Jenny’s going to be busy while I cook dinner,” Greg said.


They got one more visitor as Greg went inside to cook and Jenny started taking images of the page of the book with her tablet, which allowed the translation program they’d developed to scan the draconic writing and convert it into English.  Ferroth stumped up after gliding down from Council Aerie, sitting beside Kell.  “Chief,” he greeted. “On the way back down to the city?”


“In a bit,” he replied.  “We just got our first report in from the sky dragons searching for magicians in Everett.  I just delivered a copy of it to the council so they can read it over.”


“And what did you find out?” Gressa asked in earnest curiosity.


“You won’t be the only empowered earth dragon for long, Kell,” he replied with a slight smile, glancing at him.  “They’ve found over six hundred human magicians over just two days.”

“Six hundred?” Kell asked in surprise.  “After just two days?”

He nodded.  “The spell they came up with is damn effective,” he said.  “It lets them see the aura of a magician, even if they’re inside or in a car or something, and the range is line of sight.  So they’re flying high over the city and looking down at thousands of people at a time.  They haven’t identified them yet, or told the American government about them, but that’s the raw count after two days of searching.”


“For a city that size, that sounds about right,” Prisma mused.  “The texts say that only one human in one hundred had magical ability.  The city has hundreds of thousands of residents, so the sky dragons should find thousands of magicians.  But finding them is the easy part.  The hard part will be the humans that work for President Walker identifying them, explaining things to them, then preparing things for them.  We can move no faster than how fast those humans can do their jobs, else we put the magicians at risk. Or risk exposing the operation to the mundanes.”


“So we need to get Walker’s people moving,” Ferroth grunted.  “I’d like to have at least two earth dragons ready to go when they create a new scion.”

“Are you going to be at the drawing in the morning?” Kell asked.


“Of course, just about everyone will be,” he replied.  “I’ll be making some contingency plans in case things get ugly tomorrow.”


“How so, chief?” Prisma asked.


“There’s always a chance that a dragon wins that first draw that will put the entire thing in doubt.  Imagine, whelp, if Kammi gets drawn tomorrow,” he said, looking at Kell.  “Or Anthra, or Geon, or another field agent, or even me.  It’s entirely possible, since the entire thing is random.  Me and the council members are going to be discussing that as soon as they finish their meetings and come down to the department.  We can’t tell the winner what to do, but most likely, but I’m going to ask the drakes in the department to decline and have the sages draw another token if they get chosen.”

“The odds are pretty slim for that to happen, chief,” Gressa said.


“But it can happen, so I’m planning for it,” he replied.


“Well, there goes any chance I had at a peaceful night,” Kell said in disgust.  “Kammi’s gonna be pissed when you ask her to do that.”


“She’d be the type to refuse what’s best for all over what’s best for her,” Prisma said.  “With respect, Kell.”


“Even I can admit that my intended can be immature and selfish sometimes, Prisma,” he grunted.  “But not over this.  She’d agree with chief’s request.  She just won’t be happy about it…and she’ll make damn sure that I know she’s not happy about it.”


“Just keep the fight out of your computer room,” Ferroth said with dry humor.


“She’s get physical over it?” Karana asked.


“You don’t know earth dragons, Karana,” Gressa said with an easy, amused look at Kell.  “They can be as unruly as fire dragons, at least in private.  Especially the younger ones.”

“It’s a form of play for them,” Prisma said calmly.


“Well, Kammi plays rough,” Kell grunted, which made Jenny laugh.


“Where is she, anyway?” Ferroth asked.


“Out swimming with the pod,” Kell answered as Davie slid down his neck, then dropped to the ground and ambled into the house, no doubt lured by the smell of cooking food wafting through the open door.


“Then I’ll let you pass along the order when she gets back, whelp.”


Kell gave his boss a dark look.  “Coward,” he accused, which made the three dragon females try hard not to laugh.


17 October 2017, 06:15 DMT; allotment area

Just about the entire island had turned out for this.

Kell watched from the lip of the caldera, sitting with the pod and his family so they could avoid getting jostled down there, and they weren’t alone.  Other earth dragons and dragons from the other four races were surrounding them, two sky drakes hovering directly overhead and Gressa sitting beside Kanna as they watched the sages land on the stage, which hadn’t been taken down since Anthra used it to address the earth dragons.  The sages were the ones that had custody of the drawing tokens, one of them carrying the large chest using floating magic, but the list of which dragon had which token was in Anthra’s office down in the department, to ensure that the sages did not know which earth dragon had which number.  That ensured absolute fairness and neutrality.


Everyone already knew that the winner wasn’t going to get empowered immediately, that this drawing was for who was going to be first, but that didn’t make the earth dragons any less excited and hopeful, some far more than others.  And Kell also knew that some changes were going to have to be made, as he looked at Kitta.  She had been allowed to draw a number, but she didn’t have a full set of spikes in her tail.  She wasn’t old enough yet to grow the full 17, and it was going to be a couple of years until the last three spikes she was missing grew in.  They let the younglings draw out of fairness, but if one of them actually won, they wouldn’t be able to do anything.  No doubt the sages would study the process, allow the youngling to bind humans to him or her as their spikes grew in to study the process, but it was more or less just a wasted draw.

A hush fell over the caldera when Anthra and Geon arrived, the earth wyrm carrying the book holding the numbers.  “Looks like it’s time,” Surral said, who was sitting beside Kell.  “Good luck, friends.”


Surral didn’t hear Kammi’s grumble.


Anthra certainly didn’t want any time.  She set the book on a podium that had been made, and then looked meaningfully at the sages.  The chest was set down, and a small door in the top was opened, only just large enough for the sage to stick his paw inside.  He even looked away as he put his paw into the chest, then pulled out a stone token and presented it to another sage, still not looking at it.  “The number is five hundred and ninety three,” the sage boomed, her voice all but echoing across the caldera.


There was a lone scream of glee far in the back of the gathering inside the caldera, and almost all heads turned in that direction.


“That number belongs to Rika of Red Valley Village,” Anthra shouted after referring to the book.


When the lucky earth dragon reached the stage, Kell almost instinctively looked back at Kitta.  It was just a youngling!  It was a young juvenile female earth drake, half the size of an adult, and Kell’s eyes quickly went to her tail…which had a full set of spikes on it, which made him almost sigh in relief.  She looked barely old enough to have a full tail.  “I’m Rika!” she said eagerly, nearly jumping up and down in place on the stage.  “I’m Rika, esteemed council member!”


“Do you feel you’re ready for this task, youngling?” Anthra asked, looking down at her.  The youngling barely came up to Anthra’s knee.  “You have much work ahead of you, and a great deal of responsibility that will be placed on your shoulders.”


“I’ll make you proud of me, esteemed council member!” she retorted almost immediately.


“Welp, that proves beyond any doubt that the draw is random,” Surral said dryly.  “Having someone that young be the first draw isn’t exactly a good thing.  The earth dragons will be taking lessons from a juvenile.  I think you’ll end up doing almost all the work, Kell.”


“Not to mention some of the elders are going to be offended having to take lessons from a youngling,” Shii added.


“True, but this is the task Gaia gave us, so we’d best roll with it,” Kell declared.  “I can teach her…if she can keep her enthusiasm under control,” he added dryly as the young female was jumping in place in front of Anthra.  “Jenny, when is the plane supposed to arrive?”

“Around ten,” she answered, referring to the cargo plane that brought Jenny’s family supplies every three days.  “I don’t think anyone told them that they’re going to be bound today.”


“Then it’s going to be an eventful day for more than person today,” Kell noted, which made Jenny chuckle as the earth dragons started to make their way out of the caldera, either climbing up the sides or going towards the elevator.  “And we’d better clear out so we’re not in the way,” he added.  “I have to report to the Library of Eternity, so I’ll see all of you later.”


“Good luck with the youngling, Kell,” Keth told him.

Before the earth dragons could reach the top of the rim, Kell turned, bounded a few times, then launched himself off the side as he opened his wings, then pulled himself into the air and banked to the east, proud of himself that he didn’t nearly lose control…he really was getting better at flying.  He flew over the majority of the extinct volcano, then managed to land on the deck in front of the door of the Library of Eternity…and he couldn’t help but look further down, to the door into the chromatic council chambers where he’d killed the former council chromatic.  That memory caused a shiver of shame to flutter through him, but it had nothing to do with who he killed, it dealt with the fact that he had killed period.


There was nothing like feeling life deep in his soul to change his point of view when it came to taking it.


Not all the sages had come to the drawing, so there were more than enough to start his daily examination, putting him on his favorite table and studying him to see if anything had changed since yesterday.  About half an hour later, the door opened, and two sages and Anthra escorted in the youngling.  Her eyes were wide, her mouth agape as she slowly looked around the room, filled with magical trinkets, books, charts, and jars and jars and jars filled with fetishes, familiars, and other magical supplies.  “Kell, this is Rika,” Anthra introduced as the starstruck youngling walked into the chamber.  “She’s your first student.  Rika, this is Kell.”

She bounded up at to him and reared up, putting her front paws on the lip of the table and gazing up at him in awe.  “It’s so nice to meet you, Kell!” she said eagerly.  “It’s such an honor!”


“I wouldn’t see why,” Kell said dismissively.  “I’m just a field agent, youngling.”


“You give all of us younglings hope and inspiration!  You’ve done so much, and you’re not much older then me!” she gushed.  “It makes us feel like we can do anything!”

“Well, if you want to make your mark, then you’d better be ready to work hard,” he warned.  “It took years and years of work to get where I am now…just not sitting on this table.  That was more blind luck,” he admitted, which made the sages give him an amused look.  “The only reason I was chosen was because I was the only earth dragon with the wing strength to fly.”

“I’ll do my part!” she promised with enthusiasm.


A small figure came through the open door, and Kell saw Jenny stepping inside with Irago hovering behind her.  She’d been in the library several times already, so she wasn’t quite as distracted as the juvenile female.  “There you are, Jenny,” one of the sages called.  That made Rika turn her head, then she dropped back down to the floor and stared at Jenny as she approached.


“Congratulations, Rika,” she said in draconic, putting her hands on her knees and leaning down to look at the youngling.  Her head only came up to Jenny’s chest, which made Kell realize that Rika wasn’t much bigger than his younger siblings.  He’d bet that she grew in her last spike maybe just a couple of months ago.  Jenny put a hand on the female’s head, just in front of her horns, and gave her one of those Jenny smiles that just seemed to make any dragon putty in her hands.  “Are you ready?”

“I’ll do my best,” she promised.


“That’s good to hear.”  She patted Rika’s head and stood back up.  “I’m ready, most wise.”


“Come along, Jenny,” one of them said, then she floated up into the air and onto the table beside Kell’s, where a stool was sitting.  She sat down on the stool as the rest of the sages entered the chamber.


Kell didn’t do much teaching as the sages explained to the excited juvenile what was going to happen, from binding the two pilots to her later that morning to her daily examinations and lessons on top of the wing exercises and swimming she had to do.  “So, I won’t be able to fly until I have seventeen humans bonded to me?” she asked.


“We’re honestly not sure, youngling,” a sage told her.  “How it worked for Kell may not be how it works for all other dragons.  Given your smaller size, you may theoretically be able to get off the ground with fewer humans bonded to you. We know virtually nothing about this magic, about this process, and you are here to expand our knowledge more than anything else.  But regardless, you won’t be able to fly until your wings are strong enough to get you off the ground,” he added, tapping her folded wing with a claw.

The examinations ended just as they got word that the cargo plane had arrived, and moments later, the two pilots were brought up to the library, which were very unusual in that both of them were female.  Captain Lucy Evers and Lieutenant Pamela Strong were not the usual military pilots, who were mostly male, because both of them were tall, fit, and rather pretty.  Captain Evers had brunette hair she wore short, and Lieutenant Strong had dirty blond hair she had tied back in a small tail.  They were chosen because they were some of the few pilots in the Air Force that had amphibious plane certification and were trained to fly the sea plane they were using for the supply runs.  Both of them looked intensely curious as they were brought into the library, then their attention was focused on the small earth dragon standing eagerly beside Kell’s exam table.


Jenny stepped up to them.  “Lucy, Pam, good to see you again,” she said.  She knew them fairly well since they talked to her every three days, and once stayed overnight in her house when the weather was too rough for the plane to take off.  “I’d like to introduce you to Rika,” she motioned with her hand.  “She is your earth dragon, she’s the one that will be bonding to you the way I’m bonded to Kell.”


“She’s awfully young,” the brunette, Lucy, said.  “But I guess that doesn’t make a difference.”


Rika bounded up to them and reared up on her hind legs, which put her head almost on level with theirs, and reached out with both forepaws.  The two humans each took one of them, stabilizing her.  “Hi, I’m Rika!” she said in English.  “I’m so happy to meet you!”


“So, you’re going to be our dragon, little one?” Pam asked with a smile.


“Uh-huh!  And you’ll be two of my humans!  I hope we’ll be as good friends as Kell is with his humans!”


Kell dropped down off the table and padded up to stand beside Jenny, then sat down and gave her an amused look.  “My human, eh?” he asked lightly.


“Don’t get any ideas,” she retorted, which made him chuckle.  “You speak very good English, Rika,” she complemented.

“They taught us while we were down in the city,” she replied.  “I kinda like it.  It’s a little weird, but you can say some things in English you can’t really say in draconic.”


One of the sages padded over, and the two pilots looked up at the aged chromatic.  “The two of you have been summoned to accept the bond from this earth dragon,” he said, which Kell translated.  “Are you ready, fully understanding the duties and responsibilities it places on you, as well as the changes it will make to your life?”


“I do,” Pam said, looking up at him with a nod.


“Everything was explained to us, most wise.  I accept,” Lucy agreed.


“Then let us begin.  After you had been bonded, we will examine you and assense you so talismans can be made for you.”


Just the mention of a talisman made Jenny put her hand over hers through her shirt.


“We’ll need a healer,” Kell prompted.


“I’m capable of healing magic, Kell,” the sage nodded to him as another came over.

“Young Rika, remember most keenly which spikes the humans take from your tail,” she prompted.  “I’ll be recording it, but it’s also your responsibility to remember.  Ensure that the next humans you bond do not try to take those spikes.”


“I will, most wise,” she said eagerly, dropping back down and then carefully bringing her tail around within reach of both the pilots.


“Okay, so, what do we do?” Captain Evers asked.


Jenny stepped up to Rika’s side.  “Take a firm hold of one of the spikes, Lucy,” she instructed.  “It has to cut into your skin, your blood has to come into contact with the spike while it’s still in her tail.  It’ll then turn red and come out.  Afterwards, the sage will heal your hand,” she said, motioning at the chromatic.  “The spike is yours to keep, but it’s not part of the bond, it’s more or less a souvenir.  I have mine and Greg’s hanging in the living room of the house.”


“I remember seeing them,” she noted to herself, flexing her hand a few times.  “You ready, Rika?”


“Ready!” she affirmed, lifting her tail up to Captain Evers’ lower chest level.


She didn’t waste any time.  She reached out and grabbed the closest spike, the lowest one on the center row, and closed her hand around it until she winced, when the razor-sharp ridges on the sides of the spike cut through her skin.  The spike flushed red quickly and then released from its anchor,.  “Wow those things are sharp,” she said as she pulled the spike away from Rika’s tail.  She took a step back, then stepped towards the sage when he motioned to her, hunched down from sitting on his tail to get his head and paws close enough to her.  Lieutenant Strong looked at the sixteen remaining spikes, then took the next one in line on the center row, sliding her hand down even as she gripped tightly.  The spike also flushed red and came free, and she kept hold of it as her blood started oozing down the sharp edge of it…she’d grabbed it a little too hard, it seemed.

“Congratulations, ladies,” Jenny told them as the chromatic leaned down even more, looming over them, and did what Prisma had done with Julia months ago, licked his finger and then set it against the cut on her hand.  He repeated the process with the other pilot as Rika showed her tail to the other sage, who marked which spikes had been pulled out of her tail on her slate.  “Now you get to experience the boring side of  it, the examinations,” she said, pointing at the sage.  Kell gave a startled chuckle when the sage bumped the tip of his feathered tail against her backside, and Jenny laughed as well.  “Hey now, I expect that kind of rough-housing from him, not you,” she protested, pointing back at Kell.


“Even us withered old dragons are entitled to a bit of mean-spirited fun,” he replied, and Jenny burst out laughing before Kell could translate, in either direction.  That told him that the sages were learning English at a very fast rate.


Kell got to enjoy watching another dragon get poked and prodded, when the sages put Rika on the table and began their initial inspection of both her and the two humans, who were sitting on chairs on top of the table with her.  Rika just kept talking, gabbing at the two humans, trying to get to know them.  “The tethers have formed,” the male sage declared.  “The bonding is true.  They have yet to start entwining.  I theorize that that won’t take place until all seventeen bonds are formed.”


“Rika and her two humans will give us the chance to determine that,” the other sage nodded.  “Kell only had one human bonded to him, and then the other sixteen were formed within hours of each other.  This gives us the opportunity to see how two formed bonds will behave.”  The female sage came around to face the three of them on the table and addressed them.  “Within the next two to four days, you are going to undergo the change,” she told them, Kell translating for her.  “What you receive from the bond is renewed youth and vigor, and it will have an effect on your appearance.  You will appear much as Jenny does, appearing much younger than you truly are.  Exactly when this will happen, we cannot say, but do not be surprised when it does.  And when it does, inform Imakaii immediately and they will send that on to us.”


“Over the next few weeks, young humans,” the male sage said to them, which Kell translated, “we want you to carefully observe yourselves both physically and mentally, both before and after the change.  We’re still learning how this process works, so anything you notice will be helpful to our research.  No change is too small or insignificant,” he stressed.  “To fully understand the process and how it affects you, we need as much information as you can give us.”


“We can do that, most wise,” the brunette nodded, which Kell translated.  “We can start keeping a journal.”

“Excellent,” he praised.


“Is there anything we should know about these bonds, most wise?” Strong asked.  “Can Rika make us do things using it?”


“The bonds are passive, young humans,” the female sage told them.  “She cannot control you, you cannot control her.  They give each of you a boon, a blessing, based on the inherent magic of earth dragons, which is symbiosis.  Earth dragons give of themselves and receive back a boon of equal value.  You give to her magic to enable her to fly and use her racial magical abilities, and in return, she grants you youth and vigor.  It is not about taking, or controlling.  It is about giving.  You give to her, she gives to you, and both of you benefit.”


“Huh,” the blond said, looking over at the young earth dragon.  She put her hand on Rika’s shoulder fondly.  “That sounds like a fair trade to me,” she told the earth drake.


“I think I get way more out of it, but I’m happy you like what you get,” she replied eagerly.


“You don’t know human women, Rika.  Trust me, the idea of being young and beautiful for a hundred years is the best gift ever.”


Kell sighed and shook his head, and the two pilots laughed when Jenny elbowed his shoulder irritably.

“I’m quite pleased that both of you are female.  We only have three bonded female humans available for examination and thirteen males, and that’s not enough of a pool for us to get definitive research on how the process affects human female biology.  You two expending the pool will give us much more accurate data to study.”

“You make magic sound like science, most wise,” Strong noted.


“It is a science, young one,” he said with a smile after hearing the translation.  “We study it as diligently as human scientists study their chosen fields.  And when you begin to learn magic, if you approach it as a science, you will learn it much more easily.”


“Now it sounds much more interesting,” Evers said.  “I studied aeronautics and physics in college, and if magic is the same as science, I think I’ll learn it much faster.”


“Trust me, girls, you will,” Jenny said.  “Magic has rules and laws, and while they’re not based on physics, they have logic to them.  It really is like learning about science, just a science with its own unique rules.  Once you start understanding how they’re different from physics, it gets easier.”


“Just so,” the sage nodded approvingly.

“Have they added you to the classes they teach at Imakaii?” the other sage asked.


“We start tomorrow,” Evers answered.  “They wanted us to do this before they’d teach us,” she added, holding up the red spike in her hand.  Both of them had been carrying the spikes since they’d pulled them from Rika’s tail.

“That’s because the bond you hold with Rika connects you to our world as much as it does her,” the sage answered after Kell translated.  “I suspect that no human will be given instruction until they bind to an earth dragon, as proof that you are committed to be a responsible member of our society.”

“What does being responsible entail?” Strong asked curiously.


“To uphold your duty to Gaia to learn as much about magic as possible,” the female sage answered her before Kell could translate.  “To honor her and her gift by using it responsibly and wisely.  To represent the magical world to your people with dignity, so they might accept us.  You are the children of Gaia, young humans,” she told them proudly.  “You carry her blessing, and your actions should honor her and her gift to you.”


“Exactly who is Gaia?” Evers asked.


Jenny chuckled ruefully.  “That’s a bit hard to explain,” she said.  “In a way girls, she’s the earth.  As in the planet, not the ground.  The dragons believe that our world has its own sentience, its own soul, and that is Gaia.”


“Just so,” the female sage nodded, which Kell translated.  “Gaia is the power of life, the wellspring from which all life on our world comes.  Magic is also the power of life, which we who are blessed by Gaia can access and control.”

“So, she’s like, a god or something?” Strong asked.


“A god, not the God,” Jenny answered.  “Or more to the point, she’s a being of immense, god-like power performing the task God gave to her.  The dragons revere Gaia, even worship her after a fashion, but even they acknowledge that the God is above her.”


“Wow, you’ve been studying,” Kell noted to her.


“I had to reconcile dragon teachings with my religion, Kell, of course I had to study,” she replied.  “I see Gaia as one of God’s servants, like the angels, making sure things go the way He wants them to go.  And some of the most obscure teachings in Christianity actually match up to what I’ve learned about Gaia, like how the souls of the dead will remain on Earth until Judgment day.  They’re not sleeping in their graves, Gaia is taking care of them until God calls them to be judged.  And the Christian concept of resurrection is the basis of the reincarnation of souls, just not quite the way that Christianity says it works.  Instead of coming back to our own bodies, we return in new ones.  I can see in those ancient writings the influence the dragons had on my religion, thousands of years ago, and how the church tried to change them after they turned against the dragons to remove reference to Gaia from their teachings.”

“You do us proud, Jenny,” the male sage said, which made her smile up at him.


“Wow, so most of what I learned in Catholic school is gonna get shook,” Evers chuckled.


“A little, but I don’t think you’ll have a crisis of the faith over it,” Jenny told her with a smile.  “Just remember that when Jesus was born, the dragons were part of the world, and there very well may have been a dragon at the manger to welcome him.  That was before they left for the island.  Jesus lived in the world with dragons, in a world of magic, and nowhere in the bible can you find Jesus saying they’re bad, or evil.  If he had, it’s a guarantee they’d have left those versus in after the church turned against the dragons.”

Kell gave Jenny a surprised look.  She’d clearly really thought about this.


“Well reasoned, Jenny,” the female sage said approvingly.


“I have no idea what any of that means,” Rika said.


“You’re young, Rika, you haven’t been taught about things like that yet,” Jenny told her supportingly.  “And we haven’t learned anywhere near enough about you!  What’s it like on your farm?”


She went right back to talking, and everyone in the room learned all about life as a farmhand on one of the small farms in Red Valley Village, farms much more representative of an earth dragon farm.  The farms in Dawnmist were all very large, with Keth’s being the largest and one of the largest farms on the island, where a more typical farm was only about a quarter of the size of his family’s farm.  The farm owners were very kind, almost like parents to her, and she was a very rare only child, but had three other hatchlings around her age on the farm as friends and playmates, the children of the farm owners.  She’d been born on a farm in Sea Spray village, but her parents had moved to the current farm not long after she was old enough to leave the brood chamber.  Like many earth dragons, until they retreated to Sanctuary City, the farm was all she knew, it was her entire world and her entire life.  Like many earth dragons, going to the city, learning new things, had changed her outlook, made her curious about the outside world, made her look beyond the farm. Because she was the child of farmhands, would probably never own a farm of her own, she’d gotten interested in the department after seeing what they’d done during the conflict with the other dragons.

By the time the exam was over, the two pilots knew quite a bit about their very young earth dragon.  They were helped back down to the floor, and Kell approached them with Rika.  “Guess we’ll be seeing you in three days?” he asked.


“Unless things change,” Captain Evers nodded.  “We’ll be flying back as soon as we’re done here.”


“Flying…I can’t wait until I can do it!” Rika said, spreading her wings and tilting them back and forth as if she were in flight.  “I can’t wait until they open the scion!  I’ll be just like Kell, I’ll be able to fly and do magic!  It’s gonna be so awesome!”


“One step at a time, Rika,” Kell told her.  “Let’s get you ready first, so you don’t hurt yourself the first time you try.  And there’s a lot you need to learn before you can control your magic.”

“I want to learn!” she said eagerly.  “Everything you can teach me!”


“That’s the kind of enthusiasm I expect out of my dragon,” Captain Evers told her with a smile, putting her hand on Rika’s neck.  “We’ll see you when we do the next supply run, okay Rika?”


“I’ll be waiting!” she bubbled.


Sky dragons carried the two pilots and Jenny off the aerie, leaving Kell and Rika with the sages.  “Alright, then, Rika.  If you want to learn, let’s get started,” Kell said as they walked back towards the sages.  “There are things I can teach you about our magic before you can do it.  Hopefully, it’ll help you master it faster than I did.”


25 October 2017, 10:47 DMT; Dawnmist Village

This was the day.


Quite a few earth dragons were watching from a safe distance as a large congregation of dragons of all four of the other species were gathering around a stone platform built not far from both Keth’s farm and the entrance to Sanctuary City.  Today, they were going to create a new scion.  The conditions were nearly perfect for casting the spell, and the presence of a multitude of imbued fetishes and familiars, they hoped, would take a big bite out of the effort it was going to take to do it.

This was high order magic.  This was the kind of magic that required 247 dragons working on concert, and the effort would exhaust them.  And for a spell like this, it would require all four magic-using species of dragon to enact.  The scion was primarily a spell of change, so it required sky dragons.  But it was also a spell of scrying, the scrying element required to allow them to properly aim the scion at a new location when its terminus was moved, which required chromatics.  The act of piercing time and space to create a portal in the initial casting required fire dragon invocation magic, and to make the magical portal stable, safe to use, required the protective magicks of the water dragons.  The most skilled and most powerful of the elders of the four races were gathered around where the scion was going to be placed, and Kell was proud beyond measure to see Surral among them as one of the 27 water dragon elders that would enact their part of the ritual.  Around the elders were other dragons that would lend their magical strength to the primary casters of the spell.

Kell had his place in this ritual, in two ways.   Firstly, it was one of his tail spikes that would serve as the spell’s focus, the crystal to which the complex and powerful spell would be locked, and yesterday the sages had spent nearly six hours carefully studying his 17 spikes to pick the best one to use.  Secondly, he would be there to further help empower the other dragons by granting them the magic of his aura, reducing the drain on them by constantly supplying the magic they were using, just like the younger dragons.  He would, in effect, be a battery to power their magic.  In that respect, he wasn’t the only earth dragon that would participate.  Four other earth dragons would assist as well; Kammi, Jirran, Trekka, and Girk.  The other four field agents were chosen because of their discipline and ability to follow orders and not disrupt the ritual. Each of them would stand in the center of the elders of a species, and Girk was chosen to stand with the sky dragons.  Kammi would stand with the water dragons, Jirran with the fire dragons, and Trekka with the chromatics.  Kell would stand in the center, and his aura would cover the four primary casters, the main shapers of the spell, Trejem, an elder sky drake named Pelara, Hirrag, and a water wyrm elder named Thren  Pelara and Thren were more skilled at this kind of magic than their council members, so they were the ones selected to control the spell on behalf of their race.. 

 Because of the use of earth dragons in the ritual, Jenny and Greg weren’t allowed to witness the casting.  They were a bit sulky about it, but bought the explanation from the sages that they might represent an unknown factor that could possibly destabilize the casting.  Magic had many obscure rules, and the sages were going with your very presence as human beings might upset the spell as an insulating fetish.  They weren’t in their house, they and Davie were out on an expedition with some of the younger sky dragons and water dragons, taking them over to Gaia’s Talons for a little sightseeing, getting them well away from the island.


So, Kell and his field agent comrades found themselves standing in the middle of a circle of the strongest and most skilled magicians of the four other dragon races, and the tip of Kell’s tail spike was planted in the stone platform where the scion would be anchored, standing upright and already cleansed of stray magical emanations by the sages and ready to accept the spell about to be locked to it.  They were waiting now, waiting until precisely 11:01am to being the ritual, which was the peak of some magical cycle that would make casting the spell give the best result.

“Is everyone prepared?” Trejem asked, standing in his place of honor in the center of a throng of chromatics, and Prisma had earned a place…almost with them.  She stood just behind them, one of the dragons that would lend them power as they cast the spell.  But that was still a high honor for a chromatic that had yet to even finish school.  When the others called in assent, the four primary controllers of the spell stepped forward, surrounding Kell.  They had to step carefully around the many fetishes and familiars laid out on the stone platform, each carefully placed in a specific location so as to have maximum effect, and each one Kell had handled over the last two weeks, imbuing them with his earth dragon magic to enhance their beneficial effect on the spell..

That was the other reason he was selected to be in the middle.  It was his magic imbuing the fetishes and familiars, and since they were linked to him, they wanted him in the middle, granting the four primary shapers of the spell his aura.


“Are you ready, Kell?” Trejem asked.


“I won’t really be doing anything but staying quiet and not breaking your concentration, esteemed council member,” he said dismissively.  “But yes, I’m ready to do that.”


The other elders stepped behind the four primary casters, and everyone made sure they were where they were supposed to be as a sage kept careful watch on a small crystal disc he held in his paws, which would tell them when to begin the spell.  The entire host went silent as they waited, each dragon preparing himself or herself mentally for the task ahead.  The four primary casters sat on the base of his tail and took a vertical base.  Kell followed suit, opening his wings a bit to keep the tips from scratching across the stone beneath him, going over what the sages told him about this.  It would take them about a half an hour to complete the spell, what they called a ritual, where each group of dragons would take command of the spell to do their part, first the sky dragons working alone, then the chromatics working alone, then the sky dragons and chromatics working together, then all both of them would work together with the fire dragons, then the water dragons and chromatics would complete the spell.  The first stages of the ritual were about preparing the spell to be cast, then when the fire dragons were brought in, the actual spell itself would be cast to form the scion.  That was when the spell would become visible.  The water dragons and chromatics would then finish the final aspects of the spell, and the chromatics would lock the spell to his tail spike.  Once the spell was locked, that was it, the scion could be used.

 They waited for long moments in silence, to the point where he was nearly startled when the sage watching the disc called out.  “It is time!  Begin!” he boomed.


Kell couldn’t see anything, but…but he could feel it.  He could feel the magic around him, feel it as the sky dragons elders began casting the first stage of the spell, felt the elders each take a part of the burden and allow Pelara to guide the overall shaping of the magic.  He could feel the power build, shiver through his aura.


It was the power of life, granted to the dragons from Gaia, and he could feel that power resonate in his aura, resonate through his very soul.


He almost instinctively connected to the magic, like it was a plant, and caused it to be affected by his aura of life energy by supplying it with his own life energy. The effect was amplifying the power of the spell, as if Pelara were a microphone, he an audio amplifier, and the spell was a speaker.

He made the spell grow.

He heard every dragon around him gasp, Pelara nearly lose control of the spell and recoil physically as Kell raised his forepaws and connected to the spell, which increased its power by a significant amount.


“Do not lose it, Pelara!” Trejem suddenly shouted.

“What goes on?” Hirrag demanded.  “Kell, what did you do!”


“He’s affecting the spell itself like it’s a plant!” Trejem told the massive fire wyrm in sudden excitement.  “He’s empowering the spell to make it easier for us to cast, easing the burden on us!  He’s amplifying our own magic!  Pelara, work with it!”

“I see!” she declared eagerly.  “I can see how he’s doing it!”


His eyes closed, Kell tuned them out as he concentrated on the magic that surrounded him. He could feel it flow, feel it be shaped, feel it move, and he remained connected to it, emotionally and magically, granting it his power as if it were a plant he intended to make grow.  He was unable to control the magic himself, but what he could do was feed it, give the life energy which constituted it some of his own.  He became aware of light, dimly aware that the light was radiating from his horns.


“He has stabilized his aura!” Trejem barked.  “Pelara!”


“Hold your aura steady, Kell!” she called.  “Keep it steady!”


He didn’t reply, he sat there and concentrated on the magic, felt it when the chromatics took command of it so they could do their part, add in the scrying elements necessary to properly aim the scion.  He could feel Trejem through his connection to the magic, and then moments later, he felt Hirrag and the fire dragons join the spell, as they, the chromatics, and the sky dragons performed the actual magic that caused the scion to form.  Behind him, the tail spike embedded in the platform rose up into the air and flared with brilliant light, and then a magical vortex swirled into existence around it, the spike vanishing within the magical energy.  He then felt Thren and the water dragons take over, assisted by the chromatics, performing the last parts of the ritual to stabilize the vortex, make it safe to use.  He then felt the chromatics seal the spell to his tail spike, and when they did that, the spell disconnected from him, established a permanent connection to the tail spike, and became self-sustaining as the scion automatically drew the magic it needed through his tail spike rather than through the dragons that cast the spell.  The sudden loss of the spell scattered him for a moment, made him drop back down on all fours and shake his head as if shrugging off a blow.

He was almost mugged by chromatic elders and sages as they swarmed around him, nearly ecstatic at what he had done.  “Why did we never see this before?” Trejem asked.  “We’ve used magic around him since the day he bonded the humans to him, and this has never happened before!”


“We’ve never tried to have him affect magic,” the sage replied.  “I never even considered the possibility!”


“I…I helped?” Kell asked woozily.


“You can’t imagine how much you helped, Kell!” Trejem told him in excitement.  “If not for you, right now I’d be so exhausted I could barely move!  I’m too tired to cast spells right now, but you definitely took a significant part of the burden off of us!”


“That’s…nice,” he said, then his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed onto the platform.


“Kell!” Surral said in sudden fear, pushing other dragons out of the way to reach his young friend’s side, beating Kammi and the three other earth drakes to him by about two steps.  He put two fingers down on the side of his neck and used a spell of assessment, a water dragon spell that determined the cause of maladies and located injuries hidden from the eyes.  It was a healing spell, and as such, only water dragons and chromatics could use it.


“Patriarch?” Kammi asked.  “Is he okay?”


“He’s completely exhausted, but otherwise unhurt,” he answered.  “He needs rest.  Lots of rest.  He’ll be unable to do much of anything for several days, until he can recover his strength.  We need to get him to his sleeping mound, right now, indoors, in a controlled environment to take as much strain off his body as possible.”

“He shouldered the burden,” one of the sages said.  “The drain that should have left all of us laying on the platform was carried by him.”

“Such a beautiful irony Gaia has placed on our earth dragons cousins,” another sage said.  “Unable to use magic themselves, but able to amplify the magic used by others.  It would almost seem cruel, in a way.”


“Gaia has a design, but we cannot see it,” Trejem said as Surral and the four earth drakes carefully picked Kell up of the stone platform.  “Perhaps in return for that sacrifice, Gaia has given to them a boon we have yet to discover.  And I hope it is something truly special,” he added, looking at them as they pushed through the crowd, carrying Kell away.


“This must be studied,” a sage said.  “The implications, the potential, it is considerable.  The presence of an empowered earth dragon may allow us to use high order magic even at unfavorable times.  As it stands, I believe we could create a second scion within a matter of days with the earth drake’s assistance.  His aura of life energy will counter the ebb of magic in the waning phase of the cycle.”

“Within reason,” Jussa said as he stepped up to them.  “If that is the result of an earth dragon’s aid…I would prefer not to ask it of them,” he added, pointing at the unconscious earth drake as the water drake and his intended carried him in the direction of his burrow, trying to go as quickly as they could without jostling him.  The chromatic youth Prisma floated over them and picked him up with her powerful floating magic, and hurried towards his burrow with the five of them running after her.  “It is unseemly to demand that the earth dragons give more of themselves than we are willing to give ourselves.”


“Truly,” Trejem agreed.  “But still…maybe we should have seen this.  Magic is the energy of life, as is an earth dragon’s innate magical ability.  Kell radiates an aura of life energy when he’s not tamping it down, and it affected the spell as we cast it, since magic is the energy of life.  He, he boosted the spell, amplified it, by giving it his own life energy.  He can’t shape the magic himself, but he can supply the energy to another and have them do it for him.  It’s like another expression of an earth dragon’s aura, the aura of magic they radiate that empowers us and allows us to use magic.  Just on a more direct level.”

“An active level,” a sage speculated.  “He was actively using his innate ability to boost the spell.  Instead of affecting a plant, he affected the spell itself.  Astounding,” he breathed.  “That was why we haven’t seen this before.  He’s never tried to empower a spell the way he empowers a plant to make it grow.  Clearly, we have been lacking in our research.”


“The research will have to wait, most wise, until he is recovered,” Trejem said.  “I don’t want him doing anything until he is fully recovered, and we’re completely sure that there were no lingering effects from this.”


The sage nodded silently.  “But one thing is for certain.  We must explore this, research this, and that means that empowering more earth dragons is our most important task.  Kell’s ability may be unique, or a fluke, and we need more research subjects.  With the scion open, we can now start that process.”


“I will speak to Jenny and tell her to convince President Walker to devote more resources to their operation to assist the human magicians, that we will begin the process in earnest as soon as his people are ready.”

1 November 2017, 13:26 DMT; Dawnmist Village

He felt…awful.


He wasn’t entirely sure when he became aware again, but one thing he was certain of was that he was stiff, he was sore, and he had a massive, massive headache.  He also felt like he’d run for ten days straight without rest, so tired that he almost felt like he couldn’t move.  He could tell that he was laying on his side on something soft, that smelled of earth and grass, one wing laying on the ground behind him and the other folded over his side like a blanket.   He could smell earth, stone, grass, and crops, like the smell of the farm when the crops were in the fields and close to harvest, and he could hear the distant sound of one of the ventilation fans…the sound of it telling him he was in his burrow.  He knew that fan, it was the one he could hear in the sleeping chamber.

So, he was in his burrow, on his sleeping mound.  But how did he get here?


The last thing he remembered, they were doing the spell to create the scion.  He remembered that…that he’d gotten entangled in it somehow, that he’d become part of the spell, and then…blackness.


He hoped he hadn’t ruined the spell somehow.


It took real effort to open his eyes, taking in a deep breath, and found himself staring at the thick stalk of some kind of vine.  It was growing just centimeters from his eyes, and seeing it made him dimly aware that his aura was radiating uncontrolled.  His aura must have become uncontrolled while he was asleep, which made the plants grow amok around him.  And if he was in his burrow…yikes.


He shakily raised his head and found himself laying in a depression in the sleeping mound that was filled with grasses, flowers, and vines, some so high that they grew up over his body, partially concealing him within them.  He heard some kind of gong go off elsewhere in the burrow, and seconds later, Kammi charged into the sleeping chamber and vaulted up onto the top of the mound.  “Kell!” she said in a frenzy of concern .  “Oh, Kell!  Are you okay?  How do you feel?” she asked, nuzzling him urgently.


“Exhausted,” he replied weakly.  “What happened?”


She laughed ruefully.  “Just you being you, intended,” she smiled down at him, then nuzzled him again.  “Now can you please do me a favor and tamp down a little bit?  I’ve been working non-stop to keep the plants from taking over the burrow.”

He chuckled weakly.  “I must have been completely out of it, then.  I must have been unconscious, not just asleep.”


“For six days,” she told him seriously.


 “Six days?  What the hell happened?”


“Well, for one, we found out that we can affect more than living things with our aura,” she replied, sitting down beside him and cutting down the stalk with her claw.  “They’ve figured out that we can affect spells cast by more than one dragon, what they call ritual magic,” she explained.  “We can’t affect spells cast by one dragon, but if two or more dragons work  together on a spell too powerful for either to cast by herself, we can affect that spell with our aura, amplify it, supply it directly with magic to boost its power and let the dragons cast it with much less effort.  Oh, and you’re not the only empowered earth dragon anymore,” she grinned, then she rather victoriously brought her tail around and showed him a series of half-grown nubs rather than full grown tail spikes.  “There are four of us now.  You, Rika, some rancher drake from Longrass Village, and me.”


“What, seriously?”


“Seriously!” she said with a bright smile.  “They drew my number yesterday, drew it in front of everyone, and I bonded my humans just last night!  My magic should become active in a couple of days!  Believe me, it’s the only thing that could have made me leave the burrow,” she told him with a loving smile.


“There is no way you got that lucky,” he accused.


“Are you accusing me of cheating, intended?” she asked, an edge to her voice.


“You?  No.  But I think the sage that drew the number was up to some shenanigans.”


“Even if he was, everyone bought it,” she winked.  “Nobody complained, everyone says I won fair and square.  They saw him pull my number out of the box, and then Anthra read my name out of the book.”


He gave her a long look, and she burst out laughing.  “Gaia, I hope nobody realizes they cheated,” he sighed, putting his head back down.  “And I wonder what made them decide to change their minds about not allowing anyone to get empowered that might arouse suspicion.”

“No idea, when my number was drawn, chief didn’t say a word.  If they changed their minds, they didn’t tell us why,” she said.  “So, we’re going to be together again, intended,” she smiled at him, putting her paw on his neck.  “When it wakes up, you’re going to teach me how to use my magic.  Hopefully you’ll be recovered by then.”

“Well, that tells me the scion is up,” he noted.


“Yup,” she nodded.  “And the humans have done a pretty good job securing the cooperation of the magicians in Everett.  We have four empowered dragons already, and another will be empowered today.  They’re holding the drawing just after lunch.”


“Did you fly?”


“About twenty meters, and I crashed hard,” she said, making a face that made him chuckle softly.  “You weren’t kidding, intended, flying is hard.  Hinado says I don’t have the wing strength yet to fly more than a couple of minutes at a time, but they’re going to work with me as I build up my wings so I know what I’m doing when they’re strong enough.”  She made a face.  “Not like fucking Rika,” she said, using the English swear word because no parallel existed in draconic.  “That little jerk is already flying around!”


“She’s so small, her wings don’t have to lift as much weight,” Kell realized.  “I guess it scales down disproportionately.” 


“And her wings were pretty strong to start off with, because you know how hatchlings love to rough-house,” she snorted.  “Seems she learned this trick of using her wings as anchors in tug of war, and it made them pretty strong.”


“So…you bonded humans.  What are they like?”


“A diverse bunch,” she answered.  “A couple of teenagers, eighteen and nineteen, a couple of elderly humans.  One’s an executive for Microsoft, and seven of them are college graduates,” she answered.  “One of them is a math professor at U-Dub.  I get the feeling that I’m going to like my little coven.  The Americans have already started the relocation process for them.”


“How hard will that be for them?”


“Not too hard,” she answered.  “They’re not moving them across the country, just into a new house or apartment in Everett, to places where people don’t know their faces.  Yeah, they all had to quit their jobs or get assigned to a different city if they stay with the same company, they can’t really hang out with their friends anymore, but they’re not complaining too much.  The Microsoft exec got transferred to a facility in Tacoma, which isn’t too far away from Everett, and the math professor is taking a new teaching job at another university in Seattle.  So yeah, it disrupted their lives a little bit, but the government’s doing what they can to make it as minimal as possible.  They’ve even got the Hunters involved, they’re running a little side operation that goes in and replaces all photos of our humans with updated ones once they change, so if anyone looks them up on the internet, they see the new faces, not the old.  But they’ve gotta wipe their Facebook and Instragram of all selfies, and that made my two teenagers a bit mad,” she laughed.

“What about their families?”


“That’s the only real sticky part.  My humans can’t really hide the change from their families, so they have to be told.  The government’s already warned them that if they start spreading it, they’ll get arrested for divulging state secrets.  But even with that threat, you know it’s not gonna stay secret forever.”


“Barely more than a few months,” Kell reasoned, to which she nodded in agreement.


“What they’re doing, though, is looking for new magicians within those families, you know, to keep it in the family,” she told him.  “Like my math professor.  Turns out his sister is a magician too, so she’s going to be bonded to the earth dragon they pick today.  Prisma said that according to history, magical ability is hereditary, so the best place to look for new magicians is in the family trees of our current ones, which should keep them from talking.”

“I’m glad to hear it.  And cheating or not, I’m happy you’re empowered, intended,” he told her.  “Now I don’t feel like there’s something separating us.”


“Aww, I love you too, intended,” she smiled warmly at him, patting his neck.  “Now, you need to go back to sleep, and let me clean up the burrow again,” she frowned.  “I have to tell the council and the sages that you’ve finally woken up as well.  They’ll send a water dragon healer in here to give you a once over, and he’ll report your condition to the council.  Essan and Geon are the only ones that can come this deep in the burrow.”


“My condition will be asleep,” he yawned.  “I’m so tired I can barely keep my eyes open.”


“The sages said that that’s normal, and nothing to worry about.  You just exhausted yourself, intended, and need lots of sleep to recover.  They said that now that you’ve woken up, you’ll be back on your feet in a day or two.  I’ll have some food waiting for you when you wake up again.”

“Good, because I think I’ll be hungry by then,” he said, closing his eyes.  And barely two seconds later, he was asleep again.
